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			THE LAST TIME I SAW HIM

			 

			 

			The impossible-to-put-down new thriller from queen of the page-turner Rachel Abbott and fourth book in the Stephanie King series.

			 

			 

			WOULD YOU KEEP A SECRET FOR A STRANGER, IF IT MEANT THE BLOOD WAS ON YOUR HANDS?

			 

			Celia, Juliette and Nadia are complete strangers with one thing in common: they have all been wronged by Ellis Cobain. A wealthy philanthropist on course for a knighthood, Ellis’ public persona is bulletproof - but lurking beneath this veneer is a sinister side that only the women closest to him have seen.

			 

			When they meet at a boutique hotel on the Cornish coast, brought together by the blind arrogance of their tormentor, they realise what connects them and form a pact: to blackmail him and free themselves from his grasp.

			 

			But when he is discovered the next morning, murdered in cold blood, they are left scrambling. None of them knows who did it, and now they must desperately cover their tracks.

			 

			Will they keep each other’s secrets, now they are all implicated in his death? Will one turn on the others, when any of them could be next?
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			1

			Tonight, the clocks go back. Not far enough, sadly. For a moment I fantasise that I might wake up tomorrow to find time has rewound not just by a single hour, but by four thousand, three hundred and eighty hours. Six whole months.

			Perhaps then I would be able to breathe.

			My fantasy is interrupted by the sound of splashing water. Russell is taking a shower, but he isn’t whistling. He always whistles as he soaps his body, and much as the relentless chirpiness of the sound has been known to irritate me, right now I would give anything to hear it again. But why would he whistle? He’s as miserable as I am. The only difference is that he doesn’t know why. I hope he never has to.

			An ice bucket sits on the table, glistening with a cold, metallic sheen, beads of condensation forming on its surface, converging into tiny droplets that trickle down its sides like tears. I stare at myself in the mirror and try out a smile. It’s not convincing.

			The weight of my mistakes sits heavily on my shoulders. Sometimes it’s an effort to move, to perform the simplest of tasks. The desire to unburden myself is overpowering, but while I might feel some relief, it would only pass the load to my husband – a good man who doesn’t deserve what I’ve done to him. What I’m still doing to him. He knows there is a barrier between us, one he has no idea how to break down, and I’m certain he’s hoping that a week away in this lovely hotel is going to solve our problems.

			
			

			It won’t, but the least I can do is make an effort and allow him to believe that everything is okay.

			As the bathroom door opens I blink away the tears which, despite my best efforts, are pooling in my eyes, and pick up a blusher brush to make some pretence at getting ready for dinner.

			‘Champagne, darling?’ Russell says, advancing towards me with a towel wrapped around his waist.

			Watching him in the mirror, I can see two lines of confusion between his brows. I’ve been out of the shower for half an hour, but I’m still in a bathrobe, sitting at the dressing table, nowhere near ready. He checks his watch and the frown deepens. He hates to be late, although our table at the hotel’s restaurant is reserved for the whole evening and I don’t think ten minutes either way will make any difference.

			He resists the urge to ask why I’m taking so long to get dressed and lifts the champagne from the bucket. As he pops the cork it flies into the air and the wine cascades down the sides of the bottle.

			‘Oops,’ he says with a failed attempt at a chuckle. ‘I’ve never perfected the knack, have I? Never mind – it feels more of a celebration.’ He looks into my eyes in the mirror. ‘And it is a celebration, Juliette. I know you’ve found the last few months difficult, but we’re okay, you and me. We’re a good team.’

			He hands me a glass with one hand, gently stroking my hair with the other. With a breath, I turn from the mirror towards him.

			‘We are,’ I tell him, raising my glass to his. ‘And I love you.’

			That’s true, and never more so than now. I love his predictability, his desire to make me happy, his perpetual good humour. But there’s a void between us. Where we used to knit together, there is now emptiness, and I don’t know how to fix it. Anything I do, anything I try, will inevitably make matters so much worse.

			
			

			Russell casts another surreptitious glance at his watch.

			‘Why don’t you get dressed, Russ, and go and have a drink in the bar while I finish getting ready? Ask them to let the restaur­ant know that your wife is being slow to get her act together.’

			He nods, looking relieved, and finds a teaspoon from the tea tray to pop upside down in the neck of the champagne bottle. ‘This will keep it fizzy. We can finish it later.’

			With that, he heads to the wardrobe. He will already know what he’s going to wear. He may have even hung his clothes in order of days and evenings. He is methodical, organised and believes I can do no wrong.

			Sadly, he’s mistaken.

		

	
		
			
			

			2

			‘Stephanie, are you listening to me?’

			Noticing a hint of exasperation in her mum’s voice, Stephanie drew her gaze away from the activity in the bar.

			‘Sorry, Mum,’ she said with an apologetic grin. ‘You know I’m hopeless. I can’t help people-watching. It’s my job, after all.’

			Amanda King gave a theatrical sigh. ‘Yes, darling, but I asked you to come away for the weekend with me because I never get to spend time with you. Maybe you should sit with your back to the room so you won’t be distracted.’

			With a pang of guilt, Stephanie reached out to touch her mum’s hand.

			‘I’m all yours, and I want to apologise for not being around much lately. What with the house, trips to Norfolk and work, I never seem to have time to breathe.’

			Stephanie was thrilled that she and Gus had finally bought a house together. It was a few miles further away from her work, but it reduced Gus’s commute to a manageable forty minutes. There were still times when Gus had to travel further afield, though, and on the nights he couldn’t get home she felt his absence like a silent echo in every room.

			Although the stone farmhouse they had fallen in love with was in need of some renovation, it felt like a perfect family home. Any time they could spare was spent stripping old wallpaper and painstakingly removing black gloss paint from the original oak beams. And of course, whenever they could get more than two days off at the same time, they headed to Norfolk to visit Gus’s daughter, Daisy.

			
			

			‘How are things going with the little girl?’ Amanda asked.

			‘Pretty well. At least, I think so. She’s adorable, Mum, and we’re going to decorate a bedroom for her so it’s ready if ever the time is right for her to come and stay with us. We’re desperate for her to feel that we’re her family too. Her mum, Paula, has been great, but it’s been a bit harder for her husband.’

			‘I can only imagine,’ Amanda said.

			The two women were silent for a moment, thinking of all that had happened in the last few months. Gus had only discovered he had a daughter – the result of a one-­night stand when he and Stephanie weren’t together – when the child became seriously ill and needed Gus’s help in the form of a stem cell transplant. But it had been hard on Philip, the man who had been Daisy’s dad since birth. He had always known there was a possibility that Daisy might not be his, but had never expected Gus to become part of the little girl’s life.

			‘So what’s the plan? Is Daisy going to continue to think you two are just friends of her mum and dad?’

			‘We don’t know. We’re playing it by ear. She’s still quite weak after the treatment, and she’s not quite three years old, so how can she understand who we are?’

			Amanda shook her head. ‘I don’t know. The only thing I would say is that if it’s kept a secret it will get harder and harder to tell her the truth. She won’t understand it now, but if she’s told Gus is her father and Philip is her dad she’ll get used to the idea and she’ll ask questions when she’s ready.’

			
			

			‘I know, Mum. That’s what I think too, but I’m the least important person in all of this.’

			Amanda’s eyebrows shot up. ‘No, you’re not! Don’t even think like that. You might have the least emotional investment right now – although that will change over time – but you have the opportunity to be the voice of reason. So use it.’

			Stephanie chuckled. ‘We both know that keeping thoughts to myself isn’t a speciality of mine.’

			Glancing over her mum’s shoulder towards the bar, Stephanie noticed a bald man with an open, friendly face who she’d spotted earlier, sitting alone, anxiously watching the door, checking his watch every couple of minutes. Suddenly he sat up straight, and Stephanie followed his gaze. Another man had arrived, pausing at the top of the short flight of steps that led down into the bar, glancing around the room like a celebrity making an entrance. There was something of a swagger to his walk as he headed to the bar, and the first man stared, hovering at the edge of his seat, as if not quite sure what to do. He clearly recognised the newcomer, and after a few hesitant moments and another glance at his watch he jumped to his feet and sidled over to the bar to stand next to the man, trying – and failing – to look nonchalant.

			What was that about?

			With a sense of suppressed eagerness, the first man thrust out his hand in greeting to the other, who looked rather taken aback, as if he had no idea why this person was speaking to him. Somehow his surprise looked fake to Stephanie. She watched as the two men shook hands, the first seemingly overjoyed at the encounter, the second wearing a rather condescending smile.

			‘Stephanie!’ Amanda hissed. ‘You’re doing it again.’

			‘I know, but there are two men behaving a bit oddly.’

			‘And is that any of your business?’

			
			

			‘No, it isn’t. You’re quite right. Especially as there’s so much else to look at in this place. It’s hard to take it all in.’

			Her eyes roamed the room, admiring the décor of the newly refurbished hotel, an old manor house by the coast. The walls of the bar and restaurant were painted a muted dark blue and adorned with vivid modern art, the chairs covered in crimson velvet. Stephanie would never have thought it could work as a scheme, but it did.

			‘It’s a fabulous place, Mum. Thanks for bringing me here.’

			According to the brochure, the hotel had just ten rooms in the main building with six deluxe suites, converted from outbuildings, bordering a cobbled courtyard in the grounds. Amanda had booked a refurbished stable with two bedrooms and a sitting room, saying she was paying for it with a recent Premium Bonds win.

			‘I know people don’t seem to go for them so much these days,’ she’d said when she told Stephanie about her good fortune, ‘but I’ve had mine for years. When I was married to your dad I used to save any money left over at the end of the month and buy more. I never told him. He’d have found something or someone else to spend it on.’

			Amanda was unable to hide the sour tone in her voice. She had never quite recovered from her husband leaving her for her best friend, and after nearly twenty years her lips still tightened when she spoke his name. Stephanie had resented her father for a long time and blamed him for her distrust of men, but she wasn’t prepared to let her mum dive down that particular rabbit hole tonight.

			‘Shall we have a look at the menu? What do you fancy?’

			‘Everything,’ she answered, scrutinising the short list of delicious-­sounding options.

			
			

			While Amanda was making her choices, Stephanie surreptitiously scoured the rest of the room. The restaurant tables were placed around the outer edge on a raised level, four steps up from the bar area, offering a perfect view of the whole room. The two men she had noticed earlier were still down in the bar, but had moved to stand by a magnificent old olive tree in the centre of the space, its gnarled branches reaching up towards a giant skylight.

			As she watched, both men turned towards the door. A slim woman with long blonde hair was poised in the doorway, scanning the room in search of someone. She looked the picture of understated elegance and confidence in tapered cream trousers and a loose-­fitting apricot linen shirt over a silk camisole.

			Her face, however, told a different story.
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			After Russell left to head to the bar, it took me forever to get dressed. The last thing I wanted was to go to a busy restaurant, smile, make conversation and force myself to eat. I have an uncomfortable feeling that as soon as I step into the room all eyes will be on me, seeing right through me to the secrets hiding just below the surface of my skin.

			Our suite in the old tack room is a haven, and I’d far rather have curled up on the comfy sofa watching mindless television programmes than go to the restaurant, but I have to think of Russell. He has such an open face, one that can’t hide his thoughts. He no longer has any hair on top, and his wide deep brow makes him appear vulnerable. I’m desperate to see him light up with laughter again, as he always used to.

			I was relieved when he suggested getting away for a week. I thought I could leave my worries behind in Bristol, but they’ve followed me every step of the way, and being with him for twenty-­four hours a day makes it so much harder to keep a smile on my face. At least he will be working for part of the time and I can escape to walk the cliffs alone.

			As a lawyer at a talent agency, Russell has been asked by the director to negotiate a contract with a singer who lives in the local village. She performs here in the hotel a couple of times a week, so we had a perfect excuse for the trip.

			
			

			‘Raoul discovered her,’ Russell told me. ‘Someone had posted a video on Instagram of her singing here, so he decided to check her out. He says she’s a perfect addition to our list.’

			Apparently she’s singing tonight, and I know my husband wants to finish eating before she begins her performance. He’ll want to concentrate one hundred per cent on her, so I’ve finally managed to pull myself together, put on a minimal amount of make-­up and get dressed. It’s the least I can do for him. With a last look in the mirror and a shake of my arms to try to ease the tension in my shoulders, I’m as ready as I’ll ever be.

			The walk from our suite to the restaurant is short but quite lovely. The old stone outbuildings sit either side of a cobbled yard lit by soft lanterns which light the way without intruding on the atmosphere. The night is still, the sky clear, and there’s an autumnal chill in the air. It’s so quiet I can just make out the sound of the waves gently lapping the beach.

			As I step into the hotel, I hear a buzz of conversation and take a deep breath as I head towards its source. Pausing at the top of the four wide steps at the entrance to the bar area, I look down, scanning the room for Russell.

			The bar is busy, the hotel full despite it being the end of October. A few people are already seated at dining tables, and I expect Russell to be waiting there, ready to order. But there’s no sign of him. I cast my eyes around, trying to spot him among those by the bar.

			Then I see him in the centre of the room, chatting to someone standing on the other side of the fat trunk of an old olive tree. Russell raises his hand, smiling, happy to see I have finally arrived. He says something to whoever he is talking to, and a man steps out from behind the tree and looks towards me with a smile.

			
			

			I freeze. Every centimetre of my body prickles as if a thousand tiny fingers are tickling the surface of my skin.

			This can’t be happening.
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			‘Do you know what tuna tataki is?’ Amanda asked.

			‘Pardon?’

			Stephanie was only half listening. The woman who had stood frozen to the spot in the doorway seemed to have composed herself and was walking towards the two men. The bald man – the one who had been glancing between his watch and the door – smiled a welcome with what appeared to be a tinge of relief in his expression. The other, the one with the swagger, was a tall man with wide shoulders and a full head of grey hair that flopped either side of his sharp-­featured face. Despite its apparent casual styling, Stephanie had the sense that every strand of hair was meticulously placed.

			‘Have you actually looked at the menu yet, Stephanie?’

			She dragged her attention back to her mum. ‘Yes, and I’m definitely going for the tuna. It’s Japanese and delicious. I’ll have fillet steak and spinach salad for my main. How about you?’

			‘No idea. Still enjoying studying the options.’

			Stephanie had barely glanced at the menu but was quite happy with her choices. She was far more interested in what was going on in the room.

			She watched as Bald Smiley Man introduced the woman to Floppy Hair, who held out his hand to shake hers. Even from where she was sitting, Stephanie could read the tension in her shoulders. The woman didn’t need an introduction. Clearly, this man was no stranger to her.

			
			

			The husband – if that’s who Bald Smiley Man was – was animated, chattering away as if this was a particularly thrilling moment. He had totally missed the woman’s unease. Floppy Hair was playing along, but there was no doubt that he was enjoying her discomfort.

			‘Okay. I’ve decided.’ Amanda closed the menu and put it down on the table. ‘While we wait, tell me about the changes you’re planning for the house.’

			Despite being fascinated by the behaviour of the three people in the bar, Stephanie owed it to her mum to be good company.

			‘It’s just what we need, Mum, but the previous owners lived there for over forty years, and there’s no sign they’d decorated at all in that time.’ Stephanie pulled her phone from her bag to show Amanda some photos of the interior. ‘As soon as it’s habitable, you’ll have to come and stay. At the moment we’re managing in one room with a microwave and a camping-­gas stove for cooking. Gus is speaking to some builders while I’m away – there’s only so much we can do ourselves.’

			A quick expression of concern flashed across Amanda’s face.

			‘What’s up?’ Stephanie asked.

			‘I’ve just realised I’ve left my phone in the room.’ She started to push her seat back. ‘I’ll go and get it.’

			‘What do you need it for? I’ve got my phone.’

			‘No, I need mine. Sorry, Steph. I’ll just be a moment.’

			‘Mum, sit down. If you need it, I’ll get it. But what’s so urgent?’

			Amanda’s lips twisted to one side as if she was reluctant to explain. Then she shrugged. ‘It’s Luke. He might call, and he’ll be upset if I don’t answer. I’m a bit worried about him being on his own.’

			
			

			Stephanie’s brother, Luke, had suffered from depression for years and still lived at home with his mum, a situation which didn’t seem to benefit either of them. Stephanie had huge sympathy but was incapable of coming up with a solution that would give them both what they needed. She worried about Amanda, who had had a busy social life until her husband left. It had taken years for her to get some confidence back, and now she hid behind her commitment to Luke.

			‘I can text him, Mum, let him know he can call my phone if he needs to speak to you.’

			Amanda shook her head. ‘I think he’d be uncomfortable. I’ll just go and get mine.’

			Stephanie held up her hand. ‘No, I’ll go. You stay here. Study the menu.’

			Pushing back her chair, she picked up the keys from the table. ‘I’ll be back in a moment.’

			As Stephanie headed towards the door she noticed Bald Smiley Man was back at the bar, ordering a round of drinks. She glanced over to where the woman stood, ramrod straight. Floppy Hair was standing close to her, talking quietly. The woman wasn’t looking at him, but Stephanie saw her flinch. He was touching her, running a finger down her spine.

			The woman closed her eyes as if she wanted to scream.
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			Celia Cobain looked at her watch for the third time in five minutes. She wasn’t sure what to do for the best. Ellis had refused to wait for her while she called home to say goodnight to the children, saying that as usual she was making an unnecessary fuss. The kids were perfectly happy with Jeanette, their nanny, and Celia would irritate them as much as she was irritating him.

			He didn’t understand that she wanted to speak to them. She hadn’t wanted to come away – it was half term, and she’d thought of all kinds of activities they could share. But it was never a good idea to go against Ellis’s wishes so, as always, she had said nothing.

			She’d dithered about whether to stay in the room and call them, or go to the restaurant with Ellis.

			‘For Christ’s sake, woman, why do you have to make life so difficult? I’m going to the bar and you can come or not. I really don’t care. But if you do come, don’t make a show of yourself, and keep your mouth shut. No one wants to listen to your inane chatter. And try to look the part.’

			Celia’s chest had tightened, a bead of sweat forming on her top lip as he stalked out, slamming the door.

			She’d taken several deep breaths and decided it would be better if she stayed where she was, spoke to the children and ordered room service. That way, there was no chance of her embarrassing him in public. She would feign sleep when Ellis returned and hope he didn’t wake her to berate her for her behaviour. She had no idea what particular form of punishment he would mete out, if he was angry enough. She sometimes wished he would hit her, because it would be over quickly. But Ellis preferred more subtle forms of torture.

			
			

			Putting to the back of her mind thoughts of what might, or might not, happen later, Celia picked up the phone.

			It was a relief to be able to speak to the children, to listen without interruption as each child shared the highs and lows of their day, but by the time she’d finished the call Ellis had been gone an hour and she worried whether she had made the right decision. He was bound to be angry, and maybe he was right. She needed to make more of an effort. She no longer knew what the right thing to do was.

			Their suite – a double-­height barn at the far end of the courtyard – felt eerie and echoey with just her there. Perhaps she should join him. Ellis wouldn’t have eaten yet. He had it in his head that someone of his standing should eat supper, as he had recently started to call it, no earlier than 9 p.m. Anything before that was too suburban. She strongly suspected that the hotel wouldn’t view its sophisticated restaurant as serving supper, given the term’s connotations of informality, but she never contradicted her husband.

			She didn’t like eating late – particularly in a restaurant – and was uncomfortable waiting until the last possible minute to order food. It felt inconsiderate, knowing that restaurant staff worked long hours and the kitchen might be staying open just for them. But there was no point trying to make Ellis see her point of view. He’d just say they’re staff. It’s what they’re paid for.

			
			

			Celia pushed her hand into the pocket of her cardigan, an item of clothing that Ellis hated but the first thing she put on when he wasn’t around. It was warm and cosy, and she could wrap it tightly round her, like a cocoon. And she could hide her amethyst spirit quartz crystal – said to dissolve self-­imposed limitations and boost confidence – in its pocket. She didn’t know if it worked or not, but she grasped it tightly, more in hope than in expectation.

			She looked at her watch again. Would Ellis be angry if she didn’t turn up? Or would he be more angry if she did?

			With a deep breath and another stroke of the crystal she pushed herself to her feet, slid off the cardigan and hid it in the bottom of the wardrobe. She looked at the array of satin shirts which, according to Ellis, ‘looked the part’, whatever that meant. Each one was a variation of the shade ‘dull’ so it didn’t much matter which she chose, and she randomly pulled one from its hanger.

			‘Oh good,’ she sighed. ‘Sludge green.’

			Before she could stop to think, she quickly got dressed, picked up the old-­fashioned heavy metal room key from the coffee table and made her way out into the night.

			 

			As Stephanie walked towards the suite she was sharing with her mum, she pondered what she had just seen in the bar. The woman with the long blonde hair and the man standing next to her had pretended they didn’t know each other when they were introduced, and it seemed the husband – if that’s who the bald man was – hadn’t noticed anything. But even if they had only just met, it was difficult to see why the unwanted attention and the very intimate way Floppy Hair ran his finger down her back hadn’t resulted in at the very least some words of polite discouragement, if not a full-­on bash on the nose.

			
			

			Smiling to herself as she thought what Gus would say about her unrelenting nosiness and constant desire to read people, Stephanie decided to give him a quick call.

			‘Hey, Steph, I wasn’t expecting to hear from you yet,’ Gus said.

			‘I know. I’ve just popped out of the restaurant to get Mum’s phone, so I thought I’d take the opportunity.’

			‘Glad you did. I’ve just got home, and I have to tell you, Stephie, the house feels very empty without you.’

			Stephanie laughed. ‘The house feels empty because it is empty! No carpets, curtains and not even much furniture.’

			‘You are such a romantic.’

			She didn’t bother admitting to Gus that she felt the same when he wasn’t there.

			‘Are you having a good time?’ he asked.

			‘We are, yes. I’ve neglected Mum a bit recently and I’m glad we came. I’ll tell you all about the places we’ve visited later – especially the sculpture gardens. Given me loads of ideas.’

			Gus chuckled. ‘I think it will be a while before we can get creative with any landscaping.’

			‘I know. Listen, I only wanted to say hello, and to warn you it might be late when I call. There’s a jazz singer performing, and she’s supposed to be good.’

			‘Doesn’t matter. Call any time.’

			Stephanie said goodbye and ended the call just as she arrived outside their room. She was about to open the old stable door when a woman stepped into the courtyard ahead of her. She must have come from the end property – a barn with a full-­height glass wall at one end and views across a strip of field to the shore below. It looked stunning, and Stephanie could imagine waking up to gaze out at the sea, whatever its mood.

			
			

			The woman was walking towards her, head down, her dark shoulder-­length hair hiding her face. But when she heard Stephanie’s metal key rattle in its lock, she looked up with a start.

			Stephanie smiled at her. ‘Good evening.’

			The woman seemed slightly shocked that someone had spoken to her and stopped for a moment before hurrying forward.

			‘Excuse me. I’m sorry, but have you just come from the restaurant?’ she asked, her voice slightly breathless as if she had jogged from the end of the yard rather than walked a few metres.

			Stephanie had no idea what she was sorry about, but smiled again. ‘Yes. It’s lovely, and there are some tantalising smells coming from the kitchen.’

			‘Has everyone started eating?’ The woman bit her bottom lip.

			‘No, not yet. My mum’s ordering for us now, so I’m sure you’re not too late, if that’s what’s worrying you.’

			‘No, but are there still some people who aren’t at their tables yet? Or people sitting on their own?’

			The woman was clearly troubled about something. ‘Are you looking for someone in particular? Do you want me to go and find someone for you? I need to get something from my room, but I’ll only be a moment.’

			‘No, no. I don’t want to be any trouble. I think my husband’s there, but if he’s already started eating he won’t be happy if I turn up in the middle of his meal.’ She glanced at her watch. ‘You know, it will just cause confusion for everyone.’

			Stephanie felt an unfamiliar urge to put her arm round the woman. She was clearly anxious, and judging by her pinched brow, this was an almost permanent state.

			
			

			‘Okay, why don’t you wait while I pop in, then we’ll go together. If you’re looking for your husband, I’ll help you find him. I’m sure he’ll be delighted to see you.’ The woman frowned slightly, and Stephanie touched her arm. ‘I’ll just be a sec.’

			She made her way into the suite and less than a minute later she had the phone and was at the door.

			The courtyard was empty. She glanced to her left to see a figure disappearing back towards the entrance to the barn. The woman had gone.
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			Nadia Shariq closed the door of the storeroom she’d been allocated as her dressing room and looked around. Along one side stainless-­steel shelving units were groaning under the weight of all forms of crockery, from huge platters to the smallest side plate. The back wall was furnished with more shelves, this time piled high with tablecloths and napkins, and Nadia remembered Oscar, the restaurant manager, saying this was the storeroom for weddings and events. Along the top were centrepiece vases and candelabra.

			When the hotel wasn’t full she was given one of the bedrooms to change in, but tonight every room was occupied. Great news for the hotel, but Nadia would have preferred to have a full-­length mirror to check her appearance and a bit of space to move around. She liked to pace backwards and forwards before singing, taking deep breaths to relax her shoulders, not to mention running through her warm-­up exercises: yawning and sighing, humming, lip buzzing and vocal slides. If she tried that here, she would be heard in the kitchen and maybe even in the restaurant.

			To be fair, Oscar had done his best to make the room welcoming, pushing a small table and chair against one rack with a mirror resting on a shelf, and he’d brought in a hairdryer, should she need it. She didn’t. She just needed to get changed.

			
			

			Nadia pulled off the clothes she’d arrived in and slipped into black silk trousers and a camisole top. Her thick ebony hair fell below her shoulders in a slightly untamed way, just as she liked it. She took a wide-­toothed comb and ran it through from root to tip just once, then shook her head to restore its bounce, ruffling it lightly with her fingers. She didn’t wear heavy make-­up. Her dark eyes, strong brows and clear olive skin needed little help, but when she was performing she emphasised her eyes with plum eyeshadow and a darker shade of eyeliner, and applied a lip ink that gave her matte colour without the sticky lipstick feeling she hated.

			There was a knock on the door.

			‘You decent, Nadia?’ Oscar called softly.

			‘Yes, you can come in.’

			He popped his head round the door. ‘There’s a full restaurant tonight, but they’ve mainly finished eating. Just a couple of stragglers, so not much cutlery noise for you to compete with. You okay to go on in ten minutes?’

			‘Yeah, that’s fine. With any luck, they’ll like what they hear and not talk all the way through. If they do, I’ll shoot daggers at the buggers.’

			Oscar chuckled, mistakenly thinking she was joking. ‘The first set’s always the most difficult, but the great thing is they love listening to you, so they hang around in the bar for your second set. Just what we want.’

			Rubbing his hands together, he gave her a beaming smile. He had told Nadia that he often wanted to leap on the bar and tell everyone to be quiet while she sang, but people usually fell silent once she had started, and the staff moved softly round the room, taking plates, filling wine glasses, with the minimum of fuss. It was rare that anyone was rude enough to talk loudly during her performance, although she had once – in her days of singing in Bristol – burst into the opening lines of ‘Shut Up’ by the Black Eyed Peas. She smiled at the memory.

			
			

			Oscar turned to where she had hung the last item of her outfit and raised both hands to his mouth. ‘Oh my word! Nadia, is that what you’re wearing?’

			Nadia looked at the long pleated-­silk kimono that she would slip on at the last minute, leaving it open to hang loose and flow behind her as she moved towards the piano. First impressions were everything.

			‘It’s so vibrant!’ said Oscar, himself a lover of the flamboyant, as he walked across the room to peer more closely. He held out his hand, just an inch from the fabric, and looked over his shoulder. ‘I won’t touch – promise.’

			Nadia knew the jacket was an extravagance she could ill afford. But when she had seen it and read the description of the colours – black tulip and purple chrysanthemum – she had to have it. It was her, or at least the person she fully intended to become.

			‘You’re not trying to dazzle someone special, are you?’ Oscar said, wiggling his eyebrows suggestively.

			‘Just trying to look the part,’ she responded, not quite ready to share the fact that she was hoping there would be someone in the audience she needed to impress.

			‘Well, you’ll certainly do that! Anyway, it’s nearly time. Do you still get nervous?’

			Nadia shrugged. ‘I need an edge of adrenaline to give my best performance. The minute I get bored, that’s when I’ll know it’s time to give up.’

			This wasn’t entirely true, but she wasn’t about to admit to the jitters in her stomach, even to Oscar.

			
			

			‘I’ll leave you to psych yourself up. When you’re ready, you know what to do.’

			With a last encouraging smile and a lingering look at her kimono, he left the room and shut the door.

			Nadia closed her eyes and focused on slow, deep breaths. She was hoping, praying, that tonight was the night. She had waited a long time, but this might finally be her chance. It had to be.

			She tensed and relaxed each of the muscle groups in her body, releasing any remaining tension, then pulled the silk jacket from its hanger and slipped it on.

			‘I deserve this,’ she said quietly.
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			‘You’re quiet, Juliette,’ Russell says softly as Ellis turns away from the table to order an extravagant bottle of Côte-­Rôtie from the wine waiter. ‘You didn’t mind me asking Ellis to join us for dinner, did you, darling? With his wife not feeling too well, it seemed a shame to leave him to sit on his own, and I’ve been wanting to meet him for a while. What a coincidence that he’s here!’

			Coincidence indeed.

			I try to give Russell a reassuring smile. ‘I was hoping for some time alone, that’s all.’

			I feel a stab of guilt at Russell’s remorseful expression. He thinks he’s done something wrong when his only intention was to be kind.

			‘It’s fine,’ I say, touching his hand where it rests on the table.

			Ellis turns back. ‘I think you’ll both enjoy my wine selection.’ He raises his eyebrows, as if to say See how generous and clever I am. At least, that’s how it looks to me, and it’s all I can do not to glare at him. ‘An excellent vineyard – one of my favourites.’

			‘It’s very kind of you,’ my husband says, although I can see he’s a little uncomfortable at the eye-­watering cost.

			‘It’s hard to believe we’ve never met before, Russell. I’ve heard of you, of course, through my philanthropic work in the performing arts, and you have some first-­rate singers and musicians on your list. Bumping into you here is something of a bonus.’

			
			

			‘It’s an honour to meet someone who gives as much to support the Bristol music scene as you do.’

			I want to cringe as Russell speaks. I know it’s from the heart, but Ellis Cobain doesn’t deserve the compliment.

			‘I don’t get to events too often,’ Russell continues. ‘I tend to keep to the office, really. It’s not my job to identify new talent, only to negotiate their contracts.’

			Ellis turns to me, as I knew he would. ‘And you, Juliette? So good to meet you too. What do you do?’

			I try hard not to scowl. ‘I’m an interior designer.’

			Russell gives me an encouraging nod, expecting me to expand, but I’m struggling to speak. My tongue seems to have swollen in my mouth as if I’m about to be sick.

			‘Do you do private houses or offices? Maybe restaurants?’

			‘Both.’

			As you very well know.

			Russell can’t understand why I am being so monosyllabic, but Ellis knows and he’s enjoying himself.

			‘Anyone famous?’

			‘Nope. No one very interesting at all, to be honest.’

			I can’t look at Russell, but I can imagine the look of shock on his face. He shuffles in his seat, clearly trying to think of something to say that will take the charge out of the atmosphere.

			‘Actually, Ellis, the reason we’re here tonight is that I have to meet the young woman who’s performing later.’ He looks at his watch. ‘Soon, I think. We’re eating a bit later than I’d intended, but I can give her my full attention during her second set.’

			The reason we’re eating late is, of course, because Ellis made some comment about how provincial the British had become, eating supper so early. I had felt an overpowering urge to throw my drink in his face and resisted only for Russell’s sake. Now, because of Ellis’s ill-­mannered intervention, Russell will have to try to focus on the singer while simultaneously eating his dinner. For a man who lives by routine, it’s a hell of a concession. And Ellis has chosen the seat facing the piano, so Russell will have to turn his chair to watch. I’m sure he’s done that on purpose so my husband will have his back to me.

			
			

			Just as our starters arrive, a door opens and a young woman heads towards the piano. Russell twists round to look to where she is taking her seat, and I glance at Ellis, expecting him to be watching her too. But he isn’t looking her way; he’s looking at me. And with Russell turned away he reaches out with his left hand and strokes the side of my right breast with the back of his fingers.

			Under cover of a light smattering of applause from the diners and those in the bar, I scrunch up my napkin, throw it on the table and push my chair back.

			‘Fuck you,’ I whisper to Ellis.

			Russell can’t have heard what I said, but he turns back to the table as I stand up.

			‘You okay, darling?’ he asks, concern etched into his features.

			I shake my head. ‘You stay here and listen, Russ. I’m fine. Something’s made me feel a bit queasy. I’ll be back.’

			As I walk towards the door the woman starts to sing, her voice rich and velvety with a husky, soulful tone. She’s starting with a slow, jazz version of ‘I’m Not In Love’, and my eyes flood with hot tears as I push my way through the people standing in the bar.
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			Stephanie and Amanda had just been served their desserts when a hush fell over the room as a woman in a dramatic flowing kimono strode into the restaurant and took her seat at the piano.

			‘Mum, you need to squidge your chair round,’ Stephanie said. ‘The singer’s starting, and the restaurant manager told me earlier that she has a wonderful voice.’

			‘Maybe she’s his girlfriend,’ Amanda said, somewhat cynic­ally.

			Stephanie grinned. ‘I don’t think so. I would hazard a guess that she’s not his type.’

			With the help of a passing waiter, they rearranged their chairs as the first notes sounded on the piano.

			‘That jacket is stunning,’ Amanda whispered. ‘Those colours just shimmer in this light.’

			She was right, but nothing was quite as mesmerising as the woman’s voice. She started with an old song, but Stephanie had never heard it sung like this before, as if the singer was feeling every word. The room fell silent. Even those still eating paused, caught in the spell of her performance.

			As she listened, Stephanie thought back to her encounter with the woman in the courtyard. Looking around the room, there was no sign of her. It was a shame she was missing this. She had seemed so unsure whether she should join her husband for dinner, and it was sad to think someone could be so conflicted about what should be such an easy decision.

			
			

			Wondering who the husband might be, Stephanie scanned the bar area and couldn’t see any men on their own. No one appeared to be watching the door as if waiting for someone. There were a couple of restaurant tables with an unbalanced number of men and women, and she immediately spotted the two men she’d noticed earlier – Bald Man and Floppy Hair. They were seated at a restaurant table together, although the woman she had presumed to be Bald Man’s wife had gone. Neither man was watching the door, both had their gaze firmly fixed on the performer.

			Stephanie’s ruminations were interrupted as the song came to an end. There was a moment of silence, then the diners began to clap or bang lightly on their tables.

			‘She’s amazing,’ Amanda said. ‘What a voice.’

			‘I know. I love jazz-­style versions of old songs. I think I must be getting past it, Mum, because that 10cc song from the 70s sounded better to me than any current music. Definitely getting old!’ She pulled a rueful face and Amanda laughed.

			They were quiet for the rest of the set, soaking up the atmosphere the singer was creating. Stephanie wished Gus was here with them. He would love this. Perhaps, with luck, they could manage a night here some time, even if not a whole weekend. Money was tight with the renovations and the trips to Norfolk, but she would find a way.

			Finally, the singer stood and turned towards the audience, many of whom were on their feet. She took a slight bow and scanned the room as if looking for someone.

			
			

			Her face changed. Her lips parted and her eyes widened. Most in the audience would no doubt think it was a reaction to the applause, but Stephanie knew better. The woman was beyond surprised. Her sudden triumphant smile suggested she was elated.

			 

			Nadia could feel her heart pumping as she made her way back to the storeroom.

			He’s here!

			She had to keep calm. She couldn’t let her eagerness show, but she was so glad she had worn her new jacket and gone to so much trouble with her appearance. She had performed well, too. It couldn’t have gone better.

			There was a knock on the door and she nearly jumped out of her skin. She took a deep breath. She mustn’t appear too excited. She had to play it cool.

			‘Come in,’ she said, swallowing hard.

			A face appeared round the door, and she breathed out. Oscar.

			‘You, my lovely, were amazing! I know I always say this, but that was the best ever. We’ll have people coming from all over the county and beyond to see you before long. I’m going to talk to the boss about advertising more widely, focusing not just on the hotel, glorious as it is, but on what we offer over and above – in other words, you! I can just imagine special events for lovers, weddings, anniversaries. You really tug the heartstrings, you know. Maybe we could get a drummer, or a bass player or something. What do you think?’

			This was good to hear, but Nadia wanted him to leave her alone so she could think. She didn’t know how to feel. Was this a moment of triumph, or should she be terrified of what was to come?

			
			

			‘Are you going to sing “The Look of Love” in your next set? It’s my favourite – so slow, so sexy.’

			‘Probably, but Oscar, lovely as it is to know it went well, I really need some time for the adrenaline to drain away and to build myself up for the next set. I’ve got an hour to recover, so if you don’t mind . . .’

			Oscar looked horrified. ‘Oh, darling, I’m so very sorry. I was just so excited. You sit, rest, and I’ll get someone to bring you something – food, wine, anything you like.’

			‘I’m fine for now. I’ve got water, and I’ll come and find you if I need anything else.’

			She wanted him to go. She needed to think, to decide what to do next.

			‘Okay, I’ll leave you in peace.’ He headed towards the door. ‘There’s a man in the audience who said he wants a word with you, but I suggested he should leave it until later, when you’ve finished. I think he plans on catching up with you tomorrow.’

			Nadia gulped in a sharp breath. She was about to ask what the guy looked like and tell Oscar to send him in, but then she looked around her. She was sitting in a storeroom with a mirror propped up on some shelving. This wasn’t the right place. Everything had to be perfect. She had to appear successful, at the top of her game.

			She would play it cool. Maybe letting him wait would be a good move – perhaps give her the upper hand. She would perform her second set and then wait for him as the audience thinned and the guests made their way to their rooms.

			He wouldn’t wait until tomorrow. He would come to her. She knew it.
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			I haven’t managed to make it back to the restaurant from the ladies’. I know Russell will be worried, and I’m ruining his chance of enjoying the singer. Nadia, he said she was called. She’s the reason we’re here, and although in many ways his opinion of her performance doesn’t matter, he cares about his clients. He openly admits he knows nothing about the quality of a voice and is no expert at spotting the next star, but it’s not unusual for those on the books of the agency to turn to him if they feel they’re not getting the support they were hoping for. While others brush off their concerns, Russell listens. ‘They’re all prima donnas,’ Raoul, Russell’s boss, has been heard to say. To which Russell always replies, ‘No, Raoul, they are all people.’

			He’s a kind man, and I know he underestimates his own importance. He’ll be thrilled that someone he considers as influential as Ellis Cobain has taken the time to talk to him, a mere lawyer. That’s the way Russell’s mind works, although why he thinks being super-­rich makes one man more worthy of admir­ation than another, I will never know. Especially as Ellis didn’t create his own wealth, but flaunts it as if he did.

			I lean back against the washbasin taking deep breaths. From the prolonged applause, I guess the set is over and I know I
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