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Anna Mitchel has been writing letters to her French penfriend, Alexandre Tourville, for fifteen years, but hasn’t seen him since an exchange trip when they were at school. But when Alex, now a successful photographer, has the opportunity to work in London, Anna offers him a place to stay but is astounded that the small, geeky boy she remembers is now tall, broad-shouldered and gorgeous, and has just broken up with his long-term girlfriend.

Anna’s female friends are soon swooning over Alex’s Gallic charm, and Anna’s boyfriend Nick is becoming extremely jealous of their friendship. Then Alex has to return to Paris to oversee the hanging of his photographs in an exhibition, and invites Anna to accompany him so that he can show her the city he adores...
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One

Chère Alexandra,

Je m’appelle Anna Mitchel. J’ai onze ans. J’ai une sœur. My French teacher says we have to write to our penfriends in French but I do not know many French words yet because I have only been learning it for one term at my new school. French is hard. I live in London.

Á bientôt,

Anna

Dear Anna,

My name is Alexandre. Alexandra is a girl’s name. I am a boy. I am eleven years old like you. I have one sister like you. My father is French but my mother is English. I speak English because my mother taught me so it is easy for me. I live in Paris.

Yours sincerely,

Alexandre Tourville

Cher Alexandre,

J’espère que tu as aimé ta visite à Londres … I hope you enjoyed your visit to London. I’m sorry that I left you on your own so much. Thank you for not telling my parents that it was my fault you got lost on the underground. Thank you for saying I was with you the whole time at the disco. Do your parents really let you drink wine? … boire du vin?

Á bientôt,

Anna

Dear Anna,

I enjoyed my visit to London very much. I took some great photos. The best is the photo of you in Regent’s Park. I showed it to my sister and she said that you are very pretty and look older than thirteen. I told my parents that the reason I got lost was because I do not have a mobile phone and I could not call anyone, and at last they have agreed to buy a phone for me!! All French teenagers drink wine.

Best wishes,

Alexandre

Cher Alex,

I passed my A Levels – and got the grades I need to go to university! For French I got an A!!!! In September I’m off to study the History of Art for three years. I can’t wait to be a student and live away from home.

On Saturday my friend Beth and I went clubbing and met these two really hot guys. We’re going back to that club next weekend!!

Ciao,

Anna

Dear Anna,

My first term as a photography student has been amazing and has gone unbelievably fast. I thought I was a good photographer, but now I know I have so much to learn.

I am sad for you that you broke up with Daniel. But not very sad, because he sounds like a total jerk.

I am still dating Francine, but all we seem to do is argue – even when we are in bed. She wants us to move in together, but for me it is far too soon to make that sort of commitment.

It is good to hear that you are enjoying your studies of art history. One day I hope you will come to Paris, and I will show you my favourite paintings in the Louvre and the Musée D’Orsay.

Best,

Alex

Cher Alex,

I have a job! Tomorrow, I start work as an account executive at Nova Graphics, a small graphic design company in Camden. It’s not exactly the gallerista job I had in mind when I graduated, but Oliver and Natalie (partners in life as well as professionally), who own the studio, are lovely, and the money is good enough that my friend Beth and I can afford to rent a flat together!! Which I’m really pleased about, because moving back home to live with my parents after uni has certainly not been easy!

The other big event in my life is that Tom and I have decided we should stop seeing each other. There are no hard feelings – we’ve just drifted apart. Actually, several of my friends recently split up from the people they were dating at uni.

Maybe one day, if the invitation still stands, I’ll just jump on the Eurostar and come and visit you in Paris. I would love to see Paris, and you of course.

Ton amie,

Anna

Hi Anna,

I have my first commission! It has taken months of trudging round photography agencies with my portfolio and pitching for work, but I am finally booked on a fashion shoot. Caroline is a great photographer, and I have learned more in the year I have been working as her assistant than I learned in college, but it is time I struck out on my own …

Your friend,

Alex

Cher Alex,

Nick wants me to meet his parents! He has invited them to join us for lunch at his golf club. I don’t mind admitting that I’m terribly nervous, but I guess that’s normal when you meet your boyfriend’s mother for the first time. I so want his family to like me …

Ton amie,

Anna xx

From: alexandretourville@alexphotographie.com

To: annamitchel@webmail.co.uk

Subject: London

Hi Anna,

Just a quick email to let you know that I’ve taken a six-month contract with an English magazine, and from next week, I’m going to be based in – cue drum roll – LONDON. We will finally have a chance to meet up again! I won’t have time to sort out my accommodation before I arrive in England, so can you recommend a hotel for me, preferably near where you live?

Alex

From annamitchel@webmail.co.uk

To alexandretourville@alexphotographie.com

Subject: London

Cher Alex,

I know you’re used to living out of a suitcase, but there’s really no need for you to book into a London hotel. You’re very welcome to come and stay in my spare room until you find a place of your own.

Anna xx

I listened with growing impatience to the voice on the other end of the phone. Alex’s train was due to get in at 6.00 and it was already gone 5.30.

‘I’m afraid Oliver has left for the weekend,’ I told the client, ‘but I’ll have him telephone you first thing Monday morning …’

Finally, the client was happy, and I was able to end the call.

Natalie came out of her office, already wearing her outdoor coat.

‘Coming for a drink, Anna?’ she said.

‘I can’t tonight. I’m meeting Alexandre off the Eurostar.’

For a moment, Natalie looked puzzled, but then she said, ‘Oh, yes, your Frenchman.’

‘Well, Alex is French, and male, but I don’t know that he’d like being described as “my Frenchman”.’

‘I guess it does sound a little proprietorial.’

Natalie waited while I put on my coat and picked up my bag, and we walked downstairs and through the revolving doors that led onto the street. Outside, it was dark, cold, and just starting to rain. February was certainly not the best time of year for Alex to be coming to London.

‘Goodnight, Anna,’ Natalie said. ‘I’ll see you and Nick tomorrow, at the party my husband has so kindly arranged to “celebrate my fortieth birthday”.’

‘Your fortieth!The big Four-O.’

Natalie grimaced. ‘Tomorrow I’ll be forty. I’ll be embarking on my fifth decade. And I’m absolutely fine about it.’

I glanced at my watch. 5.45. From Camden Town to St Pancras was only two stops on the tube, but I was going to be late.

I said, ‘Nat, I really have to shoot off. I’ll see you tomorrow.’

‘You can bring your Frenchman, if you like,’ Natalie said. ‘I’m worried Oliver hasn’t invited enough men.’

‘I’ll bring Alex, then – if he hasn’t made other plans.’ I couldn’t resist adding, ‘The French appreciate an older woman’s charms.’

‘Not helping, Anna.’ Natalie headed off to the pub (where Oliver and the rest of my co-workers were no doubt already making inroads on the wine) and I hurried to the station.

As always in central London on a Friday night, the underground was crammed with commuters returning home from work (or an after-work drink with their colleagues) and revellers making their way into town. By the time I’d queued to get through the ticket barriers and down the escalators, battled my way on and off the packed train, and followed the signs to the Eurostar terminal, it was nearly 6.30. I was hideously late. I scanned the crowds milling around the arrivals gate. There was no sign of Alexandre. He’d been in London for less than half an hour, and already I’d managed to lose him. Again. Just like the last time. My heart started thudding in my chest, but then I realised that there really was no need to panic. Alex was no longer a shy thirteen-year-old schoolboy on his first trip abroad, but a twenty-eight-year-old man and a successful professional photographer, whose work had taken him all over the world. And he had a mobile phone.

I fished my iPhone out of my bag. I had one missed call and a text.

Hi Anna. Cannot find you at arrivals. Will wait for you by bronze statue of man and woman. Guidebook tells me it is called The Meeting Place, so it seems appropriate! Alex xx

Being unfamiliar with the layout of St Pancras, I looked around wildly for the famous statue of the embracing couple. As it was about ten metres high, and situated under the clock, I saw it immediately, even though it was on the upper level of the station. I pelted across the concourse and leapt up the stairs two at a time. Reaching the top, I dodged past the people heading the opposite way, and tried to spot someone near the statue who could be the adult version of a boy I’d last seen fifteen years ago. Most men of the right age were either with a girl or a group of friends. There was a guy in a leather jacket, standing with his back to me, who seemed to be on his own, but his hair was too dark for him to be Alex. Another lone man, with lighter hair, was reading a newspaper, holding it up so I couldn’t see his face. I really can’t start accosting strange men in a train station, I thought.

Realising that I was still clutching my mobile, I scrolled through my address book and called Alex’s number.

The dark-haired guy reached into his jacket for his phone.

‘Bonjour, Alex,’ I said, when he answered.

‘Anna. Hi. Where are you?’

‘I’m standing right behind you.’

He turned around.

‘Alex?’

The last time I’d seen Alexandre, he’d been a head shorter than me, a scrawny boy, with a pale face and thin, bony shoulders. The man striding towards me, carrying a holdall and a camera case, was well over six feet tall, and his shoulders were broad. His brown hair had grown so dark it was almost black, he was tanned, and his jaw was covered in stubble. And he was gorgeous. I stared at him, not quite able to believe that anyone’s physical appearance could change so much. Deep within me, I felt the unmistakable stirring of desire. I reminded myself very firmly that I had a steady boyfriend.

‘Anna? Is that really you?’ Alex bent his head to greet me the French way, with a kiss on either side of my face. I breathed in a deliciously masculine scent of leather and cologne.

‘Don’t you recognise me?’ I’d never thought about it, but obviously I also looked somewhat different to my gawky teenaged self. For one thing, I’d long ago stopped slouching in an effort to appear less than 5’ 8” tall. These days, I was very rarely seen in public without my high heels.

‘I didn’t recognise you at first. But I do now.’

‘I’m so sorry I was late meeting you,’ I said.

‘Not to worry, it gave me a chance to admire the statue.’

I looked up at the bronze man and woman towering above us. They were gazing into each other’s eyes, standing so close together that their foreheads were touching. His arms were about her waist, and her hands were reaching up to his face.

‘Maybe, like me, the man has just arrived from France on the Eurostar.’ Alex smiled, and suddenly I caught a fleeting glimpse of the boy who had somehow turned into this extraordinarily handsome man. ‘Je suis content de te voir, Anna.’

I said, ‘It’s good to see you, too, Alexandre.’


Two

I unlocked the front door to my flat, and led Alex into the narrow hall.

‘That’s my bedroom,’ I said, pointing. ‘Bathroom, kitchen, living room. And this is your bedroom while you’re here. It’s quite small …’

Alex followed me into the spare bedroom and looked around. The room was in fact tiny, with barely enough space for the double bed, wardrobe, and dressing table with which it was furnished. It seemed even smaller now that Alex was in it.

‘I don’t need a massive bedroom,’ Alex said. ‘I just need somewhere to sleep.’

It occurred to me that the pink floral duvet cover, cushions, and matching curtains would most likely not be a guy’s first choice of decor.

‘I’m sorry about the colour scheme.’

‘Anna, it’s fine,’ Alex said. ‘I’ll only be here as long as it takes me to find my own place to rent, and most of the time I’ll be out working.’

‘Right. Well, I’ll leave you to get settled. Are you hungry? As you know, I’m not much of a cook, but I do have pizza.’ When Alex had stayed with my family when he was thirteen, he’d always been hungry.

‘Pizza would be great.’ He rummaged in his holdall. ‘And here’s a bottle of wine to go with it.’

Leaving him to get unpacked, I went to the kitchen, put two pizzas in the oven, and made a salad (my culinary skills may be limited, but I can at least slice a cucumber and chop up a tomato). I opened the wine, poured myself a glass, and took a sip …

It’s the last night of the French children’s visit to England, and my school’s enthusiastic PTA has arranged a farewell party: a disco for my class and our visitors. It’s the usual dire affair, held in the school hall (the girls dancing, the boys lounging against the wall), and supervised by our teachers from both sides of the Channel. And, as always happens at such events, some of the boys have smuggled in alcohol.

We leave the hall separately. Beth and I, and Beth’s penfriend Fabienne, go first, and shortly afterwards Sean and his penfriend, Gérard, follow. I like Gérard. I like him a lot. He’s taught me some interesting French swear words, and he’s the only boy my age I’ve met who’s taller than me. And I know it’s wrong of me to go off with him and leave Alexandre on his own again, but I don’t care.

We meet up in the library. Sean and Gérard produce the cans of beer and bottle of wine that they’d hidden earlier that day in the boys’ changing rooms. Whispering and giggling, we sit in a circle on the carpet between the stacks. I sit next to Gérard, who unscrews the wine, drinks, and passes it to me. I put the bottle to my lips, and tip it up so that the warm red liquid fills my mouth. It tastes strange, but not unpleasant. I swallow some more. The others are gulping down the beer.

We all freeze as the library door swings open and someone comes in, and then relax when we see that it’s only Alexandre.

By way of greeting, he says, ‘I thought you’d like to know that Monsieur Bernard and Miss Crawford are patrolling the corridors. And they’re coming this way,’

We all look at each other in terror, and then as one we leap to our feet and run to the library exit. We hear voices coming from the stairwell, so we pelt in the opposite direction, our footsteps agonisingly loud on the wooden floor. Gérard sprints ahead of the rest of us, and vanishes around a corner. I’m falling behind the others. Despite my long legs, I’m not a fast runner, and I’m slowed down even more by my tight skirt.

‘Quick, Anna, in here.’ Alexandre seizes my arm, and drags me into an empty classroom.

I gasp, ‘We can’t stay here. They’ll find us.’

‘Get behind the desk.’

Alexandre and I crouch down under the teacher’s desk at the front of the classroom. Almost immediately, someone opens the classroom door and switches on a light. My heart is hammering. Alexandre takes hold of my hand and squeezes it. He raises a finger to his lips.

I hear my French teacher, Miss Crawford, say, ‘There’s no one in here, either.’

‘Then we are alone.’ That was Alexandre’s teacher, Monsieur Bernard.

‘Oh, Alain, I … We can’t … We shouldn’t …’

‘Jennifer … ma chérie …’

This is followed by a number of gasps and sighs.

Alexandre and I stare at each other in disbelief. Cautiously, he peers round the side of the desk.

He whispers, ‘Ils s’embrassent.’ And, in case I haven’t understood, he adds, ‘They are kissing.’

I think, But they can’t be – they’re our teachers.

I also look round the desk.

Miss Crawford and Monsieur Bernard, entwined in each other’s arms, are kissing on the mouth.

Miss Crawford says, ‘Alain, mon chéri, we have to go back to the hall. The children …’

Monsieur Bernard replies in French, speaking too rapidly for me to follow. There are some more sighs, and then one of them switches off the light. The classroom door opens and closes again.

Alexandre and I wait a few minutes, and then crawl out from under the desk.

‘I thought they’d search the classroom,’ I say.

‘For a moment so did I, but they had other things on their minds.’ Alexandre puts his hand over his heart. ‘Oh, ma chérie …’

‘Ooh, Alain … What was that last thing he said to her?’

‘“Tu me rends fou”? That means “you drive me crazy”.’

I start giggling, and suddenly both of us are doubled up with laughter. I laugh so hard that it hurts. It occurs to me that I’ve not been very kind to Alexandre this week he’s been in England. It’s not that I’ve been mean to him, not exactly. But I’ve been trying so hard to get Gérard to like me that for most of the time, Alexandre has been ignored.

‘Merci, Alexandre,’ I start speaking in French, but it’s too much of an effort, so I switch to English. ‘Thank you for coming to the library to warn us …’

Alexandre shrugs. ‘That’s OK. You were all making such a racket you were easy enough to find.’

‘If we’d been caught with the wine, we’d have been suspended for sure. My parents would have gone ballistic.’

‘My parents allow me to drink wine with meals – but they too would be angry if I drank it in school.’

I think how much nicer a boy he is than Gérard, who is very good-looking, but so up himself. And who ran off and left me to get caught.

‘Alexandre,’ I say, ‘Miss Crawford said that after this year, we won’t be writing letters to our penfriends in lessons any more. Can you and I still write to each other anyway?’

‘Mais, oui,’ Alexandre says. ‘Bien sûr. Of course. Shall we go back to the disco now?

‘Anna?’ Alex’s voice jerked me back to the present.

‘I’m in here,’ I called out.

He came into the kitchen.

‘I was just thinking about your first visit to London,’ I said. ‘Do you remember the disco?’

‘I remember hiding with you under the desk. And that we were the only kids that didn’t get caught.’

Having fled the crime-scene, Gérard and the others had been apprehended climbing out of a downstairs window by Madame Lefevre (another of the French teachers, and a very scary woman), and my school’s headmaster, Mr Walsh (whose sole mission in life was to catch students red-handed doing something they shouldn’t). Gérard had still had the half-empty wine-bottle, Beth was clutching a can of beer, and Sean was more than a little drunk. There followed much furious shouting in French (Mme Lefevre) telephone calls to parents (Mr Walsh), and a thorough search of the whole school building which discovered the empty beer cans in the library and three boys drinking vodka in the science lab. As one of the teachers thought that they’d seen me leave the hall with Beth, I was hauled into the headmaster’s office and interrogated as to my part in ‘this disgraceful incident’, but Alex (his dark brown eyes wide and innocent) had insisted that I’d been with him the whole evening, so I was allowed back into the disco. Beth’s parents had grounded her for a month.

‘You were my hero that night,’ I said.

Alex laughed. ‘I thought you liked Gérard.’

I rolled my eyes. ‘I had a huge crush on him, but my excuse is that I was only thirteen.’

‘I hated being thirteen,’ Alexandre said. ‘I was such a little runt.’

‘No you weren’t.’ He was, but he certainly isn’t now, I thought. ‘When I was younger, I hated being tall. I was convinced that I would never ever find a boyfriend.’

‘Who’d be a teenager?’

‘Not me.’ I checked the oven. ‘The pizzas are ready.’

Alex helped me carry everything through into the living room. When I ate on my own, I just balanced a plate on my knees in front of the TV, but as it was Alex’s first night in London, we sat at the dining table. He told me some more about his new job as a staff photographer for The Edge magazine, how it would still leave him time for freelance work, and how he was hoping to explore (and photograph) England while he was here. I knew so many intimate details about his life, and I’d told him things in my letters that I’d told no one else, not even Beth or Nick, but it still felt strange to be chatting to him over the dinner table. He was both familiar and unfamiliar at the same time.

‘I suppose you’ll be going back and forth between London and Paris quite often,’ I said. ‘It’s so easy to get to the continent with the Eurostar.’

Alex shook his head. ‘No, I’ve no plans to visit France in the next six months.’

I raised my eyebrows. ‘And what does your girlfriend think about that?’

‘I’ve no idea. Cécile and I split up three weeks ago.’

I gaped at him. ‘Oh, no, Alex, I’m so sorry. What happened?’

‘She finished with me.’

‘But why? I mean, the last time you wrote, you said your relationship was going so well. Was it because you took this job in England?’

‘No, I took the job because I’d broken up with Cécile. I wanted a fresh start away from Paris – and her.’ He drank some wine and poured himself another glass. ‘We were together almost a year, and then she … met someone else. I since found out that she was sleeping with him while she was still with me.’

She sounds like a right slut, I thought. Aloud, I said, ‘I really am sorry, Alex. That’s awful.’

‘When she told me we were over, I was devastated, but now … It still hurts, but I’m getting there, you know?’

‘Yeah, I know. When Daniel dumped me, I cried for a fortnight, but then I just didn’t feel like crying any more.’

‘Remind me which one was Daniel?’

‘The boy I dated in my first term at uni.’

‘Oh, yeah. The jerk.’ Unexpectedly, Alex smiled. ‘It’s odd talking to you like this. We’ve written so many letters to each other, and I know so much about your life, and yet, I keep getting the feeling that you’re someone I’ve just met. Does that sound crazy?’

‘No, it’s the same for me.’

Alex was studying my face. ‘Can I photograph you?’

‘What, now?’

‘No, not right now.’ Alex leant across the table, and tucked my dark blonde hair behind my ears. Then he put a finger under my chin, and turned my head from side to side, so that he could see my profile. ‘I’d like to photograph you in a studio, with proper lighting. Some of my best pictures have been of beautiful women.’

Did he just say I was beautiful? Absurdly, my face grew hot.

To cover my confusion, I said, ‘I’m not a model.’

‘No, but you have very good bone structure.’ He gave me a quizzical look. ‘It’s fine if you’d rather I didn’t photograph you. Some people get very self-conscious when they’re in front of a camera.’

‘It’s not that I mind having my picture taken, but I never look great in photos. You might be wasting your time.’

‘A photoshoot with a professional photographer is a little different to having your most embarrassing moments preserved for posterity on a friend’s iPhone.’

I laughed. ‘OK, Alex, I’ll pose for you. Now, how about coffee?’

We drank our coffee in a companionable silence, listening to the rain pattering against the living-room windows.

Eventually, Alex said, ‘I thought I’d go into central London tomorrow, maybe do a bit of sight-seeing – if the weather improves.’

‘Would you like some company?’

‘I would – if you’re free. I don’t want you altering your plans because of me.’

‘Oh, I’m not doing anything tomorrow. Not during the day. In the evening Nick and I are going to a fortieth birthday party – to which you’re invited, by the way.’

‘I’m invited?’

‘When I told Natalie – the birthday girl – Nova Graphics’ Creative Director – that you were arriving in England today, she said to bring you along. Will you come?’

‘Are you sure you want me there.’

‘Why wouldn’t I?’

‘Anna, just because I’m staying in your home, please don’t feel that you have to entertain me.’ His dark eyes glinted with amusement. ‘I’m no longer that puny teenage boy who got lost on the London underground. These days, I’m pretty good at finding my way around a foreign city.’

‘We’ve both changed since we were thirteen,’ I said. ‘But we’re still friends. And I would very much like it, mon ami, if you would come with me and Nick to Natalie’s party. Besides, Natalie needs you there. Her guest list is short on good-looking men.’

Alex’s mouth lifted in a lop-sided grin. ‘In that case, how can I refuse the invitation?’


Three

The doorbell rang. That would be Nick. Stopping to put on a bathrobe before I left my bedroom (Alex knew a lot about me, but he didn’t need to know the colour of my underwear), I went and opened the front door.

‘Hey, Nick.’ I tilted my face up and he dropped a perfunctory kiss on my lips. ‘I’m not nearly ready – I still have to do my make-up.’

‘That’s OK, Anna. I’m early.’ Nick stepped past me into the hall. ‘So where’s this French house-guest of yours? Do I get to meet him tonight?’

‘You’ll get to meet him when he’s finished taking a shower. He’s coming with us to Natalie’s.’

‘You spent the entire day with him, and now you’re taking him to your boss’s party?’ Nick frowned. ‘You’re not planning to cart him about with you all weekend, are you? Because I was hoping you and I could spend some time together tomorrow. Just the two of us.’

‘Tomorrow, I’m all yours,’ I said. ‘But Alex is only going to be staying with me a few weeks, and I would like to spend some time with him while he’s here.’

‘A few weeks? I thought you said he’d only be staying a few days?’

‘It’s however long it takes for him to find a place of his own. Don’t sulk, Nick, we can always go to your place if we want some time alone.’

I put my arms up around my boyfriend’s neck, intending to draw down his head and kiss away his bad mood, but at that moment, Alex, naked except for the towel around his waist, came out of the bathroom. His hair was still wet from his shower, and rivulets of water ran over the smooth planes of his chest and the hard ridges of his superbly toned abs, to vanish amongst the dark hair on his stomach. My gaze travelled over his gleaming torso, past the towel hanging low on his hips, to his muscular legs, and back up to his face, and I thought: his body is amazing.

Removing my arms from Nick’s neck, I said, ‘Alex, this is my boyfriend, Nicholas Cooper. Nick, this is Alexandre Tourville. The guy I’ve been writing to all these years.’

‘Hello, Nicholas,’ Alex said.

Nick said, ‘Bong-joo-er, Alexandreh. Common ally voo?’

I smothered a smile. Nick remembered very few French phrases from his schooldays, and his pronunciation was appalling.

‘Je vais bien, merci …’ Alex said, once he’d worked out that Nick was asking how he was doing. ‘Je ne sais pas … I didn’t know you spoke French, Nicholas.’

‘Il ne fait pas,’ I said. ‘He doesn’t.’

‘Then tonight we must speak in English,’ Alex said. He added, ‘I should go and put some clothes on.’

Must you? Really? I thought.

Alex went off to his bedroom. Nick followed me into mine, shut the door, and sat down on my bed.

‘That was kind of you to speak to Alex in French,’ I said. ‘I’m sure he appreciated it.’

‘I was just being polite,’ Nick said. ‘Though I needn’t have bothered. He obviously speaks excellent English.’

‘He does. He’s totally fluent.’ Like I told you. Many times. When Nick made no further comment about Alex’s linguistic abilities, I said, ‘Alex and I had a really good time today. He wanted to go sight-seeing, so we started out at Buckingham Palace. Then we cut through St James’ Park –’

‘Rather a cold day for a stroll in a park, I’d have thought.’

‘It was freezing, but it was beautiful by the lake – the air was so clear and crisp. After we left the park, we went down to the river, and walked along the Embankment to Waterloo Bridge. Alex loved the view from the centre of the bridge as much as I do. He took some great photos.’

‘What’s so wonderful about the view from Waterloo Bridge?’

‘You can see so many famous landmarks – St Paul’s Cathedral, the Shard, the Houses of Parliament, the London Eye … You get a real sense of history …’

Nick raised one eyebrow. ‘You sound like a tourist guide. Did you and Alex spend all day trekking round London?’

‘Pretty much. Apart from when we had a very late lunch in Covent Garden, listening to the buskers singing opera. After that, we went to Trafalgar Square.’ The memory of Alex talking me into climbing on the lions, an activity he’d missed out on the first time he’d visited London, made me smile. I tried to imagine Nick sitting on a lion, and failed.

‘You must have walked miles,’ Nick said.

‘It was fun. You and I should have a day out in London.’

‘I commute into central London Monday to Friday. I don’t feel the need to go there on a Saturday.’

‘Oh. Well, we don’t have to.’ I took a sequinned dress out of my wardrobe and held it up against me. ‘Is this too formal for Natalie’s party, do you think?’

‘How would I know?’ Nick said. ‘She’s your boss not mine.’

I gave him a long look. ‘Nick, is something wrong?’

‘You told me Alex was shorter than you.’

‘He was the last time I saw him, but naturally he’s grown since then.’

Nick’s face flushed. ‘I don’t know that I’m entirely comfortable with your sharing your flat with him.’

‘What?’ Where was this coming from, I wondered.

‘You know what I’m getting at. You and I don’t spend every night together. There’ll be times when you’re alone here with him …’

Seriously? ‘Nick, we’ve been together over a year now. Are you telling me that you don’t trust me?’

‘It’s not that I don’t trust you, not exactly, but Alex is …’ Nick’s voice trailed off.

‘Alex is what?’

‘He’s the sort of man that girls find attractive.’

‘And you think I’m going to jump into bed with him, just because he’s sleeping down the hall?’

‘When you put it like that … I’m being ridiculous, aren’t I?’

‘You are, actually.’

‘There really is no need for me to worry?’

‘Absolutely not.’ I stepped into my dress and turned around so that Nick could zip me up. ‘I like Alex, but I don’t like him in that way. And you’ll like him, once you get to know him. I’m sure you will.’

Looking far from enthralled at the prospect of getting to know Alex, Nick got out his phone and scrolled through his messages. I sat at my dressing table and began applying eyeliner.

My boyfriend was jealous of my friendship with another man. However ludicrous it was, there was a part of me that was just a little pleased by his outburst of possessiveness. At least it showed he cared. There had been times lately, when Nick’s assumption that I would always fall in with his plans, his routines, and his ghastly mother’s demands for our attendance at family gatherings had made me feel rather taken for granted.

The journey across London to Natalie and Oliver’s tastefully renovated Victorian house in Fulham took over an hour on the tube. Alex and I talked non-stop the entire time. A sullen Nick, who had evidently not changed his opinion of Alex as a potential rival for my affections, barely said a word. Alex telling me how lovely I looked when he first saw me in my sequinned splendour hadn’t helped. After standing the whole way, wedged between them in the unbearably hot, crowded carriage, I was very glad to come up out of the underground, even though it was a bitterly cold night.

‘The pavement’s icy,’ Alex said, as we started walking. ‘Are you going to be OK in those high-heels, Anna?’

‘I’ll be fine,’ I said.

We’d only gone a few paces when I slipped on a patch of ice, and would have fallen if Alex hadn’t caught me. I righted myself, smiling my thanks. Alex offered me his arm. Without thinking, I slid my arm through his, and then, when I saw the glowering expression on Nick’s face, I clutched his arm as well. The three of us resumed walking. Fortunately, Natalie and Oliver’s place was only a few minutes from the station.

It was Oliver who answered the door when I knocked, welcoming me to his home with his habitual warm smile.

‘Anna. Come on in. Natalie’s around somewhere …’

We all trooped into the hall. From further inside the house, I could hear music, laughter, and the clink of glasses.

‘Hi, Oliver,’ I said. ‘You’ve met Nick, my boyfriend …’

‘At the office Christmas party,’ Oliver said. ‘Hello, Nick.’

‘And this is Alexandre Tourville.’

‘Welcome – to – England – Alexandre,’ Oliver said, shaking hands with Alex. He spoke with exaggerated slowness and his voice was extremely loud, almost a shout. ‘I – am – Oliver – Heywood. Natalie’s – husband. Am – I – Speaking – Too – Fast – For – You?’

‘No, not at all,’ Alex said. ‘It’s good to meet you, Oliver. And I must thank you for including me in the invitation to your wife’s birthday celebrations. Anna often writes to me about her work, and I’m very glad to have the opportunity to meet her colleagues.’

‘You speak such good English,’ Oliver said, impressed. As Nova Graphic’s Accounts Director, dealing with clients on a daily basis, he was necessarily a good communicator, but like so many Brits, he’d never learnt a foreign language. My ability to speak French amazed him almost as much as my talent for chasing up printers and invoices.

Natalie came into the hall, holding a glass of wine. At work, like the rest of the creative team, she usually wore jeans and a T-shirt, but tonight she was wearing a red maxi-dress with spaghetti straps which clung to her in all the right places, and looked absolutely stunning.

‘Happy birthday, Natalie,’ I said.

‘Anna! Nick!’ Natalie hugged me and Nick, and then turned to Alex. ‘And you must be Anna’s Frenchman.’

Inwardly, I groaned. Nick wouldn’t like her calling him that. I glanced at my boyfriend, but his face was expressionless.

‘Enchanté, madame.’ Alex took hold of Natalie’s hand and kissed it. His dark eyes locked on hers. ‘I am Alexandre Tourville. I wish you un joyeux anniversaire.’

What’s with the French and the hand-kissing? I shot Alex a look, but his attention was focused on Natalie.

‘Thank you, Alexandre,’ Natalie said, rather breathlessly. ‘Oliver, would you take everyone’s coats upstairs? And Anna, would you mind helping yourself and Nick to drinks? And get one for Alexandre? I’d like to introduce him to some friends of mine.’

After a brief hiatus while Oliver relieved us of our outdoor wear, Natalie spirited Alex off into the living room. Nick and I found our way to the kitchen, where other guests were also helping themselves to drinks from an extensive array of wines, beer, and spirits. I introduced Nick to the people I knew, and he was soon discussing that afternoon’s football results with a copy-writer, a freelance illustrator, and Natalie’s father. I poured myself a glass of wine, and as there was no sign of the conversation turning from sport to a subject in which I had the slightest interest, I poured a second glass for Alex, and went and joined the party in the other room.

Natalie and Oliver’s long through living room (think white walls, white voile curtains, pale wooden floor) was overflowing with people, music, and conversation. The first person I recognised was Alfie Lennox, a designer who’d been working at Nova Graphics for almost a year. For once, he didn’t have earphones clamped to his head (claiming that he needed to hear music at all times to inspire his artwork, Alfie was rarely without his iPod), and he’d combed his unruly hair and had a shave. And he was wearing jeans without holes in the knees, together with a neatly ironed shirt.

‘Hey, Mr Lennox,’ I said. ‘You’re looking very dapper tonight.’

‘Yeah, well, got to make an effort for Natalie’s fortieth,’ Alfie said, with a grin. ‘You scrub up pretty well yourself, Ms Mitchel.’

‘Thank you, kind sir,’ I said. ‘You haven’t seen a tall, dark French guy anywhere around, have you? I was supposed to be fetching him a drink.’

‘I saw Natalie leading a tall dark man in the direction of the conservatory. I don’t know if he was French.’

‘I’ll try in there, then,’ I said.

I edged my way through the crowd in the living room, stopping to talk to Natalie’s mother, and one or two other people, and went into the conservatory at the back of the house.

There were fewer people out here, and I spotted Alex straight away. He was standing in the middle of the room, leaning casually against a table, surrounded by women. At least half a dozen of them. Apart from Natalie, I didn’t know any of them. Alex was talking, and the women were hanging on his every word, smiling at him, tossing their hair, practically salivating. Not that I blamed them. He was ridiculously good-looking.

Natalie detached herself from the back of the group and came and stood beside me.

I said, ‘I see that you’ve helped Alex make some useful new contacts.’

‘Oliver isn’t the only one who’s good at networking,’ Natalie said. ‘Not that your Frenchman needed much help from me to raise his profile.’

‘I guess his Unique Selling Point is instantly recognisable.’

‘I’m a happily married woman, but when he kissed my hand, I swear my legs turned to jelly.’ Natalie fanned her face with her fingers. ‘He is so hot, Anna. Why didn’t you tell me?’

‘I didn’t know,’ I said. ‘The last time I saw him, he was thirteen and a bit of a geek.’

‘But surely you’ve seen him in photos since then?’

I shook my head. ‘Alex photographs other people. He’s not into selfies.’

‘Haven’t you ever Googled him? What about Facebook?’

‘There aren’t any pictures of him on the internet. He has a website, but that’s for his work. I’d no idea that he’d grown up into such an attractive guy until yesterday, when I met him off the Eurostar from Paris.’

‘Natalie! Happy birthday!’ Izzy Drake, Nova Graphic’s most recent recruit, rushed up to Natalie. A petite brunette, Izzy had joined the creative team as a graphic designer six months ago, soon after she’d graduated from college.

‘I’m so sorry I’m late,’ Izzy said. ‘I decided to drive, but my car wouldn’t start. And then there was a delay on the tube …’ Her voice trailed off as she caught sight of Alex. ‘Who is that simply gorgeous man?’

‘That,’ Natalie said, ‘is Anna’s French penfriend.’

‘Penfriend? You mean you write to him?’

‘We’ve been writing to each other since we were eleven years old,’ I said. ‘My French teacher had once worked in Paris, and knew his English teacher – actually, now I look back, I’m pretty sure they were having a torrid affair. They arranged for their students to exchange letters. Everyone else gave up after a while, but Alex and I carried on writing.’

‘You write letters to him?’ Izzy sounded incredulous. ‘Actually write? On paper?’

‘Yep. By hand. On notepaper.’

‘But nobody actually writes letters any more,’ Izzy said. ‘If you wanted to keep in touch, why not just phone him? Or text?’

‘I guess we both like getting letters,’ I said. ‘We do email each other occasionally, but even that’s not the same as receiving an envelope with a foreign postmark.’

At that moment, Alex glanced across the room, and saw the three of us staring at him. With a smile, he extricated himself from the group of women he’d been talking to (their sighs were audible), and joined Natalie, Izzy and myself.

‘I brought you a drink,’ I said, handing him the wine I’d been holding all that time.

‘Merci.’ Alex’s dark eyes met mine, and even though he was a friend, and I was in a steady relationship, my whole body shivered deliciously. Firmly, I told myself to get a grip.

‘Alex,’ I said, ‘you’ve not met my colleague, Izzy Drake. She’s a very gifted graphic designer. Izzy, this is Alexandre. He’s a photographer, and also very gifted.’

Alex raised Izzy’s hand to his lips, ‘Enchanté, mademoiselle.’

Izzy looked as though she was about to swoon. ‘Alexandre … Sorry, how exactly do you say your name?’

Alex repeated his name, exaggerating the French pronunciation, drawing out the last syllable by rolling the ‘r’.

‘Alexandrrr,’ Izzy cooed, looking up at him from under her long lashes. ‘Alexandrrr.’

‘C’est parfait,’ Alex said.

‘I do wish I spoke French,’ Izzy laughed. ‘I find it so irritating having to read the subtitles whenever I watch a French film.’

‘You like French films?’ Alex said.

‘Very much.’

Natalie broke in, ‘I see that my in-laws have just arrived. I must go and say hello to them.’

She hurried off. Sensing that neither Izzy or Alex were particularly anxious for my company at that precise moment, I left them discussing the delights of the French cinema, and went in search of another drink.

The evening went on. Oliver produced a cake (Natalie swore there really was no need for him to have put forty candles on it), and pink champagne (Natalie decided turning forty wasn’t
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