
THE ALPINE MAN 
 
 “Fucking machine” Phillip exclaimed to the surprise of the other restaurant customers 

who would have preferred his displeasure to remain an angry part of his own internal 
dialogue. Phillip found it difficult to be angry in private and his vocal chords were normally 
directly linked to his alterable temper leading to the odd blue exclamation. The cause of the 
outburst was the second button on the tobacco machine that made him think he would soon 
be the owner of a fresh deck of Marlboro Lights. Not the case, just as had happened with the 
first option, an empty chamber connected the button to Phillip’s hope. A machine which 
boasts two options of a popular brand must demonstrate the owner of the establishment’s 
well defined connection with their customer’s needs, which meant that it would be a social 
faux pas for both chambers to be empty. Despite the fact that it was Friday evening, that this 
popular restaurant in the Italian Dolomite village of Cortina, famous with those financially 
endowed not to need to worry about the escalating costs of the Alipne resorts, was one of the 
pages first folded over in the guide books of those with a little extra on the hip, Phillip still took 
the lack of his brand of choice as a personal insult.  

 
 He returned to the table and began to plan his next move. For someone who had not 

just come out of one of the worst years of his life, preceded by what could neither be 
described as a golden age, Phillip was not in the mood to negotiate with the machine. His 
options were then, accept another brand of lights, or in an emergency move, up to full 
strength, already discarded. The only viable option he had was to hit the road and get a packet 
from one of the bars in the vicinity. He looked out of the window and decided that as they had 
only just arrived that he could sneak out for five minutes. He took his jacket and made his 
excuses to the table. 

 
 The table had ten chairs at it and nine remained occupied. The evening’s luxury was in 

celebration of what was referred to as “coming out the other side” by some members of the 
party. It had been a torrid period for more or less all present, Phillip and his wife Laura had 
been as close to divorce, violence and poisoning as one could get. Their relationship had 
suffered as both hit forty and the only emotion they could muster for each other was 
contempt. Inevitably, secretaries and gardeners received bit parts in the episodic imbroglio 
that was laughingly described as their marriage. Something needed to be done, Phillip 
seriously considered leaving the daughter of a wealthy factory owner who had set him up as a 
Managing Director in the company. Financially, the marriage had been Phillip’s best move, 
twelve years ago she was an attractive and intelligent member of a social group which Phillip 
felt would always exclude him. They began their courtship, Laura’s father was pleased that his 
wayward daughter appeared to be settling down and was out of the gossip columns. As soon 
as Laura’s parents saw the relationship was heading towards six months, the Archbishop was 
told to get the Hoover out on the cathedral as there would be a do in the near future. Phillip 
then quit the company where he was working, obviously there is no better preparation for 
being Managing Director of a major producer of leather goods than spending five years at a 
call centre. Laura’s father, Gordon, now became both father-in-law and boss to Phillip, not an 
ideal situation but every twenty eight days his payslip made him think that things could be 
worse.  

 
 And so Phillip was installed as MD, he liked that title, the company did not need a 

great deal of work and what it did was generally done by Gordon, he not being a fan of an 
oligarchy in his company. Phillip took easily to the life of a young executive, that is, he enjoyed 
doing sod all. His engagements tended to be extensive lunches with clients who needed a little 
buttering up. Lunches that often spilled over into the early afternoon and evening in 
Gentlemen’s clubs all over the capital. When he did get home to their opulent dwelling he was 



in no fit state to entertain his young wife. Gordon did not extend the generosity of his 
company to his daughter, he considered her role to be one that many sectors saw as 
antiquated, but Gordon felt was the cornerstone of any successful marriage, the little lady at 
home. And who could argue with Gordon’s success? thirty three years married and in all that 
time only six affairs, his wife Emily has only tried to take her life on four occasions, she has only 
been admitted into psychiatric institutions on three and paid up all her subs to Alcoholics 
Anonymous twice. Had she been forced to work as well all this happiness may have been lost 
and the extra pressure could have caused her to do something extreme. For Gordon, there was 
no question Laura was, as he put it, to keep the home fires burning and make Phillip feel 
welcome and loved after a hard day’s whatever it was he did. One of the principal problems 
with being a housewife when you are the daughter of a millionaire manufacturing magnate is 
that even if you wanted to iron, cook, clean or sew, not that Laura’s upbringing had particularly 
prepared her for these tasks, there were so many servants on hand that only wiping her arse 
and changing her tampon were duties not assigned to the staff.  

 
 Inevitably, Laura become disillusioned with married life, before she had had a number 

of outlets to fill her days. Flings were two a penny and she found a particular penchant for 
married men who tended to initially give more and then go scurrying back to their wives just 
before she got bored with them. Added to this were her numerous friends, most of whom she 
couldn’t stand until the forth G&T, who holidayed  in glamorous locations all over the world. 
Winters were spent skiing, summers topping up the and following the fashionable crowd 
around Europe’s most costly beaches. As she, and her liver, began to approach thirty, her 
parents were of the idea that the tomfoolery was to come to an end, Emily’s health problems 
had caused their family to remain a trio rather than the sextet with a touring percussionist 
Gordon would have preferred. This meant the onus was on Laura to produce an heir, when she 
was informed of her feudal role in the family pleasure was not an emotion she openly 
demonstrated to her father. This minor misunderstanding was instantly cleared up when the 
cutting of her allowance was mentioned. Her plan was to go along with her father’s wishes and 
have a string of continuously failed relationships that never made it to the altar. If the worst 
came to the worst, she felt capable of getting in the family way and then it was a fifty-fifty 
draw to produce a sibling for whom the family problem of facial hair would be acceptable. She 
did worry about the possibility of producing a daughter, which would greatly displease her 
father, and was informed by one of the servants from Peru that conception from behind would 
almost certainly guarantee a male offspring. This pleased her as she was more than a trifle 
partial to that particular form of coitus so she set about completing her father’s plan and 
looking forward to an easy peaceful existence.  

 
 Laura had no problem finding suitors, she was in her prime, similar to a midfielder with 

a cultured left foot who, at 28, is at the top of his game. She happily informed her parents that 
this was the one and waited for the romance to fizzle out before moving onto the next one. 
This would have continued had she not met Phillip by accident. Her meeting with him changed 
her perception of relationships, she had always been a fatalist and was convinced that the 
planets had been aligned in perfect harmony to bring them together. Their first meeting was 
when Laura visited a plastic surgeon as she had adjudged herself to be lacking in the bosom 
department, so as she was driving to the appointment and checking what mother nature had 
given her in the rear view mirror she managed to clip the back wheel of Phillip’s bicycle with 
her Porsche. She was immediately surprised by the way Phillip took the incident and his 
reluctance to sue. Once it was ascertained that he would live she resumed her journey. After 
about 100 metres she thought maybe it would have been good form to offer him a lift as his 
two-wheeler had been rendered dysfunctional. However, the traffic lights changed and he was 
gone. The operation was not a great success and less than a week later she had to got hospital 
to remove the offending extensions. As she sat waiting in casualty she recognised someone 



sitting opposite her who was holding a finger recently involved in a argument between a 
kitchen knife and some celery.  When she finally worked out where it was she knew him from 
she became profoundly in need of finding out more about someone she had managed to run 
into twice in a city of ten million inhabitants.      

 
 She initiated the conversation and Phillip was soon receptive to the idea of Laura, he 

had yet to find his other half, he had yet to start looking if the truth be known. Phillip’s parents 
had noted that he wandered through life with an apathy for everything except his rather old-
fashioned and definitely unprofitable hobby of pottery. So began a romance that was more a 
gusty breeze than a whirlwind. Still, both sets of in-laws seemed please with the progress and 
things moved along. The offspring side of the bargain looked like it would a matter of clearing 
up the paperwork as Phillip realised one of Laura’s few charms for later life together was a 
horizontal one. Marriage was announced and soon Laura was in the family way, the Peruvian 
advice showing itself to be of the good variety as a healthy young male popped out nine 
months later. Motherhood was something of a struggle for Laura, even with a multitude of 
staff on hand for the bits she didn’t like, which were plenty but most of all nappies were an 
area she preferred to avoid. She was also dreadfully disappointed when she found out that 
only her breasts would serve as feeding zones for her little one. Still life continued and the 
fruits of Gordon’s labour meant that any hardships were soon forgotten.  

 
 Problems came later on as Laura and Phillip became more and more distanced, and he 

began to spend more time working and less at home. She, for her part, was quick to send 
Gordon Jr. off to boarding school as soon as she could get away with it. This left her afternoons 
free for drinking G&T’s lightly based around the T and rolling around with the young Greek 
gardener. Phillip was awake to what was going on and confronted her, then suggested to 
Gordon he intervene but Phillip was told he would have to find his own solution, just as 
Gordon had. Phillip then began to take solace in the company of his secretary Mandy, and she 
became a regular name on the team sheet for business trips. Phillip decided he had had 
enough and wanted to leave, he was prepared to give up his cushy number in the company 
just to make a fresh start with Mandy. However, Gordon was in now way party to a messy 
divorce that would cost him money in the courtroom and knock some pennies of the share 
price. Phillip seemed destined to spend the rest of his life in this family. Gordon’s advice was to 
have some fun, but be careful. It seemed that bastards were less highly prized as legitimates in 
Gordon’s eyes. Over the next few years their relationship became moribund, without even the 
interest to argue with each other, and rarely a kind word offered. Gordon Jr., in this delightful 
family environment was growing into a world class, moneyed, misogynist, arsehole, though he 
spent more time in detention than with his parents.  

 
 Eventually it was Laura who broke down first, she confessed she had been to see a hit-

man about solving the Phillip situation, it was only at the last minute had she had second 
thoughts and not gone through with it. Surprisingly, the news that his wife had paid someone 
to kill him was the shove they needed to get back on track, well at least harbour the thoughts 
of assassination for a few years. They retook their vows and tried to build a relationship with 
their son, this was achieved with the aid of a child psychologist who then had to call in 
resources from adult ones as well. After more than eleven years of failure they basically got 
together what would be the essence of a family, not Dr. Spock, but not Grange Hill either. 
Phillip accepted the new situation as preferable and curbed his extra marital wanderings. 
Gordon and Emily took this as the stimulus to readdress their differences, and came to the 
same conclusion. The inspiration spread to their best friends, best friends Phillip inherited 
from Laura and if there were a more odious pair walking the earth, apart from Gordon and 
Emily, Phillip hoped never to meet them.  

 



 Hence this dinner, this holiday, paid for by Gordon to celebrate their new found 
happiness and that finally they had understood the meaning of the word family. Phillip would 
have preferred the divorce but it wasn’t to be. He was though, still sensitive after the turmoil 
of the last few years and was becoming rather finicky in his middle age. This explains the 
situation about the cigarettes, that which led him to put on his jacket and walk out into the 
cold night air.  

 
 Across the road from the hotel he saw a bar which appeared to exist for rich foreign 

tourists in need of plentiful refreshment. For a society closely linked with the grape, both 
Phillip and Laura considered the abstinence and glaring looks of their Lombardian cousins 
somewhat contradictory. The row of bars and restaurants that were spread out before him, 
and geared towards foreigners, offered a fine amount of boozing without snotty looks. Phillip 
got a stride on as the night air was brisk. He entered the first bar and to his delight saw a 
machine boasting Marlboro Lights. Excitedly, he put the money into the machine and nothing 
again, the machine refused to register the presence of his easily earned euros, he approached 
the bar in hope of a solution. The barman was quick to make clear that the problem was not 
his, he suggested Phillip try again. Phillip returned to the machine and realised all his change 
was now inside. He begged of the barman’s attention again and asked if he could possibly 
change a note for the purchase of the cigarettes. The barman informed him that he would not 
be able to assist as he could not justify giving all his change to a non-consuming customer so 
that this person can buy cigarettes from a machine which belongs to a third party and will have 
no reflections on the evening profits. Phillip ordered a beer, the barman was a little more 
polite now, Phillip tried to pay but the barman ignored him, Phillip held the note in front of his 
face and was informed that libations may be disbursed upon their completion, Phillip downed 
the golden liquid, which he would have enjoyed much more with a cigarette and paid the man. 
Now in possession of change he went back to the machine and as he was about to insert the 
coins the barman informed him that the machine was empty, had been all week, problems 
with delivery. Phillip thanked the kind man and left the establishment.  

 
 Next stop was an Irish pub, ubiquitous and essential in all parts of the world. Surely 

with the advantage of mother tongue and natural understanding between the Irish and plastic 
upper-class twits his request would be seen to completion this time. As he entered he located 
the machine, he made sure the change he had would be sufficient and made his way to the 
appliance. As he was approaching it, he felt a hand on his shoulder and someone cry “Davey”, 
someone who had obviously forgone supper and stayed on the apéritifs was convinced Phillip 
was a long lost friend, despite Phillip’s claims to the contrary a Guinness was ordered for him 
and he was made to partake. Thankfully, the person who confused him with Davey smoked 
and smoked well, so at least he was able to procure a couple for the duration of this 
nonsensical journey down someone else’s memory lane. Phillip continued in his insistence that 
he wasn’t Davey and when the penny finally dropped his new found companion was far from 
pleased at being forced to buy a drink for an impostor and shouldn’t he be ashamed of himself 
pretending to be other people to scrounge free drinks. Phillip could have made it to the 
cigarette machine but decided it was best to leave. Especially as the bar staff had taken the 
drunk’s side and his chances of leaving with his good looks intact were becoming increasingly 
minimal.  

 
 Outside the bar he stood and began to despair, perhaps this was a message from 

above telling him to give up. He could see one more bar at the top of a hill and, opted for a 
climb to success, or never to smoke again. As he reached the top he became unsure as if to 
whether he actually wanted cigarettes now as his chest informed him their friendship was in 
jeopardy. Nonetheless, he had come this far and he had to triumph. In he walked, the bar was 
empty, a young lady stood behind the bar, he asked for the cigarette machine and she said the 



place was bereft of one. With a tearful look in his eye, he went to leave the bar when she told 
him they had tobacco behind the bar. In seconds he was in possession of his long awaited 
packet and even stayed for another drink as he felt sorry for the girl in such a dull bar. She told 
him that the original owner was a fell walker and that explains the location, when he died of a 
heart attack her father bought the place but no-one likes the climb. He finished his drink and 
bid farewell she said she would like to see him again soon but he doubted it. Finally, after 
nearly an hour he had a packet of Marlboro Lights, he knew there was a five star bollocking 
awaiting him in the restaurant but he had beaten the elements. As he strode downhill he 
puffed away merrily.  

 
 When he re-entered the restaurant he found they had not only ordered but were 

tucking into the second course. The chair where he had been sitting had been removed and 
no-one seemed concerned about Phillip’s absence. He thought nothing of it as he was used to 
feeling like an outsider in the family. He pulled up an unoccupied chair and sat next to Laura.  

 
 “You would not believe what I’ve had to go through to get a packet of tabs. Three bars, 

nearly got my face ripped off in one cos' someone though I was Davey. I see you’ve already 
ordered, to be honest I’m not too hungry, I’ll be OK with just the main, Gordon could you pass 
me the wine please?” Phillip hadn’t actually looked at any of the members of the table but all 
seemed to have an expression that Mr. Collins dictionaries would describe as aghast. Phillip 
could not explain this strange behaviour so chose to reiterate his request.  

 
 “Gordon, the wine please” as the waiter came past Phillip ordered a Fillet Maignon. 

Gordon could contain himself no longer.  
 
 “Who are you? And how do you know my name?” Gordon looked piercingly into 

Phillip’s eyes.  
 
 “Very good, is that the best you could do in an hour? Let’s pretend stupid old Phillip is 

a stranger, a bit childish wouldn’t you say Emily?” Emily nearly choked as he mentioned her 
name.  

 
 Gordon stood up and said “Now look here, I don’t know who you are and I don’t really 

care, but what I will not stand is someone sitting down at my table and abusing my family.” 
 
 Phillip tried to defend himself, “But I am part of your family, Laura, you’re my wife” At 

this moment Laura burst into tears and left the table. Gordon picked up a fork and through it 
at Phillip, catching him in the neck. He began to bleed and Gordon promised more.  
Desperately he tried to find some form of identification that would prove his identity but 
nothing coincided with his story, a driver's licence and a snooker centre membership-card did 
not have the power to prove he was married to a person who now appeared to be a complete 
stranger. For a brief moment he thought of the possibilities of never having met Laura, but 
then came back down to earth at the thought of his previous finances. He failed to 
comprehend the situation, but had no intention of all the work he had done putting up with 
this collection of half-wits being for nothing. He pleaded to his son, Gordon Jr.  

 
 “Gordon Jr. You know who I am, I’m your father” Gordon jr. began to laugh and his 

only response was to say Phillip was fucking nuts, which earned him a reproach for his 
language. Within seconds the head waiter was at the table, less than happy that this expensive 
restaurant should play host to the type of people, as he put it, that should be on the Costa del 
Sol. Gordon explained the situation and Phillip was ejected from the restaurant. They actually 
had no idea who he was, he had a photo of Laura in his wallet but nothing corroborated any 



link with the family. He needed to find out what was going on and as they were busy dining he 
thought the best move would be to go to their, or his, or her hotel.    

 
 It was probably sensible to think, so Phillip thought. Clearly, the family's reaction 

would be mirrored by the hotel staff. He decided that bare-faced cheek may help him get to 
their or her room. Should, or when, that failed he would try to get in through the back door. 
The hotel in Cortina was expensive but traditional, that appealed to Gordon's taste, which 
meant it appealed to everyone in the party's taste, Gordon being a far from enlightened 
despot. Therefore, security, Phillip thought, would be lax. There would be no alarmed doors or 
surveillance cameras to stop him getting into the room. Just in case there were, he calculated 
that within 30 seconds he would know the truth. If they came for him hen knew the second 
floor window backed on to the garden, and a jump may cause a nasty sprained ankle, but 
would not mean the end of the life that it appears he now doesn't have. Phillip walked to the 
hotel and took out a Marlboro Light. He couldn't help letting out a little laugh as he started to 
evaluate the situation. He wanted to make a mental whiteboard with a line down the middle, 
dividing the board into two categories: ADVANTAGES and DISADVANTAGES of being the 
husband of Laura Lincoln. After only three or four drags his list was complete. He so much had 
wanted to get the little one in on the advantages side, but even his own son could not be 
considered thus. Possibly, had he made more effort as a father, the bond would be stronger. 
Too late for that now, though Phillip, flesh and blood or not, the lad was a little swine. As he 
puffed away down the street he examined his list. On the advantages side was MONEY, when 
the Lincolns talk about money it is perhaps a concept difficult for most to envisage. Their 
wealth was immense, and this word at times fell short of the mark. Phillip's own personal 
portion of this never-ending gateau was, to him, unknown. He had never needed to know, 
since his marriage the check balance option was not in his top five cash-machine activities. He 
had shares worth, he didn't know, but the word immense was threatening to rear its head 
again. His salary was astronomical, bored of immense now, but was merely the tip of the 
iceberg. The disadvantages column just said NONE. However, he did not fancy the idea of 
working for a menial salary. He was now getting on a bit, and the years of corporate laziness 
had taken their toll. He would now be effectively unemployable. Time for another decision, 
after the hotel he would need to undergo a convincing blackmail programme. He knew enough 
about her, whether it was true or not in the current light of things was another matter, to 
make her sign a cheque to keep the smile on his face for the rest of his days. It might even be 
quite enjoyable.  

 
 At the door of the hotel he threw is cigarette on the floor and entered, trying to look 

confident and important. Barely had he taken two steps inside the hotel when he was accosted 
by a meddlesome hotel manager. Stereotypes are generally off the mark for most people, and 
should be discouraged, but the scriptwriters of Pretty Woman and Home Alone 2 got it bang 
on with their snooty, more British than anyone in the nation's history hotel managers. The 
Manager of the Continental Hotel in Cortina was Italian, though considered this more of an 
accident of birth. He would have been more at home in colonial India taking a big stick to the 
natives. He made it his life's work to memorise every face that entered his hotel and be 
repugnantly smarmy to those checked in, whilst maintaining a vile hostility to those whose 
names are not in the register. Phillip asked for the key to room two-hundred and eight, he 
even threw in a por favore, but to no avail, Signor Matterzzi-Smythe, I kid you not, was already 
on the case. 

 
 "There seems to be some dreadful error" He informed Phillip with a look of thou shall 

not pass in his eyes. "That is the Lincoln's suite, they are very fine customers of ours and have 
given us strict instructions not to allow anyone strangers in" His look suggested the exit may be 
Phillip's next port of call. Phillip decided to continue chancing his arm.  



 
 "Stranger? I am the husband of Laura Lincoln" He tried to look indignant at the same 

time.  
 
 "In that case you must be a visitation from the after-world. How jolly spiffing!" More 

plumy would be difficult. The region around the Alps, as is common in the north of Italy, is 
famous for its somewhat exaggerated rising and falling intonation, which gives the speaker the 
effect of seeming to sing their words. This bloke though, would turn heads in Knightsbridge 
when he opened his gob. "I am a great believer in life after death, tell me Mr Lincoln, how did 
you regain such a fine physical appearance after the fatal car crash? Do they have celestial 
plastic surgeons in the great bullshit dome in the sky? I have asked you once, politely, another 
time with perhaps a piquant of sarcasm, but I must warn you sir, I'm not in the habit of asking 
the same thing three times" Phillip knew that it was the tradesman's entrance or nothing. As 
he prepared to leave a phone call was taken in the lobby. It was Mr. Lincoln informing the 
hotel staff of the incident in the restaurant and advising them to keep  on their toes.  

 
 That was exactly what Phillip did, surprising himself with the speed with which he was 

in the Alpine air again. He lingered between two cars in the car park for a couple of minutes, 
but when he saw that his new friend would not be joining him, made for the back the door. 
Phillip had never illegally entered an Italian hotel before. As he surveyed the comings and 
goings of the staff he was struck by something that could possibly constitute a marvellous 
piece of luck. Deliveries of bed-linen were being made, despite the fact it was nearly eleven 
o'clock, by groups of men in civilian clothes. Phillip removed his tie and jacket, placing them 
behind a bush next to a red Alfa Romeo and joined his new fellow workers. Standing looking 
rather stupid and suspicious, he was told to get a move on and take the basket to the second 
floor. He told his new boss no problem, and took the linen into the service lift. He thanked the 
man, or woman, as their is no conclusive proof as to the gender of our benefactor, he had 
bothered to learn Italian. Phillip had lots of business trips around Europe, and as he had 
nothing to do on them he studied languages, whilst the Directors of his company thrashed out 
the deals so that Phillip could put pen to paper and taken all the credit. He also found it handy 
in the clubs afterwards, it was a good conversation starter, and as the Latin looks were his 
particular favourite, he made more headway with the Italian than struggling through the 
painfully dull German clauses. In no time he was on the second floor and outside room two-
hundred and eight. He checked the coast and found that with a firm push the door failed to 
move a millimetre, but he almost dislocated his shoulder. He tried a kick with the same levels 
of success and cursed. Desperate, he drove the linen-basket into the door and it swung open. 
Inside the room he saw what had been up until this evening the room he had shared with 
Laura. The photo on the bedside table showed Laura with another man, but the photo was 
dated. There was no trace of a male presence in the room. It was too clean, Phillip thought of 
that old song, "To All the Women I Have Loved" or something like that, he had been around 
and seen the world, but still failed to understand women. Why do they, in a thousand-dollar a 
night hotel, feel the need to keep it spic and span? Why not enjoy the fact that you can live in 
squalor and no-one can tell you off? Still, Phillip did not have time for this philosophical 
meandering, he took a glance around the room, opened the wardrobe and accepted that he 
didn't exist, at least for Laura Lincoln. Then he heard a voice which was all too familiar and 
decided it had to be the window to freedom. When he was about to jump he noticed a pile of 
notes on the table, thinking it could come in handy he stuffed the money into his pocket, 
operating on the sheep as well as a lamb theory, and jumped. The landing was not perfect, and 
there would be some swelling. He collected his jacket and hailed a taxi. He told the taxi driver 
to drive to into Brescia, thinking the nearby Alpine towns of Trento or Bolzano too risky, he 
decided to get a bit of distance between himself and the Lincolns.  The driver informed he 
would require a liquidity assessment before starting such a journey. Phillip waved the wad in 



his face and they were off. Phillip counting the notes whilst they travelled at great speed along 
the mountain roads to the city. Despite on oncoming headache and a large dose of fear, Phillip 
ascertained there were about four-thousand euros in the wad. Good, he thought.  

 
 In Brescia, he paid the driver and made his way to a medium-sized hotel. He did not 

trust the hotel manager in Cortina, but knew he would only inform hotels of the same category 
as his. Something of the snob in the refused to downgrade whilst grassing. He checked into a 
comfortable room and was pleased to discover that there was Internet access in each room. 
Once installed in his room, he ordered a sandwich and a few beers from room service and 
started to run a nice warm bath. Feeling refreshed and clean, he hooked up to the net. First 
port of call was his Internet banking service, he waited with a lump in his throat as his bank's 
home page came up. He entered the account details, and was pleased to be informed that he 
was a Platinum customer, that didn't sound poor. He was asked various questions to protect 
his account from unwanted access that would require the skills of someone who had spent half 
an hour conversing with him to crack the code. Once in he was presented with a nice array of 
options, his favourite being SHARE PORTFOLIO. He could not be exact but thought that in his 
possession he had in the region of four and a half million euros. He then got a list of affiliated 
banks in Italy and was directed to the offices of a prestigious private bank in Milan. Tomorrow, 
that bank would see some transactions on a tell your grandchildren scale. He lay back on the 
bed and fell asleep with a smile on his face for the first time in a long time.  

 
 As he was checking out of the hotel in Brescia he was asked some awkward questions 

about an altercation in a Cortina hotel the previous night. He pretended to understand nothing 
and the hotel staff soon tire and go about their business again. He left the hotel and from a 
public phone box called the hotel and asked to be put through to Laura Lincoln, saying he was 
her old friend Jeffery Butherson. Laura answered and began to tell Jeffery, before Phillip could 
speak, of the dreadful events of the previous night. Phillip felt he had to interrupt, which 
caused Laura to scream down the phone at him. After the screaming subsided, he gave her his 
prepared lines.  

 
 "Look, if you answer these questions honestly, I will never bother you or your family 

again" That sounded good to Laura, so she agreed. "You have never seen me before last 
night?" She answered in the negative. "I'm not your husband?" More negative. "The name 
Phillip Ronson means nothing to you?" She told him what he wanted to hear. "I apologise for 
any inconvenience caused to you and your family. Do you want the four-thousand euros 
back?" She hung up and Phillip did the same, but he was noticeably more pleased with the 
outcome. He made his way to the train station and at the Avis office hired a red Alfa Romeo 
and embarked on the journey to Milan.  

 
 Less than ten kilometres into the hundred that awaited his journey down the A4 

Venice-Milan motorway, he found that the radio offerings were not to his taste. At the next 
service station he stopped on the off-chance there was a selection of CD's on sale. He didn't 
hold out much hope for the selection, but was sure there would be something that would help 
him to Milan. And indeed, buried between Eros Ramazotti and Zucchero discs, he found the 
Kinks and Small Faces Ultimate Collections. Pleased with his purchase, he got back on the road, 
dropping down the electric windows and letting Messrs. Marriot and Davies combine with the 
fresh mountain air as he made his way to the Autovia A4. Driving to Milan, he began to make 
plans for his future. This took on a more positive air than the night before due to the millions 
in his (virtual) pocket. 

 
 He arrived in Milan at about a quarter to one in the afternoon. He parked the car 

outside the bank's branch near the luxurious Via della Spiga. He was pleased to see the Latin 



work ethic gave him fifteen minutes more banking pleasure before they closed up for the day. 
He made sure he had all the papers and pushed the button which gave access to the Star Trek 
style micro-chamber which led to the money. He asked the girl at reception if anyone spoke 
English in the bank, he did not trust his Italian for this transaction. She told him that Mr. 
Pierluigi Zola spoke very good English, but would she be able to know the nature of the 
Englishman's business. Phillip explained to her, in Italian, that he wanted to do some urgent 
business with his bank in England which was affiliated to this very financial enterprise. She 
decided it better to pass him on to Signor Zola who greeted Phillip with a firm handshake and 
an over-the-top good morning.  

 
 Pierluigi led Phillip through to his office and enquired as to the nature of his business. 

Phillip began. "This may seem a little odd" 
 
 "Odd? The opposite of even?" Enquired Pierluigi.  
 
 "Strange, I mean" continued Phillip. "I have an account in the UK with a bank affiliated 

to yours. For personal reasons I have decided to remove all my assets from this bank and open 
a new account in another. There is nothing irregular about this, you will break no laws, I just 
wish to do the transaction as quickly as possible. For you there will be a handsome reward. I 
wish to sell all my shares and withdraw all the capital in my account. Your part will be to 
arrange for the sale of the shares at the best price available in the next twenty minutes. Then 
you will withdraw the capital from my account and give me a cashiers' cheque for the amount. 
The share value will also be paid in the same way. Then you will accompany me to a bank of 
your choice and I will deposit all the money into a new account which you will open for me. In 
return for this service I shall pay you four-hundred thousand euros. I assume we have a deal." 
Phillip looked at Pierluigi, who was now sweating, his perfectly greased-back, jet-black hair 
looking somewhat dishevelled after his fingers making several journeys through it.  

 
 "Er... Meester" He glanced at the documents to get Phillip's name. "Meester Ronson, it 

sounds most irregular. I don't know if I could do such a thing. It is a question of authority and, 
well, ethics" He smiled at Phillip but still looked nervous.  

 
 Phillip stood up, "I'm terribly sorry. You didn't seem to me to be the sort of person 

who receives a bonus of four-hundred grand for doing their fucking job every day. I didn't 
realise this was a common occurrence, you must be loaded. Never mind, there is a branch in 
Rome and I'm sure that there someone will want to make very easy money. Good-day" He 
went to take his documents and Pierluigi, mentally kicking himself, sprung into action. 

 
 "One moment, Meester Ronson, all I said was it was most irregular. Did you hear me 

say I wouldn't do it? Do I like stupid? I Know your English saying about the free horse and the 
mouth of teeth. It would be an honour to perform these tasks for you. Shall we begin? Soon it 
is time for the close, but I have good friend in bank across street and he make you special 
customer. OK?" Pierluigi retrieved the documents and began to study them. Phillip explained 
the process again and Pierluigi insisted that "lo ho capito, Signor." He suggested Phillip might 
enjoy a cappuccino while the papers were being prepared. He was told to wait in the Café in 
the Piazza and Pierluigi would be along forthwith.  

 
 Pierluigi set about putting together all the necessary paperwork and Phillip crossed the 

road. Picking up the Gazetto dello Sport from the news-stand, he entered the Cafeteria and 
ordered the much talked-about cappuccino. In Europe the sports' press is on a much more 
serious level than in Phillip's native Britain. He is continually surprised by the amount of 
information available to the fan, the number of sports' (usually 90% football) dailies, and how 



even in summer they manage to fill the pages with the most blatant lies about possible 
transfers. As he flicked through the press he found out essential information about Cristian 
Vieri's music taste (surprisingly no R&B, Elton John or Techno - well done), and how all the 
good players in the known world would be playing for AC Milan next season. As he began to 
scrape the bottom of the barrel, reading an article about a basketball player from a former 
Yugoslavian republic he didn't know where to find on a map, Pierluigi walked in. He too 
ordered a cappuccino and sat at the table with Phillip. He was being rather overly cloak and 
dagger for Phillip's taste so he told him to relax. The documents were signed and Phillip 
accompanied him back to the bank where the cashiers' cheques would be issued. 

 
 Back in the bank, Pierluigi's boss appeared, and, brandishing a potential spanner for 

the works, asked what the jolly heck was going on. Pierluigi began to splutter and stutter and 
looked like an investigation was about to be opened when Phillip took the reigns.  

 
 "Sir," he began in very good Italian, "you should be honoured to have an employee like 

Pierluigi. His help has been invaluable this morning." Now the flaws were appearing 
linguistically, but he sure said "Sir" well. He continued "I believe he should be considered for 
immediate promotion, indeed I am actually pondering the possibility of hiring him as my 
private banker. Would he be available?" He look at the bank manager, who nervously 
managed.  

 
 "I'm terribly sorry, but Pierluigi is an essential part of the set-up here. We couldn't 

function without him. We shall be very sorry to lose your custom Mr. Ronson. I trust it is 
nothing to do with displeasure at our service?" This was all very vomit-inducing.  

 
 "Nothing of the sort" replied Phillip. "Just circumstances. However, as a show of good 

will I am prepared to make a donation of ten-thousand euros for the charity of your choice. 
And now, if you don't mind, I'm in rather a hurry. Pierluigi will you accompany me?" Pierluigi 
looked at his boss, who gestured for him to leave with Phillip and the pair went outside.  

 
 "Thank you for the donation" The bank manager shouted as they left. Pierluigi knew 

exactly what charity was going to be honoured. That of the fat, Milanese bank managers. 
Anyway, he didn't care any more because today was the first day of thousands of happy 
tomorrows.    

 
 They were met outside the second bank by Pierluigi's friend Alberto who gratefully 

opened the new account, mentally spending the healthy commission and bonus. Phillip was 
told that normally it takes a few days to provide new customers with credit cards and other 
paraphernalia related to the account, but as Phillip was such a special customer, the cards 
would be delivered to his hotel by courier within two hours. Hotel? He hadn't thought of that. 
He asked Pierluigi to recommend one, and of course, suggested possibly Milan's finest, the 
Principe di Savoia. Naturalmente, came the reply and Alberto gave out a semi-sycophantic 
laugh. Alberto was tempted to stake a claim for Four Seasons Hotel, but remained silent. After 
commissions, bribes and Pierluigi's cut, Phillip had a grand total of three million, four-hundred 
thousand euros with which to live the rest of his life. He shook Pierluigi and Alberto's hands 
and left the bank again accompanied by Pierluigi.  

 
 "So, what you gonna do with the money? Carry on working?" asked Phillip.  
 
 "What for that tight, old bastard? No way. He'll find my resignation on his table first 

thing tomorrow. I have no idea what I'll do, but I'm sure it will be fun. I don't know how to 
thank you. You have changed my life." A tear was forming in Pierluigi's eye.  



 
 "Don't be silly, you're a good person, and good things should happen to good people. 

Unfortunately, it's not always the way. Except this time. Goodbye Pierluigi Zola. By the way, no 
relation, no?"  

  
 "No, just the same name. Goodbye Meester Ronson." 
 
 "Phillip, please. Be happy" 
 
 "I will" and with that the pair went their separate ways. Phillip got into his car and 

followed the signs to the Principe de Savoia hotel. Upon his arrival at the hotel, the ever-
efficient Pierluigi had performed his final act as a banker, and informed the hotel staff of the 
very special guest they had staying with them. The hotel manager, still maintaining the 
stereotype theory, but this time Phillip was on the right side, was delighted beyond words to 
have such a dignitary in the old place. Phillip was shown up to his suite and opted for a nap 
before continuing with the rest of his life. Just as he was beginning to enter a nightmare 
featuring Laura Lincoln, the phone rang and the hotel manager announced a courier was 
waiting for him. Phillip went downstairs, sleep still in his eyes and hair uncombed, and met the 
courier. They went into the hotel bar and began to sign the papers. Within five minutes Phillip 
was in possession of Platinum cards and other plastic forms of access to his, and this time he 
enjoyed the word, immense wealth.  

 
 His tiredness soon dissipated. He was made aware of the rather ridiculous situation in 

which he found himself. He was sitting in the bar of one of the finest hotels in Italy, regarded 
as a special customer, and he was still wearing the same shirt and pants that had seen all the 
scrapes of the last twenty-four hours. It was time to go shopping, and have a chat with some 
representatives of Sanex.  

 
  
 Few people will have ever experienced the thrill of buying mundane products like 

deodorant and toothpaste when you've just found out you are nearly four-million euros richer. 
One can only imagine how ludicrous Phillip felt as he weighed up the price difference between 
Colgate and Signal, then he tried to calculate how many upright standing tubes he would be 
able to purchase with his fortune, but he felt a migraine coming on and left it. He walked out 
of the drug-store, his knowledge of Europe sufficient to know that attempting to buy such 
products in a Chemist would result in uproar in the local vecindary. With these everyday 
products purchased he crossed the road to a boutique, and picked up a Armani, Versace et al 
wardrobe for more than you care to know. He returned to the hotel and set about repairing his 
image. To be honest, he felt a little bit of a tosser in the clothes clearly designed  to hang 
perfectly off footballers and singers. Although he was forty and still in relatively good shape, 
the firmness had gone, despite his belief that men were like a good bottle of Rioja, getting 
better with age, if the label doesn't go, there's not much you can do. He vowed to find a M&S 
or C&A the next day. Still, no time for the dillying or the dallying. He still had purchases to 
make.  

 
 He began to feel more comfortable in his expensive garb after about ten minutes on 

the street. He realised he needn't feel self-conscious as compared to the average Milanese in 
the street he looked hugely conservative. His first port of call was to acquire necessary 
electronic equipment. He entered a department store and upon finding the electrical 
department, sensibly placed between ladies' lingerie (he found no men's) and the fluffy toys, 
began to stake his claim as the most popular customer in the history of shopping. Must be a 
commission thing. Anyone who has tried to purchase a video cassette in a store that only likes 



to vend three-hundred and sixty seven inch plasma flat-screen TVs, with combined digibox, 
microwave, DVD toaster, lawn-mower and bushel-counter, will know how difficult it is to 
attract the attention of the ironically-named sales-staff. Only customers who look like they are 
going to spend the equivalent of the national debt of a minor African republic are treated to 
the most minor courtesy. Phillip did not look like he would fall into this category, he was hardly 
the first person to wear Armarni jeans in Milan (and most wore them to fit), and so it took a 
fair while to get their attention. However, you wait an hour for a bus and....... Within seconds 
of him mentioning his intention to buy and iBook lap top, the latest Nokia combined phone-
camera-champagne-cooler, various musical apparatus, of which he did not truly know the 
function, a digital video camera and bagfuls of extortionately-priced and undoubtedly 
unnecessary accessories, he couldn't move for the largest collection of brown-noses in the 
province of _________. He decided on the Mac instead of the Microsoft format as he thought 
he was rich now enough for other people to have to suffer and reformat their files. The rest 
were just whim purchases. He realised that perhaps he would have to cool it down on the 
spending. Since finding out he had nearly four big ones, he had lost three-hundred thousand in 
bank costs and  commissions. He had given four-hundred thousand to Pierluigi, and there was 
hardly anything left of the four-thousand euros he pinched from Laura. He had gone through 
eleven-thousand in just one day in Milan. He connected his iBook to the hotel computer port, 
had a coffee while the thing installed itself, and made for the calculator.  

 

  Total after sale of shares and account closure:   3,879,435.23 
   

  Bank charges and commissions:     306,789.56 
 

  Pay-off to the delightfully charming Pierluigi:    400,000.00 
 

  Conscience niggling money to Laura:         4,000.00 
 

  Ludicrous shopping-spree:        11,000.00 
 

  Big-Mac Meal (Large):     5.75 
 
  

  GRAND TOTAL     3,157,639.92  
 

  If I spend 11,000 every day for the rest of my life: 
 
    I WILL BE BROKE IN 287 DAYS 
 
  Therefore, must cut out the fast-food. 
 
 
 It was clearly time to slow down the spending. As soon as the computer was properly 

set up, he got on-line and began the next part of his voyage of discovery. He opened his email 
and began to write a message to two people. To his best friend from the good-old days, Mike, 
and his business partner from bad-new days Sebastian. Mike had always been there for him, 
selflessly offering help, advice and a shoulder to cry on whenever necessary. Over the years 
Mike and Phillip had lost contact but whenever they got back together it was like nothing had 
ever changed between them. Sebastian, on the other hand was more of a twat. He had used 
Phillip's position of influence in the company to first befriend him, and then betray him. 
Amongst other crimes, sleeping with Laura though Phillip had no wish to set up home in a 



greenhouse. What hurt Phillip most was Sebastian bad-mouthing Phillip behind his back to 
Laura's father, and subsequently swindling him out of a lucrative merger's share deal. The 
message was the same to both. He knew both spent most of their days on-line and would 
respond almost instantly.  

 
 
 From: phillipronson @ giffagemail.com  
 To: mikesimmons @ giffagemail.com 
 CC: sebastiancrawley @ lincoln.com 
 Subject: It's been a long time 
 
 Mike, Seb!,  
 
  Boys! How you doing? God it's been a long time. What's up? Listen,  
  I'm in London next week. What do you say to a drinkie (or two) and talking  
  about the old times? I know a place that's crammed full of young tottie! 
  Send me an email and we'll make plans.  
 
  
 You old slags! 
 
  Phil 
 
 
 He hit send, and then looked on the British Airways page to find a flight out of Linate 

for tomorrow. Despite his intentions to cut down on the spending, he was soon booked on the 
afternoon flight in first-class (old habits die hard). He then made up his mind to have a night on 
the tiles in Milan before starting his new life. He didn't know why returning to the UK was 
important for his new life, but it seemed somehow logical. He opened the mini-bar and poured 
himself a cold Birreti as his inbox flashed saying he had mail. He vowed to remove that 
annoying option from the programme. He opened the inbox. Hurrah news from Sebastian! 

 
 From: sebastiancrawley @ lincoln.com 
 To: phillipronson @ giffagemail.com 
 Subject: Re: It's been a long time 
 
 Dear Mr. Ronson,  
 
 I fear you have my email address mixed-up with someone else's.  
 As far as I can recall I do not know any Phillip Ronson or Mike Simmons. Flattered as I 

would be to accept your invitation of drinkies, which sounds very pleasant, please let me know 
the name of this establishment, I must decline. I would be grateful if you would remove my 
name from your address book.  

 
 Yours Sincerely,  
 
 
 Sebastian Crawley 
 Managing Director.  
 Lincoln. Inc.  
 



 Phillip though that was very strange indeed, and how had Seb wound up with his old 
job? Well, it was no loss, but everything hinged on Mike's response. He thought about trying to 
get hold of his phone number and calling him, but decided he must be patient. As he prepared 
to enter the shower, his computer spoke to him again. He opened the message:  

 
 From: mikesimmons@ giffagemail.com 
 To: phillipronson @ giffagemail.com  
 Re: It's been a long time 
 
 YOU OLD SLAG!!!!! 
 HASN'T IT JUST, WHERE HAVE YOU BEEN HIDING? NEVER HEARD OF 
 THE GLOBAL VILLAGE? TOO RIGHT DRINKS, AND THEN SOME. 
 LOOKING FORWARD TO IT ALREADY SON, CALL ME WHEN YOU GET IN 
 ON 0270-789654. VICKI SAYS KISSES.  
 
 MIKEY 
 
 Interesting, Phillip was beginning to think he had cracked the case. He picked up his 

new mobile and premiered it phoning his nasty uncle in Scotland who had a habit of 
wandering hands that turned into windmilling fists upon refusal from a young boy. What a 
surprise the old swine had never heard of a nephew called Phillip. He dialled his home number 
and spent an emotive forty minutes on the phone to his parents and sister. Now he knew, 
somehow, all the people that had ever done anything bad to him had been eradicated from his 
life. Only those who had been good to him remained. He felt bad at the amount of time he had 
neglected his parents and family, they said, he had been away so long that they didn't know 
anything about him or his last fifteen years. They weren't alone. Phillip accepted that he may 
never know the truth about his past, but was keenly looking forward to his future. He put on 
his Versace suit and went downstairs. "Tonight Matthew, I am on fire" he said to the mirror as 
he left the suite in that suit. Would someone share his good fortune this fine evening? 

 
 As he scoured the bar for a suitable playmate, he felt disillusioned as no-one seemed 

to fit the bill. Then, hidden away in the corner of the bar, he saw a blond, early thirties, slim 
and what seemed to be rather attractive indeed, young lady on her own. He ordered a drink 
and went to sit next to her, gesturing in over-effusive Italian if he may join her. She was 
reading "Tortilla Flat" by John Stienbeck and he guessed maybe she could speak English. She 
said she didn't mind if he joined her, though he supposed that she was neither elated at the 
idea. The conversation was at first a monologue, as she deflected the ever-so-witty one liners 
and observations about the European psyche. He looked to be arsing it up, when, thankfully, 
he changed tack. He told her his name was Phillip, he wasn't married, at least he didn't think 
he was, he was alone in Milan and bored out of his mind. If she would join him for dinner then 
at least he would have the opportunity to a) beast off her breasts and b) decide if he detested 
her or not. She told him her name was Madeline and that if he planned to enjoy her breasts 
then it should only be done with a candle between him and her. He agreed and off they went.   

 
 The restaurant provided the perfect setting for their evening. Phillip always felt a bit 

strange eating in an Italian restaurant in Italy, it was as if something was wrong. He imagined 
that on the streets of Bombay one of the biggest disappointments one could feel would be to 
try the Chicken Bhuna and wish one was back in Bradford. As they sat at the table and nibbled 
at the chopsticks, Phillip began to interrogate Madeline as to what brought her to Milan. The 
reason was simple. She worked for a wine magazine and was over there to look at some new 
brands. Phillip began to feel slightly worried about his showing-off choosing the most 
expensive Chianti on the Carte des Vins. As they muddled through the difficult initial 



conversations and glasses, slowly Phillip began to relax, and when Madeline suggested they 
were gelling, he felt comfortable. Once the second bottle was opened, they seemed like old-
friends, Phillip had forgotten his lusty intentions and was actually enjoying her company. They 
laughed and ate, and drank and ate. Phillip felt so at ease with Madeline that he decided it was 
time to tell his story.  

 
 He wasn't sure what reaction would grace the face of Madeline upon the story's 

conclusion. Halfway through, he questioned the wisdom of telling her the story as if he were 
telling it Mike or his Mother, what would be their reaction? Still Madeline listened patiently 
and at the end took a big swig of her wine and pulled out a packet of Marlboro Lights. She said 
she only smoked on special occasions and this one warranted a drag. She told him she wanted 
to believe the story, but given the briefness of their acquiantanceship, felt it difficult. She did 
agree that it was a fabulous story and leant over the table to give Phillip a kiss, burning the 
ends of her blond bob in the process on the chastity candle. Normally Phillip would have 
gestured for the waiter to terminate the customer-patron relationship with a girl offering 
herself for afters, but Phillip felt in hurry with Madeline, as if he had all the time in the world. 
They maintained the embrace for a while, took another swig, and repeated. Their eating of the 
dessert was rather embarrassing, and should definitely be cut out of any film version of this 
tale. Still everyone should have the chance to play around with strawberries and chocolate 
sauce at least once in their life so why not in Milan's swankiest restaurant? 

 
 After dinner they walked back through the city centre to their hotel. The inevitable 

was put off a while longer as they sipped brandy from the mini-bar and told the stories of how 
they lost their virginity. The brandy and the chatting continued for so long that they didn't 
realise that they were in bed together and interlocked in another act that would have to be 
edited out, depending on the watershed, or if it is to be broadcast on Channel Four (though 
these days it doesn't really matter too much, gone are the days of the red triangles). The night 
of passion was not exactly whirlwind, both went through the awkward series of drunken 
movements aimed at improving copulation, but the effect was far from symmetrical. However, 
none of that mattered to either of them, both were convinced that the stars had brought them 
together, that destiny wanted this night to occur. At round about seven in the morning, Phillip 
repeated his story, this time coloured with strokes of "but, now I've met you it all makes 
sense". He announced he would not be going to London. He was going to do something he had 
always wanted to do, open a pottery shop somewhere quiet and live a simple life. He asked 
her to go with him to Málaga, and there they would begin a happy new life together. She told 
him she would love to but, this, that and the other, impeded her joining him. He begged and 
begged, and she was moved. She felt her heart telling her to forget about her job and life that 
she didn't even enjoy, and take the risk. As she looked up at Phillip to continue the 
conversation, she saw him lying there, fast asleep and about to snore.  

 
 Madeline didn't get any more sleep that night. She spent the next two hours chewing 

over Phillip's proposition, and how she had always told people she wanted to do something 
impulsive. Now that she had the chance, she felt she had so little courage that maybe the Tin 
Man and the Scarecrow were about to come in with room service. She watched Phillip for a 
while, him stretched out on the king-size bed, oblivious to the momentous decision being 
taken during his slumber, planted a kiss on his forehead and got out of bed. On the hotel 
notepaper she wrote simply "Sorry" and hurriedly gathering her clothes and dressing, she then 
exited the suite. It would be another two hours before Phillip would awake and see the note. 
By that time, Madeline would be boarding the Alitalia airbus to Gatwick.  

 
 Phillip had woken up alone on many occasions. Even on those occasions when he had 

fallen asleep in fine company. But he did expect Madeline to be there when he awoke. He saw 



the note and felt pain, then he reread the note over and over (this didn't take too long) and 
began to laugh. This was clearly not goodbye. He knew that Madeline would reappear as she 
was now part of this. He had had too much too soon, he now had to be patient and begin his 
mission. Two phone calls, one to his mother, along the lines of: "Sorry, yes, I know, I always do 
this, look give me a bit of time then I'll send for you all. Just wait and see." His mother could 
not comprehend the message, but she had come to expect this type of behaviour from Phillip. 
The second, to Mike, ansaphone: "London off, going to Costa del Sol. Save a couple of weeks' 
holiday. Buy suntan lotion. Will be in touch." He realised it was time to change his airline 
ticket. He could have argued the toss with British Airways, but decided on the quickest solution 
as there was a flight out of Milan to Madrid with a connection to Málaga leaving in three 
hours. Time to pack. Foolishly, he had prepared the day before for a life on the road without 
buying a suitcase. The hotel shop did not stock such items. He got quite irate with the shop 
assistant in the hotel gift zone, but then saw the logic of her argument that a very high 
percentage of guests come with their luggage already packed into suitcases. He found an 
establishment that sold over-priced and far from attractive Samsonite's at the mere throw of a 
stone.   

 
 It is indeed a strange experience (although in comparison to what had happened to 

Phillip in the past few days, it would struggle to make top ten) buying a suitcase. It provides 
the purchaser with one of the few opportunities to walk around with a completely empty 
suitcase. This made Phillip think twice about his travel plans. He passed a bookshop and 
decided that he wanted a period of adjustment before arriving in Spain. The flight would be 
too quick, if it had taken him forty years to get here, he could spare a few more days. He 
purchased a Teach-Yourself Spanish pack, which boasted that with a couple of hours a day 
study, the listener would be capable of holding meaningful and grammatically accurate 
conversations in less than a month. He planned to spend at least hours a day at it, and hoped 
his knowledge of Italian would be of some benefit in this quest. And so another airline ticket 
went to waste. He even thought that he may be given some rewards from the airlines for his 
contributions to allowing them to continue their overbooking policy. Next to the book shop 
was a travel agent's. Phillip, again surprised a member of the Italian service sector by enquiring 
as to the most leisurely means of getting from the Eternal City to Málaga. He was informed of 
a revolutionary form of travel involving impractical looking metal boxes that imitated the birds. 
He told the kind Signorita that he had no wish to embark in one of those things, and would 
some sailing vessel be available to make the trip. He was beginning to tire of the Latin's over-
interest in people's lives. He was sure that had he undertaken this request in London or 
Inverness, the only question he would have been asked would refer to the form of payment. 
Still, as she looked for a suitable embarkation, he told her of his plan to commence a new life 
in Spain and open a pottery shop. If before she thought he was a Botniek short of the Panini 
1982 Polish national World Cup sticker set, now she was convinced. Neither did she allow the 
general philosophy of the customer always being right impede her treatment of Mr. Ronson. 
Eventually, after much huffing and puffing, he was booked on a cruise-liner leaving Rome at 
seven am the next morning, calling at Palma de Mallorca and Tunis before docking in Málaga 
six days later. He thanked her for her help, and then cursed himself for being so British as her 
helpfulness was almost in as small quantities as her friendliness. It was now early evening in 
Milan and he had to be in Rome by sunrise the next day. He realised he still had the Alfa 
Romeo, so returning to the bookshop he bought an Italian road atlas and planned his route 
down to the capital.  

 
 The journey would take approximately _______. He mulled over the possibilities for 

the logistical organisation of the trip, and decided it best to get his head down straight away 
(packing would take approximately eight minutes) and rise at two am. This would give him 
time for the drive, he was charmingly informed by the car-hire agency that he could not leave 



the car at the port, but would have to leave it at the Estazzione  _______. This would require a 
taxi from the station to the port, but he was repeatedly assured that this would be of no 
difficulty. He went back to the hotel, and ordered a pizza (he hadn't been told the story of the 
Italian immigrants to America who invented it there, either) and settled the bill there and then 
so that he had as much time as possible for the drive. After eating and packing, he stopped for 
the first time that day. He closed his eyes and tried to beckon sleep, but none came. He hadn't 
thought of Madeline all day because he hadn't allowed himself a minute to do so. Now he lay 
alone in the darkness and could think of nothing else. He consoled himself that he knew he 
would see her again, and then started remembering novels and films in which parted lovers 
were reacquainted in the winter of their years. He did not want to see her by chance when 
Phillip was a septuagenarian. Desperate, he turned on the television set and began to watch an 
over-the-top, tacky game-show on RTI1. After he questioned whether it could get more banal, 
he achieved his wish, and thus never found out the answer.  

 
  
 When the alarm went off at two am, Phillip had a disorientating flashback to a day 

when he had fever and missed school. When he woke up at seven-thirty he could not explain 
why Coronation Street was on at the time he was supposed to be getting ready for school. 
Nothing registered, he knew not where he was nor what his name was. So why Mike Baldwin? 
This was the same feeling. It was not a time to be getting out of bed, in most places it was still 
not a time for getting into bed. After lying there dazed for a couple of minutes, he suddenly 
remembered why he was thinking at this time and rose from the pit. Rather pride-inducing 
foresight saw room service bring coffee and croissants up at ten-past two as he glided out of 
the shower ready for the world, or at least, Italian motorways. By just gone half-past he was on 
the road and leaving Milan, enjoying the user friendly, European motorway system to find the 
X-98 to Rome.  

 
 He was soon powering down the motorway and as Ray's brother Dave finished the last 

lines of "Death of a Clown" Phillip was reminded that his two cd collection was in need of an 
extension. At the next services he chanced his arm, but only additive-free engine oil and hard-
core pornography were on sale. Thirty kilometres down the road he had more luck. In multi-
sectioned restaurant-shopping mall-amusement-rest area neon atrocity visible from about ten 
kilometres before ones arrival, he found a nicely isolated INTERNATIONAL ARTISTS AND 
GROUPS section which was brief, but inviting. Ironically, they only sold music in the CD format, 
though none of the artists available created their best work when this was the format of 
choice for the record (not any more) buying public. The Jam and Slade would help him to 
Rome. He thought about listening to the Spanish CD but convinced himself that was a boat 
thing. He made good time down the X-98 and found himself on the outskirts of Rome at a little 
after five in the morning. He drove through the deserted streets to the Estazione where he left 
the hire car without to much hullabaloo. The excess was paid without so much as a glance at 
the bill, and Phillip asked if they would be so kind to hail him a taxi. They were so kind, and 
well before six he was on the way to the port. He removed his luggage, thought about asking 
for some form of written evidence of the supplements' policy, but left it at that. He boarded 
the boat and was taken to the cabin where he would spend the majority of this cruise.  

 
 He wasn't a fan of the idea of cruises. His fears had been confirmed upon boarding. 

Hoards of ghastly-looking, over-sunned and over-fed British pensioners shared the deck with 
equally repulsive and (Phillip did  not see how this would be possible) less classy-looking 
Americans. At least the Germans and the French kept themselves to themselves, or maybe 
they had no wish to mix with the rest. Whilst walking past a variety of conversant passengers 
who claimed to dine with the captain, Phillip made the pleasing discovery that the majority of 
the cabin crew were South American. Now, this may provide some accentual and lexical 



differences, but it would certainly provide a good form of practice. He wrongly assumed that 
these underpaid modern-day slaves would like nothing better than to listen to an inept 
Englishman mispronounce the world-shattering news that His tailor is rich.  

 
Phillip felt tired, but resisted the temptation to take to the bunk and went for 

breakfast with his Spanish book in hand. As is always the way when you do not wish to have 
polite, or for that matter, rude, conversation with anyone, the nosy-world gets together and 
sends a telepathic message to every busy-body in the vicinity to descend upon you. After little 
more than a bite of toast, a rather robust woman, the wrong side of forty-five, delightedly told 
him she too was learning Spanish. And so, for the first hour of the voyage he didn't get past the 
Introduction. He went for a swim, assuming that there people would not question his actions, 
or, even worse reveal theirs to him. After that he returned defeated to his cabin and fell asleep 
with the Spanish CD on. He woke up later to be told the Chemist doesn't stock deodorant, 
you'll have to get down to the Droguería for that Amigo, when he realised it was time for 
lunch. However, on a cruise it was almost always time for lunch, or dinner, or supper. He 
couldn't face the dining room. He phoned the ever-helpful staff and informed them of his 
rather sudden stomach-ache. He enquired as to whether it would be possible to have spare-
ribs with barbecue sauce and chilli-con-carne sent to his room with a few bottles of Coronita. 
Despite the fact that this nourishment was hardly the most advisable for a person with a 
stomach-ache, this lot had heard that the customer is always right and soon obliged.  

 
 Minutes later Toni was at his door with his feast. Toni was from Columbia, just north of 

Bogotá. He had fled his country not because of Guerrilla kidnaps and assassinations but lack of 
wonga. On the ships he could clear a thousand euros a month with all included, that meant he 
could send back about half to his family and cause his grandmother to claim he was a saint. He 
wasn't a saint, though Colombian grandmother's of drugs' cartel leaders probably have the 
same power of pontificating. Toni lived off tips to make it up to or over the thousand, the 
easiest source of these was to "entertain" the more alone female passengers. Toni was not 
proud of this, but if God was going to give him a firm six-pack, jet-black hair and a winning 
smile, what else was he to do with it? Phillip liked Toni immediately, he asked him if he would 
be his personal language tutor. Toni felt he had to come clean and own up that he was not an 
educated man, he did not see himself with the necessary capacities to expand the language of 
Cervantes to the Englishman. However, when Phillip offered thirty dollars an hour, he said that 
it couldn't be that difficult and accepted the challenge. So in his breaks (12-1pm) every day, 
Toni came to Phillip's cabin and in a pretend, over-the-top Valladolid accent he remembered 
hearing on a television programme, they read Phillip's Spanish books together. As Phillip 
improved and began to ask more challenging questions regarding the subjunctive or reflexive 
pronouns, Toni responded to Phillip's "Porqué?" with a shrug of the shoulders and a "¡Porque 
sí!" 

 
Deep down Phillip knew Toni's help would not make much difference with his 

grammatical accuracy, but appreciated the opportunity to try out the phrases on a real, living 
Spanish speaker. Toni did wonder when Phillip was going to show his true colours and ask him 
to undress, but the cruise went on and Phillip seemed happy enough with the classes. Phillip 
disembarked in Palma de Mallorca, he wondered where the "j" had gone, to try and practice 
some of the phrases from the famous book. Disillusioned after less than ten minutes, he made 
his way to an Irish bar and ordered a fry-up (it claimed to be an Irish breakfast, but did bear all 
the hallmarks of an English origin) he polished it off with a pint of Guinness and vowed never 
to set foot in a similar establishment again. He made his way back to the boat, slightly more 
animated as the taxi-driver had understood his instructions.  

 



Phillip remained in his cabin for almost all the rest of the cruise. He refused to get off 
in Rabat, and with Toni bringing him his meals every day, he had no need to mingle. On the last 
day he received a bouquet and a basket of fruit with the captain's compliments, saying how 
deeply sorry he felt about Phillip missing so much of the cruise due to this unfortunate illness. 
Eventually, they docked in Málaga. Phillip bid farewell to Toni, amidst the horrified looks of the 
cabin-dwellers on the same level, replete with "Told you so" looks, not to mention the broken-
heart of the recipient of Toni's nocturnal gigolo activities, and set foot on the Spanish 
mainland.  

 
An intensive CD course spoken by the Spanish equivalent of Nigel Havers, imparted by 

an unqualified Colombian gigolo, was not really the correct preparation for the course 
Andalusian accent to be found on the streets of Málaga. He wondered during the taxi-ride to 
the _______ hotel, if he hadn't made a mistake and disembarked in Rabat after all. But no, the 
road signs informed he was indeed enjoying the Costa del Golf. In the hotel things went with 
slightly more smoothness, but Phillip still had to resort back to English. No matter how many 
times you ask if the room has a shower and what time the banks close, sometimes you need 
more complicated information.  

 
It seemed difficult to believe, as he lay on his hotel bed, that less than two weeks had 

passed since his life underwent a revolution. He had work to do, and although the spending 
average had fallen noticeably below the eleven-thousand euros a day average, it was still far 
too high. He needed to purchase many things in order to open his pottery shop, and thought it 
time to put his finances in order. He had left Milan with three point two million and had taken 
another hundred-thousand off that getting to Spain. He made a phone call to a broker friend in 
London with the aim of investing a million. Confusion reigned on the phone line until Phillip 
remembered that this broker friend had taken part in Sebastian's share scam. Therefore, he 
had been wiped from Phillip's past. Luckily, he remembered Mike's brother had gone into the 
stock-market recently and dialled the number. With a million nicely invested in blue-chip stock, 
(the day the Britishes Airways and Telecom went down would be a sad day for all, but 
especially now Phillip as they formed the majority of his new portfolio) Phillip felt more at 
ease. He went downstairs to the hotel lobby to request help in order to get his dream moving.  

 
He excitedly informed the charming lady on the desk that he would require the 

services of an employment agency that spoke English. He said that he meant to cause no 
offence but that he did not trust an interpreter. She told him it was twenty-past two on 
Saturday afternoon and not to expect any kind of business activity would not be possible until 
Monday, after breakfast. She suggested he visited a nature reserve with wild animals just 
outside Marbella, but he declined. He was determined to get something done. He had decided 
his shop's location would be in Marbella's old town, not in the worryingly flashy, and equally 
expensive Puerto Banus, but somewhere in the old town. However, he did not wish to form 

part of an ex−pat community on the sea-front of Marbella. He wished to live somewhere 
where he would have to speak Spanish, and not be another British tourist in Spain. At first she 
suggested Jaen as the only possible option in Andalusia that would not be over-run with 
foreigners. He told her the logistics of living four-hundred kilometres from his workplace, 
simply to get away from the Brits was not good. She agreed and they looked at the map. He 
was told it would be inevitable to live in a Brit-free zone, but he could minimalise the 
possibilities of shell-suit encounters. She lived in Estepona, some ten kilometres from 
Marbella, but from some angles it seemed like a different world. She told him if he wanted she 
could show him the village this afternoon, if he wanted. He checked the "OFFERS I'VE HAD 
TODAY" option on his PDA, and saw that nothing compared. He told her he would be delighted 
and would return at four p.m. Pleased, he went to eat seafood and accompanied it with a 



delightfully crisp half bottle of white whilst looking over the waves. When the bill came and 
was under twenty euros, he knew he was doing the right thing.  

 
She told him she finished at four on the dot, so at twenty-five past four she announced 

that in five minutes she would be ready. By ten to five they were in her car, recreating the 
Monaco Grand Prix through the streets of Malaga. Flying off the roads out of the city centre, 
they hit the Autovia del Mediterraneo and Pilar (appropriate as she reminded him of Pilar from 
Eldorado, strange that he thought this as they went past Coín, twenty kilometres outside 
Marbella, where the programme was filmed.) Phillip, unfortunately, would not come across 
this information until much later. When they arrived in Estepona, Phillip fell in love 
immediately. When he asked about house prices he was prepared to wake up the nearest 
estate-agent from his post-lunch slumber and make a deal there and then. She showed him 
round a sight under construction and said they could return on Monday to talk business as the 
constructor was a cousin of hers. Little did Phillip know of just how many cousins there were to 
the square kilometre (he had to stop thinking in miles, though this is always pleasant for the 
British tourist, when they think they still have forty miles to go and then discover it is only 
twenty-six, and they will reach their destination in less than half an hour. Though whoever 
thought it was easier to multiply by one-thousand than on-thousand seven-hundred and sixty-
two must have been something of a spoilsport.) 

 
She told him to get back in the jeep as she would take him back to Málaga centre. 

Realising that seafood and crisp, white wine taste even better in the company of sultry Latin 
looks, Phillip went for an old standard from his cheesy lines collection. 

 
"I don't know how to thank you, Pilar. I don't suppose your boyfriend would be very 

happy if I invited you to dinner to show my gratitude." Painful, it was. "What you don't have a 
boyfriend? How can that be? Then would you do me the honour of accompanying me for 
dinner this evening?" She said she would, but for obvious reasons did not want him to wait for 
her at the hotel. Instead, she showed him a place where they could go and said she would be 
there at half-past nine. He enquired as to whether that meant half-past nine or ten o'clock. She 
laughed and commented something about British punctuality. He knew that meant he would 
have to be there at half-past nine and see what would happen. Perhaps ten o'clock would be 
optimistic. He thought about Madeline and then told himself it was only dinner, for God's 
sake! Anyway, he was sure it would take a marriage proposal and a letter of recommendation 
from the Pope before he could get into Pilar's braguitas. 

 
Chivalrously, he appeared at twenty-five past nine. He thought about flowers or some 

other token for her to commemorate this momentous evening, but had second-thoughts as it 
might cause her to misread his intentions. In actual fact, this was the self-justifying excuse he 
opted for, the reality was not misreading his intentions, but actually seeing through him. He 
decided to play it quite cool. If she came on to him, then so be it. He, though, was not going to 
make a fool of himself. Unless, of course, he got drunk and suddenly felt horny. It was soon 
quarter to ten, and Phillip wondered what would be officially considered late in this land of 
mañanas. Ten came and went too, and by quarter-past he was thinking of considering himself 
stood-up, when Pilar appeared, talking on the mobile and looking for a cigarette lighter at the 
same time. She gave Phillip a peck on both cheeks, whilst still talking and smoking. Phillip 
waited patiently and tried not to look like he was standing out as the phone conversation 
dragged on past the ten minute mark. Phillip could not ascertain what earth-shattering piece 
of news was being passed on but could only gather it was far more important than their 
temporarily postponed dinner. Eventually, Pilar drew her conversation to an end and, after 
asking how he was and telling him she was hungry, she beckoned him to follow her.  

 



If Phillip thought an apology was on the cards he was sorely mistaken. He made a 
mental note never to be on time again, and chased after Pilar. She looked good in her hotel 
uniform, but in civvies she was even better. He was beginning to rethink his policy on this 
young lady. He told her she looked beautiful, desperately trying to make it sound so matter-of-
fact that it removed all the cheesy connotations. Despite it sounding more like if he was asking 
for a spare bicycle-pump, she took the compliment on board and threw one back. In the 
delightful autumnal air they walked to a restaurant that Pilar thought very highly of. Every item 
on the menu, even the little bits of hard bread that look and taste like dog-biscuits, required 
several oohs and aahs to complete its description. In the light of such over-the-top description 
Phillip thought it best to order something he knew, lest disappointment cause problems with 
what he was now hoping would be afters. However, he did not wish to appear a stuffy, 
conservative Englishman, so put on an excited face as she ordered a variety of different forms 
of squid and other fish that Collins and his mates have never bothered to translate as the 
chances of any one of them floating around the North Sea in order to be caught would be 
hugely improbable. To Phillip's surprise he found he liked everything, then as the next plate 
came, he found he adored everything. She felt the inevitable pride felt by all Mediterranean 
dwellers when someone enjoys their food. The meal was an enormous success. Phillip had 
even borrowed a pen to write down the names of the various once-aquatic creatures that had 
graced his plate. Pilar felt she had helped her country through the difficult test of charming a 
foreigner's palette, and when the bill came it was time to discuss those afters.  

 
Phillip's preconceptions about catholic were proven wrong upon leaving the 

restaurant. Pilar coolly explained that she fancied him and wouldn't mind a bit of the other, 
but she had a self-conscious thing, and would need a couple of Rum and Cokes to get her 
gander up. (Her English was not that colloquial really but she had seen an episode of Terry and 
June on the BBC satellite before coming out. Hence the lateness). Phillip had no problem with 
this, and despite foolishly asking where they could get a drink at twenty-to-one on a Saturday 
night in Málaga, they found a very charming looking place and entered. The Rum was 
supposed to open Pilar's legs, but unfortunately, it had a similar effect on her mouth too, 
inhibitions flying out the window as she told Phillip of various affairs and clinches with hotel 
managers. Phillip was tempted to ask for her collaboration on the hotel manager theory he 
had, but could not find an entry point into the conversation. Conversation in the sense of his 
punctuating ohs, reallys and you didn'ts.  

 
After he got used to her rather graphic descriptions of her escapades, Phillip found 

Pilar quite fun. She reminded him of Madeline, he began to think of her again when Pilar got 
up and Phillip assumed the moment had arrived. She told him she was going to the ladies, not 
a pleasant experience for a male companion in Spain, as the toilet systems in place represent 
for the men, the high-speed train link from Seville to Madrid, and for the women, the complex 
inter-city network of slow-moving trains connected villages still in the age of steam with 
weekend August engineering works. He knew Pliar would need at least twenty minutes to rid 
herself of the excess liquid, so decided another one of these rather large drinks would be in 
order. He was getting quite a taste for them now, after three. He looked worried as the 
bartender didn't remember to stop pouring the nectar, only leaving enough room for the Coke 
to slightly colour the drink. Still, it soon seemed to taste like those served from the over-priced 
optics in his local. Pilar returned from the lavatory, saw his half-full drink, and decided her 
thirst had still to be fully quenched. She returned with another for Phillip, who was reminded 
of those lines from Shakespeare about drink provoking the emotion. Finally, Pilar was of the 
belief that her inhibitions had been quashed. Phillip now realised that he had raised a lot of 
expectations regarding the forthcoming event, but feared he may not raise anything else. The 
hotel was clearly out-of-bounds as Pilar was expecting news on a promotion soon. She told 
him the beach was probably more comfortable than the bed, and they got down to some 



drunken fumbling in the sand. Pilar did take the incident with good humour, and so, when it 
was clear that the port authorities were not going to let Phillip's vessel dock for any length of 
time, the ship was re-routed. They sat on the beach and made plans for the next day. After a 
goodnight kiss Phillip returned to his hotel room and collapsed onto the bed in a fit of giggles.  

 
The next day Phillip got up and remembered he wasn't twenty-two. After a small 

lagoon of orange juice and scrambled eggs managed to remove the Axminister someone had 
placed inside his mouth during the night, Phillip decided that Sunday was not a day of great 
activity, and decided to hit the beach and sweat out the toxins. Phillip thanked God he had a 
complexion which did not require the same amount of attention as that of a normal 
Englishman on the beach. He lay there on his towel and thought about making plans, but soon 
fell asleep. His dream took him back to the scene of the previous nights unfinished business, 
and he was soon enjoying a very pleasant hangover-reducing dream. As is often dreams' folly, 
he awoke just when it was getting interesting, his mind allowing him to live through large 
portions of incongruous material before the main event. At first he felt the heat, and then 
realised he was on the beach. Next, he realised the dream had caused not only his head to feel 
different, and wondered how many disgusted families with young children had been forced to 
backtrack after his far-from-baggy trunks had revealed more than was truly necessary. After 
repeating the periodic table to himself three times, he was ready to return to the hotel. He 
picked up a large bottle of mineral water on the way, and fell back onto that bed, which he 
now concluded was more comfortable than the beach. He threw two aspirin into his mouth, 
and hit the shower. At first the hot water was pleasant on his skin, but soon turned to agony as 
he was reminded that ball of fire was five-million light years away, but still needed a bit of 
respect. He lay on the bed again, whacked the air-conditioning up full and ordered the super-
cheeseburger from room service. With the low-quality grub and the aspirin forming a coalition 
to oust the evil from his body he soon felt well enough to call Pilar. He removed his Spanish 
course-book from the case, where it had reposed since his arrival in the country where the 
language was born, and opened it on the telephoning section. What seemed to be a foolproof 
dialogue was complicated beyond all belief as the conversation was held between Phillip and 
Pilar's grandmother (making her customary Sunday visit), only after it was clear that no 
information was going to be prised from the caller, was he passed on to her granddaughter. 
Pilar's voiced had sounded sweet and smooth the night before, but now she sounded like Chris 
Rea after a tracheotomy. She declined his offer of a romantic evening, cursing her inability to 
distance herself too much from the lavatory. Phillip, slightly disheartened, walked into town to 
try to amuse himself. He found a cinema, and tried to make his way through an Arnie flick, 
though he had many more difficulties with the dubbing than the hero had fending off the 
villains. He felt even more deflated at later discovering via Internet that the ending was not the 
one he had understood. He made his way back to the hotel and prepared for a day of honest 
graft on the next sunrise.  

 
He awoke at eight, breakfasted, played an optical game of cat and mouse with Pilar on 

reception and made for the centre again. He assumed he had located what would be the 
central business district. His first employment agency boasted on the door its opening hours 
commenced at ten in the morning. Even though it had gone quarter past, Phillip could not gain 
access. He chanced upon another further down the road, and this time had better luck. He 
received a questioning look that he was becoming accustomed to when he put forward his 
request. Those in the agency did not think there was much of a future in pottery. Phillip did 
not wont for their opinions, only their services. Apologies. They continue. Marco was given the 
responsibility of Phillip's request. It was quite simple, find premises, hire potter, hire secretary, 
start making pottery and sell it. Phillip had now under two million to finance his dream but did 
think it would suffice. He planned not to touch the million in stocks until it was truly necessary. 
He was taken to see some hi-tech monstrosity drifting dangerously towards Puerto Banus. 



Phillip informed Marco he had money, but did not wish to have his time wasted. He wanted 
what he wanted, and was prepared to pay their commissions, but was in no mood for fun and 
games. The next place was much more appropriate. A recently closed-down bakers' in a windy 
street in the old town. Marco began to talk about rent and advances and other ugly topics 
whose name should never be mentioned in polite company. Phillip stopped him, and let him 
know he liked the place and would meet the seller's price gladly. Marco (working on a 
minuscule salary plus commission bonuses), wanted to kiss Phillip, but resisted, phoning the 
owner, who made the trip from the fourth floor huffing and puffing at the inconvenience of it 
all. The owner was probably not much of a poker player, exclaiming "SÍ" at the basic offer 
price. His wife came down the stairs and there proceeded general unintelligible jollity. Phillip 
assured the old couple the money would be in their bank account within forty-eight hours, but 
they told him not to worry as he was now treated with more affection than their own 
grandchildren.  

 
"Money makes the world go round, eh Marco?" Phillip commented, but Marco had 

adopted the habit of saying "Yes" to everything that left Phillip's mouth. After a round of 
paper-signing Phillip had his establishment. He now needed to organise interviews. How many 
English-speaking unemployed potters could there be in Marbella? He was about to find out. He 
didn't plan to spend too long in the hotel. It looked like the Pilar situation was going to stop 
being a situation soon, so it was time to buy. He told Marco he was also looking for a place to 
rest his head, and, delighted, Marco told Phillip his cousin was an estate agent. A meeting was 
set up for six that evening whereby Phillip would have the chance to view what were described 
as "Once in a Lifetime Opportunities" (in big letters).  

 
The shop had cost him a bit more than two-hundred thousand euros, he didn't mind 

spending double on his flat, but wanted his money's worth. This again involved moving away 
from the flashy G&T supping lands of Marbella, and concentrate on his new, since the day 
before, favourite Spanish village of Estepona. Estepona was only a stone's throw away from 
Marbella, well a short taxi-ride. Despite its proximity to the over-exploited leisure and 
suggested crime capital, Estepona managed to remain somehow different from the rest of the 
colonised zones. In the nineteenth century the British sent their armies to take foreign lands, 
now they send their tourists. Of course, they have to be content with villages when in the past 
they got the whole of India, still the modern empire was much more comfortable, and you got 
Sky TV, fish and chips and John Smith's on draught. Estepona had its fair share of tourists and 
was not the charming fishing village one found thirty years hence, but still one felt like being in 
Spain.  

 
Phillip had unhappy memories of house-hunting with Laura, whether they were true or 

not he did not know. However, he had no wish to relive these moments now he was the only 
one to please. He saw three flats that afternoon, the last one was the one he decided on. As 
soon as he walked into that spacious living room, with French windows leading onto the 
terraza that boasted a splendid view of the sea. He imagined himself in a hammock on summer 
afternoons, drifting slowly into a refreshing siesta to the sound of the waves gently crashing 
against the shore. It had many advantages for the single male, fitted wardrobes and kitchen 
would save time, it featured a few bits and bobs of furniture and a sofa-bed, which meant if he 
could get hold of ten-percent in cash the next day, he could move in there and then. Poor Pilar, 
how many chances like this have you let slip, he thought to himself as he was shown the 
garage place (thrown in for free as he was not to bother anyone with mortgages or the like). 
He was in no real hurry to waste time on the furnishings and other amenities, though when 
Marco also had another cousin who had an electrical shop, and another who dabbled in home 
furnishings, he thought it best to keep up the momentum. It was still only Monday evening, no 



interviews were scheduled till Wednesday afternoon, so why not continue the never-ending 
cousin link? 

 
He returned to the hotel with Marco, and they made plans to meet his other cousins 

the next day, after another effusive mobile call. Pilar was not working that evening, so Phillip 
needed to find another way of passing the time. From his hotel balcony he saw an Irish pub 
down the road, and despite his vow to the contrary, decided Monday night football and a few 
pints of Guinness would help see Monday out. For a nine o'clock kick off he had to get moving 
quickly. He was clear about not eating the establishment where visual pleasure was to be 
achieved, and found a bar nearby that had items corresponding to his list from that night with 
Pilar. He enjoyed ordering and was pleasantly surprised when his order was taken and the 
desired food arrived at his table. Of course, the waiter pulled the obligatory "trying to 
understand you" face that is customary for hostilliery staff when faced with a foreigner. He 
was getting quite a taste for seafood, and despite it meaning missing the pre-match banter, 
and perhaps the kick-off, opted for another plate of prawns in garlic and olive-oil that 
appeared to have been recently removed from a volcano in eruption. Once he had removed 
the two layers of dead skin from his tongue and the roof of his mouth, he was able to enjoy 
the dish in only small amounts of pain. He made another mental note to order that particular 
dish in the future at least three hours before he planned to consume it.  

 
Once inside the pub, he found most people were already in their social groups, apart 

from a couple of outcasts who clung fervently to the bar for reassurance. He ordered a pint 
and began to prepare some inane introductory conversation, guaranteed to transform the 
evening into a sparkling soirée of debate and intellectualism.  

 
"Who's playing mate?" He enquired to another obvious out-of-towner with an equally-

limited social imagination. 
 
"Charlton Athletic - Bolton" came the reply, the respondent moving his barstool so 

Phillip had a clear view of the definition of his new friend's back. If he was going to play hard to 
get then Phillip had many more suitors to court in the rest of the bar. He stood behind a group 
of Charlton fans (he didn't think his public school accent and designer clothes would endear 
him to the Bolton fans in the house - who did also appear less happy than those on their own), 
and made polite enquiries as to the proceedings until that moment, trying to pass himself off 
as an Athletic fan. He had an above adequate footballing knowledge (anyone who doesn't 
work much and has an Internet connection is always first to the sports news), and soon had 
made his way into this circle, proving himself by proclaiming his hatred for Arsenal and 
Chelsea. The evening was quite enjoyable, various pints, a surprisingly open and entertaining 
game given the teams involved, followed a post-match letch at a group of American exchange 
students. Phillip was told that they was always in the place, Phillip could well believe it and 
they hoped to see him again. Especially when he let the Platinum card take care of the sizeable 
bill. He left being told he was a true gent and promised to return soon. Outside he decided not 
to be a Charlton fan for the rest of his life, and returned to his vow.  

 
Insomnia was never a question after the black liquid. Still no sign of Pilar at the hotel. 

He was planning to invite her for dinner in the new place, but once again she had missed the 
boat. He climbed into bed, and taking the large pillow by his side proceeded to spend the night 
with Madeline. He needed a good night's sleep as he had a lot of shopping to do the next day.  

 
Seven pints of Guinness, he was sure it was seven, and anyway, one does not count 

the drinks of inferior number as it only excess in one area that causes hangovers. Of course, 
this form of addition could cause problems (see Sparkling Lambrusco vs. Blue Label Vodka 



1985), but meant that Phillip did not count the glasses of Glenfiddich or the small shots 
(chupitos) offered free with every round. It was the Guinness that had done for him, and 
furniture shopping, never a great passion of Phillip's, was going to be much more of a chore 
that morning. At ten o'clock he took a taxi to meet Marco who drove him to a trendy modern 
design place just up from the entrance to Marbella. Phillip liked everything, except thinking, 
and in less than half an hour had said enough "Sís" to more than sparsely furnish his flat. In the 
electronics store it was even easier. A far-too-many inched flat-screen television with 
accessories, a Technics separates system, toasters, coffee-makers, fryers, dishwashers and 
other modern gadgets fell into the ever popular "Sí" category and all would delivered this 
evening. Next stop was the bank, and with a cashiers cheque in his hand he went to his new 
abode. Papers were signed, smiles were smiled and happiness reigned. Phillip took advantage 
of Marco's car a while longer to return to hotel, pack and pay up. He left a note for Pilar with 
his new address, just in case.       

 
That first night in his new flat, he realised, as he sat surrounded by unopened boxes 

containing the very latest gadgetry to please the recent millionaire, that there was still 
something missing. He felt he had to do something to find Madeline, but was not sure what. 
The telephone company had told him it could be some while before the phone line would be 
put in, which meant he had no access to the Net. Not that he would know where to look, he 
could check every wine merchants in London, but was not even sure whether she said London 
because she meant London or didn't want to say Maidenhead. He was still sure destiny would 
bring them together, but feared for the sooner becoming later. He eventually managed to 
sleep a few hours, and woke up early for a walk on the beach. The walk cleared his head, and 
in no time he was on the phone to Marco, to see if they could speed things up with the 
interviews. Marco reported good news, a friend of a friend had a cousin who was a potter, and 
the word on the street was he was rather a good one. He spoke reasonable English as well, and 
also had a working knowledge of computers and web design. Phillip had already mentally 
contracted him before Pedro arrived at the soon-to-be shop. He had got together a small 
selection of his work, which was rather traditional for Phillip's taste, but more a reflection on 
his previous employers demand curve rather than Pedro's personal statement on the medium. 
He also seemed a rather nice fellow, even if Phillip was slightly put off by the hairiness of his 
arms. Still, he was young and keen to work, both qualities admired be Phillip as this early 
juncture in the business.  

 
Pedro agreed to the salary, he would have accepted half, and they set about putting 

things together. Phillip wanted to be operational in a fortnight, which caused Pedro do shake 
his right hand violently and expel air through pursed lips, an action which some time later 
Phillip would discover meant, in local terms, he was being ambitious. Pedro, though, had 
already began thinking about that red Golf Gti he had always fancied, and made no attempts 
to stop his new boss. First stop was to get some wheels for the company, Phillip was on a high 
now that things seemed to be moving along, and even shopping for second-hand vans was 
exhilarating. It was Pedro's idea to go second-hand as there was a showroom that specialised 
in such vehicles nearby. Phillip liked that frugal touch, and they picked up a two year old 
Berlingo at a very reasonable price. Pedro also had contacts within the potter's world that 
could get his equipment at a discount. The word discount hit Phillip full in the face. He had 
bought many things in the time that had passed since "The Incident", but the idea of bartering 
had never crossed his mind, perhaps it would be good to have a calming influence on board. 
After meeting a couple of Pedro's contacts the majority of the equipment was ordered, and 
shipment was promised within a week.  

 
After a hectic day, they closed up at gone nine in the evening. Pedro enquired as to 

Phillip's plans for the evening, suspecting a cold, empty home would await him, and insisted he 



accompany him to the family home for real food. Phillip was tempted and appreciated the 
gesture, but felt he could not handle understanding various generations of Pedro's family over 
dinner. He politely declined and returned to his flat. Picking up a selection of fried fish and a 
cold bottle of white for his own, very private party. As he sat on the terrace, furniture for that 
would still need to be bought, for he had no intention of dragging the reclining, leather chair 
out there every time it got above twenty degrees. He slept better that night, but still had 
Madeline on his mind.  

 
The next few days were spent mainly waiting for pieces to arrive, sending them back 

when they were wrong, and finally receiving the correct pieces. By the end of the week it was 
starting to look like a potter's workshop, but the possibility of opening to the public in seven 
days more, was looking even more optimistic now. Pedro hadn't said anything before, but felt 
it was time to mention the rather complicated and at times, soul-destroying administrative 
process that would have to be undertaken in order to be the owner of one's own business. 
Phillip thought Pedro was joking, but the look on his face did not change, and Phillip knew him 
well enough to take that as a bad sign. Pedro's idea was to get another person in to take the 
administrative load off their backs. They would need a secretary in any case, so Pedro argued 
the case for his cousin Carmen. Carmen had plenty of experience, spoke English and was 
looking for work after a disappointing end of contract moment with her last employer. After 
just a morning with Carmen on board the ship everything was neatly in its place, the company 
logo was designed for the company letterhead on the stationary, the illusive company 
registration number was on its way, running water was a reality (it hadn't crossed the boys 
mind) and a plumber was measuring up how much to rob them for for putting in an inside 
lavatory. Although it was not clear who the boss was any more, things moved along as quickly 
as was possible given the bureaucratic hurdles life put in their way.  

 
And so things continued, a month after purchasing the establishment a single item had 

yet to produced due to unforeseen red-tape, but Phillip did not worry, he saw his plan coming 
together and the pleased look on his staff as they received their first pay-cheques. 
Unfortunately, these had to be in cash, as Phillip was still not legally empowered to pay Social 
Security and the like. He thought it quite ironic that he could employ people illegally without 
risk of impunity, but faced a heavy fine for paying Social Security without a number. They 
celebrated with a family party in the country, Pedro and Carmen's uncle making a huge paella 
and dedicating spontaneously-inspired Flamenco songs to the English benefactor. Phillip 
enjoyed the family atmosphere of the party, and promised himself he would invite his parents 
as soon as he got home. After a meaningless conversation with a grandmother and a great-
aunt, the male members of the group announced they were off into town. Trawling round 
bars, Phillip acquired a taste for fine Jamaican rum that evening that he would take with him to 
his grave. He had been working seven days a week for the entire month, but was reminded 
what Saturday was for when he arrived home and fell into a coma. Before this abrupt end to 
the night he had seen Pilar in a disco, and thought he might perhaps christen the bed, but the 
rum had already beaten him, and though he felt himself enormously attractive to the opposite 
sex, the opposite sex begged to differ. When he woke up, just in time for lunch, which he liked, 
he didn't like sleeping through the afternoon because that way he missed his siesta, the phone 
rang, and some people from last night, he knew not how they had his number, were inviting 
him for sardines and lagers on the beach. His grandfather always told him that if you fall off a 
bike, the best thing you can do is get back on. So, ten minutes in the power shower, and he 
was ready for the beach. It was also good practice with the language, he tried to convince 
himself.  

 
And that was his life, soon after the paperwork came through, and they were official. 

Business was slow at first, and at second, Carmen used the time she didn't need to be efficient 



to teach Phillip Spanish, and Pedro worked on the company web-site. Phillip adored the simple 
existence. He had been made part of the family, and had a wide social-circle. He dabbled from 
time to time with the females, but still had Madeline on his mind. He was invited to make a 
speech at Carmen's wedding, and felt more than a tinge of pride as his Castillano Spanish was 
understood. After eight months, things started to look up with the shop, especially with the 
mail order web-link up. The shop had achieved a reputation for quality, and some big names in 
the area were using them for special orders. It was on one such day that during the celebration 
of what would be a major contract, Carmen announced it would be a dual celebration, as she 
was expecting her first. Tears came to the grandmother's eyes, and she thanked God for his or 
her (she was convinced, but we're not) wisdom and kindness, when there was a knock at the 
door. As Phillip wrestled with a bottle of Cava, a pale (in comparison to the company she was 
with), blonde figure stood at the door, and muttered something in English. Phillip looked up 
from his fumbling to see Madeline standing at the doorway with a suitcase in her hand. There 
were no more verbal exchanges as they embraced fervently, much to the confusion of the 
grandmother.  

 
 
Madeline was the final part of the jigsaw. She had seen his shop's web page after a 

casual hit on a gifts site when looking for a present for her brother. She was determined not to 
let the opportunity pass again. Phillip made the presentations, and asked Pedro if it would be 
possible for him and Madeline to marry tomorrow. Pedro said it would have to be a civil do, 
and the grandmother bemoaned their no doubt soon transportation to hell.  

 
Tomorrow, as it happened, was the following Friday. Pedro's mother took to the 

organising as if one of the offspring of His Royal Highness the Second John Charles (ex - 
Juventus). The guest list was not a long affair, both Madeline's parents would not be attending 
as most of their time was taken up being deceased. Phillip's parents were now Esteponan 
residents too, with Mike just down the road in Puerto Banus, he never could resist the bright 
lights. That left a couple of Madeline's friends who were flying over for the event, much to the 
excitement of the Latin locals, who had been enticed by Phillip's tales of how friendly English 
roses can be. Perhaps they had never met Pilar. The wedding took place in Málaga City Hall, 
after much coercing, Pedro's grandmother entered this palace of sin to attend the ceremony. 
And a grand time was had by all, the reception, which Phillip and Madeline had requested be a 
modest affair, was in a marquee at the back of a rather lavish local hotel. Despite the intense 
summer heat, the guests ate and drank and danced and put up with boring speeches in English 
and Spanish, as well as complex message from Phillip's father in something akin to Spanish. 
The local boys letched around the friends of Madeline, whose defences were holding up fine 
until the never-ending supply of gin caused mass white-flag waving. The event went on into 
the early hours, but Phillip and Madeline left them to it well before midnight. Their exit barely 
noticed betwixt the dancing and the liquid.  

 
During their honeymoon in the Caribbean, Phillip stood on the balcony of their luxury 

apartment, and surveyed all he saw before him. Madeline came behind him and embracing 
him, reminded him that there would be no repeat of the matinee departure that happened 
last time they were together in a hotel. Phillip laughed and kissed her, holding her tightly as he 
looked over the Caribbean sunset. He thought of Laura for the first time in a long while, and 
mouthed the words "Thank You" to her wherever she was.  

 
An idyllic life awaited them on their return to Spain. The pottery business was better 

than ever, orders couldn't be satisfied, and the Ronson name was becoming solicited not only 
in Spain, but abroad. Madeline kept her interest in the grape, and was bought a small vineyard 
as a birthday present, where she began work on her own label. Carmen had her baby, and 



celebrated by preparing for another nine months discomfort. Pedro got his Golf, deciding 
fanny magnet was his favourite English expression, put it to good use. Madeline and Phillip 
soon succumbed to the persuasions of Pedro's family and brought sons upon the earth. First 
born was Jake, then, eighteen months later, Harriet. Carmen began to feel threatened by the 
English' fertility so got pregnant again. Phillip never had to touch that final million, and on the 
day Harriet was born, gave the lot to the local children's hospital. He was asked to go into local 
politics, asked by both Spanish and English political lobby groups, but declined. Maybe later he 
thought, four years had passed frenetically, now his only wish was to spend time with his wife, 
and be a good father to his young children.  

 
A couple of years later, as the first decade of the twenty-first century was coming to a 

close, Phillip awoke suddenly one night. Madeline rolled over to ask him what the matter was, 
but he could not tell her.  For the next couple of days he moped around their house, the 
bachelor pad was now unacceptable, and they had swapped it for a beach-front mansion, until 
Madeline forced him to tell her what was wrong. She knew this was the most effective policy 
with him, let him stew for a bit, then wait for him to explode, if you try to force it out of him 
straight away, you'll only get a stroppy face to rival any four-year-olds'. He had had a dream, in 
which he had been convinced that he had to return to Cortina, to the very hotel where, upon 
lack of Marlboro Lights, his life had changed. She had been expecting this as he got closer to 
fifty. She was hitting forty too, but standing there in a summer dress with her shades on 
anyone would let her pass for twenty-seven still. She told him what they had was the most real 
thing she had ever seen, and if it wasn't then accept it, as he couldn't dream anything better. 
Phillip sighed a "you're right" kind of sigh, and continued his moping. Madeline knew that that 
was not going to be the end of it, and expect to be soon presented with air-tickets to Italy.  

 
Less than a week was what it took Phillip to ignore Madeline's advice, go against her 

wishes and secretly book the tickets, organise the children to be excused from primary school, 
for Pedro to take the reigns (though this was less of a novelty) and work out how he was going 
to tell her. He went for the film-style version of plonking the tickets down on the table, 
accompanied with a "That's just the way it is" kind of line. Cue heated discussion which ends 
with Madeline confessing that she was once a brown-belt in Ju-Jitsu, his left eye bore the 
proof. She knew she had nothing to fear, perhaps the vending machine had been changed five 
times in the last decade. Whatever mystical power the hotel had exercised over Phillip that 
night, was to bring him  and her together, and that could not be undone. Of course, she 
repeated this mantra to herself day and night, but could not believe it. She did not want to 
know the truth, she wanted their life to be the truth, but deep down she knew, the only road 
to peace was by going back.  

 
The flight was not a good omen. They hit extreme turbulence as they passed over the 

sea, and instead of flying to Turin, they had to make an emergency landing in Nice. Madeline 
began a barrage of "I TOLD YOU Sos" which left children weeping and father fuming. They 
were bussed from Nice to Turin where they picked up a hire car to drive to Cortina. 
Throughout the bus journey Phillip remained annoyingly silent, and rebuffed all offerings of 
reconciliatory eye-contact from his betrothed. Once they got to the hotel his mood seemed to 
improve, but then he remembered he was supposed to be in a mood, and tried to revert back, 
but too late, the anger was gone. They relaxed for the little afternoon that had been conceded 
to them after their journey, preparing themselves mentally for the evening. The children had 
absolutely no idea what was happening. The incident had been kept secret from them as not 
to cause the need for therapy. They were happy enough in the plush hotel, and looking 
forward to trying skiing the next day. They would have liked to know why there parents were 
acting so strange, but with such tender years, one tends to accept things as they are, especially 



if they come with the distractions of a millionaire lifestyle. So they let there parents be weird, 
and began to think like Kevin in Home Alone Two.  

 
What Phillip had failed to tell Madeline was that he wanted to recreate the scene that 

he had that fateful evening. She realised this when she walked into the lounge and saw 
Phillip's parents, Phillip's brother Adam and his wife (who had just been through a convenient 
marriage crisis) and Mike with his beloved. Madeline growled inside, but did not show it, 
instead she opted for using her high-heels point to stand violently on Phillip's rather soft Hush 
Puppies. They made their way to the restaurant, Phillip smoking the last Marlboro Light and 
disposing of the box in the correct manner. Phillip had actually given up with the aid of 
patches, capsules and other ways of consuming seven or eight times more nicotine than he 
ever smoked conventionally. However, the talk (mostly his) of the return had caused him to 
dabble again, his justification being that if he was going to buy cigarettes, then he would have 
to want to smoke them for the magic to work. Madeline had given up arguing by this point. 
They arrived at the restaurant, Phillip noted that the place hadn't changed much, he scanned 
around for the cigarette machine, but it was not where he had left it. He wondered if the do-
gooders and other busybodies had got their wicked way, and rid the evil nicotine from the 
Italian soil. There had to be a machine. Phillip began to sweat, and in desperation asked a 
waiter, who pointed to the other corner. Phillip told himself to relax. They sat down, and 
Phillip insisted everyone have the most normal conversation they could. Of course, it's 
extremely simple to have a normal conversation when you're sitting in a luxury hotel waiting 
for a deranged millionaire to see if his entire life in controlled by a cigarette machine. Mike 
tried, but that atmosphere was like they were all awaiting execution, in some ways they were, 
if Phillip disappeared, then their lives would take a turn for the worse.  

 
After soup, Phillip downed his wine, and got up without saying anything. Madeline 

nodded to him, and he walked towards the cigarette machine. He put his hand in his pocket, 
and realised his meticulous planning had missed one thing out, change. He turned round, and  
started walking towards the bar, this caused his entire party (except the children who had 
been given a colouring book by the waitress) to let out a loud "OOOOOHHH!" 

 
When they saw he was only getting change the "OOOOOHHH! changed to 

"AAAAAHHH!" He finally found the machine, and looking at Madeline prepared to insert the 
coins. He put the first in the machine when he heard a voice call "Phillip!", he looked around 
and saw a woman he recognised, but could not place. As he put in the last coin he saw that the 
woman was Laura, visibly aged, but clearly her. She cried out to him "Phillip it's me, Laura!". He 
nervously pushed the button for Marlboro Lights, but nothing came out. Laura was getting 
nearer, he tried to look over his shoulder to see Madeline and the children, but the view was 
obscured, and he could not make them out. Frantically he pushed the option again and again, 
then hit the second one. Laura was now right in front of him. He shouted "Madeline!" and 
pressed the button again as the cigarettes fell to the bottom of the tray. Madeline appeared 
and stood next to Laura, and asked everything was alright. He repeated "Madeline?" she 
responded that it was her name and his was Phillip. Laura spoke again, saying nothing more 
than "It's me Laura" to which Phillip politely replied that she must have had him confused with 
someone else as he didn't know any Laura. And off he went with Madeline to enjoy their meal, 
after a smoke of course.       

             
 
            
       

 


