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Prologue


Nick and I stood at the very top of the Eiffel Tower, looking down at Paris laid out below us, all treetops and sweeping boulevards and skyscrapers spiking up out of nowhere in the distance.


‘You get the best views from this side, apparently,’ he said. ‘North-west. Look, you can see the shadow of the tower reflected on the river.’


I leaned against the railings, two hundred and seventy-six metres up in the air, feeling perfectly safe thanks to the thick lattice fence curling over our heads. It took a second or two for my eyes to adjust, to pick out exactly what he meant, but then I saw it: the picture-perfect shadow of the Eiffel Tower straddling the shimmering, deep blue waters of the Seine.


‘It’s stunning,’ I said.


‘And that’s the Trocadero. The Jardins and the Palais de Chaillot. Next time, when we’re here for longer, I’ll take you up there.’


I nodded, unwrapping the cardigan I’d tied around my waist and slipping it over my arms, which was more difficult than it sounds, as I was also holding a baseless plastic flute of champagne. It was chillier up here than it had been at street level, despite the sky being unseasonably clear and blue, and it was almost completely silent – a contrast to the rest of Paris with its honking horns and the constant roaring of traffic. If you ignored all of the other tourists on the top level with us, that was – I didn’t think I’d ever heard so many different languages being spoken in one relatively small place: I’d already picked out French, Italian, English with an American twang and Japanese.


‘Let me hold your drink for you,’ laughed Nick, taking my ‘glass’ and then handing it back to me once I was sorted.


I took a sip, savouring the moment. It was just like Nick to whisk me away to Paris for a night as a surprise. When he’d asked me to meet him at St Pancras the morning before, I’d presumed he was taking me out for breakfast in Coal Drops Yard. I couldn’t believe it when he’d produced my passport and a Eurostar ticket!


I wrapped my arm around his waist, tucking myself under his arm as he pulled me into him and kissed the top of my head.


‘Thank you for bringing me here,’ I said.


‘Actually, I did have an ulterior motive.’


I frowned. ‘What ulterior motive?’


Nick dropped his hand away from my shoulders, clearing his throat.


‘Is it me or is it hot up here?’ he asked, unbuttoning his cuffs and pushing the sleeves of his shirt up to his elbows.


A particularly strong gust of wind answered the question for me.


‘Not really,’ I said, feeling a pang of anxiety. What was wrong with him? ‘Are you sweating\?’


‘I’m not the best with heights,’ he replied, trying to smile, except that his mouth didn’t seem to want to do what his head was telling it to.


‘I thought it was just flying you didn’t like?’


Nick had a strange look in his eyes and I could have sworn he was tearing up. My mind immediately went – as it tended to – to the worst-case scenario. Had he brought me to the top of the Eiffel Tower to tell me that it wasn’t going to work out between us after all? That we were just too different (I mean, we were, but so what?)? That I was too young for him (ten years was nothing!)? That our lives were going in different directions? These were all valid points, things I’d thought about myself, on and off, but none of it mattered. I loved him and he loved me back and I’d never really had that. And no matter how much it looked like it shouldn’t on paper, it worked between us.


‘I wanted to do this later. Somewhere more … private,’ Nick said. ‘But I’m sorry, I don’t think I can wait.’


‘Do what?’ I asked, my pulse going haywire. ‘Wait for what?’


I swallowed, sweating myself now. Why would he bring me all the way to Paris to dump me, it didn’t make sense. I remained confused as he fumbled in his pocket and pulled out a red velvet ring box, and I still couldn’t quite compute as he dropped to one knee, looking up at me.


‘Maddie,’ he said earnestly, ‘in the two years we’ve been together, I’ve fallen more and more in love with you every day.’


I glanced nervously around. A few people had stopped ogling the view and were now staring unashamedly at the two of us, nudging each other with voyeuristic interest. I looked at Nick and only Nick, focusing on his blond hair with a hint of a curl (and more than a hint of grey, which I didn’t mind at all) and his kind eyes and his city boy shirt and his private-school accent that I found sexier than I’d thought I would. He was lovely and he was presumably, unless I’d got it completely wrong, about to tell me that he wanted to spend the rest of his life with me.


Nick took my left hand in his clammy right one and squeezed it. ‘Will you marry me, Maddie?’ he asked, looking up at me hopefully.


I laughed, out of embarrassment and shock and a million other things. ‘Are you serious?’ I spluttered.


If this was a joke, I’d kill him.


‘Yes,’ he said softly. ‘Would you please do me the honour of becoming my wife?’


I bit my lip, hesitating. I wasn’t sure why. It was a bit overwhelming, I supposed. And it felt like the entire population of the viewing platform was waiting for my answer.


‘Is it a yes?’ he prompted, doubt crossing his face for a second.


‘Yes,’ I heard myself saying at last, not wanting to keep him hanging. ‘It’s a yes.’


And then a huge cheer broke out and a few people raised their plastic flutes in our direction and Nick stood up, kissed me hard on the mouth and slid the biggest diamond I’d ever seen onto the ring finger of my left hand. Then he picked me up and spun me around, holding me so tightly I could barely breathe.


‘You’ve just made me the happiest man alive!’ he said.


I laughed, begging him to put me down. ‘Nick! Stop, please!’


He placed me carefully back on the ground and I held on to the fence for support. It was like he couldn’t stop smiling and, in response, neither could I. My God. I was going to have an actual husband, which sounded weird now, but presumably I’d get used to it. I was going to have a wedding to plan. A dress to buy. Bridesmaids to choose. A life to lead with someone.


‘Does this mean I get to meet your elusive family at last?’ I teased, breathless from all the spinning.


A beaming Nick ran his thumb across my cheek.


‘Absolutely. How does five days in Florence next month sound?’






Chapter One


Four Weeks Later


Florence was even more beautiful than I’d imagined, I realised, as our taxi navigated the narrow streets, its wheels bumping expertly over the cobbles. Compared to London, everything looked perfectly polished and squeaky clean, and people weren’t rushing around barging into anyone who dared to get in their way like they tended to at home. There weren’t even any crowds scrabbling for a look at one of the famous sights like there were in Rome (which I’d visited for all of a day on a work trip once – I hadn’t been able to get close to the Trevi Fountain, for example, which had been surrounded by a twenty-deep crescent of camera-wielding tourists). The pace was slow and the sun was out, which was a bonus in April. And, oh, there was just the small matter of every single building looking like it would have been a palace in a former life.


The driver braked gently and pulled in next to the kerb.


‘Here we go,’ said Nick. ‘This must be us.’


I wound down the window even further, poking my head out and looking up at the Palazzo Continentale which was quite possibly the grandest hotel I’d ever seen in my life. Well, perhaps not ever seen. I mean, I’d walked past Claridge’s loads and had once had afternoon tea at The Savoy (reluctantly, to celebrate my dad and stepmum’s twentieth wedding anniversary. As if the fact my dad had left my mum and married somebody else was cause for celebration), but it was definitely, hands down, going to be the poshest place I’d ever actually stayed in. It had flagpoles hanging over the door and everything! And a doorman in a smart uniform with shiny gold buttons, and a designer boutique on the ground floor, in case you suddenly thought: oh, I know, I need a Versace dress for that party tonight, let me pop down to the hotel shop.


Nick flung open his door, got out and then marched around to open my door for me. Ever the gentleman, which was impressive given that he must feel as knackered from the journey as I was. I was desperately resisting the urge to say I told you so. Nobody but him had ever thought that catching the train from London to Florence was a good idea. It had taken us over twenty-four hours, with a change in Paris and then an overnight stay in Turin. Twenty-four hours! We’d got the 10 a.m. train out to Florence this morning and it was a relief to finally be here. I refused to let myself think about the fact that I had to make the same horrendous journey home. I wondered if I could persuade Nick that I simply had to get back to London as a matter of extreme urgency and would therefore need to book myself a flight.


Nick, who seemed uncharacteristically distracted, was flicking through his phone while the poor taxi driver, who wasn’t exactly young and spritely, struggled to drag our suitcases out of his boot. I gave Nick a look, and when that had no effect, I stepped in to help the man myself.


‘Here, let me,’ I said, taking my suitcase from him and dropping it hard onto the pavement.


Damn, that wasn’t the best idea. I was pretty sure that as I’d got it for half-price in the Argos sale, it was unlikely to survive such maltreatment. And it looked tiny next to Nick’s, which I suspected meant that he knew something I didn’t. Why hadn’t he said anything about the calibre of hotel we’d be staying in? My wardrobe choices were clearly going to be all kinds of wrong.


‘You could have warned me it was this swanky,’ I said to Nick, who was still scrolling manically, seemingly unaware that the taxi driver was waiting to be paid.


‘My mother booked it,’ he said, not even looking up. ‘She was hardly going to book us into a Premier Inn, was she?’


I got my purse out of my bag, genuinely confused. ‘What’s so wrong with a Premier Inn?’


Nick didn’t answer – too busy tapping a message into his phone.


‘Everything all right?’ I asked.


Nick sighed. ‘It’s my mother. Wondering where we are.’


‘Oh, right,’ I said.


It wasn’t like him to stress over anything, except maybe work. Anyway we’d be seeing her in less than half an hour, once we’d dumped our stuff in our room and freshened up.


‘How much is that, please?’ I asked the driver.


‘Twenty euro.’


Twenty euros for a journey that had taken all of ten minutes?! I handed him a note, and then another five as a tip. I supposed the extortionate prices weren’t his fault. I had been warned that Florence wasn’t the cheapest.


‘Right, then,’ I said to Nick. ‘Looks like reception’s this way.’


He made a show of putting his phone away and then sprang to attention, ushering me in the direction of the revolving doors.


‘After you, m’lady,’ joked Nick.


The doorman helped us through the door and I thanked him as I dragged my suitcase through to the lobby as elegantly as I could manage given the half-shredded wheels, which didn’t glide as easily over the plush carpet as Nick’s luxury case seemed to. My jaw literally dropped as I looked around at my surroundings. I couldn’t believe this was going to be my home for the next five days! I mean, I loved hotels and, thanks to my job on a TV travel channel, I’d stayed in quite a few of them, but they were never, ever anything like this. It was like I imagined the interior of The Ritz to be, except smaller and cosier and more Italian (in other words, absolutely nothing like The Ritz).


I closed my mouth, thinking I should probably make some attempt to play it cool. To act like this wasn’t so far out of my comfort zone that it would be funny if it wasn’t also slightly terrifying. What did this say about Nick’s family? I mean, I’d picked up that they had money, but this was another level plush.


As we headed over to the front desk, I noticed a pianist playing in the corner. His dinner-jacket-clad back was hunched dramatically over the keys as he played what I thought might have been Vivaldi, although I was definitely not a classical music buff, so it was just a guess. Vivaldi was Italian, though, wasn’t he, so that would make sense?


When I looked up at the ceiling, I spotted a huge crystal chandelier that was about the same size as the studio flat I’d lived in before I’d moved in with Nick.


‘Imagine if that dropped on your head,’ I said, wincing at the thought.


‘Trust you to come up with the worst-case scenario,’ laughed Nick, directing me over to reception, where two women wearing chic racing green uniforms were doing an excellent job of pretending that they were excited to see us.


‘Good afternoon, sir,’ said one in a thick, Italian accent. ‘And to you, madam! I trust you had a very good journey?’


Not really was on the tip of my tongue.


Close up, their make-up was immaculate (I always felt the same way about air stewardesses) and I immediately wished I’d reapplied mine at the train station before we got in the taxi. Anyway, it didn’t matter because soon I’d be able to get up to our room and make myself look vaguely presentable to meet Nick’s parents for the first time. After all, they were going to be my in-laws – I wanted them to love me as much as I hoped I would grow to love them. I was excited about the prospect of having a whole new family to get to know, one which was, presumably, much more stable than my own. Nick’s parents had been married for forty-five years for a start, which was why we were all here in the first place.


Nick checked us in and when the receptionist slipped the invoice across the desk, I noticed it came to a total of just over three thousand euros, which she explained we wouldn’t need to pay for now, but that she’d need to take Nick’s credit card details for security reasons.


I tapped Nick on the shoulder, wide-eyed. ‘How much?’ I mouthed.


He looked confused. ‘What do you mean?’


My mouth open and shut as though I was gasping for air. ‘That’s, like, half our wedding fund!’


‘My parents are covering the bill,’ he said, giving me a weird look, as though this was obvious.


He definitely had not mentioned anything about his parents forking out for our room.


‘What, the whole thing?’ I clarified.


‘Yes. Can we talk about this later?’


He turned back to the receptionist, all smiles.


I often wondered, with hotels like this, what constituted a room costing five hundred pounds a night as opposed to a much more reasonable two hundred? Two fifty at a push, for a city-centre place? Perhaps all would be revealed. Also, I was starting to realise that Nick was from a more privileged background than I’d thought. Still, I didn’t suppose it would make any difference – if Nick’s family were anything like him, I was going to love them.


I watched as the receptionist directed Nick to the lifts; our room was on the fourth floor, apparently, with a view of the city’s rooftops and the Duomo, she told us with enthusiasm. This was exciting. I’d already decided that, in the morning, I was going to wake up and throw open the windows and breathe in the Florentine air, channelling Helena Bonham Carter in A Room With A View.


‘Thanks, but we’re heading into the restaurant first,’ I heard Nick say. ‘Can you have our suitcases taken up to our room?’


‘No problem, sir,’ trilled the receptionist, calling over a porter with a flick of her wrist and barking orders at him in (I thought unnecessarily) aggressive-sounding Italian.


‘Um, what are you doing?’ I said to Nick brightly.


‘We’re going straight in to meet Mum and Dad. They’re waiting for us.’


I took a moment to gather my thoughts, hoping that I could air my dissatisfaction with this plan in a calm and reasonable manner.


‘But I look a complete mess!’ I screeched, failing dismally.


Seriously, though! I looked down at my faded jeans and my black T-shirt and my faux-suede ankle boots that were scuffed at the toe already even though I’d only bought them a couple of weeks ago (I was terrible at keeping footwear looking nice, probably because I only had about two pairs on rotation at any one time). How on earth was I going to make a decent first impression looking like this?


‘You look beautiful, Maddie. You always do,’ said Nick, running his hand reassuringly down my arm. ‘Come on, let’s go and say hello.’


He headed purposefully towards the restaurant and I leapt into action, grabbing his arm.


‘No, Nick, honestly. I can’t meet your parents in this state. At least let me put some product in my hair and shove a bit of lipstick on.’


Nick sighed. ‘The thing is, we’ve already missed lunch. And my mum hates being kept waiting. I can tell by her text that she’s not happy with us.’


‘Us? There’s no “us” about it,’ I argued. ‘You do know that if we’d flown to Italy like everyone else, we could have been here last night?’


Nick groaned. ‘Not this again, Mads?’


‘I still don’t get how you managed to fly to Chicago for work. I didn’t see you insisting you’d have to sail across the Atlantic,’ I said, aware that bringing all of this up moments before we were about to meet his parents was probably the worst idea I’d ever had. It’s just that this was a big moment for me and I felt put out about being dropped in it like this!


Nick pinched the top of his nose. ‘I had to borrow a Xanax, as you well know.’


‘OK. I get how hard it is for you. But couldn’t you have taken a Xanax this time?’


‘Where’s your sense of adventure? I thought you were a seasoned traveller. I’ve got no idea why you’re getting so wound up about a little train journey.’


‘I wouldn’t call twenty-four hours little!’


I caught the eye of the receptionist, who was observing us with interest and also slight disgust. Perhaps the quiet lobby of Florence’s most upmarket hotel wasn’t the best place for a row, but I had all this pent-up frustration at Nick’s refusal to fly and the fact we’d barely left the country together since we’d met. We’d travelled the length and breadth of the UK, which had been fine at first, because I’d enjoyed going anywhere with him in those first few months, but after a while, one rugged, pebbled, rain-soaked beach started to look much the same as the next. I’d tried to be understanding, I really had, but the problem was, I loved travelling and, by default, that meant I loved flying, too, and now I rarely got to do either unless I was on a work trip.


Realising I was fighting a losing battle, I touched my hair, trying to neaten it up, hoping it hadn’t gone frizzy but assuming it probably had because, well, that was how my hair rolled. There was nothing I could do about my clothes or my make-up, since my suitcase was currently being whisked efficiently up to our room on a silver trolley with a plethora of other luggage, most of which, I’d noticed, was Louis Vuitton. I was just going to have to brazen this out. Perhaps Nick’s family wouldn’t even notice what I was wearing. They were probably very nice and laid-back, with a sort of ‘anything goes’ attitude to clothing and I was worrying for nothing.


‘Let’s go,’ said Nick, holding out his hand. ‘You can change in a bit, once we’ve said hello.’


‘Thanks for your permission,’ I replied, reluctantly linking my fingers through his.


We walked into the restaurant together. A wave of nausea swept over me as I scanned the room, wondering which table housed the people whose family I was about to become a part of. I thought it might be the sweet, older couple in the corner who were chatting happily away as they sipped espressos, but then there was a chorus of cheers and multiple counts of ‘over here, darling!’ from a different direction.


My head turned. A group of ridiculously glamorous people were sitting at a table scattered with already demolished glasses of wine and bread baskets full of crumbs and not much else and they were all staring in our direction.


Nick whispered in my ear, ‘I love you. And so will they.’


I smiled tightly at him, wishing I felt half as confident. I could tell by the way these people commanded the room that they were nothing like my family.


Nick nudged me towards them and I concentrated on looking pleased to see them and not falling over and on not letting my self-esteem shatter into a million pieces when I saw how dressed up they all were (designer labels, by the looks of it). Only Nick’s daughter, Daisy, looked vaguely casual and was wearing the quintessential teenager’s uniform of high-waisted shorts and white crop top that only looked flattering on pre-pubescents.


‘Mummy!’ exclaimed Nick, launching himself at a woman in her early seventies with silver walnut-whip hair and a huge brooch pinned to her emerald green blouse that I reckoned was real sapphire and diamonds. Not that I was a gemstone expert, but she didn’t seem the costume jewellery type.


Also, ‘Mummy’? Really?


‘Darling!’ crooned Nick’s mum as they rocked back and forth in an embrace that seemed to go on at least thirty seconds too long.


Eventually, he beamed around at me. ‘Mummy, I’d love you to meet my fiancée, Maddie. Maddie, meet my mother, Rosamund.’


I stepped forward with the same tense, highly charged sensations flooding through my body that I might experience if I was being introduced to the King. How to act? What to say? To curtsey or not to curtsey (I mean, obviously not, but I suspected Rosamund would probably quite like it if I did)?


Out of the corner of my eye, I could see an exquisitely dressed woman in tan trousers and a black cashmere jumper that probably cost more than I made in a week looking me up and down with a hint of a smirk on her face. I wasn’t sure who she was. Nick’s sister, possibly, although I didn’t think she’d been able to make it in the end?


‘Lovely to meet you, Rosamund,’ I said, going for the handshake option. Despite her weirdly intense clinch with Nick, Rosamund didn’t look like a hugger. I pumped her wrist up and down in a manner which I hoped exuded poise and self-assurance – if I wasn’t feeling it, I was clearly going to have to fake it.


‘Maddie. How lovely to meet you. We’ve heard so much about you, haven’t we, Peter?’ she said, turning to the man next to her who hadn’t bothered to stand up and was presumably Nick’s dad. He was wearing a tweed jacket that looked as old as he was.


‘Indeed,’ said Peter, who had his napkin tucked into the collar of his shirt and seemed a little confused about who I actually was. ‘Absolutely.’


‘I hope we haven’t interrupted your meal?’ I said, taking in the carnage on the table.


‘You’re much too late for that, I’m afraid,’ said Rosamund, giving Nick a pointed stare.


‘Oh don’t give them a hard time, Ros,’ said the tan-trousered goddess, getting up and circumnavigating the table to give me an awkward, socially distanced embrace. It was like the hugging equivalent of an air kiss. Had I just coined the phrase ‘air hug’? ‘I’m Sophia,’ she announced dramatically, elongating her vowels to perfection. ‘Nick’s ex-wife.’


I swallowed hard, letting myself hope for a second that I’d misheard. Because why on earth would Nick’s ex-wife be here? And if I hadn’t imagined it and this stunning woman was in fact his ex, why hadn’t he warned me?


I smiled at Sophia as authentically as I could manage and then glared at Nick, hoping to telepathically convey that this was not OK. This was not OK at all.


Nick was completely oblivious, of course, and continued his overenthusiastic greetings with aplomb, launching himself at Daisy, his fourteen-year-old daughter who I’d actually met once before. She’d been staying with Nick for a couple of weeks over the summer holidays last year and he’d thought that it would be a brilliant idea for us to meet, ensuing in a disastrous trip to the theatre where Daisy had barely said a word to me all night, had glowered through the entire performance (an admittedly very pretentious take on Hamlet) and then had refused point-blank to let me sit in the front seat on the drive home.


‘Nice to see you again, Daisy,’ I said.


She grunted a hello and wiggled her fingers in my direction. I supposed that was a start. Now that Nick and I were engaged, it felt even more important that we got along. I had several missions for this weekend (making Rosamund like me suddenly seemed even more daunting than I’d built it up to be), and one of them was to get off on a better foot with Daisy. She resented me for marrying her dad, I got that – divorce was never easy on the kids, I knew that better than anyone. But I had to win her over and this trip could be the perfect time to start.


As I saw Sophia say something out of the side of her mouth to Rosamund, I began to feel the familiar prickle of self-doubt. Were they wondering what Nick was thinking, getting engaged to somebody who was clearly ‘not one of them’? Were they the sort of people who would deem me not properly English because I was of mixed heritage and my dad was from St Lucia? I started imagining all the ways in which they could think I wasn’t good enough for Nick and my stomach swirled with anxiety.


I twisted my engagement ring back and forth on my finger again, reminding myself that Nick thought I was good enough and that that was all that mattered. Not that he was my favourite person right now, by any means – he could have let me smarten myself up before bringing me to face this firing squad of family members, who were looking at me as though I was some kind of alien. And he didn’t want to get me started on the fact his ex was here!


‘Can I go out for a walk?’ Daisy asked her mum in the same whiny tone I remembered from the ill-fated theatre trip.


‘No, you can’t, because you don’t know Florence and, knowing you, you’ll get lost,’ snapped Sophia.


Daisy rolled her eyes. ‘Mum, I live in London. I’m sure I can find my way around a city that’s basically about a tenth of the size.’


‘Italian men are very sleazy, you know,’ piped up Peter, who didn’t seem to care that he was loudly spouting unfair cultural generalisations when there were potentially quite a lot of Italian men within earshot. ‘They’ll be fawning all over you the second you step outside the hotel doors.’


‘Don’t encourage her, Peter, she’d probably quite like that,’ said Sophia.


I felt for Daisy in that moment – no wonder she was always miserable if she had to put up with passive-aggressive comments like that twenty-four/seven. Sophia had custody of Daisy, but from what I could gather, they clashed constantly. Nick hadn’t told me much about his marriage to Sophia, except that it had lasted seven years and that he’d been unhappy for most of it and that it had been nasty for a while, at the end. I hadn’t pushed him further at the time, but now I wished I had. What had drawn him to me, I wondered, given that I was possibly the polar opposite of the elegant, blonde, immaculately groomed Sophia? Or was that precisely it – that he’d been so damaged by whatever had happened between the two of them that he’d actively gone out looking for someone who was nothing like her? Although judging by the fact she was here on the trip, she was clearly still very much a part of the family in a way that I was already beginning to worry I’d never be.


‘You haven’t been to Florence before either, have you, Maddie?’ piped up Rosamund, just as I was about to flag down a waiter and order myself a desperately needed large glass of wine. ‘Would it be too much to ask for you to take Daisy out for a little stroll? It’ll be a good chance for you both to get your bearings.’


I mean, since I’d just been travelling for twenty-four hours and hadn’t even seen my room yet, going for a stroll wasn’t exactly top of my agenda.


‘Oh good idea,’ said Nick, traitor that he was. ‘You can acclimatise to Florence, Mads. She’s never even been to Italy,’ he explained to the table, who all laughed. Loudly. As though the concept was hilarious.


‘That’s not true, actually. I’ve been to Rome and Naples,’ I protested.


‘Work trips don’t count,’ said Nick.


The whole table snickered in agreement.


I wanted to add that I may not have spent my summers in Italy like this lot, but I had been to Vietnam and Costa Rica, places they’d probably only read about in the Sunday Times travel supplement. Then again, if there wasn’t a private beach club or a golf course, they probably wouldn’t be interested.


‘I should probably unpack first,’ I said, eyeballing Nick.


‘You can do that when you get back, darling,’ he replied, settling in next to Rosamund and pouring himself a glass of very attractive-looking alcohol.


‘Well, then,’ announced Rosamund, patting Nick’s knee, ‘let’s get some champagne in to celebrate your arrival.’


‘And your anniversary,’ crooned Nick.


Stalling for time, I pounced on the chance to engage Rosamund in conversation. That way, hopefully they’d forget about this ‘stroll’ altogether, or at least I might have time to down a glass of wine before I set off. ‘I hear you’ve been married for forty-five years,’ I said, a stab of jealousy pricking my stomach quite unexpectedly.


I felt that, sometimes, and it was irrational because, for all I knew, it could have been forty-five massively unhappy years. But it still hurt that my parents had only given it eight years before acrimoniously calling it a day. I wondered, often, what would have happened if they’d tried a bit harder to make it work. Whether they’d considered, even for a moment, staying together for my sake.


‘Congratulations!’ I said, hoping Rosamund hadn’t noticed that my expression had slipped, just for a second or two. ‘What an achievement!’


Rosamund nodded, the trace of a smile on her alabaster face. For some reason, I was fascinated by her hair, which was swept starkly back from the hairline, reminding me of paintings I’d seen of Mary Queen of Scots.


‘That’s very kind of you,’ she said to me.


‘I hope Daddy bought you something nice?’ said Nick, winking at Peter.


Daddy, now?


‘All will be revealed, my boy, all will be revealed,’ said Peter, clumsily tapping the side of his nose.


‘Waiter!’ squawked Rosamund to a man who was carrying three very heavy-looking plates and was clearly on his way to another table. ‘Can we get a bottle of your most expensive champagne?’


I wanted to go on the walk even less now, because I really wanted to try this ‘most expensive champagne’, which probably cost about a grand a bottle. It was that kind of place. What would such a drink even taste like? Then again, I didn’t want to get roped into having to split the bill.


‘Our suitcases will be in the room by now, sweetie,’ said Nick casually. ‘You can pop up and get changed if you like. Daisy, wait for Maddie in the lobby, will you?’


Say no, I thought to myself. Say no, that you will not be going for a walk right at this moment. That you fancy a drink first and then maybe you might. Do not let these people boss you around as though you are a member of their household staff. Stand your ground, Maddie!


‘Um, sure. OK,’ I said, pathetic people-pleaser that I was.






Chapter Two


I consulted the map the hotel had given me, wondering which of the city’s attractions was generating the slow-moving queue Daisy and I were deciding whether or not to join.


‘I think it’s the Galleria dell’Accademia,’ I said, squinting up at the white building in front of us and then back at the map. ‘And if it is, it’s got Michelangelo’s David inside, which explains the crowds.’


Daisy pushed her sunglasses onto her head, looking up at it, too. ‘What, that’s what they’re all waiting for? To look at some ancient piece of marble?’


I laughed, softly. ‘Aren’t you into sculpture?’


Daisy shrugged. ‘Not really.’


The queue moved forward. I wondered whether seeing David was worth the hype.


‘I thought your dad said you were doing GCSE art?’ I said.


He’d said she was really in to it. A ‘total creative’ was how he’d described her. I’d thought that maybe it could be something for us to bond over. I’d loved art at school, too, although I’d never been good enough to take it any further. The reality of the work I produced had never been as good as it had seemed in my head, which was something I’d noticed about my life in general.


Daisy nodded. ‘I am. But I prefer painting.’


‘Me too, I think,’ I said, looking up at the perfect, bright blue sky and slipping off my cardigan so that I could feel the late-afternoon sun on my arms. Somewhere in the distance, a street performer was playing something rousing and romantic on the violin. When I breathed in, I could smell burnt sugar.


‘He’s gutted that I’m not into something more useful,’ Daisy remarked. ‘Like maths or chemistry, or something.’


‘I’m sure that’s not true,’ I replied. Nick had never given me the impression he cared what Daisy was or wasn’t studying. Sophia seemed to be the one in charge of all the school-related stuff. Daisy was at one of the North London private schools, of course. I was pretty sure she’d do well whatever she chose to study for GCSE. ‘He said he’s going to book us both a guided tour of the Uffizi Gallery. He thinks you’d be really into it.’


‘Do we have to?’ complained Daisy. ‘I like painting myself, not looking at other people’s in a stuffy old gallery.’


I sighed inwardly. ‘You’d better talk to him about it.’


I gave up on the idea of going into the Galleria, not prepared to queue for hours to see the statue if Daisy wasn’t that enthusiastic about it. Perhaps we’d find something else to do and I’d come back on my own.


‘Fancy a gelato?’ I asked, determined to find some common ground. I’d have to use a different tactic, and food seemed as good a place as any to start. I was going to be her stepmother after all (a mortifying thought, if I was honest). And everyone loved ice cream, didn’t they?


‘I suppose,’ huffed Daisy. ‘How many calories does it have, though?’


I looked at Daisy with her long, slim limbs and her minute waist and felt quite sad about the fact she clearly wasn’t confident about the way she looked. She reminded me of my half-sisters, who were just as obsessed with their weight. Nick reckoned Daisy’s constant worrying about food was just a phase, and that her hormones were ‘going haywire’, as he’d put it. Mind you, I didn’t think Nick could deal with emotional outbursts of any kind. On the odd occasion I’d lost it and had had a meltdown in front of him, I’d caught him looking at me with a mixture of utter contempt and blind panic.


‘You’re on holiday, Daisy. Treat yourself. Plus you look great – you don’t need to worry about putting on weight.’


I bought us both a gelato – Daisy had spent absolutely ages looking at the menu and I’d watched her mind ticking over, as if she was trying to work out which flavour was the least calorific. She went for black cherry in the end and I had pistachio, a decision that for me had taken, oh, about five seconds to make.


Cones in hand, we wandered in the vague direction of the Duomo. I hadn’t seen it close up yet, but you seemed to be able to spot it poking out above the rooftops wherever you were in the city. I breathed in the scent of Florence, which was warm and sweet with a punch of something floral. I wanted to stay here for ever, wafting around its narrow streets like a modern-day Lucy Honeychurch.


‘Shall we take a slow walk back to the hotel?’ I suggested.


Daisy looked less than enthusiastic. ‘If you want.’


I took a huge mouthful of my gelato, wanting to finish it before we got back. Somehow eating a messy ice cream in the street in the middle of the day seemed like something Rosamund would disapprove of.


‘Oh my God,’ I groaned. ‘This is literally the most amazing thing I’ve ever tasted.’


Daisy tutted. ‘Do you have to be so loud about it?’ she said, strutting off ahead.


I’d said the wrong thing again. Or had just been uncool, which came as no surprise to me. As I watched Daisy walk about two metres ahead of me, bubbling away inside of me were doubts about how I was going to navigate the next five days.


Although I’d had time to change into a floral sun dress, flat sandals and my favourite oversized cardigan, I was desperate to get back to the hotel so I could trawl through the contents of my suitcase and work out what the hell I was going to wear for dinner that night. It was my chance to make a better impression. To show Nick’s family that I wasn’t just some shabby girl he had picked up in a bar, but a professional, confident, relatively successful woman. Then again, how was I supposed to compete with the likes of Sophia, who I suspected would look good in an actual plastic bin bag? Not that she would be seen dead in anything that hadn’t cost a small fortune, I imagined. I bet she didn’t have a wardrobe full of H&M sale items and Topshop pieces from – no word of a lie – about fifteen years ago.


I followed Daisy up an achingly pretty street which I thought would take us in the general direction of the hotel – if I wasn’t trying to keep up with her, I would have stopped to look at the market to my left. A particularly enticing stall had fake designer handbags on display.


‘Hold on, Daisy!’ I called after her. ‘Don’t walk too far ahead.’


She scowled at me over her shoulder and slowed her pace a miniscule amount. I was about to run to catch her up when my phone rang. I picked up without thinking.


‘Maddie! Good, you answered. I thought I might have to email you.’


Fuck. If I’d clocked it was Tim calling, I’d have let it go to voicemail. What did he want?


‘How’s Florence?’ he asked faux-casually.


‘I’ve only just got here,’ I said, keen to remind him that I was officially on annual leave and that being my boss didn’t give him the right to contact me whenever he felt like it.


Just because I worked in TV and because, according to Tim, ‘thousands of people’ would kill for my job (doubtful), it didn’t mean I had to be on call twenty-four/seven. Yes, I often had to work late, or do long hours if I was away on a shoot. I got it, and that was fine. But we worked on a low-budget travel channel, it wasn’t like we were making cutting-edge documentaries here. If I wanted a few days off, I should be able to take them.


‘I wanted to remind you to pick up some generic Florence footage,’ said Tim, in the breezy tone he adopted whenever he was asking me to do something that deep down he knew was completely unreasonable. ‘It saves us doing a separate trip and we can use it to tease City Break Week.’


Was he seriously expecting me to work while I was on holiday? For free? Perhaps I should threaten to call HR (although both Tim and I knew I would never do any such thing).


‘I’m not sure I’ll have time,’ I told him. ‘Nick’s family have put together quite a full itinerary. And this is, as you know, my annual leave …’


‘I’m sure you can negotiate an hour here and there to do some filming, Maddie. Going above and beyond is part of this job, I’m afraid. I haven’t had a proper holiday for years,’ he said.


Which was a blatant lie.


‘New York didn’t count then?’ I asked.


I didn’t usually answer back because, well, you know – I needed my job. But, seriously, did he have selective memory syndrome?


‘That was a … family emergency,’ replied Tim.


It wasn’t. I’d seen pictures of him on a rowing boat in Central Park having a whale of a time.


I checked that Daisy was still in sight and was pleased to note she had stopped to take a photo of a pretty church. This was promising – perhaps she was taking a bit of interest in Florence after all. We could bond over being first-time visitors to the city.


‘Look, I’ll see what I can do,’ I said, trying to fob him off.


‘You do that. Keep me posted, yeah?’


I ended the call and threw my phone into the depths of my bag so that I wouldn’t hear it ring even if he did call back. I wanted Tim out of sight and out of mind, which was surely the point of taking a holiday from work. And if Tim had been nicer, if I felt like the company appreciated all my hard work, I might have been more inclined to be amenable. After all, the thought of spending an hour or two on my own shooting pretty footage of the Arno was actually quite appealing. But I was dispensable as far as Holiday Shop were concerned, I knew I was. I’d been stuck in the same assistant producer position for a while now and had been overlooked for promotion more times than I could mention. I thought that maybe it was because I didn’t big myself up enough, like some of the other assistant producers, and because I was never the loudest in the room. People didn’t seem to notice the good work I was doing. And that had been OK for a while, flying under the radar, so to speak, which had basically been my technique for getting through adolescence. My time had been split between my mum, who was preoccupied with her new twin babies (my now-teenaged half-sisters), and my dad, who had been so under the thumb of his new wife/ex-mistress, Sharon, that my visits there had felt increasingly awkward as time went on. But deep down, I had this desperate desire to succeed. To be noticed. To be excellent at something and applauded for it. I wanted to be revered for my work, my creativity, my passion, not for my ‘hilarious’ banter in office meetings or for my excellent sucking-up skills.
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