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PREPARATIONS













Chapter One

The woman walked round the corner of the house and saw a snake consuming a large Tuscan toad.

The victim was motionless, looking about it only slightly puzzled, blinking, whilst the snake attacked its leg. The toad had the appearance of a fat businessman being done some sexual service by a hard-faced girl on the make and doing his best not to notice. The snake, with its sleek, shiny head and curled body, was long and smartly patterned in grey and black.

The woman, wishing to put an end to this outrage and feeling involved on the side of the toad, picked up a stick. But as she straightened, armed, the nervous snake abandoned its prey and slithered away into the shadows under a fig tree. There it was lost among the wild flowers and in the spring grass. The toad sat on, unafraid, bleeding slightly and blinking into the sun. The woman dropped her stick and stood looking at it, bewildered.

‘Mrs Pargeter.’ A man came up behind her and she turned towards him. He was dressed in a blue blazer and white trousers as though for some pre-war cruise. The sunlight behind him penetrated the thinness of his ginger hair and polished his scalp. ‘Is there anything more I can show you?’

‘No, thanks. Nothing more.’

She looked back towards the fig tree and saw that the toad had lumbered off into the tangled garden, perhaps to rejoin its tormentor. ‘Do you honestly think,’ she asked, standing in front of the stone walls and cool archways of the villa, ‘that it’ll be suitable?’

‘Suitable for what?’

‘For children, of course.’

‘My dear Mrs Pargeter. You’ve read the advertisement?’ Read it? She had learnt it by heart. Villa to let near small Tuscan town. Suit couple, early forties, with three children (females preferred). Recently installed swimming-pool may compensate for sometimes impassable road. Owner suggests preliminary viewing to prevent disappointment or future misunderstandings.

‘Doesn’t it say, Suit couple … with three children?’

‘It says that.’ She had noticed it particularly.

‘I should’ve thought that was pretty plain.’ The man smiled as though that were quite enough on the subject of children. ‘I’ll be around in the summer to show you the ropes, depend upon it. You’ll want to know a source of Gordon’s gin, angostura bitters, streaky bacon. All life’s little essentials. I can even find potted shrimps when the wind’s in the right direction. The Financial Times may be a bit of a problem. Hard to come by in Mondano-in-Chianti. I happen to know of a supply in Siena but I’d rather you kept it dark. It’s not the sort of knowledge one likes to have spread around.’

‘Don’t bother.’ There was sunshine on her face, an unusual sensation in March, and she felt light-hearted now that the snake and its co-operative victim had withdrawn. ‘The Financial Times is probably the least of our worries.’ And then she added, as casually as possible, ‘Grey with sort of black markings. Would that be a grass snake?’

‘I don’t know. I’ve never seen one.’

‘No grass snakes around here at all?’

‘No snakes of any kind,’ he said firmly. ‘Not as far as I’m concerned. And don’t worry, Mrs Pargeter. No scorpions getting into your slippers at night either. Seen all you want to see, have you?’

She looked for the last time. The doves gave up strutting and whitening the old ping-pong table and set off, flapping busily towards the purple hillside. However, their flight was soon aborted and they settled back on the table.

‘Yes.’ She had seen all she wanted to see.

‘Then perhaps you’ll run me into Mondano?’

The seat in the rented Fiat was warm under her skirt. The man sat beside her and, after asking her permission, lit one of the thin Havana cigars he happened to know where to come by. His features were regular but he had a distinct cast in one eye, so that he couldn’t stare straight at her without looking somewhere else. Apart from that he was rather a handsome man, she thought, if you happened to like that type of thing.

Molly Pargeter’s drive down the long, rutted track across the hills to Mondano was part of a journey that had started in her childhood and only reached its present stage when, in the middle of a freezing London January, she read the advertisement in the Daily Telegraph: Villa to let near small Tuscan town. She had always had, as she would say with that breathless half of a nervous laugh with which she met anyone’s emotions including her own, this sort of a ‘thing’ about Italy. Her father had wanted her to turn out to be something exotic, an actress perhaps, or even, in the camera-obsessed sixties, a model, and he couldn’t conceal his disappointment at the growth of a big-boned daughter who seemed without ambition. Her mother spent most of her afternoons resting and Molly’s was a lonely childhood. She would kneel on the floor behind the sofa and pull out the tall books of art reproductions. Avoiding those which formed part of her father’s collection of naked Indian or Japanese bodies locked together in unusually gymnastic postures, she had, throughout her childhood, stuck to the Italian schools of painting. So she gazed and her finger traced the outlines of nymphs – thinner, higher cheek-boned than she could ever hope to be, garlanded with flowers, stepping barefoot through the forest; and sometimes she saw an exhausted Venus, a hand below her belly, lying in a countryside where oxen were driven and ships set sail on uncharted seas. She had looked seriously at soft-eyed young men, pierced, as often as not, by arrows. At the chilly boarding-school to which her parents sent her in the mistaken belief that she would be less lonely among girls of her own age, the prizes for mathematics – a subject which she didn’t particularly care for but which came easily to her – were framed reproductions of the works of Italian painters. Duccios and Signorellis and Martinis hung by her bedside at a time when other girls pinned up Elvis and Cliff or even Paul Anka. Such pictures she always found calming to her nerves and she had no need of the large net which was hung at the top of the staircase, to catch those distracted adolescents who attempted suicide in the converted country house where she received her education.

Villa to let near small Tuscan town. Suit couple, early forties, with three children (females preferred).

When she was sixteen, in the age of Gucci shoes and Lambrettas, and being taken by her father on birthday treats to his favourite trattoria in the King’s Road (white lavatory tiles and low-slung lights, waiters singing ‘O Sole Mio’ and her father embarrassingly ordering ‘due cannelloni, per favore, and molto formaggio for my daughter’), Molly was conscious of becoming attracted to men with a lot of black hair round the bracelets of their wrist-watches.

She went on a school trip to Tuscany and saw many of the pictures she had known for so long. At first they seemed brighter, smaller and cruder than she had been led to expect by the polite reproductions. Her friend, Rosie Fortinbras, always getting lost between the Pinacoteca and the Duomo in Siena, boasted of having kissed her way round all the waiters in the restaurant in the Piazza del Campo, saving for the last, like a favourite soft creamy centre, little Vittorio with the face of a page-boy in the corner of an Adoration of the Magi. ‘Kiss? You can call it kiss if you like. It’s a quite different word in Italian.’ Rosie whispered ‘scopare’ to her as they sat beside each other at a concert in a dark and chilly palace behind the square. ‘What’s that mean?’ ‘It means “he ground himself into me”, as it says in the book I bought at the airport.’ Rosie’s further explanation was lost in a burst of Vivaldi and Molly didn’t believe her. All the same, the holiday had excited and disturbed her. She never forgot the sound of Italy, brutal as the sunshine on the hard pavements, and the nightly passage of crowds in the Piazza. Sharing a single ice-cream, she and Rosie watched an ever-circulating stage army of lovers arm in arm, young and old, walking very fast as though to give the illusion of purpose. Among them, young men with shining, pointed shoes astride snarling Vespas shouted, ‘Ciao, bellissima,’ but usually to someone else. As the years passed, the sights and sounds became less alarming in her memory and she came to think of Italy as the place where she had been happy.

‘Three children. Why females preferred? It sounds a bit fishy.’

‘Perhaps they think girls do less damage.’

‘Damage?’

‘To the furniture.’

‘I’m not sure I like the sound of it.’ Molly’s husband frowned. He looked, as always at the prospect of a new departure, an undertaking likely to cost money, desperate for ways of escape. Although he had no dark hairs growing round his wrist-watch, Hugh Pargeter had, in his youth, the regular features and slightly curled hair of young men who model knitting patterns. He had gone into his father’s firm of solicitors where his looks endeared him to wives in divorce cases, although his extreme reluctance to take decisions prevented them obtaining the best results. As a rule he would wait for others – judges, opponents, even his wife – to decide matters of importance. If things turned out well he would quietly take the credit. If not, his brown eyes wore an expression as helpless and martyred as those of Saint Sebastian in the paintings Molly had always admired.

‘What do we know of these people? We know nothing of them.’ As a lawyer, he had learnt that the safest course was inactivity; if you don’t do things, you can’t usually be blamed for them. Now he hoped he had found a fatal flaw in his wife’s plans and they could, as usual, spend the summer holiday with his mother in Dorset.

‘Nothing, until I write to the box number. Of course, I shall get full details.’

Hugh sighed. Once she had written, another decision would have been taken, and he would tell them in the office that they were having a stab at Italy this year, he’d managed to track down a villa in Tuscany. So much of their lives, each of the three children, the house in Kensington Park Road and now, it seemed, their summer holiday, followed inexorably after Molly had made a decision.

It was not only the prospect of Tuscany that had captivated Molly, it was the strange provision about three children, females preferred. Her husband had found this fishy, and perhaps for that reason it filled her with intense curiosity. Her life had not been particularly adventurous and at school, where her friend Rosie Fortinbras courted adventure, she had been regarded as a dull girl and a plodding worker. At night, however, or during the long school holidays, she read detective stories, earning the contempt of her father who told her that his answer to the question ‘Who dunnit?’ was invariably ‘Who cares?’ But, indulging a passion more secret than her love for Italian painting, Molly had early gone off with Holmes and Watson in a cab through the pea-souper, or sat on the edge of her chair while Poirot summoned the guests to assemble in the library after tea. She read with great attention, few clues escaped her, and it was with a suppressed little scream of excitement and fear that this large, lonely girl would guess the murderer three or four chapters before the end. She disposed quickly of red herrings, usually sought out the least probable suspect and rarely failed.

So why should anyone advertise their house as being specially suitable for a couple in their early forties, with three children (females preferred)? The fact that she and Hugh happened to fit the bill seemed to give her every opportunity for finding out. Accumulating the evidence would be an occupation to keep her going whilst she organized her children’s lives with Mrs O’Keefe, who came in each day to look after them. Some of it arrived about two weeks after she had written to the box number, in the shape of three typewritten pages. There were also several coloured photographs of the villa ‘La Felicità’; all taken from a low angle, so that it seemed to tower against the sky; a place where the owners might appear on the battlements to a flourish of trumpets and a cry of heralds. The swimming-pool, also shot from ground-level, might have been a sizeable lake, only the distant, slightly blurred figure of a man betrayed the scale. There was a photograph of the bedroom in which the bed appeared gargantuan, with a great carved wooden headboard and foot, neatly made, although somebody’s sunglasses had been left on the patchwork quilt. There was a picture of the terrace on which meals were taken ‘except during thunderstorms’ and several of the garden, but none of the kitchen or of the children’s accommodation. Each photograph had stamped upon the back the words PRIVATE PROPERTY.

She turned next to the typewritten pages. The work was divided into various sections, the first being headed General remarks: The villa ‘La Felicità’ can only be enjoyed by the observance of strict rules and a certain discipline. Most of these rules will be obvious. The wasteful use of the bathrooms, for instance, can turn a summer holiday into a time of intense anxiety and the purchase of water by the lorry load may strain the budget of even the best-heeled family. None of the following devices should, on any account, be switched on at the same time: the immersion heater in the master bathroom, the swimming-pool filter or the dishwashing machine. If a hair-drier is in use, it’s generally wise to temporarily disconnect the refrigerator. More detailed instructions will be found taped on the walls over the appliances concerned. Above all, avoid flushing the lavatory next to the small sitting-room more than once in any given half hour or serious results may follow.

Whose was this voice which Molly found to be both bossy and patronizing? She turned to the end of the document and saw a signature S. KETTERING over the address of the villa, LA FELICITÀ, MONDANO-IN-CHIANTI, SIENA, ITALY. Probably a Sam and not a Selina Kettering, she thought, and the signs of an absentee male landlord’s domination became more pronounced in the final paragraph.

In conclusion, ‘La Felicità’ has a certain atmosphere and is used to special treatment which we ask you to respect. The house is unaccustomed to the sound of transistor radios or record-players by the pool. There is adequate equipment to play music on the lowest shelf of the bookcase in the small sitting-room. We would also ask you to observe the tradition of dinner on the terrace taking place by candlelight. Those alarmed by insect life should consider holidaying in Skegness.


S. Kettering had gone too far. Why should the children be consumed by mosquitoes and confined to three or four scratched LPs? ‘Frank Sinatra Goes down Memory Lane’ she imagined or ‘The Magic Flute of James Galway’, tucked into their disintegrating sleeves on the bottom shelf. And then she read The villa will appeal in particular to devotees of Italian painting. It makes a perfect centre for the study of the Sienese school. More importantly, perhaps, the work of Piero della Francesca can be followed from the frescos in Arezzo to the pregnant Madonna in the small chapel at Monterchi. Enthusiasts can take the trail to Sansepolcro and on, across the Mountains of the Moon, to see the sublime ‘Flagellation’ in the Ducal Palace at Urbino, undoubtedly the greatest small picture in the world. Those making this journey should ensure that the stopcock is closed and all electrical appliances switched off before departure. The pleasures of art tend to be diminished by returning to a complete absence of hot bath water.

Now, in spite of the unsympathetic tone of his letter, S. Kettering had won her. Molly could put up with the mysterious fallibility of the electric devices; she would overcome her husband’s reluctance at the prospect of any sort of adventure. She was going, at some time that summer, to follow the Piero della Francesca trail across the Mountains of the Moon to undoubtedly the world’s greatest small picture. And if the shadowy Mr Kettering’s requirements had some secret explanation, as she suspected, she was going to find it out.

So she wrote to the box number and suggested a date for a preliminary viewing to avoid disappointment or misunderstandings. Everything was working out more easily than she could have hoped.

Leave the Florence–Siena raccordo and follow signs to Conterchi. In Conterchi take the concealed right-turning between the church and the supermercato, then left under the bridge, following signs to S. Pietro in Crespi. In S. Pietro, turn right by the fountain and immediately left, just past the posto di polizia. After two kilometres you will cross a bridge and see a large ilex tree on your right. You are best advised to turn left down the dirt road which provides a short cut (known only to the Kettering family) to Mondano-in-Chianti. In Mondano, turn left again by Signora Fantoni’s alimentari (best mozzarella cheese in the district) and immediately double back to the right down a single-track road which will bring you out behind the Castello Crocetto (most reliable source of Chianti). From then on the unmade road (beware of pot-holes) will take you straight to ‘La Felicità’.

Further orders, typed and duplicated, lay beside Molly on the empty passenger-seat. In front of her the motorway shimmered in the sun like the sands of a desert. She was in a mood of high excitement, flicking on her indicator light and passing thundering lorries and bucketing Fiats, overloaded with Italian families, with unexpected expertise. She was elated by a further message, not typed this time, but written, apparently in haste, on paper printed with the villa’s address. Will be at the house between two and three on the afternoon of the 12th, getting things ready for the children’s holidays. Look forward to meeting you then. The last document was signed, as always S. KETTERING.

This almost welcoming message kept her going down the raccordo to Siena. After she’d turned off, she became tired and nervous. She drove slowly in Conterchi so as not to miss the turning and Italians hooted at her or raised their fingers in gestures she knew to be obscene. Once, knowing she couldn’t be heard, she shouted back and was conscious of looking like a pinkish, fair-haired and flustered fish with its mouth moving silently behind glass. Her hands sweated and soaked the steering-wheel. In San Pietro she drove fast to avoid abuse, missed the road by the police station and had to do a U-turn to obey her directions. As her anxiety grew the small towns and villages looked grey and inhospitable. Steel shutters barricaded most of the shops and those that were open displayed only a few boxes of tired vegetables and strings of plastic toys. In Mondano-in-Chianti three old men, busily engaged in sitting on a wall beside the petrol pumps, seemed to jeer at her and a child threw a small stone which rattled against her car bonnet.

She had doubts about the road but then found herself driving along the grey fortress walls of what she hoped might be the Castello Crocetto. At its gates a tall woman leading a Borzoi dog viewed her passing with disdain. And then she dived and rattled down the dirt-track which seemed to go on for ever across an empty hillside. As the insects met a sticky death on her windscreen and brambles and gorse bushes clawed at the bright sides of her hired Fiat, she wondered if she should have stayed at home and if she would ever, in fact, see ‘La Felicità’.

Suddenly she did. The track had climbed, twisted, rocked her in its pot-holes and then swept down in a flurry of loose stones and flying dust, to a house gradually lit, theatrically, as the sun returned from behind a stray afternoon cloud. Her first thought was that the photographs hadn’t lied. The place looked fortified, not as a grim walled castle but impregnable all the same, with thick walls and, in the centre of the square, unornamented two-storey building, a stocky tower from which arrows or muskets might have been shot or red-hot ploughshares hurled down on invaders. The iron-studded door in the central archway looked impervious to battering-rams, but above it, behind a line of similar arches, was the big open terrace on which S. Kettering expected the family to dine – an instruction, Molly thought, which it would be no particular hardship to follow. Three great stone pots contained geraniums which trailed down to the walls beneath them, softening the stern appearance of the house.

In the centre of a pavement leading to the front door was a well head with an ornate ironwork structure over it. She had no idea of the age of ‘La Felicità’ but such houses had stood on the white furrowed hillsides in the pictures she knew by heart. She felt then that S. Kettering’s almost military orders were appropriate and added to the feeling of security about the place.

She parked under a straw-covered shelter and got out slowly, still vibrating. The silence was underlined by the drumming of grasshoppers and she noticed that there was no other car which might have brought S. Kettering. The door she tried was unyielding; the bell she pulled echoed inside some shuttered hallway but nobody answered. Her confidence, which had returned on her first view of the house, once more ebbed. She wanted to pee and she walked round the house in search of a bush.

It was there that she saw the man lying on the plastic strips of an off-white metal reclining chair beside the pool, which was undoubtedly smaller than it had looked in the photograph. His straw hat was balanced on his forehead, his jacket lay folded on the concrete beside him, and she noticed that he wore balding suede shoes and some form of club or regimental tie.

‘You’ve arrived.’ He opened one eye and said, ‘You must be a practical sort of person.’

‘The directions were brilliant, actually.’ She knew she sounded effusive but she remembered the lordliness of S. Kettering’s style and wished to propitiate him.

‘Some people,’ he told her, ‘get horribly lost in Conterchi.’

‘Poor them!’ She wanted to assure him that she wasn’t that kind of idiot.

‘So you drove here straight from Pisa?’

‘Yes.’ All the bushes she could see were small and scrubby and she couldn’t find an excuse to leave S. Kettering and double back to the front of the house.

‘Then you’ll want to use the facilities.’ He stood up smartly and she followed him with gratitude as he took from his pocket a large bunch of keys, from each of which dangled a carefully written label.

The chain requires one sharp downward pull. Don't be tentative or give repeated tugs which achieve nothing. So read the notice in the particular facility to which he led her. She pulled sharply and was rewarded. She rejoined the man, embarrassed by the sound of the cascade behind her.

‘Managed it first go.’ He smiled at her. ‘Unusually masterful.’

‘This’ – she held the fluttering pages of description in her hand – ‘must be the small sitting-room.’ The room was lit by a shaft of sunlight from the single open shutter. The furniture seemed large and dark, pieces designed for a grander room. ‘What’s this used for?’

‘For anything, I imagine, that you have a mind to. The big sitting-room’s downstairs. Converted from the cowsheds. You could do anything in there. Get up a musical comedy.’

‘Is that what you do?’

‘Good heavens, no.’ He looked at her as though it was she who had made the unusual suggestion. ‘That’s not my style of thing at all.’

‘And the children’s bedrooms?’

‘Top floor, I should think. I haven’t much personal experience. Not of where children sleep.’

‘I should like to see them, please.’

‘I suppose, if you’re really keen on it.’

‘I’ve come all this way …’ she smiled.

‘And so you have. I’m here to help you. Absolutely all I can.’ He led her quickly up a staircase which began by being broad and stone and went on up to twist woodenly to the top of the tower. She followed the short-back-and-sides hair-cut of this curious S. Kettering, who, apparently, never said good-night to his children.


‘How many have you got?’ The rooms he opened for her had few signs of childish occupation. There were some rows of books, bright bed-covers and cushions, some reproductions such as she had once had of Italian paintings. There were no photographs, posters, record-players, piles of clothing from Oxfam shops, drawings pinned to the wall – nothing much to indicate children at all.

‘Myself, absolutely none,’ the man told her. ‘It’s been the experience of my chums that offspring break up marriages. Mother gets wrapped up in the kids and the poor old husband gets left on his ownio.’

‘But you said you’d be here getting things ready for the children’s holidays …’

‘Checking up, yes. Seeing that nothing’s drowned in the pool recently.’ The man looked at her with sudden amusement as a penny dropped. ‘You hadn’t taken me for Kettering?’ He laughed at her confusion. ‘I’m not Kettering, or anywhere near it. The name’s Fosdyke. William Fosdyke. I’m cursed with living in Mondano all the year round, all through the rains of January and Feb. So I do things for chaps from the U.K. Keep an eye on their properties. And the like.’

Of course, she told herself, she should have known at once that he wasn’t Kettering. Kettering would have been a less accessible and more commanding presence.

‘No, I’m certainly not him,’ Fosdyke went on, garrulous after her mistake had been discovered. ‘Wish I were sometimes. Lucky fellow, Kettering. He’s got ‘La Felicità’, of course. And his marriage; that’s something I miss. Mrs K. thinks the world of Kettering. One hundred per cent devotion. Kettering, not to put too fine a point on it, is the apple of her eye.’ They stood in the single child’s bedroom and Molly joined in a short, silent tribute to the Ketterings’ marriage, whilst some large, blundering insect bumped against a window that had been long closed.


‘I lost my wife,’ Fosdyke told her. ‘Many years ago.’

‘I’m sorry.’

‘Oh, that’s all right. I mean literally lost her. We went shopping in Brighton. We arranged to meet at twelve-thirty under the clock. She never showed up. Missing, believed to have scarpered with the manager of Boots. Women are curious creatures. Nothing personal, Mrs Pargeter.’

She did her best to become businesslike. ‘I think this will do splendidly for our three.’ She crossed to the window and looked down to where the pool sparkled in the early sunshine.

‘Got snaps of them, have you?’ Mr Fosdyke asked her.

‘What?’

‘I’ll bet you carry snaps of your young. I know Mrs Kettering does. I’d feel very privileged if you’d let me see them.’

So she opened her handbag and produced for the man with the scarpered wife a selection, some faded a little and creased with age. Although mistrusting children, he showed an absorbed interest as he took the photographs and gazed at Henrietta (fourteen), Samantha (just ten) and the baby Jacqueline (now three and born after a long period during which Hugh had displayed a lack of interest in physical contact). As soon as Fosdyke had taken the pictures, she felt that she had shown him too much of her private life and put out her hand to receive them back.

‘Fine little family,’ he said, releasing them. ‘They look as though they’d fit in jolly well at “La Felicità”.’

‘I think,’ Molly said firmly, ‘I’d like to have one more look round. By myself this time.’

‘Of course. Be my guest. Or rather’ – he stood with one hand in his blazer pocket, squinting only a little – ‘the guest of Mr Kettering.’

When she looked round the house on her own, it seemed more impressive. The big downstairs room might have been a converted cowshed, but when she opened the tall shutters and the sunlight poured in, it looked more like a state apartment. At one end there was a platform with a piano on it, so Fosdyke might, for all she knew, have been right about the musical comedies. The kitchen was a huge stone cavern with an open fireplace, the size of a small room, beside which logs were piled so that she could see herself (but certainly not Hugh) barbecueing thick steaks on an iron grill, turning them over with tongs the size of a medieval weapon. In the bedroom cupboard, scented with lavender, a man’s shirt and a woman’s white skirt swung among the empty coat-hangers. None of the drawers was locked; all of them were empty. Looking around the bedroom, she saw that it was almost exactly as it had been in the photograph, although now there was a book open and face downwards on the patchwork quilt. She wondered who had been reading so recently on the carefully made bed, or if this fat book, which she now saw to be a collection of Sherlock Holmes stories, were a relic of the past summer, and the maid, or whoever cleared the house, was devotedly keeping her employer’s place. She also left the book undisturbed but felt, as soon as she saw the title, a further fellow feeling with S. Kettering.

Her inspection of the bedroom finished, she walked down the staircase into the coolness of the stone-flagged hallway. A large collection of sun-hats hung on pegs in the entrance hall, bowls were filled with dried lavender and a huge pottery jar was crammed with walking-sticks, some of which had ornate silver handles. By the time she reached the front door the house, she knew, had to be hers for the summer. If it had a secret she would do her best to discover it and she was not going to miss the trail across the Mountains of the Moon to what was undoubtedly the greatest small picture in the world.

Molly Pargeter, a woman of forty, whose hair was kept in place with difficulty, might have looked like one of the larger Graces in the paintings she admired had not her size caused her such embarrassment that she lowered her head and stooped a little as she walked. She was a woman of mixed awkwardness and determination. Now dressed in striped cotton with sensible shoes and a cardigan, she stepped into the sunshine and walked round the corner of the house. And there she caught a snake consuming a large Tuscan toad.

As she drove William Fosdyke back to Mondano he assured her that he would be always at her disposal and could guarantee to make her family holiday a success. ‘You know what the Brits in this part of Tuscany call me?’ he asked her. ‘Signor Fixit. They know they can rely on me, you see. And I must say that gives me a great pleasure.’

She left him in front of a café and as she drove away to follow the complex instructions back to the raccordo she saw him in her mirror, standing with his hand still raised in the sort of military salute with which he’d taken his leave of her.

‘You really liked the place?’

‘Of course. I loved it.’

‘Can we afford it?’

‘I can afford it,’ she assured him. A legacy from a great-aunt had bought their house and provided her with a small income. She was free to dream of paintings and detective stories.

‘No drawbacks?’ Hugh’s voice betrayed his disappointment.

‘Absolutely no drawbacks whatever. Of course, we must be careful to see that the children wear shoes.’

‘Shoes?’ He sounded more hopeful. ‘Why shoes?’

‘Prickles in the grass. Things like that. It’s really all very wild. But beautiful.’

She didn’t tell him about the snake. Had she done so, he might have had a reason to object to the holiday and a great deal of trouble would have been saved.








Chapter Two

‘I hear you’re going to take that house in Italy.’ The elderly voice, half a challenge and half a tease, came down the telephone to Molly as she was in the middle of giving Jacqueline her supper. She popped a toast soldier into her own mouth to give herself the strength to deal with her father.

‘I called you earlier. Sam answered, she seemed to be alone in the house …’

‘She wasn’t alone. Mrs O’Keefe was here.’

‘“And Gamps,” Sam said. “You’ll never guess. We rented this unbelievable posh villa.” How pleasant it is to have money, heigh ho! Of course, I could never have your patience and study the stock exchange prices, Molly Coddle. I’d far rather do something exciting, like sit here and watch my fingernails grow.’

Not for the first time she wondered how on earth her father had persuaded the children to call him ‘Gamps’ and decided that he had done it for the sole purpose of driving her mad. With the same end in view, no doubt, he called her ‘Molly Coddle’ – a name he had never thought to use when she was a child – and he insisted on changing the sex of his grandchildren so that Henrietta became Henry or Hal, Samantha was naturally Sam, and the three-year-old Jacqueline ‘Jack the Lad’. So far as her father was concerned, Molly didn’t know what to call him. She had never responded to his embarrassing invitation, made to her during the permissive sixties, to use ‘Haverford’, his Christian name. Now that he was in his mid-seventies he signed his rare letters to her ‘Daddy’ or even ‘Pops’. When they spoke she did her best to avoid calling him anything.

‘That was my toast soldier and you took it,’ said Jacqueline.

‘I’ve been brushing up on my Italian,’ Molly’s father went on, ‘with the aid of an extremely sexy-sounding signorina I got on a tape from the Fulham Public Library. We have spent some passionate evenings together changing traveller’s cheques and looking for medicine to cure stomach disorders. Each night I try to memorize a spot of Dante. I have it in English down one side of the page and in Italian on the other.’

‘It was mine!’ The child’s voice rose in righteous indignation as Molly bit desperately into another toast soldier.

‘Oh, shut up,’ Molly said, ‘and don’t be so selfish.’

‘Selfish?’ Her father’s voice protested. ‘I haven’t said a single word about joining you in Italy.’

‘I was talking to Jacqueline.’ She restrained herself from pinching another soldier. She always found the supper she cooked for the children irresistible and when she gave them bacon and baked beans she would swoop down on their plates like a vulture on a battlefield. She didn’t like herself for it. ‘I wasn’t talking to you, of course.’

‘As a matter of fact, I had taken it for granted that you wouldn’t want a boring old fart like me trailing after you round Siena.’

‘I never said that. You know I never did.’ She resented the guilt she felt because the thought had crossed her mind.

‘Believe it or not, Molly Coddle, I rang up quite simply to wish you arrivederci.’

‘It’s not until August. We shan’t be going until then.’

‘And where shall I be in August? Set out on the Great Package Tour of the Skies.’ It was her father’s habit to refer to his approaching death as a sort of cosmic joke. ‘I suppose I might have liked one last lunch in the Piazza del Campo.’

‘Don’t do that, please!’ Molly shouted. Jacqueline, starved of toast soldiers, had slid from her chair and, having circled the table, was starting to de-gut the loaf of bread.

‘Don’t do what?’ the old voice crackled down the telephone. ‘I suppose you’re accusing me of trying to manipulate you.’

‘I never said that.’

‘I’m not manipulating you at all. I’m merely stating facts. I shall not be with you much longer and I may well not see Italy again.’

‘I told you. I’m busy. It’s Jacky’s tea-time.’

‘What a full, rich life you lead! Could you just look in your diary. Let me know when it’s not bath-night and you can have a few minutes’ chat with your aged Pops.’

‘I’ve got to go now.’ She meant it.

‘Don’t sound so serious. You know me better than that, don’t you? I was only teasing. Only having that quaint old thing, a joke. So out of fashion nowadays. I shall be perfectly happy at home this summer, having a very meaningful relationship with Signorina Berlitz. You know old Nancy Leadbetter lives the spit of an olive stone from Mondano? Remind me to kit you out with a letter of introduction …’

‘Please! Leave the bread alone!’

‘Of course, if I were with you, Nancy would have us all over to dinner.’

He rang off then, before she had a chance to reply. As Molly put down the telephone, she saw Jacqueline, her mouth full of dough, staring at her with the large, accusing eyes of an Oxfam poster.

Molly’s father awoke the next morning with a start, a dry mouth and an erection for which he had no need. His first feeling as he emerged from the short but deep sleep which came to him at the end of every restless night, was that he was bloody glad to be alive. But then why, as he lay there pink and rested in his striped Viyella pyjamas feeling no older and certainly very little wiser than he had when he used to open his eyes in his prep school dormitory over sixty-five years ago, should he not be alive and kicking? The answer came in a sudden cramp in his left leg which caused him to roll out of bed yelling as though the flat were on fire and stamp away to the bathroom as the bones and muscles slowly settled into a position to cause him only moderate discomfort. What had he to look forward to during the day ahead? What girls could he telephone? What gossip might he learn in the old Nell Gwyn pub down the end of the King’s Road? Above all, what mischief might he get up to? He considered the matter as he might have done when he was only half a century old in what he still called the ‘swinging’ sixties, when lunch for two might be had at Alvaro’s for a five pound note and his column ‘Jottings’ by Haverford Downs in the weekly Informer had been described on the wireless as ‘Max Beerbohm with a social conscience’. This was an assessment with which Haverford, in all humility, felt bound to agree. It might not be a bad day. He could call in at the Informer office in Chancery Lane and use the telephone to arrange a suitably stimulating lunch. And then he caught sight in the bathroom mirror of the collapsed features, the swollen neck and ragged grey hair of the old man upon whom he still looked as a stranger. He also remembered with a sense of humiliation and disgust that the pages of the Informer were now given over to articles on gay rights, the ‘politics of feminism’ and peer pressure towards glue-sniffing in the inner cities. ‘Jottings’ had not quite been pushed overboard; it was clinging by its fingernails to the edge of the raft, to be found, often seriously cut, between the competition and the personal column at the back of the paper.


The feeling of gloom persisted as he bathed and dressed slowly, having particular difficulty with his socks. He made many a false attempt, standing on one leg tottering like an overweight stork before he could trap a dangling foot and pull the wool over it. And then, when both feet were clothed and he sank into a chair exhausted, he suddenly remembered Italy and felt cheered. In the end Molly would have to take him. She owed that to him at least for having been, over the years, such a disappointment to her father. And if he could put up with humourless Hugh for three weeks in the sun, the family, who couldn’t have many jokes to look forward to, would be glad of a running commentary on their holiday by the well-known author of ‘Jottings’.

It was not that he had never loved his only child. She was a girl, which greatly predisposed him towards her. When she was two years old she had seemed to be of a cheerful disposition and laughed obediently when he made a witch out of his knotted handkerchief or cast a swan’s shadow against her bedroom wall with his fingers. Molly’s mother, married for her beauty, had turned out to be a solemn and conventional woman, alternately angry and exhausted. He and his daughter, he imagined, would form an alliance based on shared jokes and secret indulgences against a lonely and often disapproving wife. But then Molly grew up to be serious and, what was worse, she grew up to be big. As some girls suddenly look too tall to be ballet dancers, she became too large for her father’s devotion, for Haverford always preferred smallish women with what he had once described in one of his more personal ‘Jottings’ as the ‘tip-tilted noses of impertinent page-boys’. And then, as a schoolgirl, Molly had further distanced herself from him by being good at mathematics. After he had separated from her mother and when she was away at boarding-school, he would drive down to visit her, often accompanied by some rather mature page-boy in jeans or a mini-skirt and Molly would sit with them in silence at an endless tea in the local Trusthouse Forte. ‘The young have become so puritanical,’ Haverford would explain to his companion on the way home. ‘I get to feel more and more like some splendid Regency buck surviving sadly into the horrible reign of Prince Albert the Good.’

To do Haverford justice, he wasn’t altogether happy about his lack of rapport with his daughter; at times he came as near as he ever could to feeling guilty about it. He had therefore decided to be as charming as possible to her during the summer holiday
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