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Prologue

Two women look at each other across the table. The furniture is sparse and bolted to the floor, forming an uncomfortable distance between the seat and the tabletop if either of them want to lean forward on their elbows. 

‘Isabella,’ the first woman says, eyeing her companion warily.

‘Isabella,’ the other responds with a nod. Her lip curls up at the side, but it’s certainly not a smile. 

There’s a long pause. The second woman won’t take her eyes off the first, no matter how uncomfortable it makes her.

‘Why are you here?’

‘I wanted to see how you’re doing,’ the first woman replies. The fingers on her right hand worry at the nail of her left thumb, and she looks down at the table.

The second woman sighs and sits back, folding her arms. Her clothes are rumpled; she’s clean, but her skin has the telltale pallor of someone who has been indoors for too long without adequate nutrition.

‘What the hell do you expect me to say? Everything’s wonderful, I’ve never been happier?’

The first woman doesn’t respond, and the silence stretches on. Craning her head around, the second woman looks for one of the guards to tell them she’s had enough of her time with this visitor. 

‘Wait.’ The first woman leans forward, stretching her hand out to take that of the woman opposite, who recoils.

‘No physical contact,’ she snaps. ‘Look, just say what you want to say then get out. I don’t want to see you.’

A sigh. ‘I don’t know. I don’t know what I wanted to say.’

The second woman shakes her head and makes a disgusted noise. ‘Leave.’

‘I’m sorry. I know you probably never want to see me again.’

‘Oh, I’ll see you again. Don’t worry about that.’ Her face is drawn into a snarl as she signals to a guard, and the first woman stands up hastily.

‘I never meant …’ she begins, but she’s silenced by a glare. 

She watches the other woman being led away before turning and leaving as well.




IZZY





Chapter  1

From: kelly@photosfromthehart.org

To: isabellabutterworth@mymail.com

Dear Mrs Butterworth,

We loved having you and your family in the studio for a photoshoot the other week, and I’m pleased to attach proof copies for you to see. When you’ve selected the images you like best, drop me a line and we can discuss print sizes. For a full range of the products we offer, please go to our website.

Looking forward to hearing from you soon,

Kelly Hart

Photos From the Hart

I hit the delete icon as soon as I realise the email is not intended for me. Is this woman – the other Isabella Butterworth – incapable of typing her own email address correctly? Feeling an irrational spurt of annoyance that she’s interrupted my concentration yet again, I go back to what I’ve been working on.

I’m a virtual assistant, and this particular client has sent me a list of social media posts to write and schedule, which have taken longer than I expected. It’s not too much of a problem, because I bill my clients for the hours I work, but it’s dull. I have no interest in this particular brand of pithy motivational posts, and the fact that so many of them are scheduled in advance only adds to their fakeness, in my opinion. But I do what I’m paid to. 

After another fifteen minutes, I know I need a break, so I save what I’ve been doing, grab my purse and get ready to go for a walk to the corner shop. Frost is creeping across the edges of the window panes, so I layer up, shoving my hat down firmly to hide the fact that I haven’t washed my hair for a few days. Before I leave the flat I hesitate; my hearing aids are sitting on the coffee table, unused since the last time I went out. I know if I wear them more often I’ll get used to them, but I hate them so much I rarely put them in. This, however, is an occasion when I’m going to need them. I hook the devices over my ears and slide the slim tubes into place, grimacing as they pinch the tops of my ears. They play a jaunty tune when I switch them on, but that doesn’t detract from my discomfort.

Leaving my flat, I walk slowly, nosying into other people’s windows as I go. It’s dark, but early enough that people haven’t yet drawn their curtains, my favourite time of day. Through each window I can see something festive, be it a lavishly decorated tree, or a tacky flashing reindeer. An elderly couple in one house proudly display the cards they’ve received around the mantelpiece, fastened onto cardboard hangers that seem like they’re nearly as old as the couple themselves. I stop outside their window, pretending to tie my shoelace in order to justify lingering. I think there are fewer cards than there were last year, but that doesn’t surprise me. Nobody my age sends cards any more.

I’m fascinated by the way other people live their lives, and I’ve learnt so much about the people who live on my street simply from looking through their windows. I know my life is hardly something to shout about, dull as it is, but at least I don’t sit in my window in my underwear at all hours of the day, like the man at number forty-five. And if I ever feel my life is hard I just have to take a look at the family in seventy-eight with their bare floorboards, one sofa for a family of six, and no curtains. I sometimes wonder if there’s something I could do to help them, but the one time I tried to approach the woman who lives there she glared at me so fiercely I chickened out. Still, I dropped off a couple of bits for the kids near Christmas last year, so I hope they were well received.

That time of year has come round again so quickly, and I feel a pang of guilt about not repeating my act of generosity, but I’ve had so much on my mind recently. I haven’t even decorated the flat; it feels a bit pointless when I’m the only one there, and I doubt anyone will be getting me any presents to put under a tree. 

Stopping in the middle of the pavement, I feel my breath catch in my chest as I think about childhood Christmases, Tony and I racing to be the first to get downstairs and see if Santa had been. I could really do with some of that magic right now. Blinking back tears, I find a tissue in my pocket and blow my nose, hoping that anyone who sees my distress mistakes it for the symptoms of a winter cold.

The bell above the door jingles tiredly as I go into the shop, the pitch of it distorting slightly through my hearing aids. I have to put my shoulder to the door to get it fully open. It sticks on a bit of floor tile that’s rucked up, but nobody has got around to fixing it in months.

‘Izzy,’ comes a voice from the back of the shop. ‘How are you?’

I look up and flush slightly. ‘Hi, Adam. I’m okay, how are you?’

He flashes me his most charming grin. ‘I’m well, thanks. Just here to help my uncle out.’

I nod at the door. ‘You could help him out by fixing that floor tile.’

‘It’s on my list, don’t worry.’

I sidle past a stack of boxes containing brands of crisps I’ve never heard of, probably all approaching their sell-by date, and go toward the wall of chiller cabinets at the far side of the shop. Just my luck that Adam’s here. He’s married, but that doesn’t stop him flirting with every woman who comes into the shop, and like the fool that I am I always fall for it. 

I wasn’t always like this. There was a time when I would have flirted back, given as good as I got, but my confidence and self-esteem have started to dissipate along with my hearing. Now I just find myself getting embarrassed. The rational part of me wants at least to scowl at him and tell him to piss off, but unfortunately the more primal part of my brain always takes over and I end up simpering and laughing at every word he says. 

I’m the first to admit there’s nothing about me that’s particularly special. I’m average height, average weight, my eyes are a boring shade of brown and my hair is lighter but equally dull. This used to bother me; I would spend hours finding the best way to dress to make myself stand out and watch countless online tutorials to learn the latest make-up techniques. Now, I feel like I can use it to my advantage and enjoy the anonymity of being forgettable, but there’s still a part of me that longs to be flirted with.

There’s a mound of Christmas chocolate at the end of the aisle, and I linger by it for a moment. I know I eat too much junk, but I’m tempted to get some in for all the evenings when I’m alone in front of the TV. I’m contemplating what to get when I hear his voice again.

‘Work your hips.’

I turn and stare at Adam, wondering what the hell happened to push his flirting up a gear. Heat rises in my face and I know I’ve turned bright red. It’s not even like I’m wearing anything that allows him to see my figure – jeans and a jumper under my thick winter coat, the padded rolls of which make me look like I’m at least part marshmallow.

For a moment my mouth gapes as I wonder what I’m supposed to say in response. Back in the day, if a bloke had said that to me in a club I would have had the perfect witty response, depending on whether or not I wanted to encourage him, but now my mind is blank. Then, I remember his wife and frown.

‘Aren’t you married?’ The words are out of my mouth before I can think about how they sound. I expect Adam to either get defensive or laugh it off, but a puzzled frown crosses his face.

‘Huh? What’s that got to do with it?’

I’ve done it again, I realise with a sinking feeling. 

‘Nothing,’ I mumble, shaking my head. Now would be a good time for the floor to swallow me up.

‘I said I work for tips. I meant I’d fix the floor for my uncle if he makes it worth my while. What did you think I said?’

Squeezing my eyes shut, I try to control my embarrassment. It’s all I can do to stop myself bolting from the shop then and there, but if I do that I’ll never be able to come back.

Forcing a laugh, I shake my head. ‘Sorry, must have misheard you.’ One of my stock phrases. If I laugh when I say it, it won’t be obvious how disorientated it makes me feel.

He grins at me. ‘Go on, what did you think I’d said?’

I shake my head, not willing to admit the full extent of my mistake. He doesn’t need to know how mortified I’m feeling, thinking he was coming on to me. 

‘Tease,’ he says, following it up with a wink. 

Desperate to get out of there before I make even more of a fool of myself, I grab a bottle of wine, a frozen pizza, and a multipack of chocolate bars before paying and scuttling out onto the street again. One day I might actually meet a man who’s perfect for me, but I think by then I’ll be so used to running away from conversations like this that I’ll miss my chance. 

I walk much faster on my way home, no longer entranced by other people’s Christmas decorations. Most of the windows have their curtains closed now, nothing showing but a chink of light around the edge. It doesn’t bother me now; I want to get back into my safe space and try to forget about how lonely I feel.

When I get back to my desk, I click onto my emails to check nothing has come in while I was out. There’s nothing that can’t wait, so I spend a few minutes scrolling through my social media feeds, trying desperately to forget my deep embarrassment in the shop. Some photos catch my eye – a group of my friends, three of them having a Christmas cocktail-making session at one of the bars in town. I read the caption; this was Saturday, two nights ago. In contrast, I was home alone, watching Star Trek on Netflix and drinking a bit more than was good for me. A standard Saturday night. 

What hurts is that these gatherings always used to be the four of us. Ever since we met at college when we were seventeen, we’d been a little, close-knit gang, and we always went everywhere together. We even went on holiday a few times. Not any more, though. The nights in clubs were becoming exhausting, trying to keep up with the conversation, pretending I got the others’ jokes even though I hadn’t heard the punchline correctly. Even when we just went to the pub, I found it difficult, so it was easier not to join in with what they were saying, or not to go out with them in the first place. At some point they stopped inviting me.

I take a deep, shuddering breath, wishing I could speak to Tony, but I know I have to wait for him to call me. He usually calls a couple of times a week, so I’ll just have to muddle through until then. Closing the app, I push my phone across the desk, as if this action will erase the memory of those photos, of my friends having fun without me. I’ve considered trying to talk to them about why I started to pull away, but I’m too scared they won’t care.

There’s no way I want to do any more work today, so I shut down my computer and cross over to the window, staring out at the park opposite for a few moments. I see a figure standing just outside of the light from a lamppost, and I wonder what they’re doing there. Probably waiting for a date, or finding somewhere for a cigarette while they text a friend. I expect this random stranger has someone important in their life, which is more than I have. 

With the new year approaching, I know I need to do something to change my lifestyle, because my world is shrinking rapidly. I think Tony is the only person who would notice if I disappeared. 




Chapter  2

People think that when you start losing your hearing everything just begins to get quieter, but that’s not how it works. It starts out so insignificantly that you don’t even realise it’s happening. You mishear a couple of things and put it down to tiredness, or the acoustics in whatever room you’re in. Eventually, you notice that the mishearing is becoming more frequent, having to ask people to repeat themselves, or pause in the middle of a conversation to ask yourself if you heard that correctly.

When I finally went to have my hearing tested, they explained it to me. Some speech sounds are easier to hear than others, so you get to the stage where you can only hear half a word. The person you’re talking to might say the word ‘mass’, but you can’t hear the end of it, so you’re stuck wondering if they might have said ‘mast’, or maybe ‘mask’. Your brain often fills in the gaps, especially if you know the context of what the other person is talking about, but when it guesses incorrectly it can lead to some really strange misunderstandings. 

My friends noticed that I was becoming increasingly withdrawn when we went out. I couldn’t stand it, suddenly not being able to keep up with them, but I didn’t want to tell them the truth. What would they have done? Probably just given me sympathetic looks and carried on as usual. I couldn’t bear the idea of them not caring, not bothering to do anything to include me, so I didn’t give them the opportunity. Of course, I might have been wrong – might have been too hasty in my choice – but now I’ll never know.

I crawled into bed quite early last night, because sleep was the one thing I knew would detract from the misery of seeing the photos of my friends having fun without me. These days I seem to spend a lot more time in bed, even more than I did as a teenager. I’m glad I’ve always been strict with myself about working at my desk and never from my bed, because that could be a slippery slope.

My morning routine is a bit slow today, I’m feeling sluggish. There’s something niggling at me and I can’t figure out what it is. I miss my brother, although I know I probably won’t tell him how I’m feeling, at least not to the full extent. He’ll only worry about me, and there’s nothing he can do to help right now, so that will make him feel worse. I don’t want to be the cause of any extra suffering for Tony, not on top of what he’s already experiencing. 

I settle myself at my desk, looking through the list of tasks that I’ve set myself for the day. When I started losing my hearing, I was working in a call centre for an insurance company. At first it didn’t impact my work, but I noticed I was more tired when I got home every day, unable to do much other than collapse in front of the TV. Later, I discovered that’s called ‘concentration fatigue’, because it was taking me more effort to listen to the people on the other end of the phone. After a few months, however, I started making mistakes, writing postcodes incorrectly or getting crucial values wrong. My boss gave me a warning, which Tony insisted was discrimination, but instead of trying to fight, I decided to quit. It was around the time everything blew up for Tony, too, and I couldn’t handle the stress from both sides.

I’ve always been sensible with money and I had enough saved to see me through a few months. In the meantime, I found a way to earn some money from home. I’ve always been good at admin tasks, the boring things people would rather farm out to someone else, so I thought I could take advantage of that by becoming a virtual assistant. Now my job is a real mixture, from website copywriting and social media, to data entry and managing email queries. I love being able to work from home, to set my own schedule, negotiating my own terms of employment for each client, but I’ve become more and more isolated as time has gone on, without even realising it.

My inbox pops up, and after I’ve dealt with a few junk items and filed a couple of enquiries about my services, I find myself thinking about the email I received yesterday. The cursor hovers over the deleted folder for a moment before I open it and retrieve the email.

I don’t know why I do it. Over the last couple of years I’ve received quite a few of these emails intended for someone else with the same name. Before now, I’ve just deleted them and moved on, but for once I’m tempted to have another look. Maybe it’s because I’ve finally accepted that I’ve drifted away from my friends, and I’m feeling lonely. Maybe it’s because there are photos attached to this email, and the nosy part of me can’t resist having a look. Whatever it is, my curiosity gets the better of me and I find myself wondering what this other Isabella Butterworth looks like. 

I click on the email attachments, not realising I have been holding my breath. I don’t know what I was expecting – maybe for her to look similar to me – but she doesn’t, at all. The other Isabella is beautiful, not in a carefully posed Instagram sort of way, but with an effortless, natural grace that makes me feel like a baby elephant in comparison. Her hair is a rich, dark brown, contrasting with mine, which resembles straw in both colour and texture. In the first picture, she just has a hint of a smile, but in the second it’s much broader, as if she’s about to burst out laughing. She has the sort of figure I would kill for, although I bet she’s been conditioned to hate her curves. 

Turning my attention to the other three people in the picture, I can see that the two daughters have their mum’s colouring, though their face shapes are quite different. I’m not much good at judging kids’ ages, but they’re quite young – I’d say maybe between five and nine, something like that. For the photo shoot they’re wearing matching pink dresses with flowers on, which I wouldn’t have picked for my worst enemy, so clearly this other Isabella doesn’t share my taste. The girls are posing nicely in the first few pictures I open, though there are some later on with them messing about, tickling each other and pulling silly faces. If this were my family, those are the photos I would keep. 

But it’s the fourth person in the photos who draws my attention the most. Isabella’s husband, I assume. Something about his smile makes me uneasy, almost as if he’s gloating. It’s the sort of look I associate with men who are overconfident, who don’t care about other people as long as they get what they want. Maybe he reminds me of someone … It seems a little unfair of me to assume he’s that sort of man, but I can’t shake that first impression. Still, he’s pretty good-looking, and some of the photos leave me with a flutter in my belly just looking at him. 

What would my friends say if I was seeing a man like him? I can just picture their faces. My love life always seems to come up in conversation every time we meet, even when I have nothing to tell them. It’s just a big joke to them, all happily paired off and doing couples things together. Imagine if I ended up with the best-looking man of the lot of us; I think I’d be entitled to be a bit smug.

I can picture us sitting round drinking cocktails. They’d all be talking about promotions or mortgages or babies, and I wouldn’t be able to hold it in. ‘I’ve started seeing someone,’ I would blurt out, taking a big gulp of my espresso martini as soon as the words were out of my mouth. The look on my friends’ faces would be priceless, something I’d want to remember for a long time.

‘Really? Why didn’t you say! Tell us all about him.’ They’d sit forward eagerly, clutching their sickly-sweet drinks, dying to know more. One of them would clap her hands together softly in a gesture of excitement, as she always does when there’s new gossip of any kind. 

I know it’s just a fantasy, but I’m actually enjoying this imagined conversation. How nice it would be to meet a bloke I’d feel excited to tell my friends about. The last guy I went on a date with was an arsehole whose profile hadn’t given away that he was a right-wing racist anti-abortionist. He talked down to me the whole time we were out, and I seriously contemplated getting up and walking out several times. I can’t imagine that the sort of man the other Isabella would marry would be anything like that. I’m sure he’d be utterly charming on a first date, and leave you wondering how you’d been so lucky. 

‘He’s called James.’ I continue my imaginary conversation with my friends, making up my own name for the other woman’s ruggedly handsome husband. ‘He works in property.’ 

‘Ooh, nice. How old is he?’

‘He’s thirty-eight,’ I’d reply smoothly. ‘It’s his birthday in a couple of weeks, actually.’

Their eyes would light up. ‘Are you doing anything special? When can we meet him?’

I’d be coy though, not wanting to give too much away at this stage. ‘Don’t get ahead of yourselves. It might be a while until we meet friends and families. We’re taking things steady,’ I tell them in my head, making it up as I go along. ‘He’s got kids, so obviously things need to be settled and stable for them.’

‘Kids?’ At least one of my friends would open her eyes wide. ‘Oh, is he divorced, then?’

I know that aspect would disappoint them, and I sigh inwardly. Sometimes my friends could be such snobs. 

‘No, he’s widowed,’ I’d reply, mentally apologising to the other Isabella for killing her off. ‘His wife died of cancer a couple of years ago. So you can understand that he doesn’t want to disrupt anything for his girls, they might not be ready to accept their dad having a new love interest just yet.’

What the hell am I doing? I sit back in my chair and shake my head. Not only have I conjured up a completely fictitious relationship with a man whose name I don’t even know, I’ve just had a ten-minute imaginary conversation with my friends about him. Pushing myself sharply away from my desk, I go through to the kitchen to pour myself a strong drink, wondering if I’ve been working too hard. I definitely need to spend some more time outside, seeing real people, instead of in front of my computer screen. But the more time I spend at home, the more comfortable I get here.

I don’t think there’s anything wrong with me having my little fantasy about the man in the photos, really. He is, after all, very good-looking, and in the outfit he was wearing for the shoot it’s clear that he’s no stranger at the gym. I like an active man, and for a moment I even kid myself that that’s the sort of man I want to be with. In truth, I’m definitely not an outdoorsy or a gym person, and no man would ever be able to change that aspect of me, but we can be who we want in our heads. That’s the beauty of the imagination.

Coming back to my computer, I pull up the photos once again, intending to delete them, but I find myself looking through them one more time. Her life looks so different from mine, and I feel a stab of envy. My friends assume I don’t want a partner, a family, a nice house, but that’s because I don’t talk about any of those things. I’ve given up on having them for myself, but now I look at these photos and think why? Why does she get all of this, and I don’t?




Chapter  3

A hand grabs my shoulder and pulls me roughly back towards the bush. The light outside my building casts only a weak glow onto the path, and at this time of night it’s easy for someone to hide just beyond, in the shadows.

‘Don’t scream.’

There’s a slight whine of feedback in my hearing aid as someone presses their face to my ear. Without pausing to think, I slam my elbow backwards and I’m rewarded with a grunt as it makes contact with the person behind me. Their grip loosens, allowing me to wheel around and step back.

‘Who the fuck are you?’

The adrenaline coursing through me has made me braver than I might normally have been, though I can feel the fear jangling every nerve. As soon as I’ve spoken I think I should have just run, but I’m frozen to the spot. I’ve been working all day, and I thought I’d pop out to get something to eat then curl up on the sofa with that and some Netflix sci-fi, but this man grabbed me as soon as I stepped out of the door. 

He doesn’t look familiar. He’s breathing heavily and scowling at me, but he doesn’t make another attempt to touch me. His breath fogs in the cold night air as he exhales. I can’t have hurt him. I didn’t strike him that hard, but he looks wary. Perhaps he’s not sure what I’m going to do next. That makes two of us.

‘You can start by telling me why the hell you’re lurking outside my front door,’ I growl. It’s only once the words are out of my mouth that I think I shouldn’t have confirmed that I lived there. Still, he’s just seen me coming out of the front door, so it’s probably no surprise …

‘Where is she?’ he asks, the threatening undertone in his voice still there. I’m glad there’s a light out here, so I can get a good look at his face but also so I can understand what he’s saying to me.

‘Who?’ I don’t have to fake the confusion I know must be showing on my face.

‘Butterworth.’ He spits the name, jabbing his finger at the door buzzer, with my surname written on a little card next to my flat number. ‘I know that’s her flat, but you’re living in it. I’ve seen you through the window, the top floor belongs to her. Where is she?’

I shake my head. ‘I don’t understand. What do you want?’ I don’t know who the hell this man is, but it sounds like he’s been looking for me. My bravery from earlier has faded and I have to fight to control my breathing.

‘Isabella fucking Butterworth.’ He’s almost shouting now, and I glance at the windows closest to us. I live in an old Victorian house that’s divided into five flats, and the whole of the top floor is mine. Well, mine and Tony’s, technically. My two neighbours on the ground floor are reasonably friendly, but it’s gone ten at night and I don’t want them thinking I’m having some sort of domestic situation right outside their flats.

A split second later, I remember that strange feeling I had the other night, when I thought I’d seen someone watching me from over the road. Without thinking, I glance over there, and when he follows my gaze I see his nostrils flare. It must have been him, standing there, watching me as I looked out. A shiver runs through me that’s nothing to do with the low temperature out here, and I wonder how many times he has stood there. I’m careful to close my curtains every evening, but I also like to look out of the window while I’m thinking, so it wouldn’t be hard for someone to keep an eye on me.

Whoever he is, I need to know why he was lying in wait to grab me outside my house.

‘You’ve been following me,’ I say, reaching into my pocket for my phone. Why the hell didn’t I call the police the moment I got away from him after he grabbed me? ‘I don’t know you. Who are you?’ I read that you should always say this if you’re confronted by someone aggressive, then any passers-by know you need help, instead of thinking you’re having a row with a partner. 

He shakes his head. ‘I need to know where she is. Tell me, and I’ll leave you alone.’

What the hell am I supposed to tell him? If I tell him the truth, that that’s my name, what will he do to me? I don’t know who he is, so maybe he has the wrong person and isn’t looking for me at all, so if I tell him he’ll leave me alone. But what if he doesn’t? What if confirming my identity makes him hurt me?

‘Why do you want to know?’ I ask, trying to keep my voice from shaking with fear as I speak.

He takes a step closer to me and I flinch, gripping my phone tighter. My thumb hovers over the icon marked ‘emergency call’. Part of me thinks if he was going to do something to me, he would have done it already, but do I really want to test that theory?

‘When I find that woman, I’m going to fucking kill her,’ he tells me, his voice quieter now. ‘So tell me where I can find her, and then you won’t see me again.’

‘I’m calling the police,’ I say, my voice cracking. He’s backed me up against a fence, and I quickly glance to each side. Should I run back to the front door of the building, and hope I can get through it before he catches me? If he gets through the door, can one of my neighbours help, or will he be put off by the presence of other people? My other option is to run out onto the street and towards the nearest shop, but that tactic relies on me being faster than him. I’m not particularly athletic, beyond some half-hearted yoga most mornings, so I don’t think it’s worth the risk.

He’s in my face now, back to breathing heavily, but I can see panic in his eyes. His glance darts to the phone in my hand and he backs off.

‘Fine, you keep your fucking secrets. But tell her from me, I’m coming for her. She can’t hide from me forever.’

With that, he turns and runs up the street, glancing back over his shoulder once before crossing the road and disappearing into the darkness. I stand there for a moment, frozen to the spot by the encounter, before I remember what I’m doing. Yes, I’m hungry, but I can order in. There’s no way I’m going out in the dark now, not after what just happened.

I slip back inside the house and push the door closed behind me, leaning on it for a moment after I hear the latch click. There’s a rustle upstairs, as if one of my neighbours has just ducked out of the hallway, but I ignore it. The stairs light is turned on, which is a relief, so I quickly ascend the two flights to my own little penthouse. 

Calling it that is my idea of a joke – it’s tiny, but I have the top floor to myself while Tony isn’t here. Unlocking my door, I turn to the left and go into my narrow kitchen, grabbing a glass and pouring myself a healthy slug of vodka. I drink it in one, standing in front of the sink, then pour another. This one I take through to the other room, crossing the narrow strip of carpet at the top of the stairs to my living room slash home office, the two tiny bedrooms accessed from there. I sink down onto the sofa and put my glass on the table, then rub my face with both hands, trying to work out what the hell that guy was talking about.

At this point, I have no idea if I should call the police. I don’t know who he was, or even what he wanted. He didn’t hurt me, and though he made threats he didn’t carry any of them out. Then I remember what he said about having seen me through the window, which means he’s been watching the building, and me, for at least a few days, if not a couple of weeks. The thought makes me shiver, and with that I’ve made up my mind. I need to tell the police.

There’s a notepad and pen on the low coffee table in front of me, so I pick them up and start writing down everything I remember about him. White male, maybe about 5’9? He wasn’t that tall, anyway. Nondescript features, mousy brown hair that needed a trim, and a scrubby beard he probably thought made him look edgy. What was he wearing? I stop and try to think, doing my best to conjure up an image of him in my mind, but I have no idea. He was wrapped up against the cold, as everyone is at the moment, but that won’t help the police find him. No wonder they say eyewitness accounts of anything are never reliable. 

Next, I try to write down exactly what happened. It’s gone nine in the evening: I work online and flexibly to suit myself, so I sometimes work quite late, which can be useful if I’ve got a client in a different time zone. When I finished my tasks for the day, I locked my door and left the flat, intending to get something to eat. My stomach rumbles to remind me that I still haven’t eaten, and I’ve had quite a bit of vodka on an empty stomach. I quickly open a delivery app and click on the first option that’s available – right now I just need to find something that’s open and that someone can bring to me. That done, I go back to my notepad.

Even after only a short time I can’t quite remember the order everything happened, or exactly what he said, but I do my best. I know I need to report this to the police, so I want to get my story written down now, before I forget it all in a vodka haze. 

When I’ve finished, I read it through and make a couple of notes at the side, then put the notebook down. I can’t keep going over it, because I’ll end up exaggerating, or adding in details that didn’t happen. Anyway, I want to forget about it now.

I sit back on the sofa and look around my small living space. I’ve done my best to separate off the three areas I use on a daily basis. My sofa is in the corner, with its brightly-patterned throw and the coffee table piled high with copies of SFX magazine, and the television opposite. Then I have a bookcase sticking out into the room, creating a makeshift wall between the areas where I relax and where I work. My desk and workspace are a complete contrast to the sitting area: everything is white: furniture, laptop and accessories, and it’s spotlessly tidy. I need order and neatness if I want to work well, and I also like to have a clean backdrop when I’m on video calls. Even the clients that I’ve worked with since I started are still clients, not friends, and I don’t want to give away any clues to my personal life if they start nosying while we’re having a meeting. 

On the other side of my desk is a door with a glass panel in it, covered by a white mesh curtain, which leads to my bedroom. Here I’m back to bright colours and clutter that’s only just on the right side of chaotic. Tony’s room is on the other side, the door closest to the sofa, but I haven’t been in there since the day he left, except to check for plates and cups that needed to be cleaned. I’ll go in and clean it at some point, but for now I try to forget how alone I feel without my brother here.

I know a lot of people would hate the idea of spending so much of their life in such a small space, but it suits me. In only a couple of years I’ve built up a thriving business and a strong reputation, and I no longer have to worry about struggling in an office environment. 

The idea that someone has been watching me fills me with unease; this flat is my sanctuary, and I can’t allow anything to disturb that. I don’t know if he’ll be back, but he didn’t sound like he was going to give up. The thing is, I don’t have a clue what he was talking about. He said he was looking for Isabella Butterworth and wanted to know why I’m living in her flat – but I AM Isabella Butterworth. If he was looking for me, he didn’t recognise me, which makes me think he has the wrong name. It can’t have been me he was looking for, because I haven’t done anything that I need to hide. Have I?




Chapter  4

I stifle a yawn with the back of my hand as I sit on the hard plastic chairs in the police station lobby. Why didn’t I just call the non-emergency number and report it? There was no need for me to come here in person. Part of me knew, however, that it was important for me to get out of the house this morning, to get over the fear that someone would be lurking outside the door again. 

I didn’t sleep well. Every time I started to drop off, I heard a thump or a creak from somewhere inside the building, and my imagination went into overdrive. Was the man creeping up the stairs, waiting until I was asleep to break in and finish the job? It doesn’t help that I find it harder to identify environmental sounds now my hearing is deteriorating.

My door was locked and I’d put the chain across, but that didn’t really mean anything. It’s a cheap plywood internal door that was fitted about ten years earlier when the house was converted into flats. It was never designed to withstand any sort of force, and if someone was determined enough I doubt it would stop them for long. The locks are pretty flimsy, too. The only reason I feel secure in there is because it’s at the top of the house, so anyone breaking in would be unlikely to make their way all the way up to the attic conversion. Ground floor flats are tempting for opportunistic thieves, but not mine. 

Taking some deep breaths, I try to clear my mind while I wait for someone to get to me. I told the woman on the desk that I wanted to report an assault, so they know I’m here for something more serious than a lost pet, for example. There are probably plenty more serious crimes out there that will take priority, I remind myself. Still, I can’t sit here all day. Even working flexibly on a freelance basis doesn’t mean I can take time off whenever I feel like it. 

Just when I’m considering giving up and calling to make my report instead, a uniformed PC sticks her head out of a door and calls my name. She greets me with a fleeting smile and I can see she’s probably more tired than I am, then she leads me through to another room.

‘I understand you’re here to make a report,’ she says. 

‘Er, yes. I was assaulted.’ My voice is shaking, and I wish I sounded more confident. What if they don’t believe me? I have no reason to think they won’t, but I’m one of those people who always expects to be disbelieved. At school, even when I told the truth I shook as if I were lying, and that never went too well for me.

The PC gives me what’s probably a well-rehearsed professional yet sympathetic look, then takes down my name, address, and phone number. At first I’m hesitant, natural wariness appearing again, but I give her everything she asks for.

‘Can you give me some details? Tell me what happened?’

I take another deep breath then think back to last night, wondering where to start. 

‘I finished work for the evening, and I was going out to get something to eat …’

‘What time was this?’

The interruption throws me, but of course, I know I need to be specific. 

‘Er, around nine.’

It takes longer than I expected, but eventually I’ve given her my account of what happened. She takes some notes and checks a few details with me along the way, but mostly she lets me talk. At the end, she asks me for as full a description of him as I can manage, and I’m thankful that I took the time to write something down last night, because by now my memory is throwing up all sorts of extra details that I can’t be certain are accurate. 

‘And you don’t know this man?’ she asks, giving me a look that I can’t decipher.

I shake my head. ‘No, and that’s what’s really strange. He knew my name, but he didn’t think I was the person he was looking for. I mean, he was looking for Isabella Butterworth, and that’s me, but he kept asking me where she was …’ I tail off, unsure if I’m making any sense.

The PC frowns. ‘That is strange. Did he give you any other information that might suggest why he was looking for you? Or her?’ she adds. 

‘No, nothing.’ I pause, before voicing something that has been going round in my mind since it happened. ‘Do you think he’ll come back?’

The PC’s expression is one of bland reassurance. ‘From what you’ve told me, it sounds like you’re not the person he was looking for. Of course, it’s natural to be concerned.’

‘I just thought, what if he finds out that my name is Isabella Butterworth? Maybe he’ll come back and hurt me, like he was threatening to do?’

There’s a pause that goes on a little too long. ‘I can give you a leaflet on personal safety, and there’s a website that will show you how to make sure your home is secure.’

I nod politely. That’s not any use to me, but now I think about it I don’t know what I want from her. I know I’m not exactly going to get police protection, but isn’t there anything else they can do? 

I don’t say any of this, however. It’s bad enough being here, having drawn this much attention to myself, and I really just want to get home and get on with some work. A few minutes later I’ve signed my statement and have been bundled out of the door with the information the PC offered, along with a couple of leaflets detailing where I can get support following my assault, and who to call if I see the man again.

While walking home, I don’t look at my phone, or listen to music. I’m hyperaware of the people around me, and I find myself glancing at every face I pass, trying to commit them to memory in case someone else might be following me. By the time I get back to my flat, I’m exhausted from the mental effort. The sofa looks incredibly inviting, but I resist its siren call and settle myself at my desk straight away. I know if I don’t get on with some work immediately then I’ll end up making excuses to myself and take the whole day off, which I can’t afford right now. Building up a solid reputation is important when you work freelance, and the smallest thing can destroy that reputation. Missing a deadline would be career kryptonite for me, and I’m not willing to risk it, despite the fact that I just want to rest. 

Half an hour later, my mobile rings. My heart leaps when I see who it is; in all of the drama I’d completely forgotten he was due to call. 

‘Hi, Tony,’ I say, feeling better than I have since last night, knowing I can talk to him about what happened and hopefully get some decent advice.

‘Hiya.’ In the background I can hear a low rumble of male voices, and the occasional clatter that I can’t identify. 

‘How are you?’

He lets out a bitter laugh, which deflates my mood a little. Most of the time he’s quite relaxed, but he has his bad days, and I get the feeling today is one of them. At least I know which version of my brother I’m getting today. ‘Absolutely peachy. How about you?’

The sarcasm in his words cuts through my relief at being able to speak to him. I hesitate, wanting to tell him about the strange man from last night and his threats, but now I’m wondering if it’s a good idea. Before, I would have called him right after it happened, wanting my big brother to protect me and defend me from everything that’s bad in this world. Now, though, he can’t rush to my aid and I don’t know if he has the headspace for anyone else’s problems.

‘I’m okay,’ I tell him, but I don’t get the tone right.

‘You sure?’

‘Yeah. Just had some hassle from a random guy last night. It’s nothing.’

He seems to take my word for it, because he’s already moving on. That’s a bad sign, too. Tony is one of the most selfless people I’ve ever known, and only a scary level of depression would stop him from asking more.

‘Have you had any luck yet?’

I wince when I remember our conversation from last week, and what he asked me to do. I’ve been really busy and I completely forgot, but I can’t tell him that. Either I’ll hurt his feelings, and leave him thinking I don’t care about trying to help him, or I could risk pushing him further into his depression. This is my fault, though. I agreed to help him, so I press my phone to my ear with my shoulder, grab a pad of sticky notes and write myself a reminder, pulling it off and sticking it to the corner of my desk. It can stay there while I work, then once I’ve finished I can devote some time to helping my brother. 

‘Not yet,’ I tell him now. ‘It’s a bit complicated, getting hold of the information you want. I need to try a couple of different avenues.’

He’s silent for a moment, and I wonder if he’s bought my lies. Well, not lies exactly. It will be complicated, when I get round to it, because I don’t know if the information I want is in the public domain or not. And if it’s not, then I need to figure out the best way of getting it without landing myself in the shit.

Tony sighs down the phone. ‘Yeah, I know. Just keep trying, okay? And give Kane a call when
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