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Chapter One

Out of the corner of my eye, I see William’s face crease in pain. I look up from my Harlan Coben novel which has, up until now, been keeping me gripped. ‘Will? What’s wrong?’

‘Funny pain,’ my husband says tightly as he rubs at his chest.

‘Indigestion,’ is my diagnosis. ‘Your toast was burned this morning. And you ate it in three mouthfuls. That’ll always do it.’

I sip my take-away latte that I grabbed at the entrance to the station. This morning, the time to eat breakfast eluded me. The rush-hour Tube is packed, as usual. Damp bodies crush together, everyone steaming gently due to the heavy rain out on the street. It’s a filthy day out there even though summer is just around the corner and, for once, I’m glad to be squashed on the Underground, pressed up against my husband. I move closer to him and we sway with the movement of the train which is rattling along apace. I’m struggling to hold my book high enough or steady enough to read it, so I abandon it and juggle my coffee into my other hand in an attempt to take another sip.

William rubs at his shoulder and down his arm, muttering to himself as he does so. Beads of sweat form on his forehead and his face has gone pale.

‘Are you all right?’

‘Hot,’ he gasps. ‘Very hot.’ His fingers fumble with his tie, loosening it, and he lets out a wobbly breath.

‘We’ve only one more stop,’ I say. He could probably do with sitting down for a minute, but no one is likely to give up their seat for him. My husband looks clammy and is sweating profusely. ‘You’ll feel better when you’re out in the fresh air.’

I brush his thick, dark hair from his forehead and blow a cool breath on it through pursed lips. Must nag him to get a haircut this weekend – it’s long overdue. We’ve both been so manic that it’s simply slipped off the grid. ‘Have you got a busy morning?’

William nods. Silly question, really. We’re always busy. Last night we were both out late at cocktail parties. It was gone midnight when we fell into bed, too tired for anything more strenuous than a cursory peck on the cheek. I don’t think that Will’s been home before eleven o’clock all week and we’re fast approaching the age where you can only do that so many times in a row without it having a detrimental effect. It would have been lovely to have had a lie-in this morning, but it wasn’t to be.

My husband and I work together at the British Television Company. I’m Amy Ashurst, the Executive Producer of a popular sports quiz programme – imaginatively named Sports Quiz – that’s been running for years. I have a formidable reputation that I don’t think I deserve. I’m a pussy cat really, I just have high standards. I adore my work and the buzz around such a successful programme and would probably do it for free if they didn’t pay me handsomely for it.

William is Head of Comedy Development and works with a lot of the up-and-coming comedians to provide showcase programmes for them. He’s the life and soul of the party and is responsible for giving breaks to some of the biggest names in entertainment on the small screen today. He doesn’t like to brag, but you’d know them all.

There are advantages and disadvantages of working together – although we hardly see each other during the day unless we manage to snatch a rare lunch together in the staff canteen. The difficulty is in the evenings when neither of us can switch off our BTC heads and all we talk about is work. But, as I said, we both love our jobs, so that’s no great hardship.

‘Try to grab a cup of tea and take five before you launch into the day.’ I squeeze his arm. William’s never ill. He’s a complete fitness freak and runs every day, hail, rain or shine. Not like me who has to be coaxed to the gym once a year. My husband has the constitution of an ox and will declare it to anyone prepared to listen.

‘Yes.’ His face has an odd waxen look.

‘Do you want a sip of this?’ I offer my latte, but he shakes his head.

It’s about time we had a holiday, I think. We’ve both been so stretched, with one thing and another, that we haven’t had a proper break for ages. Perhaps Will has been working too hard. Maybe I’ll have a look at my diary when I get into the office, see if we can squeeze something in.

‘You do look a bit peaky,’ I tell him, frowning with concern. With that he sags forward and my book and my coffee fall to the floor as I try to catch him. ‘William?’

Alarmed commuters step backwards, forming a small circle of space around him. My husband drops to his knees, clutching at his chest and gasping.

‘Help me!’ I shout, panicking, my eyes scanning the crowd. ‘Help me! Is there a doctor in here?’

Everyone looks at me blankly. Fear grips my stomach. I don’t know what to do. What can I do? ‘William.William.’ My husband’s fighting for breath.

‘I’m a nurse,’ a voice says, and a young man pushes his way forward to crouch down beside William, heedless of the spreading puddle of coffee at his feet.

The Tube pulls up at White City. ‘This is our stop,’ I say hurriedly.

‘Let’s get him off here.’

We haul William to the door and then half-carry him, shoulders under his arms, to the platform where we lay him down. He continues to gasp, his face turning the colour of putty.

‘It’s his heart,’ the nurse says, opening William’s coat and jacket.

His heart? I want to laugh. It can’t be. Will’s not yet forty-two. Doesn’t he know how fit my husband is? He’s thinking of doing the London Marathon again next year. William would be the last person in the world to have a heart-attack. He must have got it wrong.

‘We need an ambulance,’ the nurse barks at me. ‘Now.’

As I fumble for my mobile, I realise that it won’t work down here. I scan the platform, looking for a member of the station staff and then I break into a run, pushing through the commuters, searching for help while behind me Will lies unmoving on the platform.


Chapter Two

I pace the hospital room, hours later, still in a state of shock. Then I hear a noise from the bed behind me and I turn to see that my husband has stirred. My own heart contracts again as I stare at him. He looks like a snowman, his eyes like black coals that gaze at me from a too-white face. This man, who’s normally so strong and solid, looks as weak as a kitten. I can’t get used to seeing him like this. It’s just not right.

Going to the bed, I squeeze his hand, mindful of the tubes that enter the back of it. His chest is bared, his hospital gown open, and he’s wired up to a heart monitor that beeps steadily now – thank God. ‘You gave me quite a scare there, you silly sod.’

‘Scared myself too,’ William admits. His lips look dry and, as a reflex reaction, I wet my own. ‘I thought the Grim Reaper was knocking at the door.’

‘I know.’ For a while I’d thought that too.

William lets his eyes close again, momentarily. ‘Us Ashursts are renowned for our dodgy hearts, Amy.’ He tries a laugh. ‘Never thought it would bother me though. Assumed mine was as solid as a rock.’

‘It might not be your heart. The doctors say that they’re going to run all kinds of tests on you to see what caused it.’ My husband was whisked straight into hospital and given an initial assessment. They’ve told us that Will didn’t have a heart-attack, that it was simply pain that made him pass out. But we still don’t know what caused the pain in the first place. ‘You’ll be in for a few days yet. But you’re out of danger now.’ I stroke his hair.

‘The consultant asked if I was stressed.’

We both laugh tiredly at that. We’re in television. We juggle two careers, two children and a sprawling house. Of course Will’s stressed. We both are.

‘Have you phoned home?’ he wants to know.

‘I called Maya.’ Maya’s our Bulgarian nanny. She’s been with us for four years now and, frankly, I have no idea what I’d do without her. My life would fall apart in about ten minutes flat. She’s not only fantastic with the kids, but she cooks, cleans, shops, berates tradesmen on our behalf and, generally, assures that our lives run like a well-oiled machine. In return we pay her a king’s ransom, give her a top-of-the-range Audi to drive and constantly beg her not to find a nice man, settle down and have children of her own. ‘I’ve told her not to mention anything to the children yet. I’ll tell them myself when I get home.’

‘You’re not going into work today, surely?’

I raise my eyebrows. ‘Gav’s been on the phone already.’ Gavin Morrison – that’s my boss. He’s a BTC man through and through. The show must go on whatever’s happening in your personal life. He wouldn’t let a little thing like a suspected heart-attack stand in the way of his ratings war. Sick staff just don’t feature on his radar. ‘I rang in to say what had happened and that I’d be back tomorrow if all was well. We’re recording three shows back-to-back today. He’s begged me to go in just to make sure everything’s on track.’

‘Can no one else do it?’

I shrug. ‘You know what it’s like.’ We don’t have enough people to do the jobs that are required already.

Will puffs out his agreement. ‘Only too well.’

‘I’ve got so much to do.’

‘That’s nothing new.’

‘No.’

The host of Sports Quiz is an ex-footballer who now runs a hotel with fishing rights in Scotland and we have to make the most of him when he reluctantly tears himself away from his country pile and comes down to London to record the programme. He’s the ultimate professional and is a joy to work with, but it means a crazily busy day for everyone concerned – including me.

‘You look all in,’ my husband says. ‘It’s been a shock for you too. Why don’t you go straight home and put your feet up for the day? Tell them to stick it.’

Stick it? That’s not like Will at all.

‘Or you could jump in the bed next to me?’ he suggests.

Smiling, I tease, ‘There’s nothing much wrong with you.’

‘Bravado, I’m afraid,’ he admits with a sigh.

The thought of going home and putting my feet up for a couple of hours is very tempting, but how can I possibly leave Will like this? I do feel shaken, all sort of shivery and uncertain inside.

My phone rings again and I grab for it before the nurse hears it as I’m not supposed to have it on in here. It’s my boss again. ‘An hour,’ he pleads. ‘Just come in for an hour.’

If there’s any day that I really can’t afford to miss work, then it’s today. I chew at my lip. I know how pushed my staff will be without me. ‘I’ll do my best,’ I say. ‘But I can’t promise.’ Gavin will just have to put up with that. I hang up.

William catches me glancing at my watch. ‘Go on,’ he says with an unsteady exhalation of breath. ‘Go and give the good old BTC their pound of flesh. You know that Gavin won’t let you rest until you do.’

I’m torn with concern for my husband and concern that a dozen other people are depending on me. I called my assistant, Jocelyn, right away this morning to let her know the score and she’ll be holding the fort. And she’s great. But she’s not me. I’d hate for anything to go wrong while I’m not there. My boss wouldn’t have called if he wasn’t worried too. I check my watch again. If I rush, then I could just get there in time for the first recording. ‘I don’t want to leave you.’

‘There’s nothing much you can do here.’ My husband takes in his tubes and the array of wires attached to his chest. He appreciates the pressure of my job as his is exactly the same. ‘I’ll just go back to sleep. I’m very tired.’ I hear the catch in his voice.

I lay my head on his shoulder. ‘I hate to see you like this. Just a few days of being poked and prodded about and you’ll be as right as rain, I’m sure.’

He looks at me bleakly. ‘What if I’m not, Amy?’

I laugh at him softly. ‘You will be. Of course you will. You’re the fittest person I know. This is just a wobble. Nothing more.’ I run my thumb over his cheek and he catches my hand and squeezes it. ‘You’ll be fine. You’ll be back at work next week, terrifying all that young talent whose careers you hold in the palm of your hand,’ I joke.

Will’s gaze goes to the ceiling and I can tell that tears are forming which is so unlike him.

‘Close your eyes, darling,’ I tell him tenderly. ‘Get some sleep. The more you can rest, the better.’ I feel terrible for doing this, but I should pop into the studio. Just for a couple of hours, then I’ll come back. ‘I called into the office for you and everything’s under control.’

‘I had a dinner organised for tonight with Marty Moran.’ The new hot stuff on the comedy scene. ‘Can you make sure it’s rescheduled for next week?’

I nod. ‘Is there anything else I can do for you?’

Will takes my hand and kisses it. ‘Just keep loving me,’ he says.

‘Always,’ I assure him. Then he closes his eyes and I wait until his breathing relaxes and he’s asleep. Then, giving a last glance to check that his monitor is still beeping steadily and feeling as guilty as hell, I steal away.


Chapter Three

‘He works too hard,’ my assistant tells me. ‘You both do.’ ‘We love our jobs.’

‘You shouldn’t be here,’ Jocelyn chides, gripping her clipboard tighter as she moves out of my rightful place at the production desk. It seems as if none of the team expected me to turn up today, just my boss. ‘You should be at the hospital.’

‘I know. I know. Gavin phoned and begged me to come in.’

Jocelyn purses her lips. Her look says that he should have left me alone. Perhaps he should, but we’re all under pressure here.

‘Go back,’ she says.

‘I’m here now. Besides, I can’t do anything there,’ I insist. ‘Will was fast asleep when I left. That’s all he needs – some rest. He’s going to be fine. Really, he is. He’s as fit as a flea. They think it might just be stress or something.’ I try to console myself with the fact that my husband has a team of experts on hand to jump to attention should one of the myriad machines he’s attached to utter a single bleep in the wrong place.

‘This is a warning,’ Jocelyn continues, warming to her theme. ‘Look at the hours you both put it. It’s ridiculous. Perhaps you need to slow down.’

If Jocelyn is trying to make me feel old and inadequate then it’s not working. Both Will and I thrive on pressure. Or at least I thought we did.

I look out from the gallery. The studio audience are currently taking their seats ready for the warm-up comedian to work his magic on them. ‘Shall I send this lot away then?’ I wave my arm towards the crowd of people for my assistant’s benefit. ‘Just say I’m sorry, can’t do this today – other, more pressing things on my mind.’

Jocelyn scowls at me. The two opposing panels of famous sports people are currently enjoying the hospitality of the BTC in its most salubrious green room. My very next job is to check on them all. Make sure that they’re happy. Some of them enjoy their celebrity status more than others and we see our fair share of diva-like behaviour.

‘I can manage,’ Jocelyn says.

I’m sure she could. My assistant is a very ambitious woman and would love the chance to prove herself in my job. But Gavin made it very clear that it was me he wanted at the helm today and like a fool, here I am.

‘Good grief, Amy, people would understand. I know we all like to think that we’re irreplaceable, but we can cope without you for a few days. Your husband’s ill.’

‘He’s fine. The doctor said it was just a wobble. A minor wobble.’ The doctor didn’t actually say that, but I’m sure that’s what he really meant.

She huffs at me. Neither of us are ever ill. I can’t think of the last time either Will or I took a day off work due to sickness. Even if the kids are unwell, Maya deals with it. That’s how it has to be. Both Will and I are at the top of our tree – and we didn’t get here by taking a day off when we had a cold. We have to be single-minded and focused. William understands why I have to be here even if, in my heart of hearts, I’d rather be sitting next to his bedside watching him sleep, making sure that he really is all right. This place is in our blood. We don’t have any choice. We’re dedicated professionals. He’d be mortified if he thought I was letting people down because of him. That’s just how we are.

‘Let’s get on with it, shall we?’ I smooth back my hair. ‘The sooner we finish recording, the sooner I can get back to the hospital.’ Today I have to squash down all of my problems and get on with the job in hand. My stomach starts to clench with nerves as the clock ticks down, but that’s part of the buzz that I love. That’s what keeps me coming back for more. I might be a wife and mother, but I’m also Amy Ashurst, television producer and adrenaline junkie. That’s me too.


Chapter Four

We finally wrap the last of the three shows at about ten o’clock and I can leave for the night. All three programmes, apart from the usual minor retakes for fluffed lines, have gone without a hitch. Would that have happened if I hadn’t been here?

We do have nights where the guests forget to turn up, turn up two hours late or, even worse, turn up drunk – but thankfully, this wasn’t one of them. Despite being here physically, my mind wasn’t entirely on the job and I snatched a phone call to the hospital every time I could, just to make sure that Will was still okay. According to the nurses, he’s slept most of the day away, which I’m sure has done him the power of good. He’ll be back to his old self before we know it.

‘We’re all going to Bar Oscar,’ Jocelyn tells me. ‘Don’t suppose you’re coming?’

Shaking my head, I say, ‘Not tonight.’ Ordinarily, I wouldn’t miss a chance to socialise with my team. They’re a good bunch, fun to be with. We like to hit the hot spots together at least once a week. It’s one of the reasons we all work so well together. ‘I’m going straight back to see how Will is.’

‘Give him my love,’ my assistant says.

I make sure that I say my goodbyes to our star presenter and the guest athletes, then I phone a driver and get the car to take me to the hospital.

In the car on the way, I call Maya.

‘I put the children in bed at their usual time, Amy,’ she says. ‘I didn’t think that you’d want them to wait up for you.’

‘No, no, you did the right thing,’ I reassure her, pushing down a pang of longing for my babies. Tom is eight now and Jessica is six, but they’re still babies to me. Tom looks just like his daddy, sturdy and solid with a mop of thick, dark hair and midnight-blue eyes. He has his father’s competitive streak too and has to excel in everything he does. Jessica favours me – she’s slight, elfin-faced and her blue eyes are pale like mine though she seems too laid back to be one of my offspring and excels in absolutely nothing. ‘Are they both okay?’

‘They’re fine.’ Now it’s Maya’s turn to be reassuring.

‘I’ll see them in the morning.’ I feel guilty that once again I’ve missed their bedtime. They both love it when I’m home in time to read their stories to them, and Will and I try to work it that one of us is around every night of the week even though the co-ordinating of our diaries every Sunday night is a bit like a military operation. I wish I could spend more time with them. But then a paucity of time is the scourge of every working mum.

‘I’ve left your supper ready to be microwaved,’ Maya informs me.

‘Thank you,’ I say. ‘You are so good to us. I don’t know how I’d cope without you.’

‘How’s William?’

‘I’m just about to find out,’ I tell her. ‘Don’t wait up though.’ I know what she’s like, she’ll force herself to stay awake until I’m home just to make sure that I’m okay. ‘We’ll talk about it in the morning.’

‘Goodnight, Amy,’ she says and I hang up, so grateful that I have someone who watches my back.

The ward is in darkness when I arrive and a nurse scuttles out from behind the reception desk to meet me. I give her my name and she says, ‘I think that Mr Ashurst is asleep. I’ll check his room for you.’

‘I won’t wake him,’ I promise. ‘I only want to say goodnight.’ Actually, just looking at him would be enough. I’ve missed him so much today. Now that I’m not pumped up on my adrenaline high from work, my fears for his health flood back.

After a moment’s indecision, she takes me along to my husband’s room.

Will is asleep. His covers are thrown back as the room is unbearably hot and he likes a lot of fresh air in the room. Despite the stifling temperature, he’s still looking pale and vulnerable.

The nurse goes through a few cursory checks of the machinery that’s monitoring Will, then she creeps out and leaves me alone with my husband.

I stand and watch him, wanting to smooth away the slight frown on his forehead. I love this man so much. We met twelve years ago when I was just twenty-six, and I can quite easily say that they’ve been the happiest twelve years of my life. I’d been at the BTC since graduating, working my way steadily through the ranks, when Will – already a successful producer at the age of thirty – joined the corporation. We met at a Christmas drinks party for one of the programmes – bizarrely, a dating gameshow. I’d bought a new dress and killer heels as I wanted to dress to impress, make an arrival. The killer heels were so high that I tripped up as I walked into the party and turned my ankle. Will was on hand to break my fall. He got me a drink and put some ice in his handkerchief which relieved my bruised ankle if not my ego. We found a cosy corner where I could hide my shame and put my foot up and, left to our own devices, instead of working the room, we hit it off immediately. That was pretty much that. We dated for a few weeks, decided that we’d both found our soul-mate and would look no more. Then, without further ado, I moved lock, stock and two dozen handbags into his spacious flat in Notting Hill. We still live in the same area today, though home is now a three-storey Georgian villa with an enormous private garden and a good line in graffiti on the front wall.

While I’m musing, Will has opened his eyes.

‘Hey,’ I say. ‘You’ll get me into trouble with the nurse. I said I wouldn’t wake you.’

‘It’s good to see you,’ my husband tells me with a stifled yawn.

I pull a chair next to his bed and lean my elbows on it, gazing at him. ‘I was just thinking how much I love you.’

‘I love you too,’ he whispers in return.

‘How are you feeling?’

‘Okay,’ he says hesitantly. ‘This has frightened me, you know.’

‘You’ll be fine.’

‘My father died of a heart-attack at the ripe old age of forty-two,’ he reminds me. ‘I’d kind of planned on outliving him.’

‘You will,’ I assure him.

‘It makes you think though.’ He lets out a shuddering sigh.

‘Next week you’ll be back at work and will have forgotten all about this.’

‘I don’t think so.’

You will. Two weeks max.’

‘No,’ he says flatly. Will’s eyes are troubled as he looks deep into mine. ‘You see, Amy, I’ve been doing a lot of thinking today and I’m not planning on going back to work.’

‘Not next week?’

‘Not next week, nor the week after,’ he says. ‘In fact, not ever.’


Chapter Five

‘He’s gone mad,’ I tell Maya as she sets the table for breakfast. I’m wearing a track out of my kitchen floor. Soon I’ll be in a trench up to my knees. ‘Completely mad. He says he’s not going back to work. Work is his life. Perhaps he banged his head when he fell. He’s talking complete nonsense.’

‘Maybe he is just a little worried.’

‘I can understand that. But now I’m worried too.’ Even more worried than I was before. When we thought he’d had a heart-attack, I was frantic, filled with fear for our future. Now I have a husband who’s talking about giving up all our worldly goods, turning off, tuning out and becoming a hippy or something. I am completely beside myself and filled with fear about our future.

Perhaps I shouldn’t confide in someone who is technically employed by us, but Maya has also become one of our closest friends over the last few years. She’s like family to us. In fact, the only living relative we actually have left now is my sister, Serena. There are no grandparents to rely on for babysitting duties or emergency back-up, no extended-family network. We’ve no one. No one we can count on. Some people manage to go through most of their adult lives without the devastation of bereavement touching them. Will and I haven’t been so lucky. Tragedy isn’t a stranger in our lives. William’s father died young – at the same age Will is now. I think that’s what’s frightened him so much. No one wants to bury their parents until they’re old and grey. That’s how it should be. Yet we hadn’t reached our first wedding anniversary when his mother was also taken. She succumbed to cancer, knocking the feet out from under us once again. Within the year, and before our tears were dry, my beloved parents were killed in a terrible coach crash while on holiday in the Austrian Alps. The trip was a treat for my mother’s sixtieth birthday and I’d just told her that I was pregnant with her first grandchild. She was so delighted and it still pains me to think that she’s never seen my beautiful children. So that’s us. Our tight little unit of four against the world. No one else matters now. There are some scattered aunts and cousins, but we’ve never had time to keep in regular touch with them because of work. Our familial relationships run to exchanging Christmas cards every year. Sometimes we even forget to do that. Maya is our only back-up. There’s nothing that she doesn’t know about this family. Good and bad. She’s seen both William and me in our pants – once together. You can’t get much more intimate than that.

‘He’s talking about packing his job in, Maya. A job which he adores. William Ashurst, workaholic, is convinced he’d be happier as an unemployed person.’

‘He will think differently when he is better. I am sure.’ My nanny moves onto arranging a selection of cereal on the table for my children’s delectation. She lines up the boxes with military precision, always in the same order, edges neatly aligned.

‘I stayed at his bedside until the nurse got fed up and kicked me out.’

‘I heard you come home,’ Maya says. ‘It was very late. And you did not eat your supper.’

I couldn’t eat. I still can’t eat now. Out of habit, I’ve poured myself a bowl of Bran Flakes which I’m struggling to stomach. ‘All he talked about was wanting to change how we live.’

‘Upsets like this make you think in different ways,’ she assures me calmly as she gets a jug of fresh orange juice out of the fridge.

‘I like the way we live,’ I tell her. ‘I thought Will did.’ We have great jobs, great salaries, great help, great kids who go to a great school, a great house in a great neighbourhood. How much better could it get?

‘When he comes out of hospital, you must take holiday. That is thing to do.’

‘You’re right.’ I seize on the idea. ‘We’ll all go. Where do you fancy? Where do you think William would want to go? Perhaps I can book it up today.’

Maya shrugs. ‘We could rent big house in France again,’ she suggests. ‘Your husband is always happy there.’

Yes,’ I agree, animated now. ‘He loves it. So do I. All that countryside. All that French bread, cheese and wine. He’ll be in heaven.’

‘Now that his heart is not so good, perhaps he will be unable to eat those things?’

‘Bloody hell.’ I let out an unhappy puff. ‘You’re right.’ What’s the point of a French holiday when you can’t gorge yourself on all that bad stuff? The countryside is all very well, but take away the fab food and there’s not a lot to do, is there? Will lives for a wedge of Brie and a glass of Bordeaux.

‘Children,’ Maya shouts up the stairs. ‘Your breakfast is ready. Hurry to the table.’

When Maya tells Tom and Jessica to hurry, they do. When I tell them to hurry, there are snails that could overtake them.

My children clatter down the stairs. They both head straight for the table. ‘Don’t I even get a hello?’ I say.

Jessica comes and gives me a big hug. ‘I love you,’ I tell her.

‘Love you too,’ she reciprocates. ‘I didn’t see you yesterday.’

You saw me at breakfast,’ I tell her, desperately trying to remember whether she did or not. Was it yesterday when Will and I went into work early and missed them? So much has happened since then that my memory has been erased.

Realising that my son is more interested in his Cheerios than he is in me, I go over and ruffle his hair, kissing his reluctantly proffered cheek. ‘Where’s Dad?’ he asks.

I slide into the chair next to him and exchange a weary glance with Maya. ‘Daddy’s not very well,’ I say.

‘Is he in bed?’Jessica wants to know as she joins us at the table.

‘Yes.’ I smile reassuringly at them both. ‘But not upstairs. He’s in bed at the hospital.’ When I see their anxious faces, I hurriedly add, ‘Only for a day or two.’

Tom has gone quite pale. ‘He’s not going to die, is he?’

‘Of course not, silly billy,’ I say with a forced laugh, but my mind flashes back to the picture of Will lying lifeless on the platform in the Tube. ‘He’s going to be just fine in no time at all.’

Jessica bursts into tears. ‘Why? Why is he in hospital? Can I see him?’

‘Of course you can, sweetheart. Maya can take you in as soon as you’ve finished school today.’

‘I want to go with you,’ she protests with a pouting lip. ‘I want to go now.’

‘I have to go to work.’ I’m planning to shoot into the hospital for an hour on my way there, but if I take the kids then the visit will turn into a major expedition. ‘You’ll have to be a big girl and go with Maya later.’

‘I hope Daddy gets better soon.’ Jessica sniffs and cuffs her nose.

‘So do I, darling.’ And I mean that in more ways than one.


Chapter Six

My dear husband has been out of the hospital and at home for two weeks now and he’s driving poor Maya mad. Me too, if you really want to know. Don’t men make fantastic invalids? I’ve gone from being terrified that he’ll die to wanting to kill him myself with my bare hands.

They kept him in hospital for ten days in the end and have given him every test known to man. What they found, I think, was reasonably reassuring. My husband feels otherwise. The doctor said his heart seemed sound, apart from the odd irregular beat – which surely must be good. Unfortunately, Will’s blood pressure was sky high and he now has to take a beta-blocker every day. His cholesterol was pretty bad too, so he’s on statins as well as a low-fat diet. No more French cheese for my hubby. He’s also taking something to thin his blood. Our GP told him that he needs to have a better work/life balance and I feel that he is taking this way too literally.

‘We’re going to sell up,’ William announces from his armchair in our living room. His feet are up on the pouff where they’ve been all day, the Guardian and his ‘medicinal’ glass of Merlot discarded at his side.

I widen my eyes behind my husband’s head and look at my sister. Her expression gives nothing away.

‘I wondered why there was a For Sale board outside,’ Serena notes. ‘That was quick work. You didn’t say you were planning on moving.’

‘It’s this damn thing,’ Will says, pounding a fist in the region of his heart. I do wish he wouldn’t do that. Sends shivers down my spine. ‘Makes you think.’

‘The doctor said you’d hadn’t actually had a heart-attack,’ I point out. ‘Just a scare.’

‘It certainly was,’ Will says, with a fulsome laugh. ‘Most of my family have croaked it when they were still young. I don’t want that to happen to me. Scared me into thinking what I’d really like out of life.’

‘And that’s to sell your beautiful home?’ Serena sips at the red wine I’ve poured for her. I hold out my hands behind Will in a what-can-I-do? gesture.

I called Serena to come over and see us today with a view that she might be able to talk some sense into Will. I have tried and I have failed. My big sister is a city slicker – cool and calculating. She’ll get right to the nub of this, fight my corner for me as she’s always done. I’ve talked and talked to Will over the last three weeks and he’s systematically ignored every single thing that I’ve said. All of my protests, my objections, my desires, my insecurities have fallen on deaf ears.

‘More than that,’ my husband tells her proudly. ‘We’re leaving all of this behind.’ His sweeping gesture encompasses the room. My eyes widen further. ‘It’s only bricks and mortar at the end of the day.’

Bricks and mortar that I’ve spent the last seven years pouring loving care into, I think. But I say nothing.

Take this living room. I had handmade bookcases of fine oak commissioned to fit our nooks and crannies just perfectly. The curtains alone cost me three months’ salary – a not inconsiderable sum. The modern statement chandeliers are hand-blown Murano glass. This room could feature in Homes & Gardens, no trouble. And Will wants me to leave it all behind? On a whim? Just like that?

‘I’ve had enough of the stresses and strains of city living,’ he continues volubly. ‘It’s crowded, it’s dirty, the pollution’s terrible. I never see the children.’

‘That’s because you’re always working,’ I remind him.

‘And now things will be very different, my love.’ He reaches behind his armchair for my hand and I supply it. ‘I want to feel the wind in my hair, dirt under my nails, connect with the fact that I’m part of nature.’

Bang on the head, definitely. I do not know this man.

‘This job, this life is killing me,’ he says. ‘Literally.’

It will have to get in the queue, I think.

‘I’ve been on the internet,’ Will continues, unaware of my dark and murderous thoughts, ‘while I’ve been recuperating. There are some great properties to be had in the country.’

And some rubbish schools. How much do we pay to get our children perfectly educated and now we’re proposing to rip up our former game-plan and throw it all away? Or rather, my husband is.

And Amy’s in full agreement with this?’ Serena wants to know.

Absolutely,’ Will says.

I shake my head and mouth a very vehement, ‘No!’

Will squeezes my hand again. ‘I know that she has some doubts about leaving Town, but she’ll love the country life. I’m sure of it.’

I won’t!

‘Perhaps you could get a place within commuting distance for her so that she continue at BTC? What about that, sis?’

I clutch at the straw that’s offered. ‘That would be good.’

Now it’s Will’s turn to shake his head. ‘We want to get right away from it all. Properties within striking distance of London are still way too expensive. We want to be remote with a capital “R”.’

We don’t!

‘We’ll find other ways to make a living,’ my husband says.

‘Really?’ Serena sounds unconvinced.

‘We’ve given too much to that company over the years and they’ve been happy to bleed us dry. They badgered Amy to go into work while I was lying in hospital. They’re on the phone to me every day asking when I’ll be fit to go back. I should have told them to stick their precious job long ago.’

‘But how will you live?’ Serena asks. And I’m glad she does, because that’s exactly what I want to know too and, so far, Will hasn’t been able to give me any satisfactory answers. The British Television Company might be a rubbish employer, but are there going to be heaps of other less pressured jobs for us to rush into?

‘I could do some freelance work,’ Will says.‘So could Amy. If we got a big enough place we could do up a few rooms and do bed and breakfast.’

My mouth drops open. I’m appalled. Bed and breakfast? Do I look like a woman who’d be comfortable doing bed and breakfast?

‘I didn’t realise that you liked the country so much,’ Serena observes.

‘Love it!’Will pronounces decisively.

Since when? I want to scream. One holiday a year surrounded by greenery doesn’t make us natural straw chewers. We like the odd stroll among the hills once every blue moon – an hour from the convenient car park and the ubiquitous ice-cream van – but that’s our sum and total involvement with the country. We don’t possess waxed jackets. We haven’t even got wellies! You don’t need them for the occasional tootle round Hyde Park – not even in the winter.

‘Isn’t this a case of the grass is always greener?’ my sister suggests, calmly. ‘Hasn’t that become a cliché? Loads of Londoners up sticks and go to the country every year, only to find that they hate it.’

I think that’s a very reasonable observation.

My husband rocks with mirth at the thought. ‘Just because you can’t get a cappuccino on every corner doesn’t make the country a bad place.’

‘There are a lot of things – other than the availability of cappuccino – to consider.’

Like the happiness of your wife, I might add.

More hilarity from Will, who has clearly lost his wits.

‘You’ll be giving up everything that you know, all that’s been dear to you for so many years.’ Serena is presenting the voice of reason when I bet she’s seething inside due the obstinacy of my normally perfectly affable spouse. ‘Is that really wise?’

‘It’s time for a new start. Off with the old, in with the new.’

I really don’t like the sound of this at all. I’m rather attached to the old.

‘It will be better for the children. Better for us. Besides…’ A little laugh here from Will. ‘I’ve already given in my notice.’

My wine glass falls from my hand and smashes on our bleached oak floor. There will always be a stain there now. ‘You … you … you didn’t tell me,’ I stammer.

You knew I was going to do it,’ he says reasonably. ‘Graham says there’s no need for me to go back at all. How about that?’

Perhaps I can phone Will’s boss, Graham Copeland, on Monday and beg for his job back. If I go down on my knees and weep real tears copiously, he might just reconsider. BTC don’t like people who no longer want to be part of the family. They tend to take it personally. Surely they must realise that Will is unwell? Surely they can’t have taken him seriously?

‘I think we should take this very slowly,’ I venture.

Will grins magnanimously. ‘I think we should go just as soon as we can,’ he counters.

This is time for me to make my stand. I look to Serena and she nods her approval. Taking a deep breath, I say, ‘William, I’m really not sure about this at all.’

‘This is what I need,’ he implores. ‘How can you consider making me stay here in this hideous rat race? I want to escape – want us to escape. I have dreams of providing a better life for all of us – you, me, the children. If we stay here, dealing with all the strains and stresses of modern life, I might not be here to see the children grow up. Do you think about that?’

‘Of course I do.’

‘This move will be better for all of us,’ he insists. ‘How can you possibly deny me this chance to grab a new lease of life?’


Chapter Seven

Which is why I find myself less than three months later standing outside Helmshill Grange, a sullen monstrosity of a house, deep in the Yorkshire moors. It’s July and it’s raining. The clouds are down by my knees. In London it’s probably 90 degrees. Our furniture lorry has gone missing – our tables and chairs are probably on their way to Lithuania or somewhere. Jessica is crying again. I feel like joining her.

‘We’re going to live here?’ she wails in horror. I couldn’t have put it better myself.

‘Yes, darling.’ I hug her to me.

‘But it’s spooky!’

‘It’s got character,’ I correct. And probably a couple of ghosts.

Tom is wide eyed with horror. ‘How will our friends come and play here?’ he wants to know.

‘With great difficulty’ is the answer I fail to give.

I look at the house again and my heart sinks. What was Will thinking of? What was I thinking of when I agreed with him? Except I didn’t agree with him. Not really. It’s just that I allowed him to get swept away with this ridiculous plan for a new life for us when we were all perfectly happy with our other life. That’s nowhere near the same as agreeing, is it?

‘Will I still be able to do ballet classes here?’ Jessica asks tremulously.

‘We’ll try to find a class just as soon as we’re settled.’ Which is my way of saying, ‘Probably not.’ This does not look like a place that has a wide range of leisure activities on every corner.

The house is double fronted and, once upon a time, it was probably very lovely. Now it looks like it needs several grand spending on it simply to make it habitable. The couple who lived here previously had been here all of their married lives and were, I think, a hundred and eight years old apiece and hadn’t decorated since their early twenties. They’re now snuggled up in purpose-built sheltered accommodation with gas central heating and double glazing in the nearby market town of Scarsby, and I can certainly see why that might be a more attractive proposition.

All the windows need replacing. And the roof. And the front door. The house needs re-wiring, re-plumbing, re-pointing and re-painting. Or bulldozing.

Will bought it over the internet without us actually having been here, purely on the agent’s recommendation. Which is so unlike him, as he’s previously spent our married life being as reliable as the Swiss rail network. In spite of that, the silver-tongued salesman managed to convince my husband that it was a very desirable property in a very desirable part of the world and that it wouldn’t remain on the market for more than five minutes. That bit was true enough. Three minutes later and it was ours.

The picture on the worldwide web was clearly very flattering. We have exchanged our comfortable, well-appointed home in Notting Hill for a house more suited to the Addams Family in the wilds of fuck-knows-where. The gate is hanging off its hinges and the front garden hasn’t been troubled by a mower in a very long time. My daughter could go in there and never be found again.

Jessica cries some more and, frankly, I don’t blame her. Perhaps she’s thinking the same thing as me.

Behind the house is a large open barn in a tumbledown courtyard. The garden stretches out as far as I can see into the surrounding moors, and there’s an orchard that might well be ours.

‘Look at this!’ my husband cries – but in a happy way. ‘Isn’t it marvellous?’

Mental note to self – I must get myself some of those rose-tinted spectacles he’s started wearing since his wobble. I would so like to be able to see life as Will sees it.

When I remain silent, he adds, ‘Admittedly it needs some work, but we can do it up slowly. Together.’

I am still stunned into speechlessness. It may surprise you to learn that I haven’t the slightest urge to renovate an old wreck. I get men in to do that kind of thing. Polish ones, usually.

‘And look at the scenery.’ Will waves his arms around.

I can see clouds. Lots of clouds. Grey ones. Grey like underwear you’ve had for too many years and really should throw out.

And listen.’ My husband cocks an ear in theatrical style. ‘Nothing.’ He beams at his stunned wife, his weeping daughter and his goggle-eyed, disbelieving son.

I can hear something: sheep. Lots of sheep. All complaining. Their miserable, moaning baas carry across the fields. Sensible things, sheep.

‘Breathe in that air!’Will fills his lungs in an exaggerated manner.

I inhale and all that I can smell is poo. Probably from the whingeing sheep.

‘Where is supermarket?’ Maya wants to know.

Heaven knows how we’ve persuaded our nanny to come to this godforsaken place with us, but she’s here. She too, is now looking as if she bitterly regrets her decision.

‘Not too far,’ Will assures her. ‘It’s about half an hour from here to Scarsby.’

Maya gasps. And not with joy.

I turn and take in the rest of the village, unable to look at my new house any longer. An ITV newsreader and her music producer boyfriend are now ensconced in our lovely, lovely home in Notting Hill. They were bowled over by it, they said. I wonder what they’d make of this. I too am bowled over by Helmshill Grange – but not in a good way.

The village of Helmshill looks pretty enough, even to my biased eye. In front of the Grange, there’s a neatly mown green, complete with its own textbook duck pond. The green is bounded by a genial-looking country pub and several pint-sized cottages with roses growing round the door. There’s a stone water fountain surrounded by a blush of red geraniums. A tiny, picturesque church stands at the foot of the hills. The stone is blackened with age, but the grass round the ramshackle of tombstones is neatly trimmed. I like old churches. Maybe I’ll find the time to have a wander round there sometime. So far, so very lovely. The village hall looks too small, even for the populace of this community, but there are more geraniums in hanging baskets flourishing by the door – must be all that rain. However, there’s no shop, no post office, no chi-chi little deli selling a wide selection of olives and certainly no café serving frothy cappuccino.

Our nearest neighbour is up on the hill and to the same side of the green as the Grange. The house is an imposing modern stone place with large windows gazing down on the rest of the village in splendid isolation and I wonder, idly, who might live there.

‘Let’s get ourselves settled in then,’ Will says, rubbing his hands together in glee. ‘Home Sweet Home.’

Jessica howls again and is comforted by Maya, who is also crying. I have to be strong for them, so I’m digging my fingernails into my palms in an attempt to focus my pain.

To think that I’ve given up a wonderful, high-paid, life-affirming job for this. A job that I had fought and clawed my way up to for the best part of the last fifteen years and I’ve walked away from it because my husband wanted me to. I’ve done it for Will, because that’s what marriage is all about. And, try as I might, I’m currently wishing I hadn’t.

Maya and the children go ahead of us, but – to be honest – I can’t make my legs work. Can shock bring on paralysis?

‘Say you like it,’ Will urges. He puts his arm round me and gives me a bear hug. I feel that I might break. I’m trying so hard to smile that my cheek muscles are hurting with the effort. ‘I wouldn’t want to think that you’re unhappy.’

‘I’m not unhappy,’ I tell him. I’m desolate, despairing, desperate and devoid of all hope.

‘This is it!’ He beams at his new estate with proprietorial pride. ‘This is what I’ve always wanted. My own land as far as the eye can see.’ This from a man who couldn’t even be bothered to do his own gardening in Notting Hill, a man who’d much rather pick up a book of poetry than a spade. ‘Now we’ll be living the dream!’

The only thing is, that it’s my husband’s dream and not mine.


Chapter Eight

Our home, it turns out, is the place where all the spiders in England come on holiday. It’s a good job that I haven’t seen Arachnophobia recently or, indeed, suffer from it otherwise I’d be in a permanent state of terror. Some of them have hairier legs than Will and are wearing hobnail boots.

Our furniture eventually arrived as darkness fell and – all credit to the removal men they unloaded the van in double-quick time. Two charming young men, Paul and Daniel of ShiftIt – movers to the clearly insane – worked frantically until midnight to make sure that we all had beds for the night. The rest of the furniture has been arranged haphazardly in more or less the appropriate rooms.

Despite still being in a state of shock that my husband is happy to swap what we had for this, I have forced myself to get out of bed even though I was tempted to stay there with the covers pulled over my head, hiding from bitter reality. From the wealth of packing cases, I’ve somehow managed to locate my oldest, skankiest clothes. Now, the next morning, Maya and I are setting to in the vast farmhouse kitchen with mops and buckets and gallons of pine-scented disinfectant. Mr and Mrs People Who Lived Here Before were clearly strangers to Mr Muscle. I haven’t yet risked opening the Aga as I feel there might be a body in it. Same reason I’m not going anywhere near the cellar.

Maya is still weeping gently as she mops.

‘It’s not so bad,’ I try to reassure her. ‘Once we get it cleaned …’ I falter as I realise that this could take about three years. There are mouse droppings everywhere and I didn’t actually think that I knew what mouse droppings looked like. The glass in the windows is opaque with years of grime.

What I don’t like to bring to Maya’s attention is that she could simply – and justifiably – walk away from all this, whereas I’m trapped by marital duty. When I said ‘I do’, frankly, I had no plans to be ‘doing it’ in the country. My nanny could, on the other hand, tell me and Will and the kids to get stuffed and head back to London to find another less mad family to nurture. I hope against hope that she doesn’t think of this. She is a girl after my own heart and has the city in her veins. And, like me, she probably feels like slitting one of those veins right now.

Inside, the house is spacious with large, airy rooms – for that read ‘draughty’. Maya and I have already cleaned out two of the six bedrooms which have now been designated the children’s bedrooms and they’re quietly unpacking their toys and games, too shocked to think of squabbling. Never have I seen my offspring so subdued.

We should have got a company in to give the house a thorough clean before we moved in, but I had no idea that it would be so bad. Plus, the truth of the matter is, we are now officially broke. Virtually all of the money from the sale of the house in Notting Hill has been poured into this place. It means that we don’t have a mortgage – thankfully – but it also means that we have very little left for day-to-day expenses now that we’re both officially unemployed. My husband is convinced that I’m going to be able to get freelance work to top up the pot, possibly at Yorkshire Television or at Granada in Manchester. But I’m not so sure. At best that would be a three-hour round commute for me. Could I do that on a daily basis?

Will, from what I can gather, is planning to turn his hand to country pursuits – whatever they might be – and the words ‘bed and breakfast’ do still keep slipping into his conversation rather more frequently than I’d like.

My husband is wandering round the house, his rich baritone voice soaring through ‘Oh, What a Beautiful Morning’ very loudly. And I can honestly say that I’ve never heard him sing songs from Oklahoma before. He’s in his element here. This is his dream. Whereas it’s my living nightmare.

Of course, his delicate condition now precludes him from doing anything too strenuous and he isn’t, therefore, involved in the messy
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