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CHAPTER ONE

THEA WAS STANDING in the rubbish bin, trying to crush its contents enough to get the lid on, when she heard people approaching down the hallway. They were talking.

‘Come into the kitchen and excuse the mess, it’s always a tip,’ she heard as she crushed a pizza box beneath her heel.

Petal, her youngest and most demanding lodger, followed by a man Thea had never seen before, entered the kitchen.

‘Hi, Thea! What are you doing in there?’ Petal said, curious but not interested enough to hear the answer. ‘This is my Uncle Ben. Oh, that’s my phone.’

While Petal searched in her bag for her fifth limb, Thea tried to step out of the waste bin without falling over. There was nothing to be ashamed of in compacting takeaway cartons, cereal packets and Pringle’s tubes, thus reducing landfill, but she could have done without witnesses. Petal, having dived on her mobile phone like a gull on a fast-food leftover, went out of the room, talking hard.

Thea, unreasonably annoyed, reached for the wall to balance herself. The bin teetered and her foot penetrated the layer of cardboard to the substratum of detritus beneath. Trying to pull herself free, the heel of her shoe caught round the loop of a drinks can holder and Thea began to lose her balance. For an instant she had an image of herself lying prostrate on the floor, surrounded by eggshells, banana skins and coffee grounds. She put out a hand, groping for something to hold on to, but couldn’t reach the wall.

The stranger, seeing her predicament, crossed the room and caught the flailing hand and then her body, steadying the bin and holding Thea upright.

Maybe, if she hadn’t been in such a bad mood, she could have seen the funny side and laughed up at him. As it was, she just blushed furiously while he supported her, unwilling to see if he was laughing at her. ‘Thank you so much,’ she muttered to the bin, as she rammed the lid back on. ‘What a ridiculous thing to have happened.’

Petal quite often managed to make Thea feel more disagreeable than the most caricatured seaside landlady and she felt very tempted to tell her so-called uncle that it was all Petal’s fault; she had promised to get some new bin liners, having used up Thea’s entire roll. But although this was the truth, it would be extremely petty, and it was bad enough to appear bad-tempered and ridiculous in front of strangers without being small-minded as well.

‘That’s OK,’ he said. ‘It could happen to anyone.’

To anyone foolish enough to climb into a rubbish bin, she thought, but didn’t say. To direct his attention away from the tea bag that had got trapped down the side of her shoe, Thea nodded towards Petal. ‘That girl burns the telephone at both ends. I hope it doesn’t fry her brain.’

Petal’s uncle, who had been surveying Thea and her surroundings with a sort of mystified concentration, said, ‘Possibly it already has.’

Thea struggled to get her usual good humour back, but it was difficult. He was tall and dark, with deep-set eyes, and it was easy to take his quiet, serious demeanour as disapproval. She wished she could tell him to go and wait for Petal in the hall, but unfortunately she was chronically hospitable, unable to have people in her house, however unwelcome and uninvited, without offering them food or drink. ‘Would you like a cup of coffee? Tea?’ She slid the kettle over to the hot part of the Rayburn. She was desperate for a cup herself and didn’t feel she could have one if he didn’t join her.

‘I don’t think we’re staying. I just came with Petal to collect some things.’

‘Does that mean Petal is taking her artwork home at last?’

This was such good news that Thea couldn’t help a feeling of benevolence breaking over her. She smiled widely at the thought that she would soon be able to get into the attic, her bedroom and the bathroom, without tripping over the component parts of a dragon, a princess and a castle, all made of papier mâché and covered with Thea’s bin bags. ‘You might as well have some tea. She’ll be ages.’ And it’ll give us something to do, so we won’t have to talk, she thought.

Perhaps her glee was rather too much of a contrast from the grumpy woman he’d helped out of a dustbin because the man frowned. ‘I can’t stay long. I’ve got to get back tonight.’

‘Suit yourself, but if I don’t have something my tongue will cleave itself permanently to the roof of my mouth.’

‘Then, thank you,’ he said, looking somewhat surprised.

Her euphoria faded a little. Petal’s Uncle Ben appeared to have no social skills. Why didn’t he comment on the filthy weather or something?

‘Do you have far to get back to?’

‘Well, after I’ve dropped off Petal’s things, I’ve got to get back to London.’

That would take him at least three hours at this time of day. Thea found an unchipped mug and put a tea bag in it.

At that moment the phone rang. Thea manoeuvred her way across the kitchen and picked it up. It was an old and dear friend who liked a good half-hour per phone call, and that was if she was in a hurry. Thea talked to her for a couple of minutes, then took evasive action. She picked up a box of matches and a candle, kept there for the purpose, and lit the candle. Then she reached out into the hallway and held it under the smoke alarm. It shrieked obligingly. ‘Darling,’ she told her friend. ‘I’ve got to go. Something’s on fire!’

‘Sorry,’ she said to Petal’s uncle, who was looking at her with stunned amazement. ‘That always works. Although I do worry that I’ll have a real fire one day as a punishment. Now, where were we? Tea!’

‘I really mustn’t be long and I was supposed to call in on Molly – er – Petal’s aunt, too.’

‘You don’t have to have any, but I’m gasping.’

The man sighed. ‘Actually, so am I.’

As she poured boiling water into mugs, she glanced over her shoulder. ‘Is that Molly Pickford? I know her. It’s through her I got Petal.’ It was Thea’s turn to sigh as she wondered why she’d let herself in for having Petal as a lodger. She hoped it wasn’t because she was too feeble to say no to Molly, but she feared it was. Molly had insisted that her god-daughter and niece would be quiet and reliable, and able to pay the rent. While the last bit was true, which was important, Molly had forgotten to mention that Petal was extremely demanding. Thea often thought that even if she paid twice as much, she still wouldn’t be worth it.

‘Milk? Sugar?’ She handed her guest a mug, with suitable additions. ‘Are you related to Molly, too? Petal referred to you as her uncle, but it doesn’t necessarily follow that you are.’

Usually, by this time, Thea would have got over her feeling of awkwardness at being caught with her kitchen at its worst, but as he kept looking around him like a character in a science fiction movie beamed down into a strange land, she felt obliged to distract him with questions she didn’t want to know the answer to.

‘We’re some sort of cousins. You’d have to ask Molly about how many times removed we are. She loves that kind of detail.’

Thea warmed to him a little. She picked up a pile of papers from a chair and indicated he should sit down. ‘Sorry, I didn’t catch your surname?’

‘Probably because Petal didn’t tell you it. It’s Jonson, without an “h”. Ben Jonson.’

‘Like the poet?’

‘Yes.’

His slight surprise that she should have heard of one of the sixteenth century’s most famous poets annoyed her. ‘I love his poems, especially the one he wrote about his son.’ She bit her lip. ‘His best bit of poetry …’

His glance made her feel she was strangely almost human, and yet not quite. ‘He said “piece”, actually. His best piece of poetry.’

Thea’s moment of sentimentality evaporated and her irritation returned. ‘Well, I knew it was something like that. You’d better sit down; Petal might be hours. Now, I hope you don’t mind if I get on with my cooking? In a moment of madness I agreed to give my lodgers an evening meal.’

‘Every night?’

‘Not Fridays or Saturdays, as they’re usually out, or home for the weekend, but I always do a big meal on Sunday night.’ It was Sunday now and Thea had been making a bolognese sauce for the lasagne on and off all day. She silently urged Petal to come back before she felt obliged to invite her uncle to supper. The lasagne might stretch, but the salad and French bread wouldn’t. ‘Please sit down, you’re making the place look untidy.’

She didn’t turn round to see if he realised she’d made a little joke; she was almost sure he had no sense of humour, but she didn’t want it confirmed.

Petal came back into the room, still talking: ‘Must go, see ya, doll.’ Almost the moment she had disconnected, the house telephone went. ‘Oh,’ said Petal, breezily confident, ‘that’ll be for me.’

Thea took a gulp of tea, wishing it were red wine. Now Ben was seated, she couldn’t get past him to the fridge. ‘Would you mind very much passing me a bottle of milk? And the lump of cheese? The fridge is just behind you.’ He had already seen her kitchen, so the inside of her fridge should be no shock to him, although Thea wouldn’t let anyone very nervous look in it. ‘The semi-skimmed, in the door.’

He handed her the milk and cheese. Petal was still on the phone, making arrangements. Soon, Thea’s other lodgers would begin to arrive back from their weekend haunts, and the kitchen would be more crowded and cooking would be more difficult.

‘I do wish Petal would get off the phone,’ said Ben and Thea together. They looked at each other and Ben smiled.

It transformed him, but as Petal hung up the phone at that moment, Thea looked away before she could work out why. When she looked back again the smile had gone.

‘Oh, by the way, Thea,’ said Petal. ‘Aunt Molly’s coming over later.’

‘Oh, God, why?’ Too late, Thea realised that this must have sounded extremely rude to Molly’s relatives. ‘I mean, I’m just so busy at the moment.’ Thea tipped the milk into the pan. ‘Do you know why?’

‘Some art appreciation tour or something. On Wednesday.’

‘Well, it’s my day off on Wednesday, so I can probably go. I’ll give her a ring later. Save her the trouble of coming over.’ It was more to save Thea the trouble of sanitising the kitchen. Ben Jonson might look about him disapprovingly, but at least he kept his thoughts to himself. Molly would be voluble on the subject of Thea’s standards of tidiness and hygiene.

Petal frowned. ‘I may have got it wrong, but I’m sure she said something about France.’

‘France?’ Thea, whisking hard, was wondering if she’d made enough sauce and wasn’t really listening.

‘Yeah. I think Aunt Molly wants you to go to France with her. On Wednesday.’

Thea put down her whisk, leaving a smear of cheese sauce on the worktop. ‘Try and think, Petal. What did Molly say? She can’t possibly be asking me to go to France with her on Wednesday.’

‘Yes! Molly’s mate’s broken her leg, or her hip or something, so she needs someone to go with. I told her you were probably up for it.’ Petal, bored with a subject that didn’t involve her, turned to her uncle. ‘Oh, Uncle Ben, I’m glad you’ve got some tea. It’ll take me ages to find the stuff in the attic, it’s so full of junk.’ She looked at the crowded table, the crockery-covered worktops, the Welsh dresser buried under paper. ‘This house is always so untidy.’

‘So would yours be if it were full of lodgers who can’t put a mug in the dishwasher, let alone run a tap and wash it,’ said Thea. ‘And I hope you’re going to take everything off the landing. At least the stuff in the attic is out of sight most of the time.’

Momentarily abashed, Petal said, ‘Sorry Thea, but you don’t nag us enough. If you don’t nag people, they just don’t clear up. When I move into a flat people are just not going to leave their stuff all over the place!’ Petal marched out of the room, stiff with resolution, leaving Thea limp and without it.

‘So Petal drives you mad?’ asked Ben.

‘Is it that obvious? Well, only sometimes.’ She tasted the sauce and reached for the nutmeg grater. ‘I mean, I love her really. She’s very decorative, and great fun and great to go shopping with.’

She was aware that if only she were a firmer and less indulgent landlady she wouldn’t be so walked on by her lodgers. But she was new to the trade and hadn’t learnt how to make rules and stick to them. ‘You wouldn’t be a sweetie and grate some cheese for me?’ she asked and then had to hide her giggle with a smile as she realised how inappropriate her endearment had been.

He raised an eyebrow. ‘Since you ask so nicely, how can I refuse?’ He took the cheese and the grater, and set to work.

‘I wonder what Molly wants? I can’t believe she really wants me to go to France on Wednesday. Even she …’ she paused, suddenly realising she was about to criticise his second cousin once removed or some such.

‘Couldn’t be that unreasonable?’ he suggested, not giving anything away on how he felt about Molly.

‘Not at all. I just meant that she’s usually very organised. I hope she doesn’t arrive just as everyone’s sitting down to eat.’ This was likely. Molly, with only a husband to organise, was likely to have got her evening meal cooked, served and cleared away before nine o’clock. Thea, whose supper was a feast made moveable by the punctuality or otherwise of its guests, rarely achieved this happy state.

Petal came back just as Thea had levered the completed dish into the oven. Preceded by a large number of plastic sacks, Petal said, ‘You really should clear out the attic, Thea. I can’t believe you’ve got so many cardboard boxes. What on earth have you got in them?’

In fact, they were full of Thea’s photographs and negatives, carefully indexed and catalogued, from when she was a student to the moment she gave up professional photography. But she had no intention of telling Petal that. ‘The attic’s probably a lot clearer now you’ve taken your work out of it, Petal,’ she said, mentally trying to locate the corkscrew.

In a minute Petal and her uncle would go away, and she could open the bottle of red wine which was hidden behind the bleach in the cupboard under the sink, the one place her lodgers would never look, however desperate for a drink they were. She wouldn’t offer any to Molly when she appeared. Molly was of the ‘life’s too short to drink cheap wine’ school of thought. Thea felt that life was too long not to.

Petal, oblivious to the acid in Thea’s tone, looked anxiously about the kitchen. ‘Don’t you think you should tidy up a bit, if Aunt Molly’s coming?’

Thea would have liked to commit murder, but thought she’d better not. It would only add to the mess. ‘I’m in the middle of cooking a meal, Petal. And I take it you’re not eating with us?’

‘Oh, no! Didn’t I say? Sorry.’

At that moment the doorbell rang. ‘Answer it, will you?’ Thea implored.

‘But it’ll be Aunt Molly, for you.’ Petal was surprised Thea could ask such a thing of her. ‘I’m really busy.’

‘So am I!’ said Thea who was swooping round the worktops with a cloth.

‘I’ll get it,’ Ben offered.

This was kind and, if he wanted to be even kinder, he would involve Molly in a lot of time-consuming chat upstairs in the hall, giving Thea valuable extra seconds to clean up.

Molly, whom she had met on her first day in Cheltenham, had been introduced by some distant relative of Thea’s mother’s. It was a very tenuous connection but Molly, who could be very kind, had followed it up immediately by inviting Thea for coffee. Thea, delighted to get away from the removal men, walked round in her old jeans and torn shirt. Molly, as always, was immaculately groomed and dressed, and had given her sherry, not coffee. She assumed that Thea’s dishabille, meant that she was ‘arty’ and had taken her under her wing. In the two and a half years that Thea had lived in Cheltenham the two women had spent quite a lot of time together. Now she entered Thea’s kitchen, all benevolence, a good five minutes after she had rung the doorbell.

Thank you, Petal’s uncle, thought Thea.

‘Thea, sweetie!’ Molly was fond but brisk. ‘I hope this isn’t wildly inconvenient, but I wanted to come and tell you in person.’

‘Tell me what, Molly?’ asked Thea, after they had kissed each other.

‘About the trip.’ Molly pulled out a chair, regarded its seat dubiously and sat down. ‘To Aix. In Provence. Should be lovely at this time of year. Petal did give you my message?’

‘She said something about you going to France on Wednesday.’

‘Darling, Provence is in France. Surely you knew that? But not just me, you too.’

Thea, who had been getting more of her surfaces wiped than she usually achieved in a week, turned round. ‘What?’

‘Thea, do pay attention! I said I want you come to Provence with me. On Wednesday.’

‘This Wednesday, coming?’

‘Yes. I was going with my friend from my pottery class, but she’s broken her leg. If I go on my own I’ll have to pay the single room supplement. Come on,’ she went on bracingly, as if Thea were refusing to go swimming because the water was cold. ‘It’s only for six days.’

‘Take Derek.’

‘Derek hates art and sightseeing, and all that stuff. He is such a Philistine.’

‘But Molly – it’s terribly short notice.’

‘Oh, I know it’s a bit sudden, but think how heavenly it would be. Early April is just my favourite time for Provence, before all the tourists get there.’ Molly obviously hadn’t noticed she was a tourist herself.

‘I can’t afford it, for a start.’ This was a guess, but Molly was, by Thea’s standards, enormously rich and had probably booked a very expensive tour. ‘And really …’

‘Oh, come on, Thea, be a bit spontaneous. Don’t worry about the money, Derek’ll pay. It was his idea that I ask you, actually. He said you probably deserve a holiday for looking after Petal.’

Thea gave Derek a mental ‘thank you’ for understanding that his niece was not all joy. ‘But Molly, it would be far cheaper to pay the single room supplement.’

‘Oh, I know. It’s the company I want you for, really. You never know who you’ll get on those trips. I like to go with someone I know. Someone I can talk to.’

Personally, Thea liked to go on holiday with somebody she liked and although she did like Molly, even the very best of friendships could founder in such conditions. And she wasn’t sure that Molly qualified as ‘very best’.

Thea decided to risk losing Molly’s good opinion of her by producing her hidden wine. As Petal probably had the only decent corkscrew in her room, she had to prise the cork out with one that hurt her fingers. ‘It’s terribly generous of you, Molly, but I can’t possibly accept. Have some of this. It’s only a “bogoff” but really quite OK if you warm it up a bit first.’

‘Bogoff?’ Molly looked at her glass as if it contained very nasty medicine.

‘You know, buy one, get one free.’

Molly was a member of a wine club and this notion appalled her, but she didn’t comment. ‘Of course you can come to France,’ she said decisively. She picked up her glass, thought better of it and put it down again. ‘Really, Derek can afford it and he’s right, you deserve a break for looking after Petal.’ She looked up at the ceiling. The sound of banging and crashing indicated that Petal’s artwork was nearing the front door. ‘Can you get away at such short notice?’

Suddenly the thought of exchanging her lodgers and her boring part-time job for Provence in the spring was terribly attractive. And even if Molly was bossy and overbearing, she was fun.

Thea took a large sip of her wine and decided that Molly was right: it wasn’t very nice. The wine in Provence was bound to be better. Then she pulled up a chair and threw her cloth into the sink. ‘We’re not particularly busy at the moment and I don’t get holiday pay or anything. I don’t think it would be a problem.’

‘Super! You’ll need comfortable shoes, an umbrella and a sunhat.’

Just then, Petal opened the kitchen door and shouted through it, ‘Ben said thank you for the tea and sorry he can’t say goodbye, but he’s loading the car. And Aunt Molly, he’ll give you a ring as he hasn’t time to call in now. ‘Bye!’ The kitchen door closed and then opened again. ‘By the way, Thea, there are some clothes of mine in the tumble-dryer. If you could be an angel and hang them up for me?’ Assuming that Thea would be an angel, Petal removed herself.

Thea regarded Molly. ‘A sunhat?’ The cold spring rain was lashing against the window and the tumble-dryer was full of Petal’s clothes. ‘I’d love to come, Molly.’

Thea’s part-time job at a high street photographer’s was not one which was ever going to bring her much in the way of job satisfaction. Sending off other people’s holiday snaps and handing them back twenty-four hours later was not intrinsically interesting. She had realised that going for that particular job was a mistake the moment she had first made coffee for everyone. But because in a previous life she had been a photographer it had seemed natural, although she now knew that selling cheap imported clothes to bo-hos and second-time-around hippies would have been much more fun.

But while she often inspected cards put up in other shop windows and turned to the jobs page in the local paper, she couldn’t quite summon up the energy to find anything more challenging. It was to do with the lassitude that had begun to affect her lately; she wasn’t happy with her life, but hadn’t the initiative to do anything much to change it. Perhaps an art appreciation tour in France would give her the necessary prod.

It would have been an overstatement to say that Thea’s ‘life’ and the ‘love of it’ had both deserted her at the same time, but she had hoped the man in question would turn into a partner – or even a husband.

She had been a photojournalist, just making her name, and what had happened was hurtful and humiliating, but the worst part was that her female photographer friends all told her it was her fault.

They had bullied the story out of her three days after her arrival at the door of one of them, late one evening, asking if she could stay the night. After three days of seeing Thea in her pyjamas watching Channel 5, the friend, who wanted her sofa back, called in reinforcements. Ordered to get dressed, she was frogmarched to a local pub where they could straighten her out in peace, accompanied by tequila slammers.

After they’d heard that she and Conrad had broken up (which they’d guessed), they moved on to the reason why. And, to a professional, hard-boiled woman, they condemned her as a naïve amateur.

‘I know,’ she admitted, finishing her slammer. ‘I’ve got so much egg on my face I can hardly see out.’

‘I could do with egg like that,’ said Zelda, a model who had moved round to the other side of the camera. ‘How much did you get as a thank you present?’

Thea repeated the amount, although they all knew perfectly well by now. ‘I feel bad about accepting it, but Anna insisted. She told me that I’d given her much more than money could ever buy and that being generous involved receiving as well as giving. I thought it was rather sweet.’

The women’s collective expression told Thea they found it rather nauseous, actually, but they didn’t comment.

‘So now what? You can upgrade your shoebox to a boot box. When you’ve got the bastard out, that is,’ suggested one.

‘What you should do is get some really fancy equipment, something that will earn you proper money.’

Elizabeth was career-minded and made Thea feel tired at the best of times. ‘What I really want to do’, she said, preparing to duck from what was about to be thrown at her, ‘is to buy a large house in Cheltenham and fill it with students.’




CHAPTER TWO

THEY WERE ALL too shocked to throw things.

‘Why Cheltenham?’ asked Elizabeth, in case there was something Thea knew about it that she didn’t.

‘Because I don’t know anyone in Cheltenham. I can have a completely new start in life. Do something entirely different. Earn my living without having to hustle for work and lug half a ton of equipment around the place to do it. I’ve done a lot of thinking during the last few days and I’ve made up my mind.’

‘But it’s so stimulating! Not knowing where you’re going to be working each day,’ said Magenta. ‘And the equipment’s getting lighter all the time.’

‘But not fast enough for my back, alas.’

‘And you could always do studio work.’

‘I could,’ Thea agreed, ‘and perhaps I might set up a studio, after a while, but just for now I want to hide away and lick my wounds.’

‘You must have been hurt badly if you want to retire to the provinces.’ Zelda said with a shudder. ‘Have you ever been there?’

Thea nodded. ‘I did some work at the Literature Festival once. There’s a lovely parade of shops, with caryatids. I really fancy it. And yes, I was badly hurt. I don’t think Conrad ever loved me.’

‘What did you say? Did you have a huge row?’

‘No, not really. I just couldn’t make him understand what he’d done wrong. There was no point in rowing. I don’t think you do quarrel with people you don’t care about. He never cared about me and I suddenly stopped caring about him. Put me right off men, though.’

‘Don’t they have men in Cheltenham?’ asked Elizabeth.

‘No, I don’t think so. It’s partly why I chose it.’

Everyone laughed, but they didn’t manage to change her mind throughout the course of the evening and they did agree that she was way too naïve for photojournalism.

‘Well,’ said Magenta, ‘you can always come and stay if you want to come back and rejoin the world.’

‘And you can come and stay with me, if you want to get away from it.’

‘Thank you, darling. It sounds heaven,’ Magenta replied, completely unconvinced.

For a while she enjoyed her change of lifestyle. She worked extremely hard doing up her house, making friends and making it clear to the world that she didn’t want a man, thank you, ever. Now, nearly two years on, her house was decorated and full of lodgers, and the lodgers were driving her mad.

Mostly, she enjoyed the kids. She was easygoing, didn’t really mind hanging people’s washing out, or taking it in if it was raining. And only a real cow could object to ironing something when someone was ‘really, really late’ and desperate for a white blouse, especially if it was ‘for work’.

But she was only thirty-five and was surrogate mother to people far too old to be her children. Those people, often away from home for the first time, were only too glad to find such a kindly, helpful person to listen to their problems and sew on their buttons in an emergency. If she occasionally nagged them about not leaving their dirty crockery all over the house, they mostly ignored her. At least she didn’t grill them about who they were going out with.

Thea felt she had gone from potentially successful photojournalist to mother of teenagers too quickly. She should have had a life in between. But hindsight is a perfect science and when she had arrived down from London, exhausted and emotionally bruised, ‘a life’ was the last thing she wanted. She had wanted retirement, order and to wake up every morning without having to wonder which town her hotel room was in. She no longer wished to spend evenings fighting off advances from photographers who had drunk their mini-bars dry and wanted to take advantage of the double bed.

She hadn’t intended to give up on men completely – at least, not for ever. She knew perfectly well that while Conrad was a shit, a lot of men were honourable and trustworthy. She had even gone out with a few of them since she’d moved out of London. It was a shame that these cardinal virtues seemed to go hand in hand with dullness and a love of obscure classical music.

Much to Petal’s dismay, she had ended her relationship with one such just recently. Petal had been horrified: ‘But Thea, I know he’s not very exciting, but he’s someone and you shouldn’t finish with one boy – I mean, man – before you’ve got another one. Otherwise you’re on your own, manless and dateless! I mean, derr! How sad are you?’

Thea bit back a smile at Petal’s indignation. ‘I thought I’d play the field, like the women on Sex and the City.’ This particular American entertainment was one of Petal’s favourites.

‘Thea! You’re not like those women! You couldn’t screw around like they do!’

Thea was relieved to hear this. While she knew perfectly well that she couldn’t ‘screw around’, the fact that Petal was equally shocked at the idea meant that perhaps Petal couldn’t either. Thea knew that Molly thought she should keep an eye on Petal’s morals, a task Thea felt completely unequal to. ‘Well anyway,’ she said. ‘I couldn’t stand another evening of early music in a freezing cold church.’

‘Tell him you don’t want to go! You don’t have to finish with a bloke because you don’t share the same taste in music. Just bring him round to what you like!’

While Thea was certain that Petal could convert the most dedicated classical music scholar to ‘techno’, or ‘drum’n’bass’, she didn’t feel she shared Petal’s skills in manipulation. Molly, on the other hand, might even be able to teach Petal a thing or two about getting her own way.

Molly’s husband Derek, well-trained and with the prospect of a week without Molly organising his life, had agreed to drive the two women to Gatwick. Molly took an elegant suitcase on wheels and a fitted vanity case as hand luggage. Thea took a battered holdall, borrowed from Jerry, one of her lodgers, and a large, flowery cotton handbag into which she could fit a huge amount. Molly would have made a list, and packed an outfit for every day and every evening, and numerous pairs of shoes. Thea had stuffed her bag with everything she owned that was navy-blue, so there was a hope of it blending in, if not exactly matching, and a pair of slightly less tatty shoes for evening than the trainers she was now wearing.

Derek and Molly arrived at Thea’s house at eight o’clock in the morning. Molly was in full make-up and looked marvellous. She regarded Thea with her lips pursed. ‘Oh,’ she said. ‘Trainers.’

‘You said I’d need comfortable shoes,’ Thea reminded her.

‘I know, but I meant – oh, well, never mind. Have you got a light mac and an umbrella?’

‘I’ve got a cagoule but no umbrella,’ said Thea firmly. ‘I don’t get on with them.’ She hadn’t got an E111 either, or personal travel insurance, but she knew if she told Molly this she’d have a fit.

‘Well, it’s up to you. So, where’s your case?’

‘This is my case.’

Molly looked horrified. ‘I wouldn’t be able to go away for a night with only a bag that size.’

Thea shrugged, hoping she hadn’t forgotten anything really vital, like her one pair of tidy trousers.

‘Oh, well. You do know we eat out at restaurants every night?’

‘I’ll be fine.’ Thea closed the front door behind her, wondering if agreeing to go on holiday with Molly hadn’t been a dreadful mistake. Molly was already making her feel harrassed.

‘We won’t put our badges on until we’re in the departure lounge,’ said Molly after Thea had insisted that Derek be allowed just to drop them off at the entrance, and not park his car and assist two able-bodied women through the check-in process. ‘We don’t want people identifying us too soon. You did get an identifying badge, didn’t you? They promised they’d send one?’

‘Oh, yes,’ agreed Thea, ‘it’s just that I’ve lost it. But it doesn’t matter. If you’ve got yours, I can stand by you.’

Molly regarded Thea crossly. ‘Honestly, Thea …’ Just before Thea could respond Molly remembered that Thea had only had two days to get ready for this trip. ‘Of course, it was terribly short notice and I’m really pleased you could come …’

Thea smiled. ‘And I’m really pleased you asked me. I haven’t been abroad for ages.’

‘Oh, my goodness! You did check your passport hasn’t expired, didn’t you?’

‘I must say,’ said Thea, weak with relief that nothing was found wrong with her passport and that the last-minute changes to her ticket were all in order, ‘I’m looking forward to not having to think for a bit and just follow our tour guide like a sheep. It’s been so hectic lately. It’ll be restful to be told what to do.’

Molly never did anything like a sheep and wasn’t good at being told what to do, but she did like a good fortnight in which to pack and have herself coiffed, waxed, plucked and beautified, and couldn’t possibly have got ready in the time available to Thea. ‘It was a dreadful rush for you. But don’t worry, I can probably lend you anything you’ve forgotten.’

‘Thank you,’ said Thea meekly, knowing she hadn’t brought toothpaste and there would probably be other things.

‘Shall we have coffee now, or after we’ve done the perfume?’ suggested Molly.

‘I do need to buy a book …’

‘Oh, no. You never get time to read on these holidays, you’re kept far too busy.’

‘So you’ve been on this type of tour a lot?’

‘Yes and our guide’s such a nice man. You could say I was a bit of a Gerald groupie.’ Molly giggled alarmingly.

Thea flirted with the notion of developing a previously unsuspected medical condition and going home, but it seemed both cowardly and churlish. Besides, Molly would find out she didn’t have travel insurance. ‘Oh, well, if you like it enough to come back, I expect I’ll have a good time too.’ She was trying to convince herself. ‘What’s the lecturer on Cézanne like?’

‘I’ve no idea. I’ve never heard of him. I don’t think he’s a Tiger Tours regular.’ This definitely marked him down in Molly’s book. ‘But I dare say he’ll be all right. They’re very careful who they get. Now come along, I want to get some cream for my eyes.’ She peered at Thea. ‘I expect you could do with some too. It’s no good waiting for the wrinkles to appear to do anything about them, you know.’

Thea, whose idea of duty-free shopping was spraying herself with a lot of free scent, smiled. ‘I think I’ll just cut along to the bookshop and meet you back here.’

Molly had put on her distinctive, stripy Tiger Tour badge as they stood by baggage reclaim at Marseilles airport. Thea began to spot other badges, and they were all attached to women of a certain age and type. Thea began to feel that she was going to be the baby of the party. Even Molly, though over fifty, was younger than most of this crowd. A few men appeared wearing badges, and people began to smile tentatively at each other.

‘You see why I wanted you to come.’ Molly’s stage whisper was guaranteed to reach the back of the stalls. ‘Most of this lot are geriatric. I might have got latched on to by some old dear with incontinence pads who couldn’t keep up.’

Thea hoped that the old dears were all stone deaf. She felt that anyone who had enough gumption to come on a foreign holiday must have something about them. She smiled at a few people to detach herself from Molly’s unkind remark.

‘Right, troops,’ said a tall, dark-haired man in his early fifties. ‘Gather round while I give you a few instructions. I see some familiar faces, which is good, because you can help me keep the newcomers in order.’

Thea glanced at Molly and saw her smiling benignly. There were several other smiling faces too. They were obviously all Gerald groupies. Well, if he could keep Molly under control he must have something going for him. Poor old Derek was well under the thumb.

‘And why aren’t you wearing a badge, young lady?’ Gerald asked Thea with an oily smile.

‘I’ve lost it,’ she told him somewhat defiantly, knowing she and Molly would never fight over men if Gerald was her ideal.

‘It’s all right, Gerald, she’s with me,’ said Molly. ‘You remember me? Arles, last year? Molly Pickford?’

‘Molly! Good to have you aboard again. And you’ve brought a chum. Jolly good. Now, the toilettes are over in that direction, people, and the trolleys are over there.’

Thea could see people debating which was their greatest need and said, ‘Shall I go and get a few trolleys and bring them over? Otherwise they’ll all disappear.’

‘Good idea. I’ll stay here until we’re all together again. Then we’ll get on to the coach.’

The holiday had begun. Thea wondered if it wouldn’t have been better to take herself off to a cheapo hotspot for a few days, but realised that if Molly hadn’t frogmarched her on to this tour she would never have upped and left everything. If Molly drove her mad, she comforted herself, she could always latch herself on to an old lady – there were plenty to choose from.

As Thea lay on the bed, watching Molly unpack, she realised that she hadn’t shared a room with another girl since she had been on a school trip, when everyone had just lived out of their rucksacks. Molly made unpacking an art form.

‘Only about a dozen hangers. I don’t suppose you brought any with you, did you?’

‘No,’ said Thea. ‘But twelve hangers should be plenty, shouldn’t it? That’s one each per day.’

Molly sighed. ‘Perhaps I should have got us single rooms. I’ll never get all my things in half this space.’

‘It’s all right, no one …’ She was just about to tell Molly that no one under fifty ever unpacked, when she realised it wasn’t kind. ‘I’ll just drape my things over this chair.’

‘But we’ll need to sit on that while we make up our faces.’

‘Couldn’t we do that in the bathroom? Standing up?’

‘Well, you may be able to, but I need a chair, a magnifying mirror, a good light and a good half-hour. I’m not as young as you are.’

Having used up all the hangers, and put her travel iron, her hairdryer and her heated rollers into the drawers, Molly began to unload her beauty products. These she distributed across the table, having first moved it under the window. This did involve Thea in doing without a bedside cabinet and getting in and out of bed halfway down it, but having lost ground over the wardrobe, she was in a weakened position. Besides, she was fascinated by the number of patent creams and serums that Molly had brought. Molly did look very good for her age and, if it was all those bottles that did it, Thea thought perhaps she should try to upgrade her own beauty routine.

At last Molly was ready. Her many clothes were neatly stacked in the wardrobe. Her underwear was in the chest of drawers. Her bath oil, shower gel, shampoo, conditioner and hairspray were lined up on the shelf in the bathroom. Bags of cotton balls and cotton pads and tissues were hung on all the available hooks, and her special linen cloth for her face was draped over the towel rail.

‘Darling, where will you put all your stuff? Is that all you’ve got? Love, I know you are a lot younger than me, but you need a bit more than just a pot of Astral, surely? What about cleanser and toner?’

Thea, who was amazed at how much it took to make Molly look like Molly, felt she might as well come clean. ‘I don’t do much in the way of cleansing and toning. I just smear on some cream, wipe it off with loo paper and put a bit more on.’

Molly was horrified. ‘I can’t believe anyone, in this day and age, doesn’t cleanse and tone.’ She peered at Thea. ‘Well, you seem to have got away with it so far, but it could rebound on you horribly. You have to take care of yourself, Thea …’

Before Molly could finish her thought, which Thea knew from experience was something on the lines of ‘or you’ll never find yourself a man’, Thea broke in, ‘I do have deodorant with moisturiser in it. It makes my armpits wonderfully soft and manageable.’

Molly pursed her lips. She was a natural matchmaker and, sensing this, when they first met, Thea had given her a very graphic and well-dramatised account of her break-up with Conrad. Otherwise, Thea had felt at the time, and had no reason to change her mind since, Molly would be dragging single men out of the woodwork until, maddened by boredom, Thea put herself into a convent.

Now, Thea looked at her watch. ‘We’ve got three-quarters of an hour before we have to meet downstairs for dinner.’

‘Really? Oh, my God! Do you mind if I have the bath first? What are you going to wear?’

Thea didn’t have a lot of choice. ‘Something navy-blue, I expect.’

Gerald was impatiently striding up and down the hotel foyer, waiting for the last of his flock to arrive when they got down the stairs. He wanted to march them briskly off to dinner. ‘Late again, Molly! I thought I’d taught you a bit of punctuality when you were with me before.’

‘It was my fault,’ Thea began, sacrificing truth for her friend. But then she saw Molly bridling happily under Gerald’s stern admonishment and realised she liked it. In any case, no one would believe that she had spent more than ten minutes doing herself up, when her hair was still slightly wet and her navy-blue skirt distinctly crumpled.

‘Oh, Gerald, you’re such a bully,’ said Molly. ‘I don’t know why I come with you.’

As the party processed down the narrow street to the restaurant, Thea wondered if Molly would like it if Derek were as masterful as Gerald and decided not. It was one thing to enjoy being bossed about by Gerald for five days on holiday, but quite another actually to live with someone you couldn’t control.

‘Well, I thought the bath was awfully small, for one,’ said a woman who’d brought her husband with her and so had a natural advantage over those who hadn’t.

‘What was it like for two?’ asked Thea under her breath.

Another Home Counties accent drifted across the clink of glasses. ‘I looked and looked, but although they had everything else, they didn’t have cards with “to my cleaning lady” on, so I had to just get her one with flowers.’

Thea was hypnotised and didn’t at first hear her neighbour’s kindly enquiry. ‘Is this your first Tiger Tour?’ She was certainly the wrong side of seventy-five but had a definite twinkle.

‘Yes,’ Molly answered for her. ‘She’s come with me.’

‘I see,’ said the old lady, sizing up Molly immediately. ‘It’s nice to have a younger companion when you’re getting on.’

Molly opened her mouth to protest when the old woman went on, ‘Just teasing, dear.’ She gave Thea a roguish wink.

‘Right, everyone,’ Gerald called, from the head of the table. ‘You old hands know the Tiger Tours rules. From the left, we each tell our neighbour our names, and then they introduce you to the person on their left, so we get to know each other’s names.’

‘I hate this,’ said the old lady. ‘I’m Doris, dear. Tell me your name but don’t bother to tell me anyone else’s because I won’t remember.’

‘You didn’t warn me there’d be parlour games,’ Thea reproached Molly when the ritual had been gone through. ‘I wouldn’t have come.’

‘Nonsense,’ said Molly, ‘it’s just a little exercise to help us get to know each other. Oh, good, here comes the wine.’

By the end of the evening Thea was feeling tired, but generally much more optimistic about the holiday. Not everyone was elderly, and the few that were seemed to make up for their years by their interest in each other and life in general. She yawned widely as they walked back to the hotel, didn’t join in the chatter and was asleep before Molly had finished her bedtime beauty routine.

After about an hour she woke up again. Molly snored, loudly and irregularly. Thea burrowed down under the covers, wondering if she’d ever be able to get back to sleep. Tomorrow she’d try to buy some earplugs, although how she’d manage without speaking much French she didn’t know. It wouldn’t be fair to Molly to ask the fluent Gerald to help her buy earplugs when he knew they were sharing and Molly had such a crush on him.

Thea loved Aix-en-Provence. It was a charming town of manageable size, and stuffed with beautiful fountains, old buildings and delightful cafés. It was a shame that she slept so badly at night because it meant she was prone to falling asleep on the coach. If Molly caught her with her eyes shut, she would dig her in the ribs and order her to look at the view. It wasn’t that Thea didn’t want to see yet another view of Le Mont St Victoire – she loved the mountain and fully appreciated Cézanne’s apparent obsession with it – but she was tired.

On the fourth day the party gathered in a beautiful room in one of the ancient hôtels which had been taken over by the university. Portraits of Aix notables stared down disapprovingly at the plastic stacking chairs which were put out for the students, old Tiger Tour hands got out notebooks and pens. It was time for the lecture on Cézanne.

Thea sat at the back, well away from Molly, with some of the older guests who might well nod off and not criticise her for doing the same. That afternoon was designated ‘free time’ and Thea knew Molly wanted to go shopping. It wouldn’t be free time for either of them: it would cost Molly a fortune and Thea would be longing to escape.

The lecturer came in. At first Thea thought he must be someone called in to move chairs or something, for he was far too young to have anything to do with a Tiger Tour. Younger even than Thea, he was tall, dark and delicious. Thea sat up straighter and decided not to fall asleep after all – ancient monuments had a beauty all their own, but so did well-built young men with blue eyes and curling eyelashes. He was, in Petal’s parlance, ‘well-fit’.

Thea kept her attention on him for some moments, but then realised that his good looks did not make him a good speaker. He mumbled, he didn’t smile and, unlike the masterful Gerald, he didn’t bring his subjects to life with his brisk enthusiasm. Thea decided to nap after all. His voice, what she could hear of it, had an Irish lilt to it, which was pleasantly soporific.

After about ten minutes, Thea woke up and decided she wasn’t going shopping with Molly; she was going to have lunch instead. Thea liked shopping as much as anyone, but not with someone who had a gold credit card and an urgent need for a fiftieth handbag. Besides, she was still not getting much sleep and she didn’t have the energy.

She spent the rest of the lecture planning what she would say to Molly – ‘I’m going to return to my room and read a little Proust.’ That would shut Molly up for a good ten seconds. Would that be time enough for Thea to leg it down the road, up an alley and into a little café? It might be, she decided, but later she would have to buy a copy of Proust and be able to explain to Molly her sudden passion for culture. She could, of course, just admit she was tired because she couldn’t sleep and only wanted to sit outside a bar in the sun, but that would be unkind. Besides, Molly probably wouldn’t believe she snored. She and Derek had separate bedrooms, but Thea have been given the impression it was because of Derek’s bodily functions rather than Molly’s.

By the time the lecture had finished Thea still hadn’t come up with a story she thought Molly would wear. When she saw her edging along the seats towards her, Molly was already saying, ‘we won’t have lunch as such, just coffee later …’

What wasn’t immediately obvious was that Molly wasn’t talking to Thea, but the woman behind her, who Thea remembered was a rather nice person from the Home Counties. She was nearer both in budget and age to Molly, and now it seemed Joan wanted someone to shop with.

‘Are you set, Thea? I was just saying, we’ll skip lunch and have coffee and a cake later.’

‘Actually, Molly, would you mind frightfully if I didn’t join you? I’d like to take some more photographs and I’ve got postcards to write.’

Molly took this almost without protest. ‘Are you sure? Well, that’s fine. Joan and I will have a lovely time.’

Thea felt like skipping as she waved goodbye to Molly, and set off on her own. Molly, at close quarters twenty-four hours a day, made her long for solitude.

She found an enchanting place, with an intimate little fountain and a charming-looking café with outside tables. She collapsed into a seat, ordered a beer and a salade niçoise, and took her book out of her bag.

‘May I join you? I don’t speak a word of French and I’ve a thirst on me which makes … my stomach thinks my throat’s been cut.’

Thea looked up to see the beautiful, boring lecturer. He looked so much less boring close up that she smiled. ‘You couldn’t ask for a beer, could you? I don’t speak much French either.’

He helped himself to a chair at her table. ‘I could, and I could probably order a cognac, but I should eat as well. I know that if you’re not careful you can end up with entrails all over your lettuce. What are those?’ He peered suspiciously at Thea’s salad, which arrived at that moment. ‘They put gizzards on salad here, you know.’

‘Anchovies. It’s a salade niçoise. Have it, it’s delicious.’

‘Pour moi aussi’, he said to the waiter, pointing at Thea’s plate and glass. ‘S’il vous plaît.’

‘You see, you can manage perfectly well.’ Thea was beginning to enjoy herself. There were worse fates than sitting in the sun with an attractive man, eating and drinking.

‘I can, but when I saw you sitting here, I thought, “Why walk past an attractive woman and eat on my own, when I at least recognise her and could
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