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Chapter 1



‘This is the life,’ I say, gazing out over the picture-perfect Tuscan countryside from the comfort of my sunlounger. ‘I’ll drink to that,’ my friend Amanda agrees. ‘More Chianti, Lily?’

She splashes some of the rich, ruby wine into my glass. The sun – unbroken since we’ve been here – is beating down again and that, combined with the wine, is making my eyelids pleasantly heavy. The fragrant scent of lavender that wafts from the hedge bordering the terrace is adding to the soporific effect of the sun. If I’d gone completely native in the last two weeks of our holiday, it would be a good time for a siesta.

I lower my sunglasses and gaze across the terrace and the garden beyond. My children – Hettie and Hugo – and Amanda’s – Amelia and Arthur – are playing happily together in the azure pool just beyond the terrace. We’ve tried desperately to keep them from burning in the fierce sun, smothering them all in Factor 30 a dozen times a day but, despite our ministrations, they’re all sporting a golden glow and kisses of freckles across their noses.

The children attend the same school – Stonelands, one of the very best private schools in Buckinghamshire – and get on famously, but you can never be entirely sure whether that will last over an extended holiday period. The girls are both eight, the boys ten years old – the age where they all like to squabble ceaselessly. But I have to say that they’ve all been angels. Amanda and I haven’t had a cross word either and that’s always difficult when you’re bringing two families together. It was their idea – the Marquises – to join together for a holiday, and it’s been a great success. I’d certainly like to do it again next year.

The villa is magnificent. Amanda chose it. The place is a restored Tuscan farmhouse just outside the film-set village of San Gimignano, and no expense has been spared on it. The old stone walls blend beautifully into the vine-smothered rolling hills that cocoon us. It has eight bedrooms so we’ve had more than enough space not to be on top of each other. The pool has been a great hit with Hugo and Hettie and the Marquis children.

We’ve fully enjoyed the life of ease here. Someone comes in every day to set out breakfast and lunch, and a couple of times she’s left us homemade pizza bases and a host of fresh ingredients in the kitchen, so we’ve had great fun trying our hand with the outdoor oven. In the evenings we’ve taken our cars for the short drive into San Gimignano, sampling a different and usually excellent restaurant every night.

It’s been just perfect.

‘Look at those two, Lily.’ Now Amanda lowers her sunglasses and gestures with her glass of wine towards our respective husbands, and laughs. ‘All they ever do is work, work, work.’

Ah, yes. One small glitch in paradise.

Amanda’s husband, Anthony Marquis, and my own dear husband, Laurence Lamont-Jones, are pacing relentlessly at the other side of the pool, Blackberrys clamped to ears. Anthony’s voice is raised but, thankfully, he’s far enough away that we can’t quite hear who he’s shouting at or what.

Amanda and I tut indulgently and exchange the familiar look of the hard-done-by spouse.

But secretly I know that we’re both extremely proud of our husbands as handsome men at the top of their game. Laurence has classic good looks – it’s one of the reasons why I fell for him hook, line and sinker the minute I clapped eyes on him. We were both at university. Laurence was malnourished and impoverished and, despite that or because of it, I knew he was The One. He still wears his dark hair swept back from his face – rather unfashionable these days, I think, but it suits him. Anthony has more rugged, rugby-player looks and is slightly more portly now – due, I’m sure, to an excess of corporate hospitality over the years. Laurence is still relatively slim, but there are slight signs of a businessman’s paunch developing. Once upon a time, he used to run daily when he came home from work, usually in the dark and wearing one of those little high-viz vests. But now he has no time to maintain his fitness as he’s back so late and is so exhausted. He’s also been drinking much more lately – and not just on this holiday, where the wines are temptingly divine – and the pounds are slowly starting to creep on. Too much good living, I joke with him.

It’s fair to say that our other halves have failed miserably when it comes to succumbing to the truly heavenly delights of the Podere Cielo. But then relaxation has never been Laurence’s strong suit – that’s why I was so keen for us to get away together. Both men brought their golf clubs but, in two weeks, haven’t even managed to fit in one round. My husband was always such a charmer, always ready with a warm laugh, but there hasn’t been much evidence of that recently. His work seems to be grinding the life out of him. And he’s taken to chain-eating indigestion tablets. I must get him to go to the doctor when he has a moment. I’d hate to think he was getting an ulcer.

‘They’re cut from the same cloth.’ Amanda shakes her head, exasperated. ‘They work so hard.’

‘It’s very difficult out there,’ I concur. ‘So Laurence says.’

‘Hell,’ Amanda agrees, and takes another sip of her wine.

Watching my husband pace, I can’t help but feel a shadow cross over me. This holiday has been, even by our standards, extortionately expensive, but I thought it would be money well spent as I hoped it would bring us closer together. We’ve been drifting apart – a terrible cliché, I know – but that’s exactly how it happens. You drift. Slowly, but surely. Circling leisurely out of each other’s reach. There’s no deliberate intention to form separate lives within your marriage but, over time, that’s what happens. Laurence might be at the top of his game, but there’s no way he can rest on his laurels. I fully appreciate that. But the downside is that Laurence is never at home. He’s a fund manager or some such thing in the City and his work takes him all over the world. One week he’s in New York, the next in Hong Kong. Very rarely is he with us at our beautiful house in Buckinghamshire.

But then he tries to make up for it in other ways. His not insubstantial salary pays for all this. I take in the breathtaking sweep of the Tuscan hills again. The children board at Stonelands even though it’s relatively close to home, we all have the most wonderful horses and stables at the house – we pay for someone to come in and exercise Laurence’s – and I have more jewellery than I can ever wear. We really are very lucky.

My husband snaps his phone shut. I see his shoulders sag and my heart goes out to him. They never leave him alone for a moment. He strides over towards us. I had hoped that at this late stage in the holiday – we’re going home in a few more days – he would be in relaxation mode, strolling or perhaps even reclining, but the pacing has never gone.

Perhaps we should think about a change of lifestyle for him when we get back from holiday. Cut back on the booze, persuade him to come to the health club that he pays royally for but never visits, have some hot stone massages. Amanda says that she knows a great holistic acupuncturist.

He comes over to the terrace where we’re splayed out on the loungers.

‘Everything okay?’ I ask.

‘Fine.’ The word is crisp and says that all is not fine.

‘Bloody office,’ I mutter sympathetically. ‘Can’t they manage without you for two weeks?’

‘I need to go back,’ he says bluntly. ‘There’s something urgent I have to attend to.’

‘Can’t someone else do it?’

‘If there was someone else, Lily, I wouldn’t need to go back.’ He doesn’t try to hide his exasperation with me. ‘I could get a flight later today and be back tomorrow.’

This is the last straw. ‘No, Laurence.’ I lower my voice as I wouldn’t want the Marquises to know that things aren’t quite right between us. Their relationship is marvellous – Amanda tells me so constantly and I want to give the impression that ours is perfect too. ‘I’m putting my foot down. This is our family holiday. The time should be sacrosanct.’

‘I have to do this,’ he says.

‘No. I won’t have it. Nothing can be that important. You’ve spent most of your time here on the damn telephone. We’ll be home in a few days, anyway. Can’t it wait until then?’

Laurence says nothing, but the sigh that escapes his lips is ragged.

‘It’s not all about money,’ I remind him tightly. ‘Your children, your wife are important too.’ He’s also been irritable with the children as he’s so unused to spending any extended period of time with them and I want that to change. ‘Sometimes you just have to say no.’

‘It is absolutely all about money, Lily.’ His lips are white, bloodless. ‘I really need to do this.’

‘No. And that’s the last I’ll hear of it.’ I settle my sunglasses on my nose. What on earth will Amanda think if my husband just trots off at a moment’s notice and leaves us stranded here? ‘You’ll stay here for the rest of the holiday and sort out whatever needs to be sorted out when you’re back in work on Monday.’

My husband looks defeated, but I take no joy from it. He shouldn’t even be thinking about abandoning us and jetting back on his own. This is our family holiday, for heaven’s sake. Is it too much to ask that he enjoys it?

I stifle a sigh. ‘Is that the end of it, Laurence?’

‘Quite probably,’ he says enigmatically. ‘Quite probably.’

‘Have a glass of this.’ I proffer the Chianti as a peace-offering. Cutting back can start another day. ‘It has healing properties.’

He gives me a doubtful look, but picks up a glass anyway.

Then Anthony rejoins us and the discussion is closed. Laurence is not flying back home for a day. How ridiculous. I won’t allow it.

‘Don’t bother with the Chianti, my friend.’ Anthony Marquis slaps Laurence on the back heartily. ‘Champagne is in order. Just clinched a deal for ten million.’

I have no idea what Anthony actually does, but he’s in the same sort of line as Laurence – something or another in finance – and, although they move in different circles, they do have a few mutual acquaintances in the City.

‘Champagne?’ Amanda, who was starting to doze, opens her eyes. ‘Wonderful.’

‘Congratulations,’ I offer.

‘All in a day’s work.’ Anthony allows himself a delighted guffaw.

‘You’re supposed to be on holiday,’ Amanda chides with an indulgent tut.

‘Well, now that’s sorted, I can kick back. Maybe we’ll even get that game of golf in now, Laurence.’

He nudges my husband with his elbow and I note, with some embarrassment, that Laurence hasn’t yet offered his congratulations to Anthony.

‘Hmm. Perfect timing. It looks like lunch is served.’ Anthony nods towards the covered dining loggia on the terrace where the housekeeper is setting out plate after plate of delicious-looking food. He rubs his stomach appreciatively. ‘I’ve eaten so much bloody pasta I’m going to have to spend a month in the gym after this.’

We all laugh. Except Laurence, who’s surprisingly quiet. All this fuss about not being able to fly back. I think that my husband needs to get his priorities right! Then, when I look at him closely, I note that there’s a bleakness in his eyes that I’ve never seen before. I stand up and touch his arm.

He pulls away from me.

Amanda and Anthony take towels over to the children and chivvy them out of the water. Then they all wander off to the loggia. Laurence and I fall into step beside each other and start to follow them.

‘This is the right thing to do, Laurence,’ I say gently.

‘You have no idea,’ my husband says scathingly.

I soften. I have won this little skirmish and it wouldn’t hurt to be gracious to him. ‘Want to tell me about it then? What’s so important that you feel you have to dash back?’

‘When have you ever taken an interest in what I do, Lily?’ He turns to me and his face is grim. ‘There’s little point in you starting now.’

I’m so taken aback that I can’t come up with a suitable reply. And, as we go to the loggia for lunch, the sun suddenly disappears behind a cloud.


Chapter 2



We all sit down at the teak dining table beneath the white canopy, and a welcome breeze billows the fabric. I help Hugo and Hettie to pour themselves some freshly-squeezed orange juice – though at their age, they’re perfectly capable of managing without my assistance. It’s so beautiful here and school holidays are precious days for me as it’s the only chance I get to spend quality time with my children – and my husband. I had hoped that Laurence might feel the same way too.

Clearly not.

‘Have you had fun here?’ I ask, smoothing my daughter’s wayward hair from her eyes. Hettie’s hair is the same shade of titian as mine, but there the similarity ends. Mine is styled in a sleek bob that I keep cropped short whereas Hettie’s is an untameable tangle of curls provided by some genetic mystery that must go back generations. At least I know that our green eyes come from my mother.

‘Oh, yes,’ Hettie says. ‘Alice is going to Barbados, but I think this is much nicer.’

‘I like this as much as skiing,’ Hugo informs me. My son favours his father and is dark-haired, with eyes the colour of the Tuscan sky. ‘Can I try snowboarding this year?’

‘Let’s get one holiday out of the way first,’ I chide, laughing. Laurence sighs and I know that he is annoyed that they don’t stop to enjoy one thing before they’re wanting the next. That’s what children are like these days and, if he was around to talk to them more often, he’d know that. ‘But, yes. If you want to do snowboarding, then I don’t see why you can’t try it.’

‘Coolio,’ Hugo says.

‘Maybe we could all go skiing?’ I suggest. This has been a resounding success. Other than the unseemly spat between Laurence and me, that is. I don’t see why it wouldn’t translate to the slopes. A snow-sprinkled chalet in the mountains for the Marquis/Lamont-Jones crowd sounds wonderful. Laurence has to learn to appreciate that we need these breaks together as a family.

Amanda shrugs her agreement. ‘We know a lovely place in Klosters. The Robinsons go there every year. But we’d need to be booking up soon.’

‘We should do it the minute we get back,’ I agree.

Laurence shoots a dark look at me. Well, let him. And if he wants to spend the entire time with his phone clamped to his ear while we’re on the slopes, then that’s up to him too. One of the reasons that Amanda thought it would be a good idea to rent a villa together is that she too has spent enough holidays trying to entertain the children by herself while Anthony’s mind was back at the office.

I use the orange juice pouring and food dishing up as a distraction technique, so that I don’t have to sit down and face my husband, as I still feel stung by his comment. In some ways he’s right though – we never find time to talk to each other any more. On holiday or at home. It’s never the right time, is it? There’s always something else to do. The minutiae of daily life doesn’t stop just because you’re going through a bad patch, does it? I did think that we’d find time to address our relationship difficulties while we were here in Tuscany, but then Laurence has been tense the whole time and I didn’t want to spoil our marvellous time here by bringing up something unpleasant.

Laurence and Anthony sit at the far end of the table and it looks like they’re already talking business. Again. I love my husband though, whatever little faults he may have. I’m sure I’m not perfect myself.

Amanda ties a sarong around her white bikini that shows off a figure that has been honed by hours in the gym. I know because I’m usually there alongside her.

My friend and I go to the same health club and spa – the only decent one in the area. It’s expensive – what isn’t? – but the facilities are truly marvellous. Laurence is a member too, of course, but never finds the time to go. I don’t think he’s graced the place once yet this year.

Amanda is always glossy and groomed. Her tan, at the moment, may be down to the Mediterranean sun, but it’s maintained at this level all year round by judicious applications of St Tropez by a lovely young girl at the health spa. Even in her swimsuit, my friend is wearing a full complement of gold and diamond jewellery and designer kitten heels. On Amanda’s recommendation, I go to the same hairdresser as her and have subtle slices of blonde put into my classic bob to keep me on the right side of being classed as a redhead. At thirty-eight, Amanda is two years younger than me, but she’s already the leading light in the local Women’s Institute and is a force to be reckoned with on the school committee. As well as going to the health club we also ride out together two or three times a week. Amanda is of the Hollywood, stick-thin breed whereas I consider myself elegantly curvy. We go to a little boutique together in Woburn Sands and she helps me to choose what suits me as, to be honest, I’ve never had much of a clue.

I don’t know what I’d do without her. She introduced me to the ‘in’ crowd and I remember how lonely my days were before I met her. The house is a bit out on a limb and the only person I ever seemed to talk to was my cleaner – a darling woman from the village, but she was obsessed with her bunions and one quickly ran out of chit-chat once that topic had been exhausted. Of course, there was my hairdresser and massage therapist, but no one I could really talk to, not like I talk to Amanda. We share everything. Although, of course, I wouldn’t dream of confiding in her that everything wasn’t tickety-boo with Laurence. What would I do if our other friends found out?

The table is groaning with dishes of pasta – one with fresh pesto sauce, another with a basil-scented ragu. There are salad leaves and a plate of ripe tomatoes with buffalo mozzarella and avocados and some pungent garlic bread. Anthony disappears into the kitchen and moments later returns bearing four flutes and a bottle of fizz. He then splashes it out for us.

‘To business,’ he cries.

We all raise a toast. ‘To business!’

My husband is late. ‘To business,’ he says alone.

‘And thank you for a lovely holiday,’ I say. ‘Let’s have a toast to us.’

We raise our glasses again. ‘To us!’ I try to catch Laurence’s eye, but he looks away from me.

‘This has been just wonderful,’ I add. ‘I hope we can do it again.’

‘To next year,’ Anthony proposes.

‘To next year!’

‘Do you think we could top it and find somewhere even more amazing?’ Amanda wants to know.

‘This is idyllic,’ I say with a contented sigh. ‘I can’t see how we could better it.’

‘Come on,’ her husband says. ‘Stop chatting, you girls! Let’s tuck in. All this toasting is making me hungry.’

While Anthony digs into the pasta, Amanda helps herself to some salad – her low-fat, no-carb diet hasn’t, it must be said, been abandoned for one moment since she arrived.

She passes me the dish. ‘I hate to raise this,’ she says, dropping her voice so that only I can hear her. ‘Especially now. But all this talk of “next year” brought it to mind.’

I wait as she pauses. ‘I gave you the invoice for your share of the villa, didn’t I?’ my friend goes on.

‘Yes,’ I murmur back. It was for an extraordinary amount of money. This sort of luxury doesn’t come cheap, but this place is as high-end as high-end comes.

‘Some time ago,’ she adds.

The balance was due six weeks before we flew here. I distinctly remember putting the statement on Laurence’s desk. I feel myself colour up.

‘Hasn’t Laurence paid it?’

‘I’m afraid not.’

‘I’m so sorry, Amanda. It must have completely slipped his mind.’ Laurence is never normally like that. ‘I know that he’s been under a lot of pressure lately.’

She goes to speak.

I hold up a hand. ‘That’s no excuse. I should have reminded him. The minute we get back, the very minute, I’ll ask him to give me a cheque.’

Amanda pats my hand. ‘Thank you, darling. I knew you’d understand. It’s an awful lot of money to have outstanding.’

Thousands and thousands of pounds. The villa rental was over fifteen thousand pounds for the two weeks, and on top of that was the car hire, the food, the considerable quantities of booze. Anthony didn’t want to slum it by flying budget airline. They are so used to business class, I’m sure they’re physic ally allergic to economy, so that cost extra too. There’ll be little change out of forty thousand pounds – for a two-week holiday. But that is for two families. Even for us, it was a stretch though. Laurence was very grudging when he agreed to it. But it was money well spent as it was beyond perfect.

I worry at my nail. Amanda has paid for all this in advance and we, it seems, haven’t yet stumped up a penny. I had no idea. Obviously, I thought my husband was seeing to all that. I had all the new clothes to buy and the packing to do. He can hardly expect me to deal with the money side of things too. That’s not how we work. I feel awkward that Amanda has even had to raise it. That’s terrible of us. I hope this doesn’t make her think any less of me as a friend. Also, this is the first time that Amanda has ever mentioned money to me before. Maybe I’m reading too much into this, but perhaps things are tighter in the Marquis household than she’s admitting. I wouldn’t be entirely surprised. Anthony did seem to be sweating on that deal. He must be so relieved that it’s clinched.

I feel so sorry for them if things are difficult – goodness only knows that we’re all over-extended and the current economic climate isn’t helping much. So I believe. But that’s just life, isn’t it? We’re all living on someone else’s money. That’s what everyone does. My dear parents, if they were still alive, would baulk at the way we spend; they could have lived for a year on what we get through in a week. I was brought up to watch the pennies – goodness only knows where that went wrong. My monthly credit-card bill alone is like the national debt of a small developing country. Most families would struggle to pay it. For all their outward show, it seems that the Marquises aren’t immune to the credit crunch. Surely this fabulous contract that Anthony has just landed will take the pressure off them. I do hope so, for their sakes.

‘You know, Amanda, if there’s ever anything we can do to help …’ I say it almost as a whisper. I would hate for Anthony to think that I know they’re having difficulties. ‘You only have to ask.’

And I have no idea how those words will come back to haunt me.


Chapter 3



Laurence has a regular driver called Peter. He’s a kindly, middle-aged fellow who ferries my husband to and from the airport when he has a business trip or sometimes brings him back home from London when there’s a late-night dinner and the trains have stopped running, or my husband has had one over the eight. We give him a little extra cash in hand to drop us off and collect us when we go on holiday.

He usually turns up at the airport in our own Mercedes but, this time, he’s in the company people-carrier. As soon as he sees us, Peter takes Laurence to one side.

‘What’s wrong with our car?’ I ask.

Peter avoids my eyes.

‘Nothing. I’ll sort it,’ Laurence says tightly. ‘Get in.’ And, dutifully – even though he’s avoided answering me – we all pile into the people-carrier.

‘I hope we go back to Tuscany soon, Mummy,’ Hettie says. ‘It was too wonderful.’

My daughter is destined to be on the stage. Everything in her life is a drama.

‘I’d like to marry an Italian.’

‘Yuk,’ is Hugo’s verdict. ‘I never want to get married. Then I’d have to kiss a girl.’ My son makes vomiting actions.

Let’s hope his opinion stays the same for a long, long time. I don’t want him getting some loose-moralled Stonelands girl pregnant at sixteen.

We set off – Peter driving, my husband letting his head drop back on the seat next to me. But he’s not sleeping, he’s just staring at the roof. His fists are clenched, the knuckles white – probably tense from travelling with our offspring rather than doing his own thing.

The children are dozing as it’s been a long journey back from the Podere Cielo and we all had an early start. As we turn onto the motorway, I lower my voice.

‘This might not be the best time to discuss it,’ I begin, but think, when is? Laurence is back at work tomorrow. He’ll be on the train just after six in the morning and, if he decides to stay up at our apartment in London, I probably won’t catch sight of him until next weekend. ‘We still owe the Marquises for our share of the villa rental and the car and the flights,’ I go on. I don’t mention all the food and wine.

Laurence lets out a breath that vibrates shakily in the car. ‘I know.’

‘You do?’ I turn to look at him, but my husband’s eyes are now closed. That’s not what I expected. ‘I thought it had slipped your mind.’

‘Am I likely to forget a bill for nearly twenty thousand pounds?’

‘Well, no.’ But something is niggling me. ‘So why haven’t we paid it?’

‘We? Why haven’t we paid it?’

‘You know what I mean.’

‘Let me worry about that, will you?’ Laurence turns his head and stares out of the window.

Shutting my mouth, I slink down in my seat, sorry that we’re tetchy with each other the moment that we’re back on British turf.

I love to go on holiday. We have been to some fabulous places in the past, like the Turks and Caicos Islands, the Maldives, Thailand, Goa – all with the family. Then Laurence and I try to sneak in a few grown-up weekends every year if we can negotiate a reciprocal childminding arrangement with some of our other friends. Our date weekends have taken us to Paris, Prague, Barcelona, Budapest, Rome and Reykjavik. But, even though we’ve travelled the world, I do love to come home too.

We have a beautiful place. Absolutely beautiful. Ten years ago, I found the plot of land in a lovely Buckinghamshire village called Morsworth, on the outskirts of the thrusting city of Milton Keynes. It’s perfect commuting distance for Laurence. Easily accessible for London, yet when he’s here, it really feels like an escape to the country for him. We’re at the end of a winding lane, opposite a medieval church, and we can hear the bells ring when we’re curled up in bed on a Sunday morning. Not that we often curl up in bed these days. Laurence is either out on the golf course at the crack of dawn or seeing to something in the office.

We had the barn built to our own specification. Gosh, what a price though. We poured all of our savings and more into it. But it was so worth it. The resulting house has all the charm of an old building and all the high-tech convenience of a modern one.

There are five spacious bedrooms, each with its own en-suite bathroom, an office for Laurence and a gorgeous, farmhouse-style kitchen for me. The children have their own playroom with a half-size snooker table. Outside we have a formal garden bordering the house with clipped box hedges and pink standard roses. Then there’s an acre that I designed to have a more informal style with a sweep of lawn, meandering herbaceous borders and a sprinkling of acers to provide some shade.

Beyond the lawn, there’s a stile that leads to a wood of silver birch trees that we planted shortly after we moved in and which is now flourishing nicely. A woodland walk wanders through it and, for our anniversary, we sometimes choose a sculpture to put in there too. When we got the first one we trawled the country looking for something that we liked, visiting small studios and meeting the artists, discussing what we’d viewed over cosy lunches until we found something just perfect. Now, as Laurence is so tight for time and we usually miss our anniversary, we tend to pick them straight from a catalogue and get the gallery to send one over. It’s not quite as romantic, but nevertheless lovely, as it always reminds me of how we used to be. Beyond the silver birches, the wood leads onto a small wild-flower meadow where I have a few beehives; our gardener produces the most wonderful honey from them.

Along the side of the garden there’s an oak garage big enough for three cars and behind that is stabling enough for our horses and a large paddock where we can turn them out to grass. Hettie and Hugo both have ponies and I have a highly-strung Appaloosa called Spot. Laurence’s polo pony is here too – but he rarely gets to play now unless it’s something to do with work. We have someone from the village to come in and groom them and exercise them because, as you can imagine, it’s far too much work for us to do on our own.

There’s no denying that the Podere Cielo was utterly exquisite, but there’s nothing quite like your own bed and your own cup of tea, is there? I hope that I never lose the joy of the simple pleasures in life. Once we’re home, I shall unpack the cases and put the laundry on. My cleaner is coming tomorrow so I’d like to have a few loads ready for her to iron.

Glancing behind at the children, I see they are sound asleep, but they both have contented smiles on their faces. I have two more weeks at home with them before they go back to school and I’m really looking forward to that.

I let my head rest back and close my eyes. It’s Sunday afternoon and it’s getting late. Not far to go now. Travelling is wonderful, but coming home is even better.


Chapter 4



When we turn from Church Lane and pull into our drive, I sit bolt upright in my seat and gasp out loud. ‘What’s happened?’

The doors and windows of our house are all boarded up. The front door looks as if it has been jemmied around the lock. The car has barely come to a halt before I jump out, and my husband is hot on my heels.

‘My God,’ I say. ‘Oh, my God!’

Laurence is staring, open-mouthed, at our home.

‘What’s happened?’ I ask again, dazed. ‘Has there been a fire? Have we been burgled?’

Peter is out of the car too now and is looking embarrassed. Laurence strides to the front door and tries his key in the lock. For a good five minutes, he jiggles it this way and that, but the door stays firmly shut. ‘Changed,’ he mutters. ‘They’ve changed the locks.’

‘What?’ I say. ‘Who have? What’s wrong?’

‘The locks have been changed,’ my husband reiterates.

‘Who by? Here, let me try.’

Laurence hands over the keys but, as he does so, he says, ‘It’s no use.’

And, sure enough, despite me nearly snapping it off in the lock, the key is useless.

Then, as I turn round, I notice that the garage too has large metal bars across the front and padlocks that wouldn’t look out of place in the Tower of London. The children are now out of the car, rubbing the sleep from their eyes. Then they also stand and look in a perplexed manner at our boarded-up house.

‘Go to the stables,’ I say. ‘Go and say hello to the horses.’

Hugo doesn’t need to be told twice and he races off, Hettie following in his wake.

Spinning, I face Laurence. ‘Do you know anything about this?’ My husband’s features are ashen. ‘What’s going on?’

He opens his mouth but doesn’t speak.

‘What? Talk to me, Laurence.’ I take his arm and shake it.

‘It’s all gone,’ he mumbles eventually. ‘It’s all gone. All of it.’

‘What do you mean?’

Then the children are back, running even faster. ‘The stables are all locked up,’ Hugo says breathlessly. ‘I don’t think the horses are there.’

Now Laurence blinks. ‘They’ve taken the horses too.’

‘Who have? Laurence, who has done this?’

One of those shuddering breaths again. ‘Bailiffs,’ he says, flatly. Then, for the first time, he meets my eyes. ‘I have, desperately, desperately, been trying to sort this out all the time we’ve been in Tuscany, Lily. That’s why I wanted to fly back. I thought I could …’ His words trail away. Then, ‘Believe me, I never thought it would come to this.’

Peter shuffles uncomfortably. He looks like he would rather be anywhere else in the world – and I know how he feels.

‘We’ve lost our home?’ My voice is quieter, less hysterical than I think it should be.

‘I thought I could strike a deal, that something would come up at the eleventh hour.’ Laurence shakes his head again, shattered. ‘I truly never thought it would come to this.’ Unhinged laughter breaks from him, and his eyes fill with tears.

‘Tell me this isn’t real.’

‘It is, Lily. We have nothing. Nothing but the clothes we’re standing up in.’

‘This must be wrong, Laurence. There must be something you can say, something you can do.’ I can’t believe that we’re here in the drive having this discussion, barred from our own home. This doesn’t happen to people like us. Laurence must be mistaken. ‘Whatever you’ve done, whatever we owe, they can’t put us out on the streets. They can’t make us homeless.’

‘They can,’ he says firmly. ‘And they have.’

I lower my voice so that Peter can’t hear. My poor husband must be beside himself with humiliation. ‘Laurence, we are wealthy people. How can this be happening? How can you be taking it so calmly?’

‘I’m taking it calmly because, in truth, I knew it would happen. I might have tried to pretend I didn’t, but I did. In my heart.’ He looks at the house again, but it’s as if he’s not seeing it at all. ‘We’re not wealthy, Lily. We haven’t got a bean to our name.’

I almost laugh. Now I’m feeling exasperated with him, as if he’s hiding a piece of the jigsaw from me. ‘Don’t be silly.’

‘We can’t come back here. It isn’t ours any more.’

‘What about the apartment? If you insist we can’t get into the house for the time being, we could go and live there for a while.’

‘We can’t. That’s gone too.’

‘Laurence, I have no idea what you’re talking about. Why do you keep saying everything’s gone? You’re starting to scare me.’

This is ridiculous. I’m not going to wait on the drive of my own home all night until Laurence comes to his senses. The children are exhausted. We’ll have to sort this all out tomorrow, find out what’s gone wrong – as clearly something has.

Laurence puts his hands on my arms and turns me towards him. His eyes are red-rimmed. ‘I tried everything I could to prevent this,’ he assures me, ‘but we’ve lost everything. It’s all gone. I can’t say it any plainer. We have nothing left, Lily. Nothing at all.’

‘We’ll break into the barn. Everything we have is still in there.’ At least, I’m assuming it is. ‘It’s ours.’

‘Not any more. How many more ways can I tell you? It no longer belongs to us. The bank has repossessed the house.’

Repossessed. The word strikes at my heart.

‘If we break in, we’ll be charged with criminal damage on top of everything else.’

Repossessed? I can’t quite take this in. ‘They only do that if you’ve fallen behind with your mortgage,’ I tell Laurence. ‘That can’t be us.’

He laughs, but it’s obvious that he’s not finding this funny. ‘Oh Lily. We’re behind with the mortgage, our credit cards have been stopped, the bank has cancelled our overdraft. Do I need to go on?’

I can barely find my voice. ‘I knew nothing of this.’

‘No,’ he says. ‘No, you didn’t.’

‘Surely we’ll be able to get some of it back?’

‘I don’t know,’ Laurence admits. ‘I really don’t know.’

Needless to say, this has never happened to me before, to us. The Lamont-Joneses have always paid their bills on time. Or I thought we had. ‘You have got us into this mess without telling me?’

‘Yes.’

The hysteria is building inside me now as I realise that this nightmare is my new reality. I was sure that there would be a valid explanation. It seems that there isn’t one, beyond the fact that somehow, some way, we are broke. Completely broke. ‘Where will we go?’ My voice is rising now. ‘What will we do?’

Laurence pulls the children to him. ‘We’ll think of something.’

‘We?’ Now it’s my turn to pull that card.

‘All right – I’ll think of something.’

‘You knew about this,’ I say. ‘You knew all about this and you never thought to tell me?’

‘I didn’t want to worry you,’ my husband tells me.

‘Well, I’m worried now,’ I spit.

‘If I’d tried to tell you,’ Laurence says, ‘would you have wanted to listen?’

Peter coughs gently before I can think of an answer. ‘Is there somewhere I could take you?’ our driver offers kindly. ‘Friends that you can stay with till you get sorted?’

‘Friends …’ Laurence looks as if he’s considering the idea.

‘Who has room for all of us?’ I interject. ‘I can’t think of anyone.’ And they’d know, I think. They’d know that our life had just disappeared down a particularly smelly drainhole. We can’t let them find out. We need to weather this quietly and get through it as quickly as we can and then no one, beyond Peter, would ever need to know. He’s been loyal enough to us over the years and I’m sure, if necessary, a few hundred pounds would buy his silence. ‘We need time to think about this. Clearly. Rationally.’ But, try as I might, my brain isn’t coming up with any solutions at all.

Neither, it seems, is Laurence’s. My husband stands there silent, dejected while I’m lost in my own maelstrom of panic, fear, anger and confusion. We have to hold it together for the children’s sake. Their faces are white with fear as they know that something is terribly, terribly wrong.

‘I could take you to a hotel,’ Peter pipes up. ‘Perhaps the Travelhotel, Mr Lamont-Jones. They’re very basic but …’

Cheap is the word that remains unspoken.

‘Yes,’ Laurence says as if in a dream. ‘Yes, Peter, that sounds like a jolly good idea.’

‘Mrs Lamont-Jones?’ Peter holds his arm out towards me, shepherding me to the people-carrier.

‘Thank you, Peter. Back in the car, children,’ I say and usher them inside. Our cases, which haven’t even been unloaded, now contain all our worldly goods. And we have Laurence’s golf clubs too – some good they will do us.

Peter slides into the driver’s seat. I turn and take one last look at my home, my beautiful, beautiful home with my Chalon kitchen and my SMEG fridge and my Designer’s Guild furnishings.

‘Are you okay with this?’ my husband wants to know.

‘Okay?’ I say. But the word is filled with tears. ‘Of course, I’m okay.’

Then, before Laurence can catch me, my legs give way and I sink to my knees in the gravel and howl with despair.


Chapter 5



Peter, as he had suggested, drove them straight to the Travelhotel. At the door, while Laurence checked in, their driver unloaded the suitcases still filled with bright holiday clothes.

Before the trip, Lily had kitted out both of the children with new shorts, T-shirts and swimsuits for their summer break. Surely they didn’t grow so fast these days that the ones they’d had last year didn’t fit? Laurence thought. There had also been a slew of new dresses for her, linen crops and shirts for him. All unnecessary and all designer-labelled. He had been terrified to tell her that they could afford none of it. Not one single scrap. The cost of the holiday had been the straw that had finally broken the camel’s back and yet he still hadn’t been able to put a stop to it. He still couldn’t bring himself to say no to her.

Here, at the Travelhotel, a family room was £29.95 for the night. A bargain by any reckoning. They’d been paying more than that for each of the bottles of vintage wine they’d been swigging as if it was water over the last few weeks. But handing over the money brought the taste of bile to his mouth. It was virtually all he had in his pocket, apart from a handful of euros.

Laurence went back into the car park with the plastic keycard. Lily, Hettie and Hugo stood huddled round their suitcases. They looked like orphans, evacuees, shocked and stunned people who had been made homeless through no fault of their own. It was his doing. His alone.

‘We’re in,’ Laurence said.

‘I’ll give you a hand with the bags, Mr Lamont-Jones.’

‘Thank you, Peter.’

Together they carried the cases and his golf bag into the hotel. He thought of the difference between this and the Podere Cielo and nearly laughed out loud at the absurdity of it. The sublime to the ridiculous.

The room, when they found it along the endless beige corridor, was basic, a bit scuffed, but comfortable enough. It was warm and they had a roof over their heads. That was all that mattered for now.

Peter brought the last of the cases in through the door. ‘Will that be all?’

‘Yes, thank you, Peter. You’ve been very kind.’

The driver cleared his throat and lingered awkwardly.

‘Oh,’ Laurence said, suddenly twigging. It was payment time.

‘Can’t do this one on account, sir.’

‘No, no. Of course not.’ Laurence pulled the smattering of euros from his pocket. ‘I could go to the cashpoint …’ The sentence trailed off. It would only spit his card out. What was the point in pretending otherwise? ‘Can I owe you, Peter?’ Add him to the growing list.

‘Of course, sir. No problem. No problem at all.’ The man turned towards the door and Laurence followed.

‘I really appreciate this, Peter. You’ve been very good to us.’

In his hand, surreptitiously, Peter held a roll of cash. ‘If this will help …’

Laurence felt himself flush. How the mighty fall. Peter had been his driver for years, the one who had been offered a wedge of notes for services rendered, and now he was offering him a handout. ‘Thank you,’ Laurence said. ‘That’s very thoughtful of you. But we should be fine.’

‘Are you sure, sir?’

Then Laurence remembered that they would have to eat tonight and had no means to pay for it. ‘Perhaps if you could see your way …’

Peter pressed the money into his palm. ‘No rush for it back, sir. Whenever you can.’

Reluctantly, Laurence folded his fingers around it. Before, when all this had been hypothetical, when he’d been trying to balance the books, make a sow’s ear into a silk purse, he’d never foreseen what it would really be like.

‘I’m sorry.’ Peter looked uncomfortable. ‘I’d better go. My missus will be fretting. If there’s anything you need, sir, anything I can help you with, you just give me a call.’

‘Thank you, Peter.’

The man nodded to Lily. ‘Mrs Lamont-Jones.’

‘Thank you, Peter. You’ve been very kind.’ Lily stood hugging herself and Laurence could tell that his wife was only just managing to hold back her tears.

‘Well,’ he said when the door closed. ‘Home, sweet home.’

‘Don’t,’ Lily snapped. ‘That’s not even funny.’

He put his arm round her and pulled her to him. ‘There’s nothing I can do about it tonight, darling. But I promise that I’ll try to sort something out for us tomorrow. First thing. I’ll get onto the building society, the bank, the council. It will all look very different tomorrow.’

‘But it won’t get us our house back?’

Laurence’s throat closed. ‘No.’

Perhaps because he’d known this was coming, knew the debts were piling up faster than the money was coming in, he felt a kind of calm resignation, an inevitability. The train crash that had been looming slowly, slowly, slowly over the course of the last year had finally happened; the train had hit the buffers and had ended up in a tangled mess.

Strangely, he felt a relief. Was almost giddy with it. As if a weight had been lifted from his shoulders. He shouldn’t feel like this because he had no idea what tomorrow would bring, and all of his life he’d been a man with a plan.

‘We’ll talk about this later,’ he said, glancing towards the children.

Lily nodded.

‘I’m hungry,’ Hettie complained.

Laurence and Lily exchanged a glance.

‘We all need to eat,’ his wife said.

So, not knowing quite what else to do, he took his family across the road to the conveniently-sited McDonald’s – a place they would normally have avoided like the plague – and the children had Big Macs and fries and milkshakes while he and his wife picked at a soggy carton of fries between them and they spent some more of the money that they didn’t now have. Laurence broke into a cold sweat every time he thought that he no longer had the lifeline of a credit card. It had always been so easy to put things on a card; it never felt like spending real money.

His wife looked drawn. Already, the tan that she’d acquired in Tuscany seemed to have drained from her face and left her looking sallow. The children were bickering away, tired and crotchety, but he hadn’t the heart to chastise them. How would the seismic change in their circumstances affect them when they realised they wouldn’t be going home again? Maybe they were just too young to understand. Laurence hoped so. He’d always wanted to provide a life of ease for them. That’s all. He had never viewed their voracious consumerism as greedy or grasping. It was just what people did. He’d wanted to give his children a better start than he’d had – and who didn’t want to do that? And it had been going so well. He’d been riding high. He’d been the first person in his family to go to university, the first with a white-collar job. Promotion had come easily and he’d risen through the ranks with no discernible setbacks. A charmed life. For years everything he had touched had turned to gold. He was invincible.

Tears sprang to his eyes.

Lily’s hand covered his. ‘Okay?’ she asked.

Laurence nodded, unable to trust his voice. His family had never seen him cry and he wasn’t about to start now.

‘We’ll get through this,’ she said. ‘We’ll get through this together.’

When the lump in his throat had gone, he said, ‘Thank you.’

He could remember the exact moment when it had all started to go horribly, horribly wrong. For the last year it had played out like a video on slow motion in his brain. If only he’d done this differently or done that differently. If only he’d taken more care, had been more cautious, had stepped back from the edge, had convinced himself there was no such thing as a free lunch.

If only he had done these things, then they wouldn’t be in this mess now.


Chapter 6



I tuck the children up for the night in their tiny single beds in the cramped room that adjoins our equally minuscule one in our budget ‘Family Suite’. But I shouldn’t complain – at least we’re not sleeping on the street. Not yet.

‘Are we still on holiday, Mummy?’ Hettie wants to know.

‘No, darling.’ We’re back down to earth with a bump.

‘So why aren’t we in our house?’

Where do I start? I’m not even sure myself why we’re not in our house. My husband still has some pretty nifty explaining to do. ‘There’s a little problem at the moment,’ I tell her. ‘Daddy will try to sort it out tomorrow.’

‘Is someone else going to live there?’

‘I don’t know, poppet. I hope not. I hope we’ll be back there soon.’

She slips her thumb into her mouth and I kiss her sunbronzed face. What has Laurence done? How could he have compromised his own children’s future like this? I want them to sleep sound and untroubled in their beds every night of their lives while they’re young enough to be under our protection. I want them to have everything that I never had, and more. How can we have let them down so badly?

I kiss Hugo too. ‘What about Boo and Silver?’ he asks. Their ponies.

‘We’ll get them back,’ I say. ‘Just as soon as we can.’ But I think I may be lying to them. If the house has gone and the cars and the apartment in London, then we must be in very, very dire straits indeed.

‘Sleep tight.’ I close the door behind me and lean against it, sighing.

The contents of the suitcase are scattered on the floor and Laurence is sitting on the bed in a T-shirt and his boxers, head in hands. I wonder why on earth I went to the trouble of bringing back some beautiful balsamic vinegar and the best porcini mushrooms from Tuscany. Fat lot of good they’ll do us now.

It’s not even eight o’clock yet and already it feels like this has been the longest day of my life.

The room is stifling and I open the window. The noise of the traffic on the adjacent road floods in. I shut the window again. Then I sit down next to Laurence and he takes my hand.

‘I’m sorry,’ he says again.

‘Don’t keep saying that.’ I feel as if I want to shout and scream, vent some of this roiling anger, but I just don’t have the energy. It’s as if I’ve been sucked into the vortex of a black hole and don’t have the strength to fight my way out. ‘Just tell me what the hell has happened.’

He takes a deep and shuddering breath before he starts. ‘This time last year I invested a lot of my clients’ money in a special fund. When everything else was going pear-shaped, the returns on this looked too good to be true. I committed heavily to it.’ Laurence runs a hand through his hair and shakes his head as if still bemused. ‘Turns out it was too good to be true. It was one of these pyramid scams like the Madoff scheme in New York. I lost everything. All of my clients’ money has gone.’

‘Didn’t I read about this? Wasn’t it in the papers?’

‘Yes.’

‘And you were involved in it?’

‘Not in the scam. Just in being stupid enough to invest in it.’ He turns to me, his eyes bleak. ‘The upshot was that I didn’t get my bonus last year, and I only hung onto my job by the skin of my teeth.’

My husband’s bonus was usually a big six-figure sum and, it seems a stupid thing to say, but we relied on it to fund our lavish lifestyle. The children’s school fees alone are more than sixty thousand pounds a year. Add to that a gigantic mortgage, two posh cars, four horses to feed and shoe, and our monthly outgoings were – when I’m forced to think about it – quite unbelievably staggering.

‘The whole thing started to unravel then,’ Laurence continues. ‘I’d gone from being the blue-eyed boy to a liability – literally overnight. When word got out, I became a pariah. No one was investing in my funds. I was watching my career bleed to death. Then the company pulled the plug.’

‘Pulled the plug?’

‘Yes. After years of being one of their best managers, I found myself out on my ear.’

‘You mean that you’ve no job?’ That sets my head reeling again.

Laurence nods. ‘I’ve been gainfully unemployed for over three months now.’

‘Oh, Christ.’ I think I’m going to be sick, so I gulp in deep breaths. ‘How have you managed to keep this from me? Why didn’t you tell me? I’m your wife. Does that mean nothing?’

‘I didn’t want you to know,’ my husband explains.

I feel as if I’m listening to a stranger.

‘I thought that it would be short-term. That someone, one of my contacts, would come to my rescue. I’ve been in the industry for years. Have been well-respected. Surely someone out there would throw me a lifeline.’ Laurence takes a shuddering breath and then blows it out. He sounds exhausted, as if he’s run a marathon or climbed a mountain. ‘So I got up every morning, put on my suit, kissed you goodbye and took the train to London. But instead of going to the office, I trawled the headhunters, met up with long-lost colleagues who I thought might be able to help. Generally, I spent the day knocking on doors.’ Laurence laughs and it’s a hollow sound. ‘I even thought of standing by the side of the road with one of those sandwich boards on, advertising my wares. The only thing that stopped me was thinking that you might see me on the evening news.’

‘I can’t believe I’m hearing this.’

‘I put the apartment in London up for sale the minute I realised that my bonus wasn’t going to be there to cover the mortgage. But who’s buying places like that now? In the end, I just had to give the keys back. The building society are in the process of selling it and I’m hoping they’ll make enough to cover the mortgage, otherwise that will be added to our growing debt too.’

‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ I still can’t get my head round the fact that all this has been going on and I knew nothing about it.

‘The finances have always been my concern. You’ve never been involved in the money side of things.’

It’s not said as an accusation and, moreover, it’s true. I’ve never really had to budget, not in recent years. When we started out, when it was just the two of us, things were tight as they are for everyone trying to build a home. But latterly, everything I’ve ever wanted – either for myself or the children – has always been provided and, I feel ashamed to admit this now, but I’ve grown accustomed to it. The money has always been there and I never questioned too deeply where or how we came by it.

‘If you’d told me,’ I say, ‘if you’d given me any sort of hint that things weren’t as they should be, we could have sold the horses, the cars. I’d have never booked the ridiculous holiday we’ve just come back from.’ My stomach rolls at the thought of how much money we’ve spent that we didn’t actually have. ‘Why couldn’t you have sat me down and told me?’

‘I never thought it would come to this. I thought I could fix it all, find another well-paid job and you’d never be any the wiser.’

‘Oh, God.’ I close my eyes. ‘What are we going to do?’

‘I don’t know.’ A sob escapes from my husband’s throat.

‘Don’t,’ I say. ‘Don’t. We can sort this out together.’

‘I thought you’d leave me,’ Laurence says shakily. ‘I thought if you found out about this, that I’d risked everything, then you’d go. You’d pack a bag, take the children and go.’

I smooth his hair down. It breaks my heart to think of him pretending to go into work every day, pounding the streets, looking for work, carrying this alone. ‘How can you think that? I love you.’

Then Laurence cries. He cries like a baby. ‘I love you too. Promise me that you’ll never leave me. Promise me that you’ll never take my children away.’

‘Never.’ I cradle him in my arms and rock him gently as I would Hettie or Hugo if they were ill. ‘Promise me that you’ll never again keep secrets from me.’

‘Never,’ he says and, by all that is good, I’ll make sure that I hold him to it.

As we lie with our arms round each other, I realise that we haven’t shared our emotions together for some time now. In recent years we’ve gone through life pretending that everything was wonderful when, in truth, it has been far from it. We’ve both been guilty of papering over the cracks. If we’re going to get through this, then we have to start being honest with each other.

Is it true that facing adversity together can bring a couple closer? It looks as if I’m about to find out.


Chapter 7



Laurence and I both lie awake all night, eyes wide open, staring at the ceiling. We hold hands under the thin duvet – not our usual luscious goosedown quilt – gripping onto each other for comfort or to stop us breaking down. If we weren’t on the ground floor, I might consider flinging myself out of the window. This situation currently seems insurmountable, but we have to stay strong for the children. Tomorrow, our first priority is to find somewhere for us to live. We can’t stay in a hotel forever – even a budget one.

I think of my beautiful barn, cold and dark, empty. I’m terrified of the future and I wonder whether, if Laurence had told me about his troubles sooner – if we’d flogged off all the things we could have done without, sold the horses, the cars, taken the children out of school, cut our costs to the bone, cancelled the holiday – would we have been able to cling onto the house, to our home?

I know he seemed to think that some superhero might swoop down and save us all from disaster, but that was never likely to happen. Was it? Weren’t we in way too deep for that? But why did he wait to tell me until everything had gone?

That was my dream home. Now what will happen to it? Will it be sold off cheaply to someone who won’t care about the rose garden or the beehives? Someone who might put a monstrous plastic hot tub in the stables instead of our beautiful boys? And where are they? Who will give our ponies new homes? Especially Spot, who is more highly strung than a supermodel and would bite you on the elbow as soon as look at you. Who will love him as I did?

I don’t know what terrors are going through Laurence’s mind, but I’m sure they’re the same as mine.

The grey dawn brings no relief. I get up and visit the cold, functional bathroom, trying not to think of our spacious shower cubicle with rainfall head. Then I open the door to the children’s room and check on Hettie and Hugo. They’re both still fast asleep and I’m sure they will be for hours yet, as they’ve become accustomed to long lie-ins on our lazy holiday. The holiday that makes me feel sick to my stomach now.

As I come back into the room, Laurence slides out of bed, flicks on the cheap plastic kettle and makes us two cups of tea in hefty mugs that look as if they’ve been well used. We share the complimentary packet of shortbread biscuits and switch on GMTV.

‘We’ll have to try to get them into the local state school,’ I say flatly. There’ll certainly be no more swanky private school for the foreseeable future. How will they cope with that? They were both doing so well at Stonelands. Model pupils. Will all this disruption affect their schooling? It’s bound to. We’ve always tried to give them the best education possible. Laurence and I both went to state schools and came through the system relatively unscathed. We scraped decent degrees in the end. But aren’t standards so much worse now? I’ve seen the advantages and privileges that private education can offer, the doors it opens, and I still want that for my children. Who wouldn’t? They have a lovely circle of friends too. Most of the time their social lives are better than ours. They’ll miss them like mad. I find that I’m wringing my hands together and force myself to stop. Stop wringing, stop thinking.

‘We’ll need to know where we’ll be living before we can do that,’ Laurence reminds me. ‘I’ll get onto the council first thing and find out where we stand.’

‘I don’t even know anyone who’s been in this situation that I can ask.’ Amanda Marquis will probably know someone. She is the fount of all knowledge when it comes to scandal. I realise that’s what we’ll be now – the subject of dinner-party gossip. People will go quiet when we walk into the room. We’ll be the ones who they’ll talk about behind our backs. And I’m sure there’ll be as much sniggering as there is sympathy.

‘What are we going to do about paying Amanda and Anthony?’

‘We can’t,’ Laurence confesses. ‘We just can’t.’

‘Oh, Laurence. They’re our friends. We can’t not pay them.’

‘We have no choice, Lily.’ My husband rubs his hands over his face. Perhaps reality is finally hitting home. ‘I’ll call Anthony. Explain. He’ll understand.’

‘But it’s twenty thousand pounds. Would we be understanding if someone did that to us?’ I don’t think so. We’d probably try to sue them. Oh, God. Don’t even go there.

‘We’ve had nothing before,’ Laurence reminds me. ‘We can do it again.’

‘That was different,’ I say. ‘We were young, starting out. No one has anything then.’

When you’re first married or living together and get your first home there’s a sort of fun in having a spartan existence. Laurence and I started out in a damp flat in Leighton Buzzard with nothing but one deckchair and a bean bag in the lounge and a second-hand futon for a bed. They say that love can keep you warm and it certainly did back then. But then we’d met at university when we were both accustomed to student digs, so our expectations were low. Neither of us had privileged upbringings. We’re both from working-class stock. My parents had to work hard to make ends meet, but we always had a roof over our heads, there was always food on the table. I know what it’s like not to have money, but I thought those days were far behind us. And I don’t want to go back to it now. No, thank you.
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