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Part I

5 years ago …








Chapter One

YOU CAN’T RUN away from your problems, Lili …

The voice of reason, which sounded suspiciously like my sister’s, echoed in my head as I walked briskly down a quiet London street. I’m not running away, I replied silently and very reasonably. I’m taking time to think. It’s a healthy, productive thing to do.

And, given the circumstances of my life, a very sensible one. I had a big decision to make, one that might change the course my life had been on since the age of eight. I hadn’t been able to think properly inside the house – too many eyes, too many expectations – so I’d come to the one place in the city where I knew I would find not only solitude but clarity.

Office buildings of different ages towered over me as I hurried down a narrow cobbled street. I passed the silent doorways, shut against the heat, and ducked through a wrought-iron gate into the grounds of what had once been a church.

The tower remained, as did three of the walls, but the roof and any stained glass had been lost generations earlier, thanks to a bomb blast in the Blitz. Where rubble and dust had once been was now a beautiful garden. Ivy wound around the delicate tracery at the tops of the empty windows. Fragrant shrubs perfumed the air.

It was mid-July and, thanks to a week-long heatwave, unbearably hot in the city centre. Even though it was only mid-morning, the pavements were beginning to bake and the air shimmered with exhaust fumes. But here … Here it was cool and shady, the noise of the traffic muffled. It was like slipping into another world. And, in this world, I could let everything slide away and be myself, no one looking, no one judging. That, in itself, was more delicious than the gentle breeze playing with the hem of my summer dress.

I followed the path through a small porch into what would have been the nave of the church. Benches were arranged around a fountain made from a large, flat stone set into the paving stones. I slipped one sandal off and extended my foot, relishing the shock of the cold water as it hit my skin and trickled down over my toes.

I kicked my other sandal off and walked a short way to sink both feet into the soft, springy grass near one of the high, arching windows. There were flowers up there amongst the ivy, possibly clematis or jasmine, but they were hidden too well by the vigorous climbers to tell which. I stepped a foot onto a warm patch of earth at the edge of the flower bed in an attempt to get a better view and reached for the branch of a nearby shrub to steady myself. However, before my fingers even locked around it, my hand jumped back, an almost electrical pain shooting up my finger and along my arm. ‘Ow!’ I said loudly and stumbled back onto the grass, clutching my throbbing finger.

‘Are you okay?’

I almost jumped out of my skin for the second time, as I turned to see a rather tall man running towards me. ‘Um …’ was all my adrenaline-riddled brain would allow me to say, then I waved my hand in his general direction. ‘Bee …’

His gaze was momentarily caught by the rather large black-and-yellow insect zig-zagging away from the bush I’d been reaching into. ‘You’ve been stung?’ he asked in a curling Scottish accent.

I nodded.

‘Don’t worry,’ he said. ‘I’ve got you.’

For a moment, I thought he was going to go all Indiana Jones and suck the poison out of my finger. I was almost disappointed when he dashed off across the grass to where a fancy-looking tripod and camera stood, rummaged in his backpack, and returned with a small plastic case.

‘It only works if you get to it quickly,’ he said, nodding at me to hold my hand out while he unpacked the contents and assembled what looked like a fat syringe with a little clear plastic cup on the end instead of a needle. He took my hand, placed the device over where I indicated the sting was, and pulled the plunger. The suction caused the skin to balloon into a little dome and, magically, a little bead of what I assumed to be venom appeared on the surface. I watched wide-eyed as he released the device and wiped the evidence of the bee attack away with an antiseptic wipe. ‘There … It might still throb a bit, but it won’t be nearly as bad as if it had stayed in there.’

‘Th-thank you.’

‘You’re welcome.’ He smiled at me, and I had another pulse-spiking adrenaline surge.

‘Do you think it’s going to die?’

He stopped smiling and looked confused.

‘Bees die after they sting something, don’t they?’ Now it had occurred to me, I was quite upset about that. After all, it had hardly been the bee’s fault I’d lumbered into its nectar-gathering session.

He glanced in the direction of where we’d last seen it. ‘I’m pretty sure it was a wasp, so I think you’re okay on that front. No bee murdering going on today.’ There was a lovely roll of the ‘r’ when he said ‘murder’. His expression grew more serious. ‘But what about you? You’re not allergic to bees … I mean, wasps … are you?’

He began turning my hand around to view my finger from different angles, checking for swelling, and oxygen no longer seemed to be reaching the bottom of my lungs as efficiently as it had done a few minutes earlier. Maybe I was allergic?

‘I don’t know,’ I said, managing to string a coherent sentence together, despite the soft brush of his skin against mine. ‘I don’t think so. But people develop weird allergies out of the blue sometimes, don’t they? My aunt ate shellfish with no trouble her whole life until she turned twenty-nine, and then – Bam! – one butterfly king prawn and they had to call an ambulance. She’s needed to carry an EpiPen ever since.’

Why was I telling him this? And why wasn’t he letting go of my hand?

‘Are you okay?’ he asked again, leaning in and looking into my eyes.

He was much taller than me, even though I was a pretty average height, but not burly – the sort of boy who would have been a rangy youth but had filled out a bit now he was a man. I guessed he was maybe a year or two older than me, and he had slightly shaggy dark hair with just a hint of red where the sun hit it, and the most ridiculously thick lashes. He wasn’t what some people would consider traditionally good-looking, but there was a strength to his features and a warmth in his brown eyes that was very appealing.

‘Yes … I think I’m okay,’ I said.

His smile widened and he loosened his grip on my hand, let it fall and started packing his syringe thingy away.

‘What exactly is that?’ I asked.

‘Oh, just a useful bit of kit I like to carry with me, I travel a lot – and sometimes to places with much scarier bugs than a common-garden English wasp.’

I nodded. This was probably not the time to tell him the closest time I’d got to being anywhere abroad was a hen night in Dublin with my cousin. Expensive foreign holidays weren’t a feature of my upbringing. Not that nobody hadn’t wanted to travel; it’s just that other things … other priorities … had made it impossible.

‘I didn’t mean to scare you when I came running over,’ he said. ‘I was just taking a few shots of the garden.’

I laughed softly, closing my sore finger in my other hand. ‘You did make me jump. I thought I was alone. Not many people know this place exists. Not even Londoners.’

‘I stumbled upon it on a previous visit, but it was dark then, and I always promised myself I’d come back during the daytime. I’m about to go travelling and I have a connecting flight tonight from Heathrow, so it seemed a shame not to take the opportunity while I was in London.’ He stared up at the golden light filtering through the ivy. ‘This place is just so …’

‘Magical,’ we both said at the same time, breaking into matching smiles. And for a couple of seconds that was all that mattered.

‘Why here? Why not one of the bigger tourist spots?’

‘I love exploring new places, finding those hidden, unusual parts of a city that add to its personality … its identity. London is so much more than the Thames and Big Ben, Buckingham Palace, and Nelson’s Column. It’s also this …’ He spread his arm to indicate the garden in which we were both standing.

‘Yes,’ I said, my voice dropping to a whisper. It occurred to me how unusual it was to find a man who wasn’t just interested in how things seemed, who liked to peel back the surface and find out the truth they held.

‘It’ll be our secret, then,’ he said and smiled at me again. However, this time it was more intimate. It felt as if he was inviting me to join a club where we were the only two members. I was ready to sign up on the spot, no fourteen-day cooling-off period required.

The conversation had reached a natural pause, a place where it would have been easy to walk away, continue my tour of the garden, but I didn’t make a move towards my sandals, still sitting by the edge of the fountain.

I searched my brain frantically for words – any words – that might prevent this moment from coming to an end. My gaze latched on to his camera. ‘Can I see what you’ve taken?’

Great. Now he knows the barefoot, bee-sting girl is nosey as well as weird and a little bit accident-prone.

He looked uncomfortable for a moment, then said, ‘Sure.’ I followed him over to his tripod, where he hit a lever to release the camera. He held it out so I could see the screen on the back but kept his hands on it so he could operate the various buttons.

The first pictures were gorgeous. He’d captured the light slanting through the elaborate windows, lighting up the leaves of the trailing climbers from behind so they glowed with colour.

‘Oh …!’ I said as he moved the images on again. Amidst the sun-drenched foliage, there was now a figure … Me. The sun was above and behind me, lighting my long, mousey-but-wavy hair up at the edges into a golden halo. I twisted my head and shot him a questioning look.

His mouth grimaced but his eyes kept smiling. ‘You walked into the shot as I pressed the shutter. I was so absorbed in what I was doing, I didn’t realise you were there until I saw you through the viewfinder. And then you screamed—’

‘I didn’t scream,’ I quickly corrected him, hoping I was right.

The humour in his eyes told me just how loudly I had proved myself wrong. I twisted my mouth to hide a smile as he scrolled through the next few images. ‘Just the one shot …?’ I couldn’t help but notice two or three more.

‘I always fire off a few at a time. Complete habit. But I’ll delete them if you want?’

I looked down at the display and exhaled. I’m a pretty self-contained and private kind of person. It should have been an automatic ‘yes’, but, in this picture, I didn’t look like a little girl lost, no idea which direction her life should take. I looked like a young woman who was exactly where she was supposed to be. I almost looked beautiful.

‘No,’ I said, twisting my head to meet his eyes. ‘Don’t delete them. It would be a shame.’

I suddenly became aware of just how close we were standing to each other. I found myself staring at his lips, and when I tore my gaze away and met his, he was looking at me with a strange intensity. ‘Can I take your photograph?’

‘I thought you already did that,’ I said quietly, unsure why his question had sent a quiver through me.

‘I’d like to take one of you looking at the camera, looking at me the way you are just now.’

Oh. Like that.

Like I wanted to kiss him.

I swallowed. Did he know that? Could he tell? My pulse began to trot. Maybe I did need an EpiPen after all. ‘W-why?’

‘You’re part of my journey now, part of my memories of London. And I like to capture my memories on my travels, as many as possible: countries, places … people.’

I felt oddly flattered I might be part of that gallery. ‘Okay,’ I said slowly.

He got me to stand in the archway of the porch and asked me to rest a hand against the soft, pale stone. Moments before, he’d been smiling, full of easy bravado, but now he looked at me with a single-minded focus that made my heart stutter. Yet I didn’t go rigid, as I often did when someone yelled ‘cheese!’ in my direction. I felt completely at ease.

When he finished, he showed them to me. Who was this woman staring into the lens with such confidence? She was practically glowing. It made me wonder if that was what he had seen too when he’d pressed the shutter.

He began to collect his belongings, stuffing the camera into a padded bag full of lenses and other mysterious equipment. ‘That’s me done here now,’ he said. ‘I’m away to the next location.’

He was going? ‘Next location?’ I asked, keeping my tone light and airy, as if I wasn’t already considering turning into a stalker and ‘accidentally on purpose’ bumping into him there.

‘Yup,’ he said, as he collapsed the legs of his tripod. ‘I’m doing a series of photos around the theme “Secret London”. I’ve got a couple of ideas of places to go to, but after that I’m just going to wing it, see what I can find.’

His kit was now all stowed away, but he made no move to leave.

‘I … I might be able to help with that,’ I said, surprising myself with my boldness.

‘Funny you should mention that,’ he said, his expression becoming suddenly serious. ‘I was thinking it’s probably not wise for you to be alone just now.’

My eyes widened. ‘It isn’t?’

He shook his head. ‘There could be a delayed reaction to that sting. I think someone should probably keep an eye on you for … oh, at least an hour or so. And it just so happens there’s a great little café tucked away—’

‘Just around the corner,’ I finished for him, a smile breaking out on my face. ‘Déjà Vu. They do the best iced lattes this side of the river.’

He slung his camera bag over his shoulder and made a wide gesture with the other arm. ‘Please … lead the way.’

But, Lili … the little voice in my head warned. You haven’t—

Yes, I know, I whispered silently back as we made our way out of the garden. But the whole disaster of my life will still be there in an hour, won’t it? I’ll make a decision then.






Chapter Two

THE DAY WAS certainly not going the way I’d expected it to when I’d left the house that morning, ready to mope around London in an attempt to decide whether to chase my dreams or tell destiny to take a hike. But it seemed destiny had a trick up her sleeve, and it had come in the form of a rather tall Scottish man with a camera.

His name was Ben, and he was a travel photographer. We’d gone for a coffee, where he’d told me all about the few ideas he had for unusual places to visit in London, and I’d thrown a few suggestions into the mix. He’d told me his first stop was the Mithraeum, an underground Roman temple where they were supposed to have sacrificed bulls and all sorts of unmentionable stuff. I said I’d never been. He’d joked that if it was really creepy, he might need someone to hold his hand. I had volunteered. And that had been that.

And at some point during our perusal of the carefully lit ancient artefacts, we’d decided to spend the rest of the day together. Not by spoken agreement, just …

To be honest, I didn’t know how we’d done it. It was merely that we seemed to be in tune with one another, like we could communicate on a secret wavelength the rest of the world couldn’t tune into.

What was I doing? I wasn’t this girl – impulsive, impetuous, prone to dropping everything and just heading off somewhere at the drop of a hat. But, as I strolled the streets of London, my hand still joined with Ben the Photographer’s, I’d started to wonder if destiny knew what she was doing.

It wasn’t quite three, yet we’d been all over the city. After the temple, we’d gone to Leadenhall Market, where Ben had been entranced by the colourful Victorian cast iron and glass structure. Then he’d taken one of my suggestions, and we’d headed off to the conservatory at the Barbican. He’d snapped away when we got there, completely in his element, muttering between shots about the juxtaposition of delicate and exotic plants with the stark concrete of the Brutalist architecture. Then it had been the hidden tunnels of Piccadilly underground station, and now we were wandering through the narrow streets of Soho, still hand in hand, scouting for hidden sculptures on buildings.

Someone Ben had got chatting to while we’d toured the tunnels under Piccadilly had mentioned that an artist had placed stone noses all over the city in protest at the rise in use of CCTV cameras. While most had been removed, seven were still tucked away on various buildings in Soho and Covent Garden. It was a bit of a cult thing to try and find them all, apparently.

We’d already found numbers one to six, the last couple found in Dean Street, and then we turned into Meard Street in search of the final one. ‘There it is!’ Ben exclaimed almost immediately, pointing to a white plaster nose high up on the red-brick wall of a Georgian townhouse. He let go of my hand and pulled his camera out of his bag, then spent a good five minutes experimenting with different angles, crouching down low, looking at where the light was coming from and then working both with it and against it to see what produced the most interesting shot. I could have watched him work all day. When it came to creativity, he was unfettered, limitless.

During our conversations, I’d also revealed I was a creative sort of person, although music was my thing, not the visual arts. I didn’t know if that made it different. I couldn’t just create something in a perfectly captured moment and then email it to someone. For me to ‘create’ I had to be present, along with my violin. I always found it terrifying.

Besides, while Ben chose what to photograph, used his imagination to see things the way no one else saw them, I just played the notes someone else had written. It was hardly in the same league, even if one teacher had called me ‘prodigiously good’. That’s how I’d ended up spending the previous year at one of the most respected music schools in the country.

And it had been a year of utter hell.

But spending the day with Ben was making me see things in a different light. I wondered if I could learn from him, absorb some of his bravery, and if I could, maybe my second year at the London Conservatory could be different. If I decided to turn up for it, of course. I was still on the fence about that one, despite the deadline I’d imposed on myself that morning to stop avoiding the issue and choose one way or the other.

‘How do you know what angles to take the photographs from?’ I asked. ‘Can anyone learn?’

Ben turned and walked back to me. ‘It’s partly picking up the basics – lighting, composition, that sort of thing so, yes, I could teach you some of that, but the rest is just experimentation. You never know what’s going to work until you try it. And sometimes the picture is good, and sometimes it’s awful, but even if it is, I’ve learned something in the process.’

‘You’re not afraid to fail,’ I said, and it was more an observation than a question.

‘Not really. Like I said, sometimes I learn more through failing than getting things right.’ He let his camera drop and came and stood close to me. ‘Get your phone out, and I’ll give you some tips.’

When we finished our lesson, he took a few more shots of the nose on the wall then stowed his camera back in his rucksack. ‘That’s the last of them …’ He checked his watch. ‘Still time to fit a couple more things in before I have to head off to the airport. Something different.’

We listed off the things we’d already done that day. ‘No more gardens,’ he said thoughtfully. ‘Got two of those already. Unless you can think of somewhere nearby with a maze. People love mazes, and they’re so interesting to photograph – all those clean shapes and lines.’

I shook my head. ‘Wish I did. There are a couple on the fringes of the city – a big one in Crystal Palace Park, but it’s hardly a secret, and another one in Bexleyheath, but both are a bit of a trek.’

‘Pity …’ We began to stroll in the direction of Covent Garden Market and Ben threaded his fingers through mine again, making my breath catch. He did it as if he almost hadn’t thought about it, as if it was the most natural thing in the world. ‘Did you know there’s a secret to solving a maze?’

‘What? A particular maze?’ I asked.

‘Any maze.’

I gave him what I hoped was my best ‘don’t bullshit me’ look. ‘If you say so …’

He laughed. ‘No, really! Look, I’ll prove it to you.’

And that was how I found myself standing in front of the famous yew hedge maze at Hampton Court Palace about an hour later. ‘Go on, then, genius,’ I said, nodding to the wooden gate that marked the entrance. ‘How do we do this?’

He just grinned again. ‘Left or right? Pick one.’ I raised my eyebrows, not quite able to hide my smile. He was being so cocky. ‘Pick,’ he said, giving me a faux stern look that turned my insides to custard.

‘Okay … Right.’

‘Fine. I’ll take left. All we have to do is keep one hand – you right, me left – on the maze wall and follow it until we get to the centre.’

I laughed. ‘You’re kidding. It can’t be that easy.’

‘Wanna bet?’

‘Okay.’ I knew I was going to do it, and I knew I didn’t even care if I won the stupid bet or not. When had I last had fun like this? Pointless, purposeless wonderful fun? ‘What do I get if you’re wrong and I’m right?’

He grinned. ‘Loser buys the ice creams.’






Chapter Three

MY RIGHT HAND hovered lightly over the prickly, blunt-cut yew hedge as I jogged through the dirt paths of Hampton Court’s maze. It had seemed like a fun idea to have a race when Ben had suggested it, but then he’d shot off like a greyhound at the races, and I’d been left standing there on my own.

It couldn’t be as easy to find the centre as he’d said it would be. I’d be stuck in this stupid maze for hours, and where was the fun in that? We only had a short time until he needed to head off to the airport, and I didn’t want to spend those precious minutes apart.

I couldn’t believe I’d met someone like him. And by chance, too. Just because I’d had a random urge to escape the house to mope about my problems instead of doing it in my bedroom.

My first year at music school had been a disaster. I’d felt like a fish out of water from day one. What was a council house girl from Penge doing in a place like that? I thought I’d arrived at a place where talent was the only thing that mattered, that I’d finally be able to mix with ‘my people’, who understood and shared my love of music instead of bullying me for being ‘weird’ and ‘up myself’ because I loved to play the violin, but instead of reverse snobbery, I’d found actual snobbery. There had also been jealousy.

Like me, Charlie Banister, one my classmates, was from a less-than-privileged background, but instead of seeing this as a reason to support each other, he’d decided I was his direct competition and he’d taken every chance to cut me down, which only made my nerves worse. It was a horrible, vicious cycle, and my self-appointed nemesis was the eye of the hurricane. I’d barely made it through the end-of-term performance, and I’d been having nightmares about sitting in the violin section in a concert hall all summer.

Why couldn’t I be more like my sister? Tough, sensible, letting nothing faze her? She would have told Charlie Banister in no uncertain terms where he could insert his violin bow, and then wouldn’t have thought twice about him again.

I’d just about come to the decision that I was going to pull the plug, tell my parents the extra jobs they’d taken on since I was little to pay for my music education had been for nothing, but then Ben Robertson, Travel Photographer, had crashed into my life and turned everything upside down.

I had a crush on him as big as the London Eye. It really was quite sad. I ought to give myself a stern talking to. Because that’s what it was, right? A crush? It couldn’t be anything else. Not if he was jetting off this evening and didn’t even know when he might be back in the UK.

Just as I thought I would go round and round in the stupid maze forever, one green hedge blurring into the next, the space opened out in front of me, and I realised I was standing in the centre. It had worked! It really had worked.

And there was Ben, waiting for me, wearing a pleased-with-himself grin that should have been annoying but was actually just delicious. I wanted to kiss that smile away, I decided, and if I didn’t do it now, maybe I’d never get another chance, which would result in me kicking myself for all of eternity.

Time to take charge of your life, Lili, instead of cowering in the shadows. Time to leap on the opportunity of the moment.

‘I won. You’re buying the—’ he started to say, but I strode right up to him, slid my hands up his chest and into the hair at the back of his head, pulling him closer, and then stopped when I was half a millimetre away, giving him the opportunity to back out, but his arms came around my waist, pulling me closer.

At first, the kiss was light and soft, a ‘hello’ kiss, a ‘getting to know you’ kiss, feather-light touches that set nerve endings zinging, but then it changed gear, deepened, and the hunger became not just for his mouth on mine but for all of him. Not just the muscular arms that were clamped around me or the firm chest I was pressed up against, but him. Everything he was, inside and out.

When he finally dragged his lips from mine, we rested our foreheads together, eyes closed, our breathing shallow. ‘Wow,’ he whispered. ‘I’d been imagining doing that all day, but I must have a pretty poor imagination for things like that because … just … wow.’

I smiled gently, buoyed up by the fact I could make someone, make him, feel that way. ‘I think your imagination is just fine. It’s not that it’s … it’s …’ I hesitated, scared to let the words out. What if I was reading too much into this?

But Ben pulled back so he could see my whole face, one hand still cradling my neck, and finished my sentence for me. ‘It’s us.’

I nodded. ‘It is.’

We just stared at each other for a long moment, saying nothing but, at the same time, I felt as if I was spilling myself out before him, all the secret things no one knew about me, all the talent and potential and hope, but all the flaws too, all the things I never wanted anyone to see.

I lowered my lashes and looked away, afraid of what I was feeling. ‘Do you do this every time you visit a new city? Fly in, charm a local girl, then fly away again?’

For a few seconds, there was nothing but silence. ‘No,’ he said, sounding emphatic but also maybe a little offended.

I flicked a glance at him.

‘Don’t do that,’ he said. ‘Don’t pretend you don’t know this is different.’

I swallowed. There wasn’t really anything I could say in my defence. That was exactly what I’d been doing – ducking out, retreating to a place of safety before this feeling completely overwhelmed me and took my heart on the tidal wave that came with it.

‘Lili?’

I loved hearing him say my name. Well, my nickname. My younger sister hadn’t been able to say my full name when she was little, and that had been her best attempt. My parents had thought it was cute, and somehow it had stuck.

I slowly raised my eyes to meet his.

‘No, I don’t pick up random girls in foreign cities and spend the day with them. You’re the first, the only …’ He brushed my cheek with his thumb. ‘Don’t you know that?’

‘Yes …’ I whispered back in between kisses. Even though it made sense to me that this charming man would have a woman in every port, I believed him. My heart was so full, I almost couldn’t bear it, but there was also a little rip down in one corner, one that was threatening to tear further as the minutes ticked past.

‘I’ll never forget today,’ I said softly. ‘I wish it didn’t have to end.’

His chest rose and fell heavily. ‘Me too.’

I pulled him to me and hugged him hard, attempting to hide the fact I felt perilously close to crying. I didn’t want to do that in front of him. However, when I spoke, I suspected the rasp in my tone gave me away. ‘When’s your flight?’

He checked the functional-looking chunky watch he wore on his wrist. ‘I ought to get going, well … now.’

But he didn’t go anywhere. Instead, he kissed me again. We wasted at least another ten minutes before making our way back to the exit, making only a few dead-end turns along the way.

When we got to the entrance, we found the gate padlocked. Thankfully, it only came up to my waist, so it was no obstacle for Ben’s long legs, and he clambered over first and held his arms out for me. Unfortunately, the hem of my dress got stuck on one of the pointed wooden struts, and I almost face-planted onto the tarmac on the other side of the gate, which resulted in us both giggling as Ben lifted me up and over and then placed me carefully on the ground.

‘I wish the gate had been bigger,’ I said, sighing. ‘Then we would have been locked in and you’d have no choice but to stay a little bit longer.’ I pulled a face, realising how selfish I was being. ‘Sorry … That would have meant you’d miss your flight, and I wouldn’t want that.’

Ben stared at me. ‘I would,’ he said, and then he dug into his jeans pocket, pulled out his phone and tapped away on it with fierce concentration.

‘Ben?’

‘I’m cancelling my flight,’ he said.

‘What? No!’ I reached out to try and pull his hand away from his phone screen, but he captured my fingers in his. ‘You said earlier that you’ve been planning this trip for a year! You can’t miss going to all those places, especially New Zealand, for me! It’s been your dream since … forever!’

‘I won’t miss out,’ he said. ‘Trust me.’ When he’d finished messing around on his phone, he grinned at me. ‘Where do you want to go next? Wanna grab some dinner? Or do you want to try one of those “secret” bars you told me about? The one you get to by going through a door disguised as a vintage fridge sounds fun, or the one that looks like a detective agency.’

‘Ben!’

‘It’s okay,’ he said, grabbing me by the hand and leading me towards the palace. ‘I had a flight from London to Amsterdam tonight, and I was going to spend a day taking pictures of canals before catching another flight from there to Singapore tomorrow evening. I can still make my connection if I fly tomorrow afternoon.’

I walked beside him, dazed for a few moments. ‘Really? You really did that? Just to be with me?’

He stopped and turned, waited for me to look at him. ‘I really did.’






Chapter Four

MY LEFT SHOULDER was stiff, and I stretched to ease it. The movement brought me from the shallows of sleep into consciousness. I blinked and found Ben looking down at me.

Oh, yes. I’d gone to sleep lying on his lap, and by the looks of his groggy expression, he’d also dozed off, feet propped up on a low table, back resting against a padded bench in the darkened lounge area of the hostel he was staying at.

I hadn’t realised that when he’d cancelled his flight to Amsterdam that it had been non-refundable. He’d said it hadn’t cost him much to find one the next day, but he’d only had his hotel booked for one night, so he’d had to pull in a favour from a travelling acquaintance who worked in a hostel in Southwark because that was all his carefully rationed funds would allow.

However, it meant we didn’t really have anywhere private to go. He’d managed to find a space in a room with four sets of bunk beds, two of which were currently occupied by sleeping men, so we’d hung out in the lounge area on the ground floor, full of funky and easily cleanable cheap furniture. I stretched again, yawned, and pushed myself to a sitting position. ‘What time is it?’ I said, rubbing my eyes with the heel of my hand.

Ben checked his phone. ‘Ten past four.’ His voice sounded lovely all sleep-roughened. I leaned in and gave him a kiss.

Although I felt bad about costing him money he couldn’t afford before his big year-long trip around the world, I couldn’t regret the fact he’d stayed. Last night had been amazing. After sorting out the hostel, we’d gone to somewhere near Kings Cross that did stupendous curries for a couple of pounds a bowl, then he’d managed to blag us seats at a ‘floating cinema’ in what looked like a mini Canary Wharf somewhere in West London by promising he’d take a few free shots as publicity. Well, when I say ‘seats’, I mean a tiny boat for two that bobbed up and down on the water as we’d watched Jaws.

After the film, we’d just walked and talked through the streets, which had started out full of noise and colour, populated by drunk people either looking for a club or the wrong night bus, but had grown gradually quieter as the night had deepened. In the end, it had almost seemed as if we were the only two people left in the city. We’d arrived back at the hostel at about two and had talked some more before eventually nodding off.

‘Hungry?’ he asked and walked over to the brightly lit vending machine on the other side of the room. I nodded, so he fed it some coins and returned with a couple of packets of Hula Hoops and a Twix to share. ‘Sorry. You have to learn to forage and eat what’s available when you’re travelling on a budget.’

I popped open my packet of crisps and tucked one leg underneath myself. ‘It’s just what I wanted,’ I said, throwing a couple of Hula Hoops into my mouth. ‘If you’d taken me to the Savoy for breakfast, this is what I’d have ordered.’

He laughed, and I smiled back at him. I loved that I could make him laugh. ‘I’m not sure they serve Hula Hoops at the Savoy.’

‘Well, they should,’ I said, mumbling through the crunchy potato rings as I stuffed another handful into my mouth. All that walking earlier had obviously given me an appetite. As I chewed, I wondered what inhabited the vending machines in some of the far-flung places he must have visited. ‘What made you want to travel for a living?’ I asked when I’d finished my mouthful. ‘How did it all start?’

Ben leaned back against the padded bench and sighed. ‘Right from when I was little, I remember being obsessed with atlases. I was always getting the one my father owned out of the bookshelf and turning the pages, wondering what it would be like to live on those little dots of colour in the middle of distant oceans or up on the mountain ranges that ran like spines through countries and continents. I suppose, in some ways, I’d been planning to leave Invergarrig since I was old enough to read.’

‘What’s it like, your hometown?’ I asked.

‘It’s nice enough … I mean, it sits on the edge of a loch, and there are mountains, even a castle.’

‘Sounds like the sort of place people would choose to visit, not leave at the first opportunity.’

Ben looked down, breaking eye contact. ‘I never really felt at home there.’ I shuffled close and snuggled up against him, my back pressed against his side, and his arm came down over my shoulder. ‘I always felt like I didn’t belong, like an outsider. Is that weird?’

I shook my head. ‘No … I get it completely. Not many kids where I grew up play the violin. It made me different.’ I sighed heavily. ‘And now I’m not even sure I want to do it any more.’ I put my bag of crisps down and turned around so I could see his face. ‘What made you feel that way?’

‘My dad,’ he said, without emotion. ‘He made it clear I was a disappointment to him.’

I frowned. ‘Why would he think that? You’re carving out a niche for yourself, doing a career you love. Isn’t that what everyone wants?’ In contrast, my parents had supported me every step of the way to pursue my dreams. That was why thinking about dropping out had been so hard.

He exhaled. ‘It’s not a “proper” job, apparently. He wanted me to follow in his footsteps, go into insurance …’

I pulled a face.

Ben laughed softly. ‘Exactly! And the fact I didn’t want to do that caused a big issue.’ He fell silent for a moment. ‘But, to be honest, that wasn’t the start of it. He’s always been like that – picking away at my sister and me. Nothing we did was ever good enough, and it got even worse after my mum died. She used to go to bat for us, even though I now realise she might have been scared of him too. So, I suppose the question should be: why wouldn’t I want to leave Invergarrig as soon as I got the chance?’

‘Your mum died? Oh, I’m so sorry, Ben.’

‘It’s okay. It happened a year after I’d left home, and my sister bore the brunt of living with him alone – she’s two years younger than me, so she was only seventeen when it happened. I didn’t realise it at the time, but I think he got even worse after Mum passed. I think that’s when Cat really started to struggle.’ He stared into the darkness on the other side of the room for a few seconds. ‘At first, she acted out. You know, basic teenage rebellion, but now …’ He turned to look at me, and there was a bleakness in his expression. ‘I’m worried about her.’

‘Do you get on?’

He grimaced. ‘Occasionally. I think she can only see me as the annoying big brother who likes to boss her around. It threatened to cause a real rift between us, but she cleaned up her act recently, and I hope to God it’s going to stick … She’s pregnant, you see. She just told me this last weekend.’ His expression grew even more hollow. ‘I might not even be back in the country when she has the baby, but I’m going to see what I can work out. She needs me, even if she can’t see that at the moment.’

I rubbed his arm and laid my head against his shoulder, and for a few seconds, we just stayed like that. I sensed it was time to talk about something else. ‘Okay … so we’ve got eleven hours before you need to be going through security at Heathrow. What do you want to do today?’

‘I really don’t care,’ he said, turning to kiss me softly, ‘as long as I can spend it with you.’
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I rode the Tube with Ben all the way to the airport when the time came. I couldn’t bear to say goodbye to him until the absolute very last second.

We’d watched the sun rise over the Thames, eaten bacon rolls with huge polystyrene cups of tea from a kiosk in Borough Market, then visited a café full of arcade games, which we’d played for nearly an hour. I was a pinball wizard, apparently. Who knew? After that, I’d persuaded him to go to Nunhead Cemetery with me – not as famous as Highgate, but just as striking – and then we’d headed back into the centre of town, browsed a few markets, including one tucked into a courtyard outside a church along Piccadilly.

But eventually, we’d ended up at Terminal Three, dragging those last few minutes together out as much as possible. ‘When will I see you again?’ I asked him.

He held on to me tightly, pressed an emphatic kiss into the top of my head. ‘I don’t know … I won’t be back in Europe for at least six months, and even then, not the UK, but I’m supposed to be in Bulgaria in February. I know … Come to Sofia and meet me!’

I stared back at him. If he’d asked me that question even twelve hours ago, I’d have jumped at the chance, but early this morning, while we’d been studying the elaborate headstones at Nunhead Cemetery, I’d come to a realisation. Life was too short, wasn’t it? I couldn’t give up on my dreams. I had to be brave and adventurous, like Ben was. ‘I can’t …’ I replied mournfully. ‘I have music school. It’s not the sort of place where you can just take a few days off and disappear.’

He thought for a moment. ‘Then I’ll cancel Bulgaria and Croatia and come back to the UK early.’

‘No! You’ve been planning this trip for years!’

He gave me a look that made my insides melt into a gooey puddle. ‘If there’s anyone who makes me want to stay in one place, it’s you.’

I shook my head. ‘You can’t abandon your dreams for me, Ben, just like I shouldn’t let my go of mine because of you. We’d always regret it later.’ I sighed, searching the hard angles and painted steel of the airport terminal for an answer, but I came up empty. ‘We’ll just have to be patient. When can you get back without compromising your plans?’

He was quiet for a few moments, and I could tell he was flicking through calendars and travel schedules in his head. ‘June. Maybe … Part of my plan was to do extra work in certain places to fund the next leg, and it really depends on how quickly I find jobs and how much they pay.’

‘A year, then?’

‘Realistically. I couldn’t promise any earlier for certain.’ He turned away momentarily, obviously frustrated. ‘But I don’t like leaving things so open-ended. It’s not fair to you … And I don’t much like the idea, either.’

‘Then let’s make it a specific day. What date was it yesterday?’

‘The twelfth of July,’ he replied, his eyes full of curiosity.

‘Then we’ll meet one year from the day we met. Here …’

‘In Heathrow Airport? That’s hardly very romantic!’

I punched him lightly on the arm. ‘No, you melon. In London … I know! In the garden at the church … at St Dunstan-in-the-East.’

He smiled at me. ‘It’s perfect. And it’s a date. Nothing will stop me being there.’ He sounded so serious I almost laughed, a nervous reflex, maybe, because I didn’t want to cry instead. He must have seen my lips twitch because he said, ‘I mean it. Don’t you believe me?’

‘Of course I do. If I know anything about you by now, it’s that you don’t dive into something unless you’re fully committed. That’s just who you are.’ And it was why I suspected I could easily fall for him, even after a day and a half, even though it made no sense at all, and I didn’t believe in things like fate or love at first sight.

‘You’ll be there? You won’t forget?’

He looked so uncharacteristically vulnerable that I couldn’t resist pulling his face towards mine and kissing him. ‘I won’t forget,’ I whispered as we rested our foreheads against each other. ‘Besides, I’m getting your number … We’ll be in contact the whole time, even if we can’t see each other in person. There’s no way we’re just disappearing from each other’s lives for twelve months and then turning up at St Dunstan’s hoping for the best. That would be daft.’

I pulled my phone from my bag. It seemed weird we hadn’t exchanged numbers before now, but since we’d been right next to each other for the last day and a half, it hadn’t really been necessary. ‘Oh, crap,’ I said as I tried to wake it up. ‘It’s completely dead.’ I’d had about fifty per cent battery when I’d left the house the day before. At the time, I’d thought it would be plenty.

‘It’s okay,’ Ben said. ‘I’m really low, but I’ve got enough juice to put your number in my phone, then when I get to Schiphol I’ll charge it and send you a message so you’ve got mine.’ He handed me his phone, and I tapped my number in and gave it back to him.

‘I’ll be waiting,’ I said, already knowing that even though it would only be a few hours, it would feel like a lifetime.

Ben glanced at the departures board and frowned. ‘I’ve waited far too long. I’d better get a move on, but before I go …’ He pulled a small paper bag from his pocket and handed it to me.

I unfolded the top and peered inside. ‘Oh, Ben … You didn’t have to buy me anything!’ I knew he didn’t have the money. Inside was a fine silver chain with a tiny silver bee pendant. I made a hiccupping sound that I wasn’t sure signalled laughter or tears. It was possibly both.

He gave me a wonky, slightly self-conscious smile. ‘I tried to find a wasp, but no one does wasps, apparently, so it was this or nothing.’

‘I love it!’ I said, clutching it tightly as I kissed him again. ‘When did you manage to buy it without me seeing?’

‘Remember when you were browsing the stall full of semiprecious stones at the market, and I went to grab us some cold drinks? I may have found this then.’

He took the necklace from me and made me turn round so he could hang it around my neck and fasten the catch. I turned back to face him. ‘Do you know,’ he said, ‘that bees travel miles and miles away from their homes, but they always find their way back?’ He leaned in and kissed me softly. ‘It means you’ll find your way back to me, Lili.’

‘Actually, that’s just what my family call me. I’m actually called …’

But I realised he was only half listening. His gaze had been snagged by the departures board. ‘My gate number has just popped up. I’m going to have to run!’ He kissed me quickly.

‘But—’

‘Send me a message once your phone’s charged! Tell me then!’ He jogged away and disappeared into the security hall before I could argue.

I stared at the empty space between the doors where I’d last seen him, and I stayed there until the departures board showed his flight had departed, then I turned – my body suddenly heavy and complaining about the lack of sleep – and headed towards home. However, I knew I wouldn’t sleep until the message he’d promised had arrived.








Part II








Chapter Five

Now.

SHE WASN’T SURE if she’d roused from slumber or if her surroundings had come slowly into focus. Her eyes might have been closed, lids having just fluttered open, or they could have been open already. She really couldn’t say for certain. All she knew was that it felt as if she’d been wandering around in a dense, pearly fog, and now the sky had cleared.

This place was beautiful. A gauzy mist hovered above the unruffled surface of a lake surrounded by low mountains, their weathered tops rising above the treeline. The curving beach was covered with dark stones of different sizes, some just pebbles, some full-grown rocks, slick with seaweed. Beyond the arc of the shoreline, there was a hump-backed bridge made of ancient stone, and, behind that, the turrets of a castle poked above a row of evergreens. It was as if she’d been dumped down in the middle of a fairy tale.

A noise penetrated the thick blanket of her thoughts. Seagulls. She could hear seagulls. Usually, she found their cries irritating – a horrible, greedy nagging – but as they echoed through the cold morning air, they sounded exquisitely forlorn.

Other sounds began to filter in: the lap of the gentle waves against the rocky beach, the rumble of a car pulling away and getting quieter as it climbed over the hump of the bridge and disappeared from view.

She seemed to be on the edge of a small town, but like no town she’d ever visited before. It was a couple of centuries old at least. The main street was probably only a hundred metres long, flanked on both sides with uniform, white-rendered buildings, all with contrasting black window and door frames.

She stood up, eager to explore, then paused to look down at her legs and feet. She’d been sitting down. On a bench. Beside a bus stop. For some reason, that seemed like new information.

How long? How long had she been sitting here on this bench? Furrows appeared above her eyebrows as she tried to concentrate but it was no good. She had no idea how long she’d been sitting there or even how she’d ended up in this place.

Something in the back of her brain, something sensible and machine-like, rubber-stamped this revelation as important, but for the life of her she couldn’t work out why. It hurt to think about it, actually. Really hurt, like a band tightening around her temples, so she let the thought go, let it soar up into the sky with the seagulls, and then she turned and walked up a slight incline towards the large Georgian church standing guard at the top end of the High Street.

The smell of frying bacon hit her nostrils as she passed the open door to a bed and breakfast with a café on the ground floor. She gravitated towards it, crossing the threshold. There was an empty table just inside the door, and she eased herself into a chair and soothed her grumbling belly with a rub of her palm.

A guy in an apron appeared beside her. He nodded at the menu propped up between the salt and pepper pots in the centre of the table. ‘What’ll you have?’ he asked in a soft Scottish accent, finishing his question off with a smile.

‘Tea,’ she said hoarsely, even though she had made no such decision in her conscious brain. ‘And bacon.’

The guy was still smiling at her. She was starting to find it unnerving. ‘Roll or buttie?’

‘Roll,’ she replied, marvelling at the sound of her own voice, familiar and strange all at once. And not Scottish, she noticed. Her accent was crisper, less rolling. Definitely English.

She pondered the significance of this as the guy in the apron vanished again and, what seemed like only seconds later, a lovely soft roll with thick bacon poking out the sides appeared in front of her. She ate every last scrap, punctuating bites with gulps of hot tea. When she finished, she sighed, letting the sights, sounds and smells of this quaint little town wash over her.

A short while later, she blinked. The plate from her bacon roll was gone. She took a sip from her half-finished mug of tea and shuddered. Stone cold. She placed it back on the table and stood up, heading for the open door onto the street.

‘Hey!’

She stopped in her tracks and turned to find the man in the apron with his hands on his hips. ‘That’ll be five pounds fifty, please.’ He wasn’t smiling any more.

‘Oh. Sorry.’ She patted the pockets of the thin jacket she was wearing. The only problem was that they seemed to be empty. Where was her handbag? Her purse? Her phone?

Her heart began to race uncomfortably under her ribcage, and her head, which had been blissfully empty of clutter up until that point, was suddenly jam-packed with thoughts and sensory information, all clamouring for her attention. She looked up again to find the man scowling at her. ‘I … I …’ she stammered. The grease from the bacon began to congeal in her stomach.

‘Who are you?’ he asked, stepping in front of her and blocking her exit. ‘Are you staying here? I can’t see any solo guests on the bed and breakfast list.’

She shivered, and the alarm in her head began to sound again, this time screaming its lungs out. Suddenly, this perfect little town, this lovely fairy-tale place, didn’t seem so welcoming.

She stared at him helplessly, her head pounding, a gale rushing in her ears. Her throat felt as if someone had threaded a drawstring around it and pulled it tight. The room began to swim around her and she shot out a hand and gripped onto the edge of a table to stop herself from falling.

She couldn’t answer his question, she realised, as she began to shake from head to toe. Because she didn’t know what her name was. She just didn’t know.
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