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  A SANDWICH AT THE END OF THE NIGHT


May 1994 
Combine the world’s most delicious cheese sandwich (trademark pending), a haze of drug- and alcohol-fuelled hunger and a spontaneous act of kindness, and you have the makings of an unexpected romance. Who’d a thunk it? 
Twenty-year-old Daniel Murray leant out of the van parked outside the student union building on Scott Street late one Thursday night to take the customer’s order and found himself transfixed.  
Standing before him was a tiny girl dressed as if she’d stumbled out of a punk fairy tale. Her orange ball gown flared dramatically at the hips; the hem crudely hacked off at calf length with what must have been blunt scissors. 
Beneath, a black net petticoat peeked out, providing all the volume. One side of her head was shaved, while the other side boasted a sleek blonde curtain dyed at the ends with a clashing shade of pink. Her Doc Martens and a black crocheted shawl tightly wrapped around her shoulders completed the look.
Her eyes—turquoise-blue, huge and glassy—locked on Daniel. Then, with the air of someone whose night had peaked several hours ago, she wailed, “I don’t have any money!”
Daniel’s assistant, the very able Joe, sighed. This wasn’t their first broke-and-hungry-student encounter of the night. “Sorry, hen. Nae money, nae grub.” 
Daniel stirred, caught somewhere between sympathy and something else. “Tell you what,” he said, ignoring Joe’s exasperated glare. “There’s some cheese savoury filling left over that needs to be used up. As a one-off, I’ll give you a freebie.”
Out of sight of the customer, Joe kicked Daniel’s calf. 
Daniel shrugged, blushing faintly as he reached for two thick slices of that day’s freshly baked bread. He buttered them liberally, piled on the savoury filling and added an extra dollop of mayonnaise for good measure, as the lassie looked as if she needed feeding up. He tucked the sandwich into a brown paper bag and nodded toward Joe.
“Can you hold the fort a sec?” 
Joe rolled his eyes but didn’t argue. “You owe me. Big time.”
He stepped aside to let Daniel climb out of the van, only to wince as the sharp metal edge of the back counter clipped his elbow.
Meanwhile, the girl had drifted away. She settled herself on the pavement across the street, where the ground sloped steeply down towards Sauchiehall Street where now and then, a black cab, its orange light on, drifted past.
Her arms were wrapped tightly around her knees and her head rested on top. The black shawl barely covered her trembling shoulders, and Daniel, sandwich in hand, felt an unfamiliar tug at his chest.
He walked toward her, bracing himself for whatever came next.
“Hey,” Daniel prodded her gently and sat down beside her. “Sandwich on me.”
She twisted her head, frowning at him. “What’s in it?”
“Cheese savoury. Grated cheese. Mixed wi’ a bit of coleslaw. It’s our bestseller.”
As she extended one hand to take it, a gurgle, soft and squelchy, sounded, making her eyes widen in horror. She snatched her hand back, stuffing it in between her folded legs and her stomach. “Oh my God, that’s my tummy, not my, not my—” 
“Arse?” he asked, suddenly much more at ease.
“Yes, I mean no! My tummy rumbled. I did not, one hundred per cent I promise, fart!”
Pinkness bloomed on her cheeks, heightening the turquoise blue of her eyes. The metallic sheen of her grey eyeshadow reminded him of his all-time favourite wank-bank image. Pamela Anderson with her hair slicked back and face glistening wet. 
He shook his head dislodging Pamela lest she send his hormones into further overdrive. 
“I believe you. Thousands wouldnae.”
“I didn’t! I smoked a spliff earlier and whited out. Now I’ve got the complete munchies. I was on my way back to my room to get something to eat when I saw your van, and thought, ‘oh, wow, that would be yummy’.”
He proffered the bag once more. “Better eat it up then. Before your stomach farts again.”
She screwed her nose up, but took the sandwich from the bag, gazing at it with almost holy reverence. Three bites in, she remembered her manners. “Thank you so much. This is the best cheese sandwich I have ever tasted. It might even be the best sandwich in the whole world! You should trademark it, or all the other sandwich vans will steal it from you.”
Daniel grinned, unreasonably pleased. Compliments on his sandwiches were his drug—he was powerless against them, utterly hooked. He ran a hand through his dark, floppy fringe, brushing it back from his brow as his heart did an unexpected flip. The fact that the girl was still sitting here felt nothing short of miraculous.
Jesus, she was stunning.
“What’s your name, by the way?” she asked.
“Daniel. And yours?” he countered with a tilt of his head.
“Daniel?” Her face lit up as if she’d just discovered buried treasure. “That’s a lovely name! You’ve got so many options: Daniel, Danny, Dan… endless possibilities!”
“Aye, s’pose. But everyone just calls me Daniel.” As soon as the words were out, he cringed. He sounded like a pompous idiot.
“Well, I’m going to call you Danny,” she declared with an air of finality. “And I’m Nell. Lovely to meet you.”
The name suited her perfectly: short, sharp, and full of spark. Daniel—or Danny, apparently—couldn’t help but smile.
Most people who attended university or art school had a posh accent. She sounded English, but not posh English. He recognised a regional accent but couldn’t place it. A tiny bit of sandwich filling clung to the corner of her mouth. Without thinking too much about it, he leant forward and brushed it off. Her eyes widened in surprise as she jerked back. 
“Sorry!” He raised his hands. “I… um… there was a wee bit of food stuck to your face.”
She moved her head. “Oh. Okay, thanks. Do you own that sandwich van?”
She gestured towards the van, with its prominent Stuffed! sign on the side. 
“Aye, a year ago, my Uncle Shane had lent me enough money to buy this clapped-out old van, which my dad helped me convert into a mobile sandwich shop. Joe came up wi’ the name and this mate o’ his wi’ a paint shop in the east end had a load o’ red and black paint left over, so that’s why we ended up wi’ that colour scheme.”
She nodded. “I love it. It’s bold. Standy-outy. D’you just come here to sell sandwiches?”
“No, most of the time we go round the industrial estates. There’s aw these workers there who dinnae get much time for lunch, and there are no shops nearby, so they’re happy to pay for decent fresh food. Uncle Shane came up wi’ the idea of selling to students. He said we wouldn’t need permission for the council to park outside the student union and that all the students would be—” 
Shane’s words—off their fucking tits—froze on his tongue. His uncle uttered all kinds of off-colour phrases most of the time, but he had this old-fashioned thing about not swearing or using rude words in front of women, which his nephew had inherited.
A smile danced in the corners of Nell’s mouth. “Drunk as skunks, per chance? Ready to hand over their dosh, even though it would only take them about three seconds to return to their halls and make something themselves for nothing?”
Busted. He grinned. “Aye.”
He’d followed Shane’s advice, and the students flocked there every Thursday evening. So much so, that now that a lease on a shop in Hyndland had expired, Shane had advised him to buy the premises and turning it into a permanent sandwich shop/delicatessen. He would lend him the money, too.
He and Joe had slaved to get to this position. Five am starts to make the fresh bread, treks across Glasgow with the van, non-stop bargaining with suppliers, trying to source the best ingredients at the cheapest price and late nights now that they’d added student discos to their regular jaunts.
“All work and no play makes Daniel a dull boy!” his mum liked to nag. He could hear her voice now, tutting, as he let an opportunity slip through his fingers yet again.
Nell, meanwhile, looked as though she might nod off in front of him. She’d finished her sandwich and was resting her head on her forearms while a stray lock of pink hair dangled over her cheek. Her eyes had gone glassy again, and she teetered on the edge of sleep—or possibly unconsciousness. Either way, she definitely wasn’t sober.
Now was the time to ask.
Daniel swallowed, summoning the blunt honesty that had served him so well in life or at least hadn’t gotten him punched too often. “D’you have a boyfriend?”
Nell’s head shot up like a jack-in-the-box, her turquoise eyes wide and fully awake. “What?”
“Can I see you again?” he clarified quickly, feeling his ears start to burn.
Her lips twitched, teasing a smile. “See me again at your sandwich van? Or see me again, like, we go out for a drink or something?”
Not quite as straightforward as he’d hoped. “See you again as in we go out for a drink. Or… something like that.”
She tilted her head, studying him for a moment that felt like forever. Then she nodded—just once. It wasn’t exactly definitive. Was that a yes, ‘I’d love to go out with you’ nod? Or a cool, ‘see you next Thursday when I’m drunk and broke again’?
The silence stretched, each second dragging by. Daniel could feel a familiar flush creeping up his neck and spreading across his face.
“Okay,” Nell said at last, breaking the tension with an easy smile. “A drink. Or something like that.”
Relief rushed through Daniel so quickly it left him light-headed. “Great. I’ll, uh… I’ll figure out the ‘or something’ part.”
Her smile widened, and for the first time that night, she looked as if she might actually be enjoying herself.
Then her words tumbled out in a breathless rush. “Thank you so much that’s a lovely offer but it’s the end of term and I’m supposed to be going to France always wanted to go…”
Daniel blinked, utterly lost. Nell caught the look and paused, forcing herself to take a deep breath. “Sorry,” she said, her cheeks flushing faintly. “Too much booze. What I meant was… I’m heading to France for the summer.”
There it was. Her way of saying it wasn’t worth starting something when she was about to disappear for three months.
Daniel’s heart sank, but his mum’s “all work” refrain looped through his head like a taunt.
“Och, so what?” he said, feigning nonchalance. “Maybe we’ll hate each other anyway.” He met her eyes, forcing a grin. “How about a picnic at Kelvingrove Park this Sunday? I’m no’ working, and I’ll bring the food.”
The silence continued so long, panicking him into salesman mode. “Eh… I’m an alright guy! I put the loo seat down when I’ve used it. What’s that book all the lassies like? Circle of Friends? I’ve no’ read it, but my mate’s girlfriend has, and she read us bits o’ it. Sounded alri-awfy good. My mum, I’m kind to her! Flowers! They’re fantastic. Make-up’s brilliant too, and if you ever need me to buy you fanny pads, that’s fine!”
Nell’s expression shifted from bemusement to outright astonishment.
“Not fanny pads, sorry. I meant sanitary towels. Or, you know, the things you stick up—”
Dear God in Govan, he was making it worse. Stop talking, Daniel. Just stop. He stared at the ground, hoping it might open and swallow him whole.
The disastrous attempt at charm had been cobbled together from his woefully limited understanding of “what women wanted”: his mum’s advice (the toilet seats and flowers), Joe’s latest girlfriend’s obsession with Circle of Friends and a vague memory of Sara Cox mentioning the willingness of a boyfriend to buy fanny pads on The Girlie Show as a hallmark of a good man. 
Tomorrow, he’d tell Joe they could never, ever bring the van back here again.
But then Nell nodded—vigorously, almost comically so—like she was overcompensating for how long it had taken her to respond. “That sounds nice,” she said, her tone light.
Daniel grinned, emboldened by the tiny victory. Too emboldened. “You never know,” he said, grinning like an idiot. “This could be forever! In years to come, we’ll tell all our weans we met when I gave you a free sandwich!”
Fucking hell. What was wrong with him tonight? Out of the corner of his eye, he caught Joe, who was pretending to gag, two fingers shoved into his mouth. Daniel could already hear the teasing he would endure for the next week if not the rest of his life.
Nell, thankfully, didn’t seem fazed. A smile tugged at her lips, softening her sharp features. “You never know,” she said, the words laced with amusement. “Maybe.”
With that, she hauled herself to her feet, wobbling slightly but steady enough.
“See you Sunday, Danny, Dan, Daniel!” she called over her shoulder, her voice sing-song. “Best sandwich maker in the whole world!”
She was gone before Daniel realised one crucial detail. 
They hadn’t agreed on a time.







  
  Chapter one

Twenty-two years later 
Nell’s phone buzzed as she stood outside the Theta Bar and Grill, a newly opened spot in the city centre that had quickly become the place to be.
Running a few mins late. Won’t be long. Promise X.
So far, so predictable.
Sighing, she decided she might as well wait inside. The air had a bite to it, and lingering on the pavement felt increasingly pointless.
Tommo, ever the charmer, greeted her at the door and whisked her upstairs. He insisted on taking her coat, his cheerfulness matched only by his determination to make everyone feel special. “Aye, business is booming, Nell,” he declared, gesturing to the packed tables around them. It was hard to argue with him. A Thursday night, no less, and the place was heaving.
Glaswegians, it seemed, were more than ready for reasonably priced Greek food, even if it meant joining a waiting list. Theta had hit the jackpot.
Her table was tucked beside a window overlooking the street. She sat, gazing out at the small group of women weaving their way down the pavement, arms linked like a human chain. Their heels were impossibly high, the kind that defied both logic and physics. Nell marvelled at their coordination, especially as one tossed her head back, laughing loud enough to be heard through the glass. Someone, at least, was having a good night.
A waiter appeared, his attention flitting between her and the empty seat opposite. “Would you like something to drink?” he asked, polite but curious.
“Yes, please. A glass of soda water.”
He nodded, murmured, “Of course,” and disappeared, returning moments later with a highball glass brimming with sparkling water, ice cubes piled to the brim. Her sensitive teeth twinged at the sight of it. Alongside the drink, he placed a small ramekin of glossy black olives, their sheen catching the soft overhead light.
Nell plucked one from the dish, trying to quell the growing irritation gnawing at her. Being late wasn’t a crime, but it was a Danny habit she loathed, especially when it left her sitting alone, sipping soda water and pretending not to care.
She popped the olive into her mouth, hoping he wouldn’t be long.
The restaurant had filled, a lively hum of chatter weaving through the air. Most of the tables were small and close together, seating two or four, fostering an atmosphere of intimacy and warmth. The walls were adorned with paintings—sun-drenched Mediterranean landscapes interspersed with maps of Crete, a long, narrow island once celebrated as the cradle of civilisation.
Nell’s gaze lingered on one of the maps. She and Danny had gone there before they got married, back when life felt endless and uncomplicated. Hot sun, golden beaches, ancient palaces and two twenty-somethings fuelled by Ouzo and the thrill of being utterly, blissfully alone together.
They’d spent their days exploring and their nights tangled in each other, so much so that she’d ended up with a raging case of thrush and a bout of cystitis. 
God, it had been worth it.
Sorry, sorry! Be there soon! 
Another message from Danny. It was now quarter past eight. Waiters surrounded her, delivering plates over-flowing with food, scenting the air liberally with garlic, griddled pork, oregano and dill. When he finally arrived, Danny would be in his element. He loved micro-examining what other places did. Look at the amount of meat they’ve piled on the plates, Nell! How the hell are they making money? 
A couple took the table nearby, shuffled into place by the same waiter who had taken her coat. Nell guessed the woman was ten years younger than her. The woman patted her protuberant belly sheathed in bright pink. Her partner beamed, directing his happiness all around him. 
They didn’t so much sit as collapse into their chairs. “Bring me food!” the woman exclaimed, “and a tonne of it! I’m eating for two!”
The waiter bent over, resting a hand on her stomach. The over-familiarity didn’t seem to bother the woman. “Ah, Mitera!” he said, and she returned his smile. 
“What does that mean?”
“Greek for mother!”
The waiter moved off, promising to return soon with menus and complimentary pita bread and hummus. Nell, realising she’d been staring blankly after him, turned her gaze back to the street outside. The yellow-orange glow of the streetlights cast fluorescent puddles onto the pavement, their reflections rippling faintly with each passing car.
From this vantage point, she would spot Danny the moment he arrived, whether tumbling out of a taxi or rushing up from the city centre train station.
The streets remained stubbornly Danny-free.
“Madam?” The waiter reappeared, the same one who had brought her soda water earlier. His expression was carefully polite but laced with visible concern. “Will your dining companion be joining you soon? We’re extremely busy tonight.”
Nell forced a tight smile. “I’ll call him.”
The waiter didn’t budge. He obviously didn’t trust her to make the call. Nell sighed, pulling out her phone, acutely aware of the couple at the next table watching her every move. They exchanged smirks, clearly delighted by the unfolding drama.
She dialled Danny’s number, willing him to pick up. The phone rang and rang… and rang.
No answer.
Out of the corner of her eye, she caught the couple exchanging a smug smirk. The fourteen-year-old version of herself stirred, itching to flip them a one-finger salute. 
“He’s probably on the train,” Nell said brightly, forcing her most casual, unaffected smile. “But he won’t be long!”
The waiter gave her a slight nod and walked off, stopping by the other couple’s table to assure them that their hummus and pita bread were on their way. He hadn’t offered the same to Nell, who found herself ravenous—at the point of wanting to yank every plate that passed her by and wolf down the contents. 
Her phone rang.
“Danny! Where are you?” 
“Nell, look, I’m so sorry but Dennis called me. They’re running out of bread, so I’ll need to stock up on supplies and nip up to—” 
She hung up, enraged. The couple at the next table—the woman no longer bothering to hide her curiosity and staring in Nell’s direction as she stuck ripped up pieces of pita bread into the ramekin dish of hummus in front of her—whispered to each other. Nell fiddled with her bowl of olives, tempted to hurl them at the woman.
The phone rang once more.
Another couple, two men opposite her, turned their heads. “Well, really!” one of them exclaimed. “I know!” The other flattened his hand against his chest. “Someone didn’t notice the phone signs on the door!”
Too late, Nell remembered the sign on the wall when you walked in, politely requesting customers turn their phones to silent. She twisted away from the scrutiny, answering the phone with a hiss. “Yes?”
“I’ll make it up to you! Swear to God. Look, why don’t you call Stephanie. She’s nearby, isn’t she? Pass me onto Tommo, and I’ll have him charge whatever you eat and drink to my credit card. Treat yourself to the works.”
Stephanie’s flat on Ingram Street was only a five-minute walk from the restaurant. Danny’s suggestion to crash there was well meant, but if Nell’s best friend wasn’t out on a date, painting the town red, she’d be busy with her version of “essential maintenance.” That meant topping up her fake tan, slapping on a face mask or drying freshly Shellac’d nails under the UV lamp she’d bought for DIY mani-pedis. Besides, she and Stephanie already had plans to go out on Saturday night.
“Don’t worry about it. I’m just going to head home."
Danny launched into another round of apologies, protesting with the entirely valid excuse that running out of bread at a sandwich van outside the student union wasn’t exactly ideal.
Nell let out a long sigh, cutting him off. “I know, Danny. But what about those oh-so-earnest promise you made back in January?”
She heard his sat nav ordering him to take the second exit onto the motorway. “How about next weekend? I’ll take Friday, Saturday and Sunday off, and we’ll go somewhere. Paris, Berlin, Dublin. Wherever you want.”
“It’s the annual Murray barbecue next Saturday. Don’t tell me you’ve forgotten that.”
“Aw, shite! Look, I don’t…”
She let him think it through. The food and drink he’d stockpiled, the suppliers and people he’d invited to keep sweet, her mum and dad traipsing all the way up to Glasgow from Norwich.
That blasted waiter had appeared again. This time, waving two menus at her ostentatiously. She snatched them from him out of spite, studying the three-page fold-out as if she meant to order something. He moved off again. Nell set the menu down.
“Okay, I’ll think of something else. I promise. What you wearing?” Danny’s voice dropped, low and insistent.
Ah, the New Year talk again. Alongside his pledge to work fewer hours, she’d pointed out how their sex life had dwindled to something resembling high days and holidays only.
“Go on, tell me,” he coaxed.
Nell pulled a face, somehow irritated and turned on at the same time. “The things I do for you, dickhead. Fine. I’ve squeezed myself into that dark red dress—the one I have to keep yanking up, or my nipples will be introducing themselves to strangers. Paired it with those black, over-the-knee boots. I look like a cheap whore.”
By this point, the pregnant woman and her partner were not even bothering to disguise naked curiosity. Nell, wearing a dark orange Aztec print, long sleeved midi-dress extended a bare leg, tapping the heel of her flat-soled beaded sandal on the tile in front of her. Pregnant woman’s partner’s tongue hung too far out for a man who ought to be devoted to his partner’s needs.
“What about your underwear?” Daniel’s voice had dropped. Nevertheless, it appeared to Nell that everyone in the restaurant heard him and swung around, intrigued. 
“No bra,” she whispered, “and a black G-string, matched with lace-topped black hold-up stockings!”
His groan coincided with the return of the waiter. “Madam, is your dining companion about to arrive? As you can see,” he gestured around him, “it’s very busy in here.”
“He can’t make it. Sorry about that. The table’s all yours.” 
Nell scraped back her chair and stood up, fumbling with her phone in the process. Her thumb inadvertently hit the speaker button.
Danny’s voice, clear and unmistakable, rang out across the restaurant, “Keep the stockings and boots on, and make sure you’re on your hands and knees when I get home.”
The words sliced through the chatter like a knife.
The pregnant woman across the room tutted loudly, while her partner exclaimed, “Honestly, some people!” with the kind of indignation that made Nell wonder if he’d ever said something half as exciting to anyone.
At another table, an older woman threw her head back in laughter, her guffaws echoing through the suddenly hushed room. “Hen, you rush back tae that man o’ yours and let him service ye good and proper!”
Nell’s cheeks burned, but she couldn’t help the giggles bubbling up inside her. Stifling them as best she could, she bolted from the restaurant, her sandals clacking against the tile floor as she made her escape.
One thing was certain: she could never show her face there again.
Out on the street, two women, their accents identifying them as Americans, searched their phones for TripAdvisor cheap eat recommendations. “Go in there,” Nell said, pointing towards the door she had exited, “and ask if you can have the booking under the name Murray. My husband can’t make it.”
She handed them two twenty-pound notes. “Order the champagne on me.”
“You are awesome!” one declared, shoving her phone back into her pocket.
“Amen to that!” the other high-fived her. They disappeared inside.
Waiting at Central Station a few minutes later for the train that would take her home, the woman in the restaurant’s words came back to her. No, her man would not be waiting for her at home ready to deliver a jolly good rogering. Edinburgh, tonight’s location for one of Daniel’s pop-up sandwich vans, was almost an hour’s drive away. When he arrived there, the van would be going like a fair and he would be roped into helping. He wouldn’t be back before midnight.
By that time, she would be tucked up in bed, sans imaginary red dress, stockings and black boots, wearing her pyjamas and in no mood for any how’s-your-father. For the past few weeks, she had felt as if she were wading through treacle every single day. She hadn’t made it through an afternoon yet without needing a nap. 
Danny, having just worked an eighteen-hour day, wouldn’t be any keener either. They were kidding themselves that dirty talk on the phone would lead anywhere.
Happy wedding anniversary, Nell.
Just another day where Danny worked his socks off, cancelled stuff at the last minute and she got tetchy about it. 
The train was five minutes late. Nell’s phone buzzed. A message from Stephanie.
Check out White Lightning Communication’s Instagram account!
Nell followed the prompt, tapping into the app. The company had posted a carousel of photos to commemorate its twentieth anniversary, the caption brimming with nostalgia. She swiped through the images of team events, celebratory dinners and the usual corporate highlights until one stopped her cold.
It was a group photo from a night out years ago, taken after the small firm had won a game-changing contract. Jamie Curtice grinned at the camera, his arms draped around her and Stephanie, radiating the smug confidence of a man who knew he’d be handing in his notice the very next day.
Oh God, oh God, oh God.
Nell’s body flushed first hot, then cold. She had no recollection of that photo being taken. Her thumb hovered over the screen before she clicked out of Instagram, only to click back in moments later, desperate to see who had liked or commented on the post.
No one incriminating.
The train pulled into the station, spilling out giggling girls in sparkly dresses and gallous lads full of swagger, their night still unfolding with the promise of adventure.
Nell climbed aboard, slipping into an empty seat. Her heart thudded against her ribs, refusing to settle. She checked the post again, scanning for any interaction that might expose her. Nothing. Still nothing.
The train rattled past the O2 Academy, its imposing façade of a Grade II listed former church slipping into the night.
She exhaled slowly, willing herself to believe it.
She was safe. For now.






  
  Chapter two

April 2016 
“God, what a romantic story!” the journalist exclaimed. “Offering your lady love a free sandwich and then chasing after her to ask her out. How did you manage to meet up if neither of you knew the time?”
“I ran after her,” Daniel said. On the other end of the line, the journalist—Jennifer, she’d introduced herself earlier—let out a wistful sigh.
“Even better! A proper fairy tale.”
Daniel leant back in his chair, suppressing a wry smile. He was in his city-centre office, a modest suite of rooms perched above his flagship shop on St Vincent Street. His own space was the largest, comprised of a desk with a sleek iMac, three plush armchairs gathered around a low coffee table, and its walls adorned with a mix of framed photos of himself and Joe accepting various Taste of Scotland awards, and Nell’s charcoal sketches of iconic Glasgow landmarks, giving it a cosy yet professional feel. 
Agreeing to this interview with the Scottish Post had taken some convincing. Scotland’s best-selling broadsheet wanted to profile him for their weekend magazine, and Stephanie—Nell’s PR freelancer friend—had insisted he’d be a fool to turn down the free publicity. Against his better judgement, he’d relented.
Jennifer had been thorough. She’d grilled him on how Stuffed! had grown from a humble sandwich van to a thriving mini-empire of shops, delis and festival pop-ups. She’d asked about the challenges, the milestones and the lessons learned. And then she’d shifted gears to his personal life.
Of course, he hadn’t told her everything. But he had relayed the story of that night when he sprinted after Nell while Joe shouted from the van about not being able to manage the queue alone. That was back in the days before mobile phones were everywhere and social media could solve life’s little logistical hiccups. 
Simpler times. Better, in a lot of ways.
“Our readers will love that,” Jennifer threw in. “And after all these years, you’re still together. Incredible.” 
Daniel’s brow concertinaed. Was it that incredible? There was a knock on the door and Joe stuck his head in. “Boss? Have you finished boasting about your brilliance yet? I was wanting a wee word.”
Daniel shushed Joe with a sharp gesture, pointing at the blinking red light on the conference phone. Every word would be crystal clear to the person on the other end.
A harsh, raspy laugh erupted from the speaker, making Joe wince. He grimaced theatrically, earning a fleeting smirk from Daniel.
“Yes, I’m just about finished here,” the woman on the line said, her voice still ringing with amusement. “The photographer will be in touch to arrange times, and the article should run in a few weeks, depending on what else is happening in the news cycle. I’ll give you a shout when it’s confirmed. The subs will have a field day with the headline. Something like, ‘All hail Daniel Murray! The sandwich king’s bread and butter may be his chain of Glasgow shops and delis, but his ambitions go far beyond the city—and even Scotland.’ You know the drill.”
Joe frowned, eyebrows knitting together, and Daniel shook his head. “Don’t mention the supermarket stuff,” he muttered.
“No, no, of course not!” the journalist replied, her voice almost too cheerful. “It’s all hush-hush. But I’ll be the first to know if it happens, won’t I?”
Daniel clenched his jaw. Damn it. He shouldn’t have let anything slip. Joe leant casually against the doorframe, arms crossed, clearly waiting for the fallout.
“Eh… aye. Maybe,” Daniel said. “Probably won’t, though.”
“Oh, I think it probably will,” she countered breezily. “Anyway, thanks, Danny.”
“It’s Daniel,” he snapped, the words sharper than he intended. Only Nell got to call him Danny.
“Okay, Dan-iel,” she replied, her tone noticeably cooler now. “Thanks so much for your time.”
Joe’s smirk widened as Daniel rolled his eyes. The goodbyes wrapped up quickly, and as Daniel hung up, he let out a long sigh, the force of it lifting his fringe half an inch off his forehead.
“‘Danny,’ eh?” Joe drawled, a wicked grin spreading across his face. “Oh, Danny boy, the pipes, the pipes are callin’. From glen to glen and down the mountain side…’”
“Wheesht!” Daniel shot back, jamming his fingers into his ears. “You’ll have every cat in the neighbourhood howling along wi’ that racket.”
Truth be told, Joe’s singing voice had been good enough to land him a coveted spot as an altar boy back in their childhood. But these days, he seemed more interested in weaponising, rather than showcasing it. His grin only grew wider, and he plonked himself in one of the squishy armchairs sticking his feet on the table and his arms behind his head. 
Despite working with Daniel for almost twenty years, he was still a tall, skinny rake of a man whose waist size was at odds with his undiminished appetite for wraps and sandwiches. Unlike Daniel, who regularly gave thanks to that maternal grandfather who’d sported thick, dark locks well into his 60s and whose genes he’d inherited, Joe’s hairline had receded substantially. He’d shaved off what remained of his hair to disguise it. 
“All hail the king of sandwiches, eh?” The smirk planted itself firmly back on Joe’s face. “What does that make me? The crown prince? The joker?”
Daniel raised his middle finger in the air, wiggling it for emphasis. “Piss off. You were the one who said doing an interview was a brilliant idea. What do you want, anyway?”
“Eh… the thing is—”
Joe swung his feet off the table, only to knock a silver-framed wedding photo of Daniel and Nell onto the floor. The clatter made them both wince.
“Shite—sorry,” Joe muttered, stooping to pick it up. He dusted the frame off carefully, but the interruption jogged Daniel’s memory.
“Joe, d’you mind if I check something on the computer? Won’t take long.”
“Aye, sure.” 
The wedding photo on the table, him in a hired kilt, Nell in a white sheath that emphasised the skinniness of her arms and shoulders, uttered silent recriminations as Daniel asked the search engine for ‘twentieth wedding anniversary presents’ and skimmed the results. 
China was the usual gift, according to Google, but he couldn’t picture the key to Nell forgiving him for abandoning her last-minute on Thursday night lying in a porcelain dinner set, no matter how gorgeous the blue-green glaze.
Besides, hadn’t she pointed out (repeatedly) that time was the most precious gift he could give her? He pulled up a browser and typed ‘five-star hotels’. Multiple options flashed across the screen, many boasting deals for the late May bank holiday weekend. Perfect. They could hop on a train, escape their ordinary routines, and immerse themselves in luxury in Bath, Birmingham or even London.
The Langbourne, an Edwardian masterpiece in the heart of the capital, caught his eye. Its offer of a two nights’ stay with breakfast and dinner promised opulence at a breathtaking price. The non-refundable deposit alone was on par with what he and Nell had paid for an entire week in Crete years ago.
His fingers hovered over the ‘Book Now’ button as his mind raced, already calculating how to carve out the time from an overstuffed schedule. But then again, if anyone called the boss to complain they’d run out of bread, he wouldn’t be able to do anything about it.
Click. Done.
The hotel website’s confirmation email landed in his inbox seconds later, and he forwarded it to Nell. I’m an arsehole. Will this mini-break for your birthday make up for it…? X
“All right, I’m finished,” he told Joe as he switched the Mac off. “Is this something you need to tell me good or bad?”
“Good. Well, good for me anyway. Dunno about you, though.”
He’d lost that habitual grin. Daniel’s heart lurched. Had the very able Joe had been poached by another company willing to pay him the far better salary he deserved after all these years?
“Tell you what. I’ve had enough o’ this stuffy office. Fancy a walk to the Hyndland shop wi’ me? You can tell me everything on the way.”

      [image: ]They stepped out of the office building, turning right toward Hyndland as Joe launched into a detailed account of the trouble his eldest—a girl—was already stirring up, and the chaos he expected was still to come, all in response to Daniel’s casual inquiry about his kids.
April’s fine weather had lingered, blessing the city with a bright, sun-drenched day. Glasgow’s office workers seized the chance to bask in it, claiming every bench around Blythswood Square. In the gardens, daffodils stood in full, golden bloom, nodding gently as people unwrapped their lunches beneath the cloudless sky.
Daniel’s gaze swept over them automatically, scanning for the telltale black-and-red bags that marked his shops’ sandwiches and wraps. Too few. A small knot of irritation tightened in his chest. The spring promotions clearly weren’t hitting the mark. He’d need to revisit the offers, tweak the strategy and figure out how to draw more of these lunchtime crowds into Stuffed!.
Joe nodded when he mentioned it. “That’s my opening, then. I’ve got an idea. Recipe boxes. Saw it on a TV ad. What if we made them up wi’ quality ingredients and recipes for a week’s worth o’ dinners, so that punters only need to buy one or two other fresh foods? Could be a great wee money spinner, eh?”
The idea chimed with every bit of business advice Daniel had ever been given. Adapt, diversify, meet your customers where they are at. Recipe boxes were a great half-way house between ready meals and cooking for yourself. “Aye. Could work. Come up wi’ a plan for it, figure out the logistics, costings, etcetera. Might be something Ronnie would like to invest in.”
The idea didn’t seem to warrant further discussion, but Daniel knew Joe would get to what he really wanted to say in his own time. They walked in companionable silence, taking the scenic route to the Hyndland shop. Leaving Blythswood Square, they meandered down Douglas Street and turned left onto Sauchiehall Street, the buzz of the city weaving around them.
Did Daniel love Joe more than his own brothers? Probably. As the eldest sibling, Daniel had always felt a gulf between himself and the younger two. When he’d started the business at eighteen, Luke and Mark were still kids—twelve and ten—wrapped up in junior football, video games, school, and their mates. Their worlds had barely overlapped.
Joe, though, was different. He’d been there through all of Daniel’s highs and lows, a steady witness to the chaos of building Stuffed! from nothing. Like Daniel, Joe had grown up in one of Glasgow’s rougher areas, the son of a single, alcoholic mother. Escape had been his driving force, too, the grim alternatives—tower block flats, dead-end jobs or a weekly giro—never far from his mind. That shared history had forged an unspoken bond between them.
Yet, despite his hard start, Joe carried a natural optimism and a wealth of common sense that had become invaluable. He wasn’t just a colleague or a mate; he was family in a way Daniel’s own siblings, for all their shared blood, had never quite managed to be.
Joe cleared his throat as they walked past the art deco dental hospital, Daniel marvelling as always at the massive number of eateries on that stretch of road.
“Okay… here’s my other bit o’ news. Nicky’s pregnant again. She’s due at the start of September.”
“Fucking hell!” Daniel blurted out. “Number five! Are you and her trying to create your own football team?”
Joe stopped walking, turning just enough to meet Daniel’s eyes, a challenge in his expression. “She loves weans. So do I, actually.”
Daniel held up his hands in surrender. “Aye, fair enough. Sorry! Congratulations. That’s brilliant news.” He reached out, his hand resting lightly on Joe’s shoulder. “D’you want a manly hug?”
Joe shrugged the hand off, his mouth quirking into a wry smile. “No, ta. A handshake’ll do.”
Daniel obliged, clasping Joe’s hand firmly. He wouldn’t have minded the hug—mostly for his own sake. The news stirred something uncomfortable inside him, a pang he couldn’t quite name.
“Is Nicky alright?” he asked, clearing his throat. Joe’s partner was only a couple of years younger than Nell, and their youngest hadn’t even turned two yet. The rest of the brood—six, nine and twelve—kept the house in a state of perpetual chaos. Whenever Daniel and Nell visited, they were greeted by a wall of noise: shouting, crying and the occasional crash of something hitting the floor. As soon as they left, Nell would shake her head and mutter, “How the hell does she cope with it?”
Every single time.
“Aye. Tired, but she’s just comin’ out of her first trimester so she should start feelin’ a bit better soon.” That fluency in the lingo of pregnancy marked out Joe and Daniel’s poles apart worlds, the idea of Nell stroking a swollen abdomen absolutely and utterly alien. 
They resumed their walk.
“How much time do you want off?” Daniel asked. His first, unworthy thought was relief that Nicky was due in September. Safely outside festival season.
“Aye, well… here’s the thing.” Joe hesitated, shoving his hands into his jacket pockets. “This time, Nicky wants a wee bit more help. Cannae blame her, not wi’ all our kids.”
“Fair enough,” Daniel replied, fingers crossed in his own pocket. By now, they’d reached the Charing Cross traffic lights. Below them, cars, vans, lorries and motorbikes roared along the motorway slicing through Glasgow’s city centre.
“We were thinking… mebbe six months off,” Joe added.
Daniel’s step faltered, but the red light gave him a temporary reprieve. They crossed the streets that led to Woodlands Road in silence, the hum of engines momentarily subdued as traffic came to a halt. On the other side, Joe picked up where he’d left off.
“Ah’ve got a bit of money saved up. And there’s Nicky’s inheritance.”
Daniel nodded. Nicky’s mum had died last year, leaving her only child the car, her savings, jewellery and the former council house she’d bought in the ’90s. Thanks to Glasgow’s property boom in the early noughties, it was now worth a small fortune.
“Six months is an awfy long time,” Daniel said carefully, glancing sideways at Joe. “Especially wi’ Christmas smack bang in the middle.”
Joe stopped abruptly, turning to face him. His expression was sharp, almost accusatory. “C’mon, pal. When the first three were born, I only took a few days off. And you ken fine I’ve missed more holidays than I care tae count. Nell’s no’ the only yin who bitches about being married to a workaholic. Liza could take over my job while I’m off.”
“But she wouldn’t—” Daniel forced a smile, reluctant to spark an argument. “Ach, why not?”
They walked on in silence, but Daniel couldn’t shake the growing knot of trepidation pounding against his skull. Six months without Joe. Even with Liza stepping in, the thought made his pulse quicken, and not in a positive way.
But what could he possibly say? Joe had worked his socks off for Stuffed!. It was fair enough. He did love children, and he seemed to revel in the chaos of his and Nicky’s household.
Christ, I’m jealous…
Whoa. The emotion intensified the more he prodded it. The image of a tiny, red-faced baby squirming in his arms loomed before him, and his eyes prickled with unexpected tears.
They carried on along Woodlands Road, passing the Sainsbury’s garage on one side and the steep turn leading up to Park Gardens. There, grand Victorian townhouses perched above Kelvingrove Park, their elegant facades surveying the greenery below. Just two months ago, one of the flats had changed hands for a staggering £800,000—a reminder of the neighbourhood’s quiet exclusivity.
By the time he and Joe reached the Hyndland shop on Clarence Street, he’d pulled himself together. A red-and-black tarpaulin stretched across the window, while a blackboard outside made its case to passing customers: Life’s too short for boring sandwiches. Come in and grab a great one.
Inside, he conducted a quick inventory. As usual, the shop was clean and inviting. Signs on the walls advertised weekly deals and offers, and a handful of customers browsed the shelves.
The air was rich with the aromas of olives, pickled peppers, a whole Brie, fresh salads, Stuffed!'s own recipe hummus and an array of sliced meats. Anyone entering the shop with even a hint of hunger would find their appetite sharpened, their senses tantalised by the visual and olfactory feast laid out before them.
Liza, the shop’s manager, emerged in her wheelchair from behind the counter. Her face lit up as she grinned at the two of them. She was what you got if you typed ‘Glaswegian lassie’ into a computer and asked it to generate something. Thick, curly red hair and blue-green eyes matched an accent that most visitors to the city struggled with and a right hook that made any guy she dated envious. 
“Alright, gaffer? Joe? Can I get youse summat tae eat?”
Daniel shook his head, but Joe nodded enthusiastically, rattling off an order for a wrap smeared with jalapeño hummus and stuffed with pickled carrots and roast chicken.
Liza, well used to Joe’s perpetual hunger and eccentric food choices, merely raised an eyebrow before assembling the wrap. She handed it over without a word, watching as Joe tore into it like a man starved.
Daniel waited until Joe was halfway through chewing. “Joe and I have some news for you,” he said, keeping his tone casual. “A couple of things, actually. We’re thinking about taking the business in a new direction… and Joe here’s planning a wee sabbatical.”
Liza’s eyebrows shot up, her mouth falling open in exaggerated disbelief. Joe was practically a fixture of Stuffed!, known and loved by every staff member. Unlike Daniel, he didn’t have a short fuse, and his approachable nature had made him a favourite among the team.
“What do you think about a wee step up for a few months?” Daniel asked.
Liza’s shock evaporated instantly, replaced by a broad grin. “Absolutely, gaffer! Tell me everything!”
He laid out the plan. Joe took his six months off, and Liza did his job. It would mean working in the city centre office, which had a lift and was therefore accessible, and a lot of tedious managerial work, but it would also mean a pay rise.
The old-fashioned bell above the door rang as a teenage boy entered the shop. Dressed in jeans that hung so low on his hips the top of his boxer shorts were visible and a faded blue sweatshirt, he shuffled to and fro. His attention seemed focused on Daniel rather than the tempting arrays around him.
“Can I help you?” Daniel asked, the instinctive patter of his shop days kicking in. “We’ve got a meal deal. A wrap, a can o’ ginger and a packet of crisps for three quid.”
The boy shook his head, but Daniel took a moment to study him. The widow’s peak in his dark hair, sharp cheekbones and slightly too-close-together eyes gave him a striking, almost fox-like appearance. His teeth, large and blindingly white, hinted at more than a few trips to the orthodontist. Something about them tugged at a memory… but whatever it was faded as quickly as it came.
“Are you… are you Daniel Murray?” the boy blurted out, his voice breaking the momentary silence.
“Aye. Who’s asking?”
“Naebody!” 
And with that, he was gone, dashing out of the shop so fast that the door slammed behind him, rattling the tins on the shelves nearby.
Liza and Joe stared after him. “What was that about?” Joe asked, not letting the brief diversion distract him from finishing off his wrap.
Daniel shrugged. “No idea. Maybe he wants a job in one o’ the shops but bottled it before he could ask?”
Joe wrinkled his nose. “Or mebbe he’s one o’ the Kelly boys, and the next time you see him, he’ll be back with three big brothers and a baseball bat, demanding you hand ower protection money, or he’ll torch the shop.”
“Don’t,” Daniel muttered, shuddering despite himself. The Kelly family were long gone, their empire dismantled. Those who weren’t dead were serving lengthy sentences in Barlinnie. Not that the Kellys would have dared touch Stuffed! back in the day anyway—not with Shane O’Malley’s money behind it.
Liza, too, had shivered at the mention of the Kellys, doubtless recalling their entanglement with the stepfather she no longer spoke to.
By the time they left the shop, it was nearing three o’clock. Remembering Joe’s comment about Nicky accusing him of being a workaholic, Daniel clapped him on the shoulder. “Take the rest of the day off, mate. Go home.”
Joe hesitated, then nodded, a flicker of gratitude passing across his face before he headed off. Daniel made his way back to the office, Joe’s news weighing heavily on his mind. Six months. Half a year without Joe.
Liza was competent, no question, but she lacked the instinctive understanding Joe had cultivated during more than two decades working alongside him. Every deal, every challenge, every mad rush—they’d faced them together.
The thought of stepping into the gap himself, shouldering even more responsibility, made Daniel’s stomach sink. He’d end up working longer hours than ever.
And Nell wasn’t going to like that. Not one teeny-tiny bit.






  
  Chapter three

May 1994 
Nell, shivering and miserable, stood in the shelter of the grand Victoria red-stone entrance to the Kelvingrove Museum, waiting for Daniel and wondering how much longer she gave him before giving up.
He had arranged the outing without taking Glasgow’s unpredictable weather into account. The sun could shine in the morning. By the afternoon, the rain might bounce off the pavements as it was doing today. Her fellow students, holed up in the warm, cosy halls, told her she was mad to venture out in it.
“Just don’t turn up,” one said. “If you feel that bad about it, you can apologise next week when he’s back here in his sandwich van.”
Nell’s scrupulously polite upbringing forbade her from brushing him off. After all, the guy had given her a free sandwich, and the kiss they’d shared when he caught up with her outside her halls had been incredible. In the short time it had taken him to chase after her, something had shifted, and her veins fizzed with an energy she hadn’t felt in years. Not since… well, best not to go there.
What appealed most, though, was Daniel himself. His stumbling yet refreshingly straightforward approach was a stark contrast to the pretentious students she was used to, like her on-off boyfriend Colm, who loved to act like he was oh-so-sophisticated and wildly sexually experienced.
As her thoughts spiralled, a massive red-and-black golf umbrella appeared in the distance, its canopy angled against the breeze. Beneath it, a pair of jean-clad legs propelled it forward. She didn’t need a second glance to recognise the branding. It was unmistakably Daniel’s Stuffed! sandwich van and shop colours.
He closed the umbrella and bolted up the stairs, two at a time, to join her. Did he look anything like the guy that she remembered from Thursday night? Yes and no. Same height, more than a foot taller than her, same dark hair. He wore a black denim jacket slung over the same colour T-shirt and straight jeans, the hem of them skimming his ankle bones.
A bit spottier, though. And those shaggy eyebrows nearly met in the middle, the narrow space between his eyes adding to his brooding intensity. But his mouth—that mouth—was all she’d been thinking about since Thursday. She’d imagined it on her lips, her neck, trailing down her collarbone, teasing over her nipples, inching lower along her stomach—a slow, torturous build-up of pleasure.
Now it moved, shaping a tentative hello, followed by an apology for being late. He’d ended up having to work that morning after all.
Ha! The sun came out, metaphorically rather than literally. The gamble had paid off.
“Hello, Daniel, Dan, Danny.”
She was going to call him Danny from now on.
“I… I didnae think you would turn up.”
They both gazed upwards. Unrelenting rain, sheets of it slicing diagonally into the few pedestrians brave enough to venture out.
“Guess that’s the picnic out the window,” she replied, noticing he hadn’t bought any food with him, and unsure whether that was a relief or a disappointment. The male of the species loved c-word foods. Crisps, chips, cheese, chocolate—all packed with calories. Nell preferred herself with as little flesh on her bones as she could get away with.
“No. Um, what about the café in there?” He pointed behind her to the museum, which served teas, coffees, soup and baked potatoes to people once they’d had their fill of culture. They’d be the youngest people in there by at least thirty years.
Nell shook her head. An open-topped double decker red bus pulled into the bus stop in front of the museum.
“Shall we do that? If we sit downstairs, it’ll be dry.”
Danny screwed his face up. “The tourist bus? But I’m… aye, alright then. S’pose I’ve never done it.”
He opened the umbrella once more and they hastened towards the bus. Nell cursed her idiotic clothing and shoe choice, as rain-proof as toilet roll. The ballet pumps were soaked through already and the thin, lacey black cardigan clung to her arms. Goosebumps poked through it.
Danny insisted on paying the two six-pound fares, which made a nice change. Colm fully believed sexual equality meant women paid either their fair share or more.
The tour guide, his red jacket hanging open to accommodate a tummy that spilled forward like a friendly mascot, beamed at them. “Ah, love’s young dream, eh? C’mon aboard. Nae sitting up the back now—this is a family-friendly tour. We dinnae want youse canoodling up there.”
Nell giggled, the unmistakable Glasgow patter still one of her favourite things about her adopted city. Around them, families and small groups were settling into their seats. A woman in a jaunty yellow bucket hat glanced their way, her face breaking into an indulgent smile.
Danny shoogled into one of the double seats, leaving just enough space for her to slide in beside him. As she settled, he slung an arm casually along the back of the seat—at least, that’s what he probably intended. The rapid blinking and tightness in his jaw told a different story.
He was nervous as hell.
Grateful for the warmth, she sank back against his arm, pulling it around her shoulders. The tips of his fingers pressed into the skin below her collarbone, dry and warm. 
Go on. Slip them down a bit. I won’t mind…
They remained firmly in place. 
The bus lurched into motion, shuddering down the road as the driver wrestled it into the right gear.
“Welcome aboard, ladies and gentlemen!” the guide’s voice boomed through the crackling microphone. “As you can see, it’s another fan-dabby-dozy day in Glasgow! But here on our happy wee bus, the sun always shines. And now we’re off doon Sauchiehall Street—its name comes fae the auld Scots words Sauchie hauch, meaning a low-lying meadow…”
Nell leaned into Danny, who radiated warmth like a human hot water bottle. He flinched—a barely noticeable twitch—but when she started to pull away, he tightened his arm around her shoulders. His aftershave, sharp and lemony, was unmistakably Kouros. He’d doused himself in the stuff.
She slid her hand onto his thigh. It jerked under her touch, a reflex he couldn’t hide. Emboldened, she inched her fingers higher, a playful smirk tugging at her lips.
Danny clamped his hand over hers, his grip firm. “If you keep doing that, I’ll, y’know…” he whispered, his voice tight with panic. His face turned a vivid brick red, and he looked straight ahead, avoiding her gaze.
The tour guide, whose ears seemed to stretch like elastic, grinned in their direction. “And now, ladies and gents, we find ourselves at Blythswood Square, built in the early 1800s. A notorious haunt, back in the day, for ladies of the night…” He paused, his grin widening. “You’ll notice it’s conveniently close to Strathclyde Police headquarters. Handy for the officers, eh? Either they were arresting the women or… indulging themselves.”
The bus trundled along, stopping at various landmarks, but the relentless downpour kept Nell and Danny on board while other passengers shuffled off to explore the Transport Museum, the cathedral and the university’s photogenic cloisters.
The guide kept up his tongue-in-cheek commentary, often making Nell and Daniel the butt of his jokes. Daniel, to her relief, took it in stride, laughing along—a definite improvement over Colm, who could never handle being the punchline. At one point, Danny shot back, joking that the guide’s patter was so dire, he doubted anyone ever tipped him. The guide cackled and took the jab in good humour, firing off a few more quips at their expense.
As the bus approached its final stop in George Square, where other buses idled with only a handful of rain-dampened tourists queuing to board, Nell leaned in close to Danny, her breath warm against his ear.
“My halls are cosy and dry,” she murmured.
A flush crept up his neck, blooming across his cheeks. He hesitated for a beat, then met her gaze.
“Or… I could show you something.”
The guide, ever-alert, pounced with glee. “Oh, well, young Casanova! Finally getting your chance to prove yoursel’, eh?”
Danny rolled his eyes. “I meant a building.”
The guide wasn’t letting it go. “So he says, hen! Watch those hands o’ his. Tell you what, the bus is heading to the university next. D’ye want us to drop you somewhere nearby?”
“Could you make it Clarence Drive?” Danny asked, sounding surer of himself once more. When the bus obliged two streets later, Nell followed him off, bemused. 
He opened the umbrella, and she shot under it. Golf umbrellas were built for weather like this. Her pumps might be soaked through, but her top half was escaping the worst of it. 
“What are we looking at?” she asked, and he took her hand, guiding her down the street, red sandstone buildings either side. 
“This.”
They were outside a former shop. Metal shutters covered the windows and door and the sign hanging above it read Pacitti Jones Glasgow Lease for Sale. A banner across the words said ‘SOLD’ in bold, black letters.
Danny rummaged in his jeans pocket and a extracted a bunch of keys. The first opened the padlocks attached to the shutters in front of the door. He handed her the umbrella and heaved them up. They rose, clanking nosily. He used another key for the glass-fronted door, which swung open, its hinges creaking in protest.
“Come in!” The grin split his face in two. He stepped aside to let her in, but as soon as she crossed the threshold, the smell hit her full force.
She clamped a hand over her nose. “What is that?”
“Aye, sorry! Place used to be a butcher’s,” Danny replied, waving a shiny, just-unwrapped bottle of Febreze in the air. He sprayed liberally, the cloying scent of “Meadow Fresh” doing battle with the lingering odour of… well, not-so-fresh.
As the mist cleared, she took in the details: the counter, glass-fronted cabinets, and tile flooring streaked with red-brown stains that she decided not to think about too hard.
“And you’ve brought me here why?”
He propped the umbrella against the counter and spun around, arms spread wide. “Picture it. Six months from now. All the flooring ripped out. Dark tiles down instead, white walls wi’ up-lighting to warm the space up. Wooden shelves all around packed with exotic things. Fresh bread in baskets lined wi’ linen. A refrigerated unit stacked wi’ cheeses, olives, dips. The Stuffed! sign on the wall there… Can you see it, Nell?”
She couldn’t help but laugh, clapping her hands as his energy swept her along. “Yes, yes, I can!”
She re-examined her first impression of him. No sign of the nerves now. The practical guy with a sandwich van was an artist in his own right. His head painted pictures that didn’t yet exist the same way she did.
He led her through a narrow passageway to a decent-sized room at the back. “This,” he said, “was where they butchered the carcasses.”
The slightly sweet, slightly rotten smell in the air confirmed it.
“This’ll do for an office and a small bathroom,” he added matter-of-factly.
Nell shivered. Her damp clothes clung to her like a second skin, and she could swear the smell was seeping into them.
“And here I was thinking romance was dead,” she teased, pulling her jacket tighter.
“Wait a sec,” Danny told her, disappearing into the main shop once more and returned wheeling a Calor Gas cabinet heater, the Febreze bottle, a kettle and a blue plastic bag. He pressed down the pilot ignition and the heater sparked into life. All four bars radiated instant intense heat, and she held her hands out, feeling the warmth spread up her arms.
“Tea?” he asked, plugging the kettle in. “And I’ve got sandwiches and crisps. Cans of cider too.”
The date was unlike anything Nell had ever been on before. And for that reason, she was enjoying herself a great deal. 
“Cider, please. And a packet of crisps. Only if you share them with me.” Less calories that way.
There were no chairs, so Danny shrugged off his coat, tossed it onto a pile of old sacking, and sat down with his back against the wall. He patted the space beside him, and she joined him. One cider down, and somehow it felt completely natural to shift closer. She slid into the space between his knees, leaning back against him. His arm rested along her shoulder and her head nestled against it. The warmth of him was steadying, comforting, in a way she hadn’t expected as their conversation flowed.
Why did you move to Glasgow? Do you like Scotland? Do you have brothers or sisters? What’s your favourite film, favourite band, favourite singer? If you were a sandwich, what kind would you be?
“That’s a ridiculous question!” Nell laughed, taking another swig from her second can of cider.
“Is it, though?” he teased, his voice soft, the faint scent of his lemony aftershave mingling with the Febreze. “You can tell a lot about a person from the kind o’ sandwich they think they are.”
Her clothes had dried. A gentle heat spread through her. Not just from the cider but from Daniel’s proximity, the casual way his arm brushed hers and his steady presence. She felt lighter, more at ease than she had in weeks.
“Fine, then. What about you? What kind of sandwich would you be?” she shot back, tilting her head to catch his reaction.
He grinned, his eyes sparking with mischief. “Something spicy. Chicken wi’ jalapeños, mebbe.”
“Predictable,” she said, giggling.
“Better than egg mayo,” he countered, pulling a face.
“I wasn’t going to say that! No one likes egg mayonnaise sandwiches, never mind wanting to be one,” Nell shot back. “I’d be something exciting. Like ham, corned beef, and beetroot, topped with Branston pickle, smoked cheese, and cucumber.”
Danny recoiled theatrically. “Nobody likes that!”
She jabbed her elbow into his thigh, making him yelp.
“I do—or I would, if I ever tried it!” she declared, lifting her chin as if daring him to argue further. 
He shrugged and snapped open a plastic sandwich carton, peeling back the film with a satisfying crack. He held half a sandwich in front of her mouth, his eyes twinkling.
“Fancy a bite?” he teased.
Nell rolled her eyes but obliged, the mix of flavours immediately hitting her taste buds. She chewed thoughtfully, then narrowed her eyes at him. “This isn’t chicken with jalapeños, is it?”
She felt rather than saw him shake his head behind her. “Smoked salmon and cream cheese. You’re English and posh, so I thought I should bring something quality. Made them myself. This morning.”
She dug an elbow into his thigh again, more gently this time. When he fed her the entire sandwich, she wondered at the absence of the guilt that normally accompanied eating. The silencing of that nagging, whining inner voice was like the stopping of a rotary hammer that had been digging into the ground outside for so long, she’d grown accustomed to it.
More comfortable in the role of questioner than interviewee, Nell doubled down when it was her turn to ask things, while Danny responded with an easy confidence, never dominating the conversation the way so many of her fellow students did.
He talked about his Uncle Shane, who’d lent him the money to buy the van and secure the lease on the shop. “But I’ll pay it back,” he added firmly. “Every penny. Soon as I can.”
“You’re very driven,” she remarked, tilting her head curiously. “Why’s that?”
He hesitated, swallowing hard before glancing away. “It’s… my dad. He couldn’t work for a while when I was a wee boy. Money was tight—no new clothes, no holidays. We ate a lot o’ beans on toast.”
His tone was matter-of-fact, but she caught the flicker of discomfort in his eyes. Clearly, it wasn’t something he liked dwelling on, because he pivoted quickly. “You said people would flock to a shop if I had one.”
He cracked open another can of cider, the fizzing sound sharp in the quiet. Nell placed her own can on the floor, a flicker of caution surfacing. If she kept drinking, they might end up having sex for the first time right here on the grimy floor of a former butcher’s shop.
“Oh, they will!” she said, catching the faint trace of doubt in his remark. “In their hundreds of thousands! But this won’t be your only shop, oh no. You’ll open a whole chain in Glasgow. Then Edinburgh. Maybe even London! You’ll buy a fleet of vans to tour the country in the summer, selling overpriced sandwiches to boozed-up students and festival-goers.”
He raised an eyebrow, but she pressed on, her voice growing more animated. “In the future, journalists will write glowing profiles about you. They’ll call you The Sandwich King of Glasgow. You’ll run business mentoring programmes for budding entrepreneurs, giving inspirational talks to packed auditoriums.”
“Is that right?” he murmured, his lips brushing against the back of her neck, his nose grazing through her hair to find her skin. A shiver rippled down her spine, and her back arched instinctively.
“That’s a mighty vision you’ve got for me,” he said, his voice low and amused.
“Mmm-hmm, but I’m ninety per cent confident it’ll happen,” she replied, smiling as the warmth of his breath lingered against her skin.
“Not one hundred per cent?” 
“You should always leave ten per cent for the unexpected,” she said lightly.
He shifted his hands off his knees. As one hand began a slow descent, his fingertips brushed her throat. 
“God, you’re so gorgeous,” he whispered. 
She could feel him stiffening behind her and she pushed herself back into his crotch. His breathing quickened. “Er… I dunno if—”
She turned around. His jaw hung open, and his eyes drank her in. This close, she made out the golden flecks in his irises, the stray dark hairs between his brows and the light sheen of sweat gathered on his upper lip. She reached out a hand, stroking the side of his face and apologising when he flinched. Her hands were nearly always ice-cold.
The moment caught her up, tornado-like. By now, she’d adjusted to the smell. Who cared if she was in a butcher’s shop, and this was where they ended up having sex for the first time?
She leaned forward, kissing first his nose and then settling on his mouth. Soft, supple lips pressed against hers, igniting every nerve ending in her body. His arm curled around her, drawing her into his embrace. That first kiss had been stand-out but had simply been a dress rehearsal for this one. 
He pulled back, his chest rising and falling with quick breaths. “Nell, I’m… I’m a virgin.”
For a fleeting second, Darren Hardy’s ghost flickered in her mind. She shoved him down, letting the memory sink into
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