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It’s the lamp going out in the living room that alerts me the electricity has been cut. I jump to my feet, knocking my empty mug onto the floor. A crushing fear tightens my chest. It’s too early, I’m not ready.

If they come for you, it will be in the dead of the night, Alex had told me.

But it’s not the middle of the night, it’s barely 9:00 p.m..

What if they come earlier, when I’m still downstairs? I’d asked.

Focus on getting to your bedroom where you can lock yourself in, Alex had said. Don’t let fear muddle your thinking.

Remembering his words, I take a breath to calm myself, then grope my way to the door. The hall is in complete darkness. I’m about to run to the stairs when a dark shadow peels itself from the wall. I cry out in shock; they’re already inside.

What if I can’t get to my bedroom? I’d asked. What if they’re already inside?

Scream, Alex had said. Use your voice. Take a deep breath and scream as loud and as long as you can. You’ ll have a couple of seconds before fear numbs you. Use them well.

I open my mouth to scream but fear has already wound its steely grip around my lungs, squeezing the breath from me. My eyes pick out a looming mass advancing down the hall towards me. I scramble back as fast as I can and feel the kitchen door behind me.

If you can’t get upstairs, don’t let yourself be backed into the kitchen, Alex had said.

But what if there isn’t anywhere else to go? I’d asked.

Then try and arm yourself with a weapon. You have knives on the worktop.

I grapple for the handle and as the door swings open, I stumble backwards into the kitchen. They follow me in and kick the door shut. The room is in total darkness, confusing me for a moment, because there should be at least some light from the light well. I recover quickly and step to my right, visualizing the knife block next to the oven. But as if they can read my mind, they bar my way, forcing me to move to the left, my feet tripping over each other as I back around the island, until I come to the far end and can go no further.

Whatever you do, Alex had told me, don’t let yourself be cornered behind the island, because if you do, there will be no way out. You cannot let it happen. Do you hear me, Nell? You cannot let it happen.

Yet here I am. My legs tremble at the implication. As my eyes adjust to the inky darkness, the looming mass defines itself as a black-clad figure standing on the other side of the island. There’s a movement, followed by a swish in the air. My throat constricts; they have a blade.

‘Stop!’ My voice rings out and to my astonishment, the air stills.

‘Before you kill me,’ I say, keeping my voice strong. ‘I need to know who you are.’




NELL

PRESENT

His thigh presses against mine as I sit on the bus. I don’t think it’s intentional – the seats are small and he’s a large man – but still, it makes me uncomfortable. I’d like to move my leg, cross it over the other one and turn my body away from him, towards the window. But I don’t want to cause offence.

The bus lurches round a corner and, thrown against me, the pressure of the man’s thigh increases. My throat tightens and, overcome by cloying claustrophobia, I stand up abruptly, needing to get away from him. I wait for him to stand and move into the aisle, or at least move his legs to let me past and when he doesn’t, my only choice is to clamber over him. My navy coat brushes his face and, hot with embarrassment, I mumble an apology. I want to see his face but from where I’m standing, gripping the metal bar, I can only see the top of his shaved head and the tattoo on the back of his neck.

I’d had my face turned to the window when he’d sat down next to me but as I make my way to the exit, I notice that the bus is only a quarter full. There would have been other empty seats, double seats, when he got on two stops back, so why had he chosen to sit next to me? The bus brakes to a halt and I move to the door. It’s not my stop but I prefer to walk the rest of the way to work than sit with doubts crowding my mind.

I step quickly off the bus then hang back as it pulls into the road, the wheels splashing in yesterday’s puddles, wanting to be sure that the man hasn’t followed me off. He’s sitting at the window, in the seat I vacated, his head turned away, towards the interior of the bus. Is it on purpose, so that I can’t see his face? I try to guess his age from the little I can see of him and think he must be in his forties. Some of the tension seeps from me. He’s not the right age.

I take my water flask from my bag and sip from it slowly as I walk to the office. This feeling of being followed began a couple of weeks ago, out of nowhere. There’s been nothing to back it up, no footsteps behind me, no strange man lurking in doorways, just a sense of eyes watching. Sometimes, when the feeling intensifies, I spin on my heels, hoping to catch someone ducking their head, or doing a quick about-turn in the street. There’s never anyone there, just ordinary people going about their everyday lives.

My mind, as I walk towards Brixton, is full of the day ahead. Fridays are always busy at Drop In, the charity I work for, and apart from a hair appointment at lunchtime, I plan to keep my head down until I leave to meet Alex, my – boyfriend? Lover? – I’m never sure how to categorize him, even to myself. It’s too soon to call him my partner. I’ve only known him a few months and for half that time, he’s been in the US. At our ages, thirty-six for me, forty-four for him, ‘boyfriend’ seems too casual. He’s definitely my lover, but that reduces our relationship to sex and although that is a huge part of it, given that we only see each other every two weeks, it’s so much more than that. Simply put, he’s my everything.

The sky is a palette of greys as I cross the street at a green pedestrian light, breathing in the cool morning air. There’s a sudden hiss from somewhere behind me and a bicycle comes hurtling out of nowhere, narrowly missing me. A cry of fright escapes from me and I quickly cover the last few steps to the pavement, where I stand for a moment, my heart pulsing in my chest, my eyes following the rider until he disappears from sight. The swish of his tyres as they passed inches from me is still loud in my ears but I push down the anxiety bubbling inside me. I cannot – I will not – start thinking that every such incident is suspicious.

I don’t usually arrive at work at seven in the morning but Alex had a late dinner last night and had gone back to his hotel to sleep there. I’d felt uneasy all evening in the too-quiet house, and had slept badly without him beside me. I’m already dreading Monday, when he’ll return to the US for his usual two weeks there.

Despite the man on the bus and the man on the bike, my spirits lift at the thought of seeing Alex tonight. If someone had told me, just a few months ago, that for the first time in twelve years I’d soon be in a meaningful relationship, I wouldn’t have believed them. But the proof is there; since meeting Alex I’ve begun, tentatively, to make plans for a future I never thought I’d have. A future you don’t deserve to have, a voice reminds me, and immediately, my mood slumps again. I shouldn’t be surprised. I always knew that my past life – when I was still Elle Nugent, before I became Nell Masters – would one day catch up with me.




ELLE

PAST

‘Hey!’

Disturbed by the shout from the street below, I put my book down and moved to the window of the first-floor flat, glad to have something to break the monotony of an afternoon without my boyfriend, Jaz, who’d gone to see a friend. Looking out, I saw a young woman standing on the opposite pavement.

‘My phone!’ she cried, pointing to further along the road.

I pushed my head through the open window to get a better look and saw a man on a moped disappearing down the road at high speed. I was about to call to the woman to tell her I’d come down but she was already running after the moped, calling for it to stop, come back. Then, realizing the futility of both her actions and her words, she stopped and burst into noisy tears.

She was younger than I’d first thought, a student I guessed, from the way she was dressed, in jeans, trainers, and T-shirt. I felt bad for her; it wasn’t the first time someone had had their phone snatched by a guy on a moped and it wouldn’t be the last.

I was about to go down and do my good deed for the day, offer her my phone to call someone, when a car screeched to a stop beside the young woman.

‘I saw that!’ The driver’s window was open and I saw a dark-haired man lean towards the passenger door. ‘Quick, jump in, we’ll go after him!’ He sounded American and I gave a sigh of relief that he had taken over and I could get back to my book.

‘Great, thanks!’ The young woman dashed the tears from her eyes and began to get in the car.

I suddenly felt uneasy. The car had appeared from nowhere. What if it was a set-up, and the guy in the car was an accomplice of the thief on the moped?

I leaned further out of the window, my body prickling with alarm ‘Hey!’ I called. ‘Wait!’

But the young woman was already in the car. A sense of forebod-ing coursed through me. ‘Hey, you!’ I shouted louder, addressing the driver. ‘What are you doing?’

At the sound of my voice, he swivelled his head towards me. I just had time to register the look of irritation on his face before he gunned the engine and roared off down the street.

‘Nooo!’ My breath whooshed out of me as I pulled myself back through the window, hitting my head on the wooden frame in my haste. Cursing under my breath, I snatched my phone from the table, ran out of the flat, and took the stairs to the ground floor two at a time. With a bit of luck, the car would be stuck at the end of the street, waiting for a gap in the traffic before pulling onto the main road. Spilling through the front door and onto the pavement, I looked to the right. The car was there, indicating left, but as I ran towards it, it moved forward and disappeared round the corner.

I came to a standstill, my breath coming in short gasps, not quite sure what I’d hoped to achieve by running after the car. Even if I’d managed to open the passenger door and had yelled at the young woman to get out, she might not have listened. And if the man had driven off while I was hanging on to the door, I could have fallen under the wheels, or been dragged onto the busy main road. I walked slowly back to the flat, wondering what I should do. Maybe it was completely innocent and the man really was a knight in shining armour. But what if it was something more sinister? What if I’d just witnessed a kidnapping?

Aware that I was probably wasting their time, I called the police and while I waited for someone to pick up, I sifted through what had happened. During the whole incident, something had been niggling away at me, something to do with the man driving the car. It took me a moment to realize that I’d seen him before, only a couple of hours earlier, when I’d gone to buy a jar of honey from the local supermarket. While I was leaving the shop, my head bent over my phone as I messaged Jaz to tell him the washing machine had sprung a leak, I’d walked slap-bang into a guy. The jar had slipped from my hands and smashed onto the pavement.

‘Oh jeez,’ the man had said, coming to stand beside me as I looked in disbelief at the gooey mess. He was holding a cup of coffee in his hand and some of it had spilled through the sip-hole onto the lid as a result of me crashing into him. He raised a hand to his head and scratched absentmindedly at his hair. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘No, it’s totally my fault. I wasn’t looking where I was going.’ I looked towards the shop. ‘I’d better go and see if they’ve got something I can clean it up with.’

‘Can I help?’

I’d given him a smile, looking properly at him for the first time. Despite being on the old side, he was seriously good-looking. ‘No, it’s fine. Thanks,’ I’d added, struck by the colour of his eyes, which matched the blue shirt he was wearing.

‘Right, well, hope your day gets better,’ he’d said, moving away.

I was sure it was the same man that had been driving the car the young woman had gotten into. Doubts about my call to the police set in. The man I’d bumped into had seemed nice. What if the police stopped his car and accused him of kidnapping the young woman when he’d only been trying to help? What if he and the young woman knew each other? When I thought about it, the woman had gotten into the car without hesitation. But before I could hang up, my call was answered and to my relief, my worries about what I’d seen were treated with concern. The responder took details of the young woman (average height, slim build, long blonde hair, dressed in pale blue jeans, a white T-shirt, and carrying a black tote bag) who’d climbed so recklessly into a stranger’s (white male, dark, neatly parted hair, pale blue shirt, American accent) car (large, black). I kicked myself for not having gotten the car’s registration number but as I explained to the responder, everything had happened so fast.

‘I think he might be local,’ I added. ‘I saw him in the street earlier today. I live near Waterloo and he was walking along The Cut.’

The responder thanked me for my call and said that it would be looked into. I tried to put it out of my mind but found it hard to go back to my book because my thoughts kept slipping back to the young woman. By the time Jaz came home, the need to speak about what I’d witnessed was overwhelming. But he was full of a new app he was going to design with the friend he’d just seen and wasn’t as invested in the story as I hoped.

‘You did everything you could, babe,’ he said. ‘Stop stressing.’

So I’d given a mental shrug and stopped stressing. Best-case scenario, the young woman had been reunited with her phone and was safe and well.

Except that the next morning, when I opened the news app on my phone and saw the headline article, my heart plummeted, then almost stopped. The body of a young woman, as yet unidentified, had been found in a burned-out car, not far from Wimbledon Common.




NELL

PRESENT

I arrive at the building where Drop In, the charity I work for, is situated. Taking my keys from my bag, I unlock the security door, checking that a regular isn’t hovering nearby, waiting to be let in even though the doors don’t officially open until nine. Sometimes it happened and I always allowed them in. To my relief, there’s no one waiting.

In the reception area, I switch on the light, lock the door behind me and wait until the silence settles on my shoulders like a warm blanket. This is my territory. This is where I feel safe.

The charity’s offices are simple. There’s a reception desk and behind that, the main room where computer stations have been set up on the left-hand side, a kitchen area to the right and two smaller rooms, one we use for workshops and the other for coffee and conversation. We’ve had two workshops running this week, one on returning to the world of work and the other on acknowledging and dealing with grief. Both were oversubscribed and the feedback has been excellent. I make a mental note to ask Sadie, my wonderful but slightly scatty assistant, to book them in again.

My office, the only office, is to the right of the reception desk. It’s small but has a door I can close and a window that looks onto a tiny paved courtyard at the back of the building. I go in, flick the light switch and press the button to open the steel shutter which protects the window. The sun hasn’t fully risen but I drop my bag on the chair, return to the main room, wind up the shutter on the back door and step outside. I love this time of the morning when the city hasn’t fully woken from its sleep and the sounds of its awakening are only a distant murmur. I sit for a while on one of the wooden benches huddled in my coat, my head tipped back against the wall, absorbing the calm, knowing that once the doors open at nine it will be manic until they close again at seven this evening.

I started working at Drop In four years ago, as a volunteer at weekends, until I was offered a permanent post doing the job that Sadie does now. When my boss left to work for a larger charity, I was offered the job of overall manager. My main role – securing funding to keep the charity afloat – isn’t something I thought I’d enjoy. But approaching corporations, local and national, big and small, and getting them to agree to sponsorship, or making a donation, has turned out to be surprisingly satisfying.

I check the time on my phone and leave the courtyard, wanting to catch up on my emails before Sadie arrives. On the way to my office, I switch on the kettle and make myself a cup of instant coffee. I’d love a proper coffee machine, and although I’d be happy to buy one for the charity at my own expense, it would be misplaced to have such a luxury item in our humble workspace.

In my office, I begin the laborious task of going through my emails, a part of my mind on seeing Alex tonight. I’m tempted to phone him, just to hear his voice, and the pull is so strong that when the office phone rings I think telepathy is at work and that he is calling me – until I remember that he would call me on my mobile. Going through to the reception area, I answer the call, presuming one of the volunteers is ill and is letting Sadie know so that she can arrange cover. No one replies to my questioning ‘hello?’ nor to the second one. But I’m sure there’s someone there.         

‘Hello, can I help you?’ I ask gently, because some people who call the charity need encouragement to speak. But no one answers. I must have received a hundred such calls over the past four years but after the man on the bus this morning, this is the first one to make me anxious. I cut the call and return to the sanctuary of my office. I’m still answering emails when Sadie comes in.

‘What time did you arrive?’ Sadie exclaims.

‘Just after seven. I couldn’t sleep so I thought I may as well come in early. How are you? All good?’

‘Yes, except for the queue at the baker’s.’ Energy emanates from Sadie as she shrugs off her coat, unwinds a scarf from around her head, and attempts to flatten the blonde curls that have sprung loose. ‘I didn’t have time to dry my hair before leaving,’ she explains. She dumps her bag on the desk and I quickly slam my hand onto a pile of papers to prevent them from sliding to the floor. ‘But I did have time to get muffins!’ Sadie adds triumphantly, digging into the depths of the bag.

‘Great!’ I say, smiling. I love Sadie’s enthusiasm for life in general, the way she electrifies the atmosphere just by being. ‘Thank you.’

In truth, I don’t like any kind of muffin but I’d never tell Sadie that. She bought me one the first week she started working at Drop In and assumed – from my pretended enthusiasm, because I hadn’t wanted to hurt her feelings by refusing it – that I love them, and she has bought muffins every Friday since. On Tuesdays, when it’s my turn to treat, I buy croissants.

‘Coffee?’ Sadie asks.

‘Let me get you one.’

‘By the way, Valerie isn’t coming in this morning. One of her children is ill, so she’s arranged for Annie to cover for her,’ Sadie chatters, walking back to the reception area and settling herself behind the desk. ‘She phoned here this morning and when I didn’t pick up she called me on my mobile.’

‘It’s good of her to have arranged cover,’ I say, relieved to have an explanation for the mystery call. ‘I hope it’s nothing too serious?’

Sadie shakes her head. ‘Just a cold, but her son has a fever so his nursery won’t take him.’

Sadie and I are the only two paid members of staff at Drop In. The rest of the team is made up of volunteers who work on a rota basis. It’s important to me that my colleagues are happy to come to work so I do my best to create a good working environment. I also work hard to walk the fine line between keeping my distance and being approachable, both with my colleagues and with the regulars at the charity. What my colleagues know about me is that I spent most of my childhood in care and that I’m single. Only Sadie knows about Alex.

The morning passes quickly. I’m in the middle of sourcing other workshops that could be of interest to the charity when Sadie appears, carrying a huge bouquet of yellow roses.

‘Flower delivery,’ she says cheerfully.

I can’t help frowning at the blatant luxury of the bouquet. ‘Who are they from?’ I ask.

‘I don’t know but there must be a card.’

I take the flowers from Sadie and lower my nose into the satiny petals. ‘They actually smell,’ I say appreciatively. I peer into the bouquet. ‘I can’t see a card, can you?’

Sadie leans over the desk, turning the bouquet this way and that, searching for the elusive card. She can’t find one either, not even hidden deep among the flowers.

Sadie lowers her voice dramatically. ‘But you know who they’re from.’

I shake my head. ‘Alex wouldn’t send flowers here, he’d send them to the house.’

Sadie’s eyes gleam. ‘Then you must have a secret admirer.’

I resist a shiver that threatens my spine. Sadie disappears to find something to put the flowers in and I have to fight the urge to throw them into the bin. It will look strange if I do and there might not be anything sinister behind them. But what if there is?

‘I’d really like to be able to thank the person who sent them,’ I say to Sadie, when she returns with a small bucket half-filled with water. ‘Would you mind phoning the florist and see if they have a name?’

Sadie nods. ‘They came from Le Jardin des Roses, further down the street. I’ll give them a ring.’

While I wait for Sadie to get through, I carry the bucket to the main room and place it on one of the tables.

‘From a local business,’ I say to the faces that have turned enquiringly in my direction. There’s a visible uplifting of spirits; people smile and exclaim how beautiful the roses are and seeing their delight, I make a mental note to buy some flowering plants to brighten up the room.

‘The person paid cash and didn’t leave a name,’ Sadie says, coming to find me a couple of minutes later.

My disquiet deepens. ‘Did they say what they looked like?’

Sadie frowns at the question. ‘No – but then, I didn’t ask. Do you want me to?’

Realizing how odd it must have sounded, I give Sadie a smile. ‘No, it’s fine. Thanks, Sadie.’ And tell myself that nobody with a vengeance would send me such an extravagant bouquet of roses.




EXTRACT FROM NOTEBOOK 4

I felt sorry for you on the bus this morning, Nell. I think you thought the rather large man sitting next to you was me. But I was further back, out of sight.

I’ve been following you for a while now, longer than you know. Months, not weeks. I remember the day it began. You came out of the building where you work and I was there, right in front of you. I could afford to take risks back then. Now I wait in the shadows. I may have learned how to make myself invisible, but I prefer to be careful.

That day, the day it began, I followed you all the way to the bus stop. As you passed the entrance to the Tube station, you took a copy of the free newspaper and on the bus, once you’d read the main articles, you tackled the crossword, not the cryptic one, the easy one. I didn’t think any less of you for it, you have to be of a certain mindset to enjoy cryptic crosswords. It has nothing to do with intelligence. Although, when you got stuck on ‘volley of gunfire’ in five letters, I was tempted to lean over – I was sitting behind you – and tell you the answer. I could have. You would have taken it well, I know that, and you would have thanked me for my help. I also know that as you thanked me, you would barely have given me a second glance, not from a lack of manners but because you avoid looking closely at people in case they look too closely back at you. Because you have secrets, Nell.

In the event, you finished the crossword in under ten minutes, then turned to the back page and completed the one there in equal time. I like that you try to improve your mind, rather than sitting with your earphones in, your head bent over your mobile, like others do.

Not that it changes anything. We won’t be doing crosswords when I kill you.




ELLE

PAST

Tears pooled in my eyes as I stared at Bryony Sanders’ pretty face, her blue eyes sparkling as she gazed at the camera. She had been named as the young woman found dead in the burned-out car near Wimbledon Common.

‘It’s her,’ I told Jaz, my voice trembling. ‘The young woman I saw getting into the car last Saturday.’

Jaz came over and peered at my computer screen. ‘Are you sure?’ he asked.

‘Positive.’

‘I’m sorry, babe.’ He sat down next to me on the sofa and pulled me to him. ‘She looks so young.’

‘She was nineteen. I need to call the police.’ I stretched my hand out and scrolled to the end of the news bulletin. ‘There’s a number here for witnesses to call. I told the responder that I thought the man who picked her up was local – what if she didn’t pass that on to the police?’ I gave a shiver. ‘I can’t believe he might have murdered her. He seemed so nice.’

‘That’s probably why she trusted him,’ Jaz said. ‘Shall I make you a cuppa while you phone them?’

‘Yes, please.’

My hands were shaking as I dialled the number and told the responder about my call the previous Saturday. Within the hour, a DC from the MIT unit arrived at the flat to take a detailed statement from me.

‘Can you start from about five minutes before you heard the shout in the street?’ DC Gail Moss asked. ‘Where were you, what you were doing?’

I closed my eyes in order to concentrate better. ‘I was here, in this room, reading a book.’

‘Was there anyone else in the house?’

‘No, my boyfriend was out.’

‘Carry on.’

‘It was a lovely day so the window was open. I heard someone shout out and went to the window. I saw a young woman on the opposite pavement.’

‘What time was it?’

‘Around 4:00 p.m..’

‘Can you describe the woman you saw?’

I wanted to tell DC Moss that I’d already given the information to her colleagues when I’d called 101, the non-emergency police line. But I soon realized how much I’d omitted, and how much more I could remember when asked the right questions. I thought that the only thing I could remember about the car was that it was black, but when I was asked how many doors it had, I was able to say that it had had four, that there had been a silver rim around the windows and that it had no special markings. I also remembered that the black tote bag the woman had been carrying had had a purple logo on the bottom left-hand corner.

‘Thank you, you’ve been very helpful,’ DC Moss said, stopping the recording. ‘Could you come down to the station and help create a likeness of the man you saw driving the car?’

‘Sure. I think he might be local,’ I said, repeating what I’d said to the responder. ‘I saw him earlier that afternoon, on The Cut. I was coming out of the supermarket and I walked straight into him. I’d bought a jar of honey and it smashed on the pavement. He offered to help me clean it up.’ I paused. ‘He seemed nice.’

‘Which supermarket was that?’

I gave her the details and she nodded. ‘We’ll look into it.’

I thought I had a clear idea of what the man looked like but the reality of creating a likeness was more difficult than I’d imagined. Although the sketch artist was patient, I couldn’t convey the man’s features as accurately as I’d hoped. But I presumed that once it was in the public domain, someone would recognize who he was.

The following day, Bryony’s mum, a widow from Boston, made an emotional appeal for help in catching her daughter’s killer. I could barely watch as she explained that a year before, a few months before Bryony was due to leave for the UK, her husband – Bryony’s father – had died after a long illness and that Bryony had hesitated about moving to London because she hadn’t wanted to leave her mum alone. Mrs Sanders hadn’t wanted Bryony to give up her dream of studying at King’s, and had persuaded her to go.

‘First my husband, now my daughter,’ she wept. ‘I don’t want anyone else to suffer as I am suffering. If you recognize this man, please, please contact the police.’

I’d already looked at Bryony’s social media. Under other circumstances, I’d never have looked at the Facebook account of someone who had died but I had a need to know as much as I could about the young woman whose path had so fleetingly crossed mine. There was nothing extraordinary about Bryony; she was just a regular nineteen-year-old, enjoying her time at university in the UK, missing her friends and her mum back home. But this evidence that she had barely started out on life somehow made it worse. She’d had everything to live for, and it had been taken away from her in the most terrible and violent manner. It affected me horribly; I couldn’t stop thinking about Bryony, about how, with her heartbroken mother living in the US, she had no one to fight for her on British soil.   
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As I get ready in the office cloakroom for dinner with Alex, I think back to the day I met him at a party I almost hadn’t gone to. Parties were a necessary evil as far as I was concerned and I’d been calculating when I could leave without causing offence when a man had appeared at my side holding two glasses of still-fizzing champagne.

‘I couldn’t help noticing that you don’t have a drink,’ he’d said, offering me one of the glasses. ‘And also that, like me, you don’t seem to be enjoying yourself as much as everyone else is.’

I’d tensed at the trace of an American accent. In other circumstances, I would have found an excuse to smile and move away. But he was drop-dead gorgeous and I was horribly bored.

‘I’m not really a party animal,’ I’d replied with a smile. I wasn’t arrogant enough to have taken his gesture at anything other than face value – one person coming over to talk to another to ease the boredom of being somewhere neither wanted to be. In truth, I’d spotted him as soon as he’d walked into the room, mainly because he towered over most of the others there, and I’d been watching him surreptitiously ever since, attracted by his easy manner as he mingled with the other guests. ‘You’re from the US?’ I asked, hoping he would say that he wasn’t.

‘Partly. My father is American, my mother is French, and I was born and brought up in Paris. When I was ten years old, my parents separated and my father moved back to the US while I stayed in Paris with my sister and mother.’

‘And where do you live now? France or the US?’

‘I have a flat in DC, where I spend most of my time.’

It was probably just as well, I’d reflected. It would be easier to walk away if he lived abroad.

‘What do you do?’ I was aware that I was asking too many questions but I had an innate need to know everything about him. ‘Sorry, I don’t mean to interrogate.’

He smiled. ‘It’s fine. I work as an independent advisor to US companies wanting to export to Europe.’ There was a pause. ‘I’m sorry, I haven’t introduced myself. Alexandre – Alex – Stanton.’

‘Nell,’ I said. ‘Masters.’

He raised his glass and looked at me with eyes that were a perfect match for the threads of grey just beginning to show in his dark hair. ‘Delighted to meet you, Nell Masters.’

‘Likewise.’ I waited until we’d both taken a sip of champagne. ‘Are you in London on holiday?’

‘No, since Brexit, I’ve been spending a week here each month, working as a consultant for UK companies who export to France. It’s become a lot more complicated since you left the EU.’ He paused. ‘What about you? Are you a journalist?’

It was a fair question. It was, after all, a media party.

‘No, I’m only here for the contacts. I work for a charity in Brixton and I’m trying to raise its profile by persuading one of the mainstream newspapers to write an article about the work we do.’

‘And have you succeeded? In getting the article?’

I looked over to where Jane Stopes from The Guardian was chatting to a group of fellow journalists. ‘I think so.’              

‘Good work. I’m only here because my sister Béatrice invited me along.’ He turned and indicated a beautifully chic woman with the same dark hair as Alex, who gave him a little wave. ‘She works for the French news channel BFM. And that’s her husband, Victor.’

I glanced at a dark-haired man with a close-cropped beard who was standing a few feet away, chatting to a group of people.

‘Is he a journalist?’ I asked.

‘No, he works for the French Embassy here in London. Like me, he’s only here because of my sister.’

I’d never before wished for a man to ask me for my phone number but I began to wish it so much that when it came to saying goodbye, I found myself asking Alex for his.

‘My main role is obtaining sponsorship and donations for the charity,’ I explained. ‘Would you be interested in meeting up at some point so that I can explain what we do? Perhaps one of the companies you give advice to would be interested in sponsorship,’ I added, wanting to give weight to my request for his number.

‘Sure.’ He took out a business card and handed it to me. ‘I look forward to hearing from you, Nell Masters,’ he said, and the formality of his words made me smile.

I’d made myself wait three days before calling him. My last brief relationship – by choice, I’d only ever had brief relationships – had ended a year before. I hadn’t thought I’d missed having sex but all I could think of during those three days was what it would be like to go to bed with Alex.

‘I thought you were never going to phone.’ The relief in Alex’s voice when he answered my call made my stomach flip. ‘I’m going back to the US on Saturday and I was hoping to see you before I left.’

We arranged to meet at a bar in Soho after work the following day and by the end of the evening, I knew he was different from any other man I’d met.

‘Any significant others I should know about?’ he asked lightly, at one point.

I shook my head. ‘No. A few short-term relationships but nothing serious,’ I said, wondering what he’d say if I admitted just how short-term those relationships had been because, as soon as they’d begun to develop into anything meaningful, I’d walked away, repeating my internal mantra: You don’t deserve to be happy, you’ve ruined too many lives. ‘How about you?’

‘I was married, but I’ve been divorced for six years. I have a son, he’s twenty years old. Unfortunately, I don’t see him anymore.’ My heart went out to him at the sadness in his voice but it wasn’t enough to keep my surprise to myself.

‘Twenty?’ I squeaked. I hadn’t thought him to be over forty. ‘You have a son who’s twenty years old?’

Alex laughed. ‘I was twenty-four when he was born, my wife was twenty-six. She was my first real love and I thought it would last forever. Sadly, it didn’t. Parenthood turned us into the adults we were destined to be, which wasn’t the same as the young people we’d been, and we grew apart.’

I wanted to ask him why he didn’t see his son but it was early days and I was more interested to hear about his significant others.

‘And since then?’ I asked.

Alex took a long drink of wine, as if he was psyching himself up, and I prepared myself mentally to hear something I wasn’t going to like – that he’d been with someone until recently and they were sorting things out, or that they still saw each other from time to time because it was complicated and she, he, they, couldn’t quite let go. When he went on to say that two years before, his girlfriend had died, the first emotion I felt was relief that I wasn’t going to have to compete with anyone, quickly followed by shame that I could have found consolation in the fact that someone was dead.

‘I’m sorry.’ Being human, I wanted to know more, whether it was illness or an accident that had robbed his girlfriend of her life but the stricken look on his face quickly silenced my questions. Besides, it was only our first real meeting and I didn’t know if there would be a second. But there had been, and a third, and now, after denying myself the chance to love and be loved for so many years, all I want is a future with the man who’d walked unexpectedly into my life four months before.
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