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Chapter 1

Present day – London, UK

‘How did you get invited to this exhibition, Orla?’ Emma turns to look at me, her loose black hair streaking back from her face as the wind howls down the street towards us. It’s a horrible night, and I feel bad for inviting her out in such awful weather, but she seemed eager enough when I told her about it this afternoon. ‘I can’t believe you’ve got an opening night invitation to Aiden Byrne’s exhibition. The Aiden Byrne! Do you know him or something?’

‘Yes, kind of. Well, used to, anyway,’ I say, side-stepping a sodden newspaper that takes sudden flight and tries to wrap itself around my legs. That’d be all I need, to see Aiden again with wet paper stuck to my tights! It’s bad enough my hair feels like it’s coming loose from the glamorous up-do I had done this afternoon. I’d intended to arrive looking chic and sophisticated, but at this rate I’m going to look like I’ve come on a motorbike. ‘Why? Have you heard of him?’

‘Of course I’ve heard of him!’ Emma says. ‘I wouldn’t have agreed to come out in this storm if I hadn’t!’

‘Really? How?’

Aiden’s not that famous, surely? Okay, he’s getting bigger, otherwise he wouldn’t be having an exhibition at the Hayward Gallery, but still, I’m surprised Emma knows who he is.

‘Are you joking?’ Emma throws me an incredulous look. ‘He’s done all those wildlife documentaries! Everyone knows who he is now. Besides, I have lots of friends who are environmental activists, and they think he’s really cool.’

I absorb this information with some amazement, though I shouldn’t really be surprised. Aiden had a bit of a cult following even when I knew him five years ago, so it stands to reason that will have grown, especially with the documentaries being televised. Of course, I knew about them, and though I’ve not watched any myself, I’m aware they’ve been well received.

‘You can’t know him very well then!’ Emma says, crossly. ‘I thought you were going to introduce me to him. I wanted a selfie! I told all my friends and everything!’

I can’t help laughing. Emma’s our new trainee reporter, and even though she’s impressed me with her sparky enthusiasm and intelligence, on occasions she’ll revert into stroppy teenager mode. I like her though. Her cheekiness reminds me of my younger sister, and I’ve kind of taken her under my wing since she started working on the paper. Hence the invite to tonight’s exhibition. She can do a write-up for the What’s On section, and I get a wingman that will make this feel like a work assignment instead of a social event.

And I badly need this to feel like a work assignment.

No one was more surprised than I was when the invitation arrived in the post five weeks ago. As soon as I saw it, I decided not to go, intending to write a polite note wishing him luck. But the note never got written, and somewhere along the line I realised I couldn’t not go to such a major exhibition when I’m a newspaper reporter with an entertainment section to fill. So instead I confirmed my attendance with a plus one, thinking I’d ask my boyfriend James. But that didn’t seem right either. After all, I’d hate to meet Aiden’s girlfriend.

Oh no, what if Aiden has a girlfriend? Or a wife!

‘We don’t have to go, you know.’ I stop walking abruptly. ‘We can just go home, pretend it wasn’t on. I doubt we’ll actually speak to him.’

‘Oh no!’ Emma sounds contrite, thinking her stroppiness has caused my sudden change of heart. ‘I didn’t mean it. It’ll just be good to be in the same room as him, really. I don’t care about talking to him, or the selfie! Ignore me, you know what I’m like.’ She carries on walking, and I feel duty-bound to follow, all the while thinking of excuses why Emma should go in on her own. But before I know it, we’re at the gallery doors and my pulse is going haywire in panic.

I can’t see Aiden again, I can’t see Aiden again, I can’t see Aiden again.

‘You must know him a little bit though,’ Emma’s saying as she pulls open the door and steps inside. ‘I saw the invite on your desk and it was addressed to you personally. It wasn’t just for random newspaper staff or the entertainment editor, it was directly to you. In gold embossed lettering.’

‘Well, I knew him a long time ago, but he probably invited lots of people that work in the media. He must want the publicity.’

The nerves I’ve been battling all day threaten to overwhelm me as we go inside and join the queue for the cloakroom. I didn’t sleep last night, and I haven’t been able to eat since breakfast. Now I feel hollow and light-headed, my hands shaking from the day’s excess caffeine consumption. At least that’s the reason I tell myself they’re shaking.

‘Did you guys fall out or something?’ Emma asks, curiously.

‘No, no. Nothing like that,’ I say, my eyes darting all over the place. To my relief, the gallery is full of people and the air is buzzing with laughter and conversation. Of course, Aiden has a huge number of friends. As a wildlife photographer and conservationist, he travels all over the world and his kindness and friendly nature naturally draw people to him. There are bound to be all sorts of people from all sorts of places here. He’s going to be so busy catching up with other friends that I’m sure I’ll be able to avoid him all night. I square my shoulders, feeling slightly calmer than before. Maybe I could manage a friendly wave from a distance, just to say I’ve shown my face. My stomach dips as the thought of any contact, however small, sends my heart racing.

Just knowing he’s here in London frays my nerves. All week I’ve been thinking that I’ve seen him out of the corner of my eye, standing at bus stops or walking down the street, but it’s never him when I’ve turned to look.

I hate the hope. I hate the disappointment. I hate that I still feel like this after all this time.

When Aiden and I said goodbye five years ago, I vowed never to see him again. We hadn’t fallen out or anything. Far from it, in fact. We parted amicably, lovingly, but we’d run our course. Aiden had an assignment in India, and I was just starting out as a newspaper reporter. Our lives were going in different directions and we always knew our relationship was temporary. We needed a clean break. Emailing him every week and seeing him whenever he came back to the UK wasn’t ever going to help me move on.

Not that I’ve done a great job of moving on anyway. Still, there was no need for him to know that. Aiden’s a free spirit. One of life’s wanderers. There’s no question in my mind that he’ll have moved on by now.

He probably barely remembers me.

‘Wow! Nice dress!’ Emma says as I peel off my coat and pass it to the girl behind the desk.

‘Thank you.’ I glance down at it, pleased she thinks so. It’s knee-length and black with sparkly silver embroidery. It cost a small fortune but I wanted to look good tonight, for my own self-esteem more than anything else. I chose a dress that made me look sophisticated and successful, as different from the girl he used to know as possible. I pat my hair self-consciously. ‘Is my hair alright? It hasn’t come down, has it?’

‘No, it’s fine.’ Emma checks round the back. ‘Just a bit wispy at the front, but nothing bad. Just sexy. Can we find the toilets? I need to brush mine through.’

‘Yes.’ I feel like hugging her, I’m so relieved that I get a few minutes’ grace before entering the exhibition. We find the toilets and I reapply my lipstick as Emma brushes her hair.

‘I’m nervous,’ she whispers. ‘I’ve never been to one of these before. You won’t leave me, will you?’

‘Of course not.’ I smile at her, making an effort to pull myself together. Emma’s young, and she’s bound to find this all a little overwhelming. ‘It will be fine. There’ll be champagne and nibbles and we’ll look at his amazing photographs. And if we get a chance to speak to Aiden, we’ll ask him some questions and get that selfie, and if not, no big deal.’

Please don’t let us get a chance to speak to him. Please let him be too busy.

I take a deep breath in. ‘Right, let’s go.’

She beams at me and I smile bravely back as I pull open the door and step into the gallery. The hum of conversation is much louder here, accompanied by the clink of glasses and tinkling piano music. Aiden’s photographs are displayed on huge canvasses on the white walls – the first is a huge owl with enormous amber eyes, its feathers so textured and lifelike that I feel I could stroke it.

‘Wow!’ I hear Emma say from behind. ‘These are amazing.’

A waitress passes me a glass of champagne and I accept it gratefully, downing it in one long gulp as Emma sips hers slowly, looking around with her huge dark eyes. My glass is instantly refilled by another waiter and I try to take more measured sips, aware that getting plastered would not be wise.

Aiden’s photographs are captivating. Emma and I move from image to image, discussing them as we go. They’re linked to the devastating effects of climate change, and between the beautiful striking images of animals, there are photographs of wildfires, deforestation, flooded villages, dried-up river beds, and emaciated wolves and polar bears.

‘These images are so powerful,’ Emma says, her eyes full of tears. ‘I can’t bear it.’ She’s looking at a photograph of a dead rhino, its horn removed by a poacher, while I’m still staring at the forest fire with fear stirring my gut. All I can think is how close was he to that fire? Did he put himself in danger for these images? Exactly how far will he go to get the perfect shot? 

It’s hard to believe that Aiden has been to these far-flung places and seen all these amazing things. He’s lived a whole other life since I saw him last. It doesn’t seem possible the small part I played in his past could mean anything to him now. If ever I needed confirmation that Aiden and I are completely incompatible, this is it. Tears burn behind my eyes and I struggle to keep my chin from wobbling. I should never have come here. I want to go home.

But Emma is talking animatedly to me about the photographs, drawing me on to the next one and the next one. I’m glad she’s with me, with her bright, bubbly personality distracting me from my thoughts. We turn a corner and find a wall covered in a montage of images of plastic-covered beaches, and plastic floating in the ocean. There are terrible photographs of animals trapped in plastic and plastic trapped in animals. It’s horrifying and we stare and stare.

‘I’m definitely going to reduce my plastic usage,’ Emma says. ‘It’s so difficult though. Everything is covered in the stuff these days. Have you seen those eco bricks?’

‘Where you fill a plastic bottle with unrecyclable plastic and they get used for building things?’

‘Yeah. I’m so going to do one of those.’

‘Orla?’

I freeze. Aiden’s deep Irish voice makes every hair on my body stand up and I turn slowly, my heart lodged somewhere near my throat. I’ve prepared my face into a smile, but I can’t help the shock that registers when I actually see him. His beard and his long dark curly hair are gone, and instead he’s clean-shaven with short back and sides. Even stranger than that, he’s wearing a black suit and tie. I can’t believe my eyes.

‘Bloody hell!’ I laugh in disbelief as pure joy courses through my veins at the sight of him. All thoughts of being friendly but distant are instantly forgotten. ‘What’s happened to you? Where’s the hair? Where are the clothes? What have you done with the real Aiden?’

He laughs and scratches the back of his neck, looking embarrassed. ‘I thought I’d better smarten myself up. How are you? You look beautiful.’ Stepping forward, he kisses me on both cheeks, a light hand on my arm. My heart kicks in my chest and I feel hot. So hot.

‘I’m well, thank you. This is … all of it … is just amazing.’ I indicate the photos on the walls with a swirl of my arm. ‘Congratulations, Aiden. I’m so prou … pleased for you.’ My throat constricts with emotion and I swallow hard as I turn to Emma. ‘This is Emma,’ I say, my voice wobbling slightly. ‘She works on the newspaper with me. Emma, this is Aiden.’

‘Hello, Emma.’ Aiden smiles and shakes her hand. ‘Thank you for coming tonight.’

‘Oh, it’s my pleasure!’ Emma looks like she’s going to explode with excitement. ‘I couldn’t believe it when Orla asked me to come with her tonight. I was so excited and your work is just amazing. Your photographs are just like wow! I’m going to be writing a review of your exhibition in our What’s On guide, if that’s alright with you?’

‘Sure. That’d be wonderful. Thank you so much.’ His eyes return to mine and my stomach fills with butterflies. ‘You achieved your five-year plan, I see. You’re living in London and working on one of the big newspapers?’

‘I am!’ I say, proudly.

He opens his mouth to say something but Emma speaks first, diverting his attention back to her.

‘Can I ask you a few questions? They won’t take long. I know you must be very busy tonight, with lots of people wanting to speak to you.’

He gives her a lopsided smile and shrugs. ‘Of course. I’d be happy to answer your questions.’

I stand to one side as Emma takes her phone from her bag, checking it’s alright to record him. He agrees and she begins the interview. I can’t stop staring at him. He’s looks so together. Like someone who actually lives indoors and knows what day of the week it is. It’s hard to believe this is the same scruffy, shaggy man I fell in love with all those years ago. But his eyes, as green as a forest pool and ringed with thick black lashes, are the same ones I gazed into when we made love, and he still carries the same gentle air of deep calm he always did.

He turns his head and catches me staring, and my stomach turns over as I drop my gaze.

It was a mistake to come here and see him again. It does no good to stir up all these feelings. Aiden belongs in the past. A beautiful memory. Hazy summer days spent lying in his arms in shady green woodland, the sound of birdsong and the river running next to us filling our ears. Butterfly kisses on my neck, and a feeling of such utter love that I could have died then and there and been happy. My Aiden. I loved him so much. Will seeing him tonight affect my memory of that perfect time? I’m disturbed by how different he looks. Disturbed by how much I’m still drawn to him. But I know there’s no going back. Not now, not ever. Our lives are too different.

Tears threaten once more and I turn away to look at the photographs on my left. Emma’s only got four questions about the inspiration behind the subject matter and how long it took to compile the material for the exhibition, and as she finishes, I hear her ask him for a selfie. I cringe a little, but he just laughs and agrees.

‘Are we having one with Orla too?’ he asks, and before I can protest he takes my arm, drawing me closer, and suddenly I’m pressed against his side with his arm around my shoulder.

It’s so strange to be this close to him again. Even after five years apart, he feels familiar. The scent of his cologne makes my head spin, which is strange considering he never wore it back then. He smells completely different in fact, but there’s something underneath the spicy aromatic scent of his fancy cologne that my senses seem to recognise. Some pheromone, perhaps, or something else uniquely Aiden that gives me a pang, deep down inside.

‘Aw, that’s a lovely one!’ Emma says, peering closely at her phone. ‘Thank you so much, Mr Byrne.’

‘Call me Aiden, please,’ he says pleasantly.

He’s still got his hand on my shoulder, and I wish he’d let me go because I don’t want him to know how much I’m shaking. From the corner of my eye, I spot a man hovering, obviously waiting to speak to Aiden. As soon as he sees Emma put her phone back in her bag, he darts forward and draws Aiden away from us.

‘I’ll come and speak to you later, Orla,’ he calls, before crossing the room to join another group of people.

‘He’s lovely!’ Emma says. ‘I’ve forwarded you the recording of the interview, by the way. And the selfies.’

‘Why?’ I pull a face. The last thing I need is to torture myself by listening to his voice. I didn’t watch his documentaries because I knew it would awaken the painful longing I’ve tried to repress all these years. Just like seeing him here tonight is doing now.

‘Because of your face. And the fact you’ve barely taken your eyes off him since he went to stand with those other people.’

‘I have not! And what’s wrong with my face?’

‘Nothing,’ she says innocently, ducking her head. ‘Anyway, I’ve just had a text from my boyfriend asking me to meet him for a drink, so I might go soon if it’s okay with you?’

‘Oh!’ I’m dismayed she’s leaving so early, but maybe it’s for the best. It’s the perfect excuse for me to slip away too. ‘Okay. That’s fine.’

‘Thank you so much for asking me tonight. My friends are going to be so impressed. Especially with the selfie!’

I laugh, still incredulous that Aiden’s become something of a celebrity. He’s probably completely unaware.

‘I’ll look around the rest of the exhibition then I’ll get going,’ she says, checking her chunky silver watch. ‘You’re going to stay, aren’t you?’

‘No, I don’t think so.’

‘Are you sure? He keeps looking over at you, you know. And he said he’d come and speak to you again.’

‘He doesn’t keep …’ I look over at Aiden just as he looks up at me. Our eyes lock for a fraction of a second before I look quickly away.

‘See, I told you. He definitely wants to speak to you. How friendly were you guys, anyway? Was there a bit of romance?’

‘Maybe.’ I feel myself flush slightly and turn away to hide my embarrassment.

‘Really? Wow, wait until I tell my friends. Do you think you’d get back together?’

‘No!’

‘Why not?’ Emma jiggles my arm excitedly. ‘Look at the way he’s looking at you. He’s surrounded by people, but it’s like you’re the only person he sees.’

‘Stop it!’ I turn my back on Aiden, determined not to look. ‘Come on, let’s look at the rest of the exhibition.’ We move on to the next section of photographs. ‘I suppose you’re one of those romantic girly girls, who believes in true love that lasts forever and ever?’

‘Of course I am. Why, aren’t you?’ She cocks her head, incredulous that I might not be.

‘No,’ I say, equally incredulous that she’d think that I would be.

‘That’s so depressing! Why not?’

I hesitate. That’s a good question. Especially considering my relationship with Aiden. ‘It’s not that I don’t believe in love, I just don’t believe it can last forever.’

‘But that’s so sad. My grandparents have been married forever and they still hold hands. My mum and dad are still happy too. The old couple who lived next door to us when I was growing up died within a week of each other because they couldn’t live without each other.’

‘I doubt it was like that really. They must have both been ill. Did they check the carbon monoxide levels in their house?’

‘Don’t be mean. She died from cancer and he had a heart attack a week later because he couldn’t cope with the grief.’

‘Oh.’ I wince. ‘I feel bad now. That’s really sad.’

‘Exactly. There are examples of everlasting true love everywhere you look. You just have to work at it. My mum says that’s what people these days don’t understand. They expect everything to be perfect all the time, and at the first sign of trouble people bow out. But life’s just a lot of ups and downs, and you get through it together.’

‘Well, I’m sure she’s right,’ I say, ‘but finding someone you want to spend your life with is a challenge in the first place. I’ve certainly had no luck so far.’

‘What about Aiden? What was wrong with him?’

Unable to stop myself, I look back over my shoulder to where Aiden’s laughing with someone. I can hear the rich, warm tones of his laughter from here. ‘Nothing was wrong with Aiden. He was pretty perfect really. But we only had a short time together. Just one summer, when I was about your age, and neither of us was ready for a relationship. Our lives aren’t compatible.’

Emma pulls a sad face. ‘That’s a shame. Maybe you should start over again. See where it goes now you’re both older and wiser.’

‘I have a boyfriend, remember. Besides, Aiden travels the world pretty much constantly. You know he lives in a tent, right? No thank you. There’s no going back now. Besides, Aiden might have a girlfriend now. He could be married for all I know.’

‘If he is, he shouldn’t be looking at you like that.’

‘Like what?’ Glancing back at Aiden, I find him looking at me again. Our eyes meet and he doesn’t look away, nor smile, and neither do I. Instead, we just stare at each other and even though there are people all around us, it’s like we’re the only two people in the room. I’m rooted to the spot, my blood fizzing in my veins, heart thudding so hard I can feel it in my scalp, my fingers, my toes.

‘Ha! Told you.’ Emma laughs and nudges me with her shoulder so that I break our gaze and look at her, blinking like I’m just waking up from some kind of hypnosis. ‘And you’re looking at him in exactly the same way he’s looking at you. Right, I’d better go or else I’ll be late for the love of my life.’

‘Wait, I’ll come with you.’ I look around for somewhere to leave my empty champagne flute.

‘Don’t you dare!’ She touches my arm. ‘Aiden invited you. He obviously wants you here. He’ll be offended if you leave so early. Besides, think how much money you spent on that dress and having your hair done. You can’t waste that.’ She winks, seeming suddenly older than her twenty-two years. And my twenty-seven, come to think of it. ‘I’ll see you in the morning.’

‘Well, be careful in this storm!’ I call after her. She raises her hand and then she’s gone, weaving her way through the crowded room and out through the door.

I feel lost without her. Standing on my own in a room full of strangers isn’t my idea of fun. But she’s right, it would seem rude if I left early. Aiden might belong in the past, but he’s an important part of that past, and I owe it to him to be here, cheering him on and supporting him on his big night. It doesn’t matter that being in the same room with him feels dangerous. I’m a grown woman. I’m strong enough to cope.

Glancing up, I find his eyes on me again. Christ, why does he have to keep looking at me like that? Feeling flustered, I move away towards the far corner of the room. It hurts me to do so, but I don’t need his lingering looks making me believe the impossible is possible. We can’t go back; we can only go forward.

‘Hello, Orla.’ A woman with long dark hair taps me on the shoulder. ‘Do you remember us? Mia and Keaton?’ She indicates a tall guy behind her, his long dreadlocks tied up in a ponytail.

‘Of course I remember you!’ I say, recognising them at once. I’m happy to see them again. I only met them once five years ago when I was with Aiden, but they were absolutely lovely. ‘It’s so lovely to see you. How are you both?’

‘We’re great, thanks! We’ve got a little boy now, and another one on the way.’ Mia smooths her hands over her bump proudly.

‘Congratulations! When are you due?’

Mia and I chat about babies while Keaton fiddles with his tie, looking like he wants to rip it off along with the suit he’s obviously been forced to wear.

‘Have you managed to speak to Aiden yet?’

‘Just a few words.’

‘He’ll be so pleased you came. He was hoping you would. He’s never got over you, you know.’

‘Mia!’ Keaton hisses.

My stomach gives a painful tug and I feel the gallery slant, slightly. ‘I’m sure he has,’ I say, forcing a laugh.

‘No, he hasn’t.’

I smile tightly, not wanting to hear this. It’s too painful and it doesn’t change anything. Aiden and I can’t work.

Luckily, Aiden chooses that moment to make a speech so I don’t have to answer. Someone brings out a microphone and Aiden thanks everyone for coming. He’s adorably humble and sweet, and I’m sure everyone in the room is in love with him, not just me. As soon as he finishes, people flock towards him, eager to congratulate him and say goodbye before making their way home.

Oh no, I don’t think I can say goodbye to him. Just the thought of speaking to him again sends my pulse spiralling upwards.

‘I’m going to have to go,’ I say, checking my watch. ‘Can you tell Aiden goodbye from me? I’m sorry. He’s so busy and I’ll miss my tube if I don’t go now and I have to be up early in the morning.’

‘You can’t leave yet!’ Mia gasps. ‘You need to talk to Aiden.’

‘He’s busy,’ I say, already drawing away from her. ‘I don’t want to interrupt.’

‘Give me your number, then,’ Mia pleads. ‘I’ll get him to call you. He’s staying in London for at least another week.’

I hesitate. ‘I’m sorry but I don’t think that’s a good idea. Good luck with the baby!’

I feel bad as I rush away, but not bad enough to stay. Collecting my coat, I hurry from the building into the storm outside. It’s raining now, and the bitter wind feels like it’s trying to drive me back inside the gallery, but I put my head down and push on, determined to get to the tube station in time for the next train.

I’m glad of the rain because it hides my tears when I start to cry. I knew I shouldn’t have come tonight. To see Aiden again after all this time, to have him so tantalisingly close, to share lingering looks and then have to leave, is pure agony. A small voice at the back of my mind tells me I needn’t have left. Tells me it was cowardly to leave. But what was the alternative? To stay and risk crying in front of him? No thanks. I’d like my dignity to remain intact.

I reach the entrance to the tube station and run down the steps to my platform. The train’s already there, its electric doors wide open, welcoming me into its brightly lit interior. I hesitate, knowing that the moment this train leaves, there’s no going back. I’ll have left Aiden behind forever.

There’s no going back anyway, I remind myself, only forward.

I step onto the train with seconds to spare before the doors close. Someone else is cutting it fine, too. I hear a shout and running footsteps, and they make it onto the train just as the doors slide shut behind them. I turn to say something about them almost getting chopped in half, but my words die on my tongue when I see who it is.

‘Aiden!’

His eyes fix on mine and all the hairs on the back of my neck lift as he steps towards me. He can’t be here. He’s supposed be back in the gallery, at his own exhibition. He’ll have to get off. He’ll have to go back.

But even as I’m opening my mouth to speak, the train starts forward, rumbling onwards into the tunnel, and it’s just me and him staring at each other across the carriage.




Chapter 2

Five years earlier – Hawksley Village, UK

‘Orla! Orla, where are you?’ Phil bawls across the office, making several heads turn and me jump and spill the coffee I’m carrying back to his desk.

‘I’m here, I’m here,’ I say, hurrying forward as coffee dribbles down the side of his mug, burning my fingers. I hold it away from me so as not to stain my white jeans before placing it gingerly on his ring-marked desk. ‘What’s the matter?’

‘Oh, there you are. I just wondered where you’d got to, that’s all.’ Leaning forward, he peers at his computer screen, stabbing the delete key several times with a short, chunky finger.

‘I was just making you another coffee. You asked me to, remember?’ I’m slightly concerned that he’s drinking too much coffee. I’ve made him about seven already today and it’s only 2 p.m. All that caffeine can’t be good for his blood pressure. He’s already a funny purple colour and I don’t want to be the cause of his death.

‘Oh yes, sorry, I just got a bit excited for a moment. There’s a fire at the recycling centre. The whole lot’s gone up in flames. We need to get down there and see what’s going on. Come on, grab your stuff.’ He’s already on his feet, pulling on his jacket as he downs the coffee I placed in front of him.

‘But we’re supposed to be interviewing that wildlife guy at three, aren’t we? Have we got time to do both?’

‘Oh shit, yeah, I forgot about him.’ Phil swigs down the last of his coffee and sets the mug down on the desk. ‘Can you ring him and postpone? Or do you want to go on your own?’

I hesitate. ‘I can go on my own, it’s not a problem.’

‘Sure? Do you know what you’re going to ask him?’

‘I’ve got a list of questions ready. We talked about it last week, didn’t we?’

‘Of course, we did. That’s great. Good girl.’ He fusses about him, pulling his bag from beneath his desk and checking he’s got his notebook and pen. ‘He sounded like a decent guy when I spoke to him on the phone. Irish fella.’

‘Oh good, I’m sure I’ll be fine. Don’t forget your keys,’ I say, scooping them up from where they’re nestled behind his keyboard. ‘Have you got your phone?’

‘Yep.’ He pats the pocket on his shirt and smiles at me before turning to leave. ‘See you later then, hon. Good luck.’

‘Thanks. You too.’

I feel excited as I go back to my desk. In fact, I want to jump up and down and squeal. This will be my first solo interview for the Hawksley Gazette. I started working here six months ago, and every other time I’ve been shadowing Phil or one of the other reporters. But I feel like I’m ready and I’m pretty sure it won’t be taxing. It’s just a short interview with a guy who’s photographing otters down by the river. My biggest concern is not being able to find the farm where we’re supposed to meet. How unprofessional would it be if I turn up late to my first proper assignment? Or miss the appointment altogether? My stomach tightens with nerves as it gets closer to the time to leave, and I go to the toilet to check my appearance and reapply my lipstick.

I know I look younger than my twenty-two years. When I got the job, I had my long blonde curly hair cut so I’d look more professional, but the short bob has made me look like a schoolgirl. I don’t want this photographer to think I’m on a work placement or something. Having the job title of trainee reporter is bad enough. Not that I don’t love the job or anything. I do. I really do. Every morning when I walk through the big glass doors into the building, I feel so happy I could do a twirl like Maria Von Trapp on a mountain. I suspect it might not go down too well with our ferocious receptionist though, so I never do. But it’s my first job after graduating, and I feel so lucky to be working here. It may only be the local paper, serving Hawksley, a small rural town in central England that no one’s heard of, but I know it’s great experience.

After applying another coat of mascara and some blusher, I give my stupidly short hair one final rake through with my fingers. It’s no good, I still look about 16. And it’s not just the hair; my freckles don’t do me any favours either. Nor my big, wide-set eyes. Mum says they make me look like a doll, which is hardly the image I want to project in my job. I fish out my black-rimmed glasses and put them on. I feel foolish wearing them when I have 20:20 vision (they’re just clear glass lenses), but I think they make me look more intelligent. I slip them on and look at myself, before pushing them up to my forehead. On or off? I spend another couple of minutes pushing them up and down, trying to decide, then I pout a little and frown to see if that helps make me look less innocent. I’m just baring my teeth in a fierce snarl when the door opens and Chrissie from accounts comes in.

She stops and looks at me in surprise. ‘You okay, love? What’s up?’

‘Nothing! I’m fine. Just off to interview a photographer,’ I say, slightly hysterically.

‘Oh, great.’ Her face clears. ‘Good luck!’

‘Thanks.’

She goes into a cubicle and I roll my eyes at myself in the mirror. It’s time to go. I shove the glasses back in my bag, decision made. I’m not wearing them. I don’t want to have to worry about them on top of my first solo assignment.

Hawksley is quite a new town, made up mostly of redbrick buildings and a pedestrianised town square with a good quota of high-street shops. There’s still the odd original black-and-white timber building nestled in with the new, but mostly this town now belongs to the young couples and new families that are moving here in droves. The residents in the surrounding villages are furious about how Hawksley has grown in recent years, eating into the surrounding countryside as developers build new housing estates and schools to meet demand. I feel slightly bewildered by it myself; having lived here practically all my life, I can’t wait to get out of the place. To see all these people moving in is weird. But then looking at it through their eyes I can see the attraction. House prices are lower than the nearby cities, and the town has a semi-rural but touristy feel about it, mostly due to the river that winds round the outskirts of the town centre.

The village where the photographer is staying is only a twenty-minute drive away, but I leave early to give myself plenty of time to find Lark Rise Farm where he said to meet. I’ve programmed my sat nav, but from past experience, I’m not overly confident it will find a farm. As luck would have it, once I’m through the village, Lark Rise Farm is the first place I see, and indicating right, I pull into the driveway and park in a neat stone courtyard next to an old red pick-up truck. Several chickens are pecking around near the house, and even though I’m ten minutes early, I climb out and head up to the front door, ready to interview Aiden Byrne.

A plump, smiling lady of about 50 answers, and I’m surprised by how well she fits the stereotypical image of a farmer’s wife. Her dark hair is drawn back into a bun and she’s wearing an apron with her sleeves rolled up, and flour all the way up to her elbows.

‘Hi,’ I say brightly. ‘I’m here to see Aiden Byrne. He should be expecting me.’

‘Oh, he’s not here, my love. He’s down by the river.’ She raises a floured hand and points to a gate at the corner of the courtyard. ‘If you go through there and down the hill, you’ll find him.’

‘Oh, great. Thank you.’

‘You’re welcome, my love. And you can tell him I’m making scones if he wants one later. They’re his favourite.’

‘Okay. Will do.’ I grin as I leave her standing in the doorway, and head down towards the gate. I’m slightly alarmed by the steepness of the path down to the river, not to mention the muddiness, and looking down at my heeled patent leather Chelsea boots, suspect that I may not have chosen the most sensible footwear for interviewing a wildlife photographer.

Still, at least they’re boots and not stiletto heels. Bravely, I make my way down the path, which is lined with purple foxgloves and tall, overgrown shrubbery with spindly foliage that snags on my clothes and catches my hair. A sheep baas suddenly from the field on the other side of the bushes, making my heart leap in fear. Clutching my chest, I laugh breathlessly and carry on down, holding on to branches as I go so as not to slip on the slimy earth. I’m relieved when I reach the bottom and find the ground flat and dry beneath my feet, sheltered by the trees that tower above me. I see the river glinting ahead, but no sign of Aiden Byrne. For some reason, I’d expected him to be waiting for me at the bottom, ready and waiting for his interview. I look around before spotting a khaki-coloured bell tent nestled between the trees.

‘Hello?’ I call, my voice sounding too loud in the quiet forest. A crow caws above me before taking flight, causing bits of greenery to fall from the tree.

I wait for an answer but there is nothing but birdsong and the rush of the river. Confused, I take another look around me before walking over to the tent.

‘Hello? Mr Byrne?’

The tent flap is open and I can’t help but see what’s inside. There’s a camp bed with a sleeping bag and two canvas storage cupboards; one with clothes spilling from its shelves, the other neatly stacked with pots and pans and tins of soup. A basket of vegetables sits on the floor and a folded-up camp chair lies on its side. Surely he doesn’t live here? I stare for a moment, shocked that anyone can live so sparsely. I don’t mind camping, but I like to have a few home comforts. There’s not even a tent carpet on the floor, just a plastic groundsheet. I wince and back away, realising I’m intruding on his personal space.

There’s still no sign of him, so I walk down to the river and watch the water rush around the rocks and boulders on its way downstream. It’s much shallower here than in town, and the water is so clear you can see the flat brown pebbles lying on the bottom. In town, it’s brown and so deep that all manner of dubious items lurk in its depths. You wouldn’t want to swim in it, let alone drink it, but here the water looks so fresh and clean that I’m tempted to scoop some up and taste it.

The opposite bank of the river looks much wilder than this side, a dark tangled place where ash and sycamore trees compete for space, their roots poking through the river bank where the water has eroded the soil. A few trees have become so unsteady they grow outwards, their boughs and sometimes even their trunks leaning out low across the water. On this side of the river, the trees are more spaced out and uniform, growing upright, tall and proud. It’s a very pretty spot. Peaceful. I spy a small waterfall a little way upstream and decide to get nearer to take a photograph.

Unfortunately, further on, the trees that I thought so nicely spaced and uniform grow as wild as the ones on the opposite bank. Leaves brush my face and brambles snag on my trousers, winding around my legs as though they’re alive. As I push one away, another one takes its place. It feels like the vegetation is out to claim me for its own and I’m already regretting my decision. My heels sink into the soft earth and catch on the gnarly roots, making me stumble as I struggle with the brambles. Deciding the waterfall isn’t worth it, I turn to go back the way I came and put out a hand to steady myself on a nearby tree trunk. I expect to encounter rough bark, but instead feel soft material and the unmistakable warmth of a human arm.

There’s a man standing against the tree in full camouflage, wearing a balaclava.

My scream rips through the air and everything is a blur of leaves and sky and ground as I try to run. There is no calm appraisal. No logic. It’s fight or flight, and I choose flight.

I only get a few metres before I step in a rabbit hole. A blinding flash of pain and a crunch, and the ground comes up to meet me, knocking the air from my lungs.

‘Owwwww! Ow, ow, owwwwww!’ I clutch my lower leg. The pain from my ankle is unbearable.

‘Hey, hey, hey!’ The camouflage man approaches slowly, palms outstretched to show he’s no threat. ‘Shhh now. Calm down. I’m not going to hurt you.’

He speaks softly with an Irish accent, and dimly, through the panic and pain, it dawns on me that this is bloody Aiden Byrne. Oh Christ, why did I have to get the weirdo to interview on my first solo assignment? I think of all the normal people in normal places I’ve interviewed when shadowing Phil and think how unfair it is that I get the guy that plays hide-and-seek in the woods.

Aiden squats a few feet away from me and removes the camo-print balaclava. He doesn’t look so scary without it. He’s in dire need of a shave and his dark hair is crazy long and wild, sticking out in all directions, but his green eyes are kind and creased with concern.

‘I’m so sorry,’ he says. ‘I was asleep, else I would have let you know I was there.’

‘You were asleep?’ I prop myself up on my elbow and peer at him, still panting with pain and shock. ‘But you were standing up!’

‘Makes no difference to me.’ He shrugs. ‘I can sleep anywhere. I was waiting to photograph the owl that lives in that tree. It’ll occasionally come out in the afternoon and sit on a branch but I’d been waiting for ages and must have drifted off. Are you hurt?’

‘Yes, obviously! My ankle …’ I try to move it, but pain slices through me making me close my eyes and gasp.

‘Oh shit. You don’t think it’s broken, do you?’

‘I don’t know.’ I feel like crying, but I can’t, not here, now, in front of the man I’ve come to interview. It’s hardly professional behaviour.

‘What are you doing down here, anyway?’ he asks. ‘Are you lost?’

What? For crying out loud!

‘No, I’m Orla Kennedy, from the Hawksley Gazette. You’re Aiden Byrne, right? You agreed to an interview?’

‘Oh! Friday at three?’

‘That’s right.’

‘But today’s … Wednesday?’ He looks questioning, like he knows that’s probably not right but he doesn’t have a clue what day it is.

‘No, today’s Friday.’

‘Really? Christ, I’m so sorry!’ He pushes back his hair from his face. ‘I completely lost track of what day it is. Here, let me help you up.’

‘Oh no, I don’t think I can.’ I shrink away from him, not wanting to move or be touched or anything. I feel sick and dizzy and just want to sit here for a minute and compose myself.

‘Well, you can’t stay sitting down there like that. We’ll have to do something.’

‘Yes, I know, but just give me a minute. Maybe it will pass.’

He raises an eyebrow and stands up. He’s very tall, at least six foot. For the first time, I notice the camera that hangs on a cord around his neck. He’s younger than I expected. For some reason, I thought he’d be about 40 or so, but he looks to be in his late twenties. Maybe I should have researched him more thoroughly before coming out here.

‘I was expecting a man, actually,’ he says. ‘I spoke to someone called Phil on the phone.’

‘Yes, he had another appointment so you’ve got me instead.’ I shuffle backwards slightly and bend my good leg ready to support my weight. ‘Okay, I think I’m ready to try and stand. Can you help me up?’

‘Of course.’ He reaches down and pulls me upwards so I’m standing on my good foot. As a rule, I don’t like getting too close to people I don’t know well. I like my personal space. But I feel so light-headed and unsteady that I need to lean against him to steady myself. Gingerly, I try to put my left foot down but can’t put any weight on it at all.

‘Oh, sweet Jesus! You can’t walk, can you!’

I shake my head, teeth gritted with the pain.

‘Here, I’ll help you. Come on.’ Hitching my arm over his shoulder, he wraps his arm around my waist, supporting my weight as we hobble forward. I don’t know how I’m going to get back to his tent let alone my car. We shuffle a few more paces but the pain is too much and I have to stop. ‘Alright, okay,’ he says, and then scoops me up into his arms. With a yelp of surprise, I wrap my arms around his neck in case he drops me, but he’s surprisingly strong and carries me easily through the trees, stepping over the foliage that caused me such difficulties a few moments ago.

It’s a strange sensation being carried by a total stranger, and if it wasn’t for the pain, I’d be screaming for him to put me down. I can hear him breathing and feel his heart beating through his shirt. It’s much too intimate for my liking and I hold my breath in case he smells bad. He looks a bit grubby and his hair might be unwashed. But when I eventually have to breathe, he doesn’t smell unpleasant at all. He just smells like the forest: of wood and leaves and fresh air.

We arrive back at his tent and he stands there, just holding me, deliberating what to do with me now we’ve arrived. ‘Thank you,’ I say stiffly, hoping he’ll put me down.

‘What for? Scaring you to death?’

‘Not leaving me lying on the floor, waiting to be eaten.’

‘Ah, I never thought of that. That could have been an idea.’

‘What, eating me?’

‘Not me.’ He chuckles and sets me down in front of his tent. I stand on one leg, clinging on to his lean, sinewy frame as he reaches inside and brings out a dark green camping chair. ‘Here, sit on that. No, I was thinking more of the animals I could film eating you. Foxes and badgers and stoats and—’

‘Charming! Thanks very much,’ I say, sinking down into the chair. ‘Badgers are herbivores, aren’t they?’

‘No, omnivores.’ He fetches a small folding stool and gently lifts my bad leg to rest on it. ‘Can you take your boot off?’

‘Yes.’ Leaning forward, I unzip my boot and ease it off. It hurts like hell and as I slip my sock off, I see it’s already starting to swell. A purple and yellow bruise is spreading across my foot.

‘Can you wiggle your toes?’ He squats and peers closely at my foot and ankle. I try and though it hurts a lot there is some movement. ‘Ah good. I doubt you’ve broken it then, but you’ll have to get it checked at the hospital.’

‘I don’t want to go to hospital! Besides, how would I get there?’

‘Same way you’ll get home, I expect. I’ll take you. The main problem is getting you up the hill to my truck. You saw how steep it is when you came down so I don’t know if I’ll be able to carry you all the way up.’ He places a hand gently on my knee as he peers again at my ankle, then removes it quickly as though realising what he’s doing. I’m not offended by his touch though. It doesn’t feel inappropriate, especially since he’s just carried me bodily through the trees. ‘Really you should ice it. I’ll run up to the farm and see if Ivy’s got anything we can use, but in the meantime I’ll wet a towel in the river. The water’s pretty cold and it might help with the swelling.’

‘Okay. Thank you.’

He roots in the cupboard in his tent and pulls out a blue towel before going down to the river. I watch him through the trees, squatting on his haunches as he submerges the towel, long hair falling around his shoulders. He looks like how I imagined Jesus when I was a child. I’m hoping he can perform a miracle and make my ankle better so I can drive home. I really don’t want to go to the hospital.

The wet towel is freezing cold and I flinch and squeal when he lays it over my ankle. He cringes and squats next to me. ‘I’m sorry. I’ll get the ice.’

‘No, leave it. This will do.’ I pant a little as I get used to the sensation of coldness and he reaches for my hand and squeezes it. Strangely, it seems to help and we sit for a few moments in silence, just holding hands. ‘We may as well do the interview now,’ I say when it starts to feel weird. ‘Who knows, I might feel better by the time we’re done.’

‘Christ, how long’s the interview? Two or three weeks? Have you seen the size of your ankle? That’s definitely a hospital job.’

I scowl. ‘No, it’s probably just a sprain. I’ll be alright. Actually, I’ve got some paracetamol in my bag. That will help.’

Aiden laughs. ‘Ah, optimism. I like it.’

Ignoring him, I find my tablets and pull my notepad from my bag. ‘Okay, are you ready?’

‘No.’

‘But I need to do this interview.’ There’s a note of pleading in my voice that I don’t like, and I cough to try and cover it up.

‘I think you should just rest.’

‘I think I should work. It will take my mind off the pain. Besides, this is my first solo interview. I need to complete it.’

Aiden’s eyebrows shoot up. ‘This is your …? Oh my God! That makes this so much worse.’

‘Yes, I know. Thank you for pointing that out.’ I flip open my notebook. ‘Anyway, it’s really important that I get this interview otherwise I’ll look like a complete failure.’

‘No one can blame you if you’re hurt.’

‘I’m pretty sure they can. So if you wouldn’t mind, I’ve only got a few questions and they’re not especially taxing.’

‘Okay, go ahead.’

‘So, your name is Aiden Byrne and you’re a wildlife photographer, is that correct?’

‘Yep.’

‘Can you tell me a bit about what you’re doing here?’

‘I’ve been commissioned to film and photograph otters, so I made some enquiries and found that this was an ideal spot. Ivy and Bill up at the farm have been great letting me stay down here.’

‘I didn’t even know there were otters around here.’

‘Yeah, they’ve made a big comeback in recent years, and now can be found all over the country. But they’re very secretive animals, coming out mainly at night to hunt and play. It’s not so much that they’re nocturnal, they’re just shy of humans. Around here is great because it’s part of the farm so there are no dog walkers or kids playing or anything else that might disturb them. It’s very quiet so I have more chance of seeing them in the daytime.’

‘Have you seen them?’

He hesitates and scratches his beard. ‘Yes, but not for a while. When I first got here a couple of months ago, I got some great shots of a male and female mating. It’s a miracle really. The timing was perfect. I mean, I was tipped off by the local otter watch. They have people monitoring otter activity along the river and they’d seen the pair together. Not right here’ – he waves his hand at his little stretch of river – ‘but a bit further upstream. So, they phoned me and I got here just at the right time.’

‘How long do they mate for?’ It’s not on my list of questions, but I find myself fascinated by what he’s got to say.

‘A couple of days or so. It’s quite brutal, really. Not the nicest courtship in the world. I was really lucky to capture some of it on camera. The male moved on straight after, so he’s gone now and I doubt I’ll be seeing him again, but I got some good footage of the female on her own afterwards. Some great underwater shots of her hunting for fish too. But then she disappeared, presumably to have her pups, so …’

‘How did you get the underwater shots?’

He turns and looks towards the river. ‘I’ve got underwater trail cams set up in the river.’

‘Oh wow.’

‘Yeah, they stream to my laptop so I can see what’s going on down there. I’ve got hours of footage that I’m still going through. But like I was saying, she disappeared so I assumed she went into her holt to give birth. The problem is, they stay in the holt until the pups are three months old, so basically all sightings of the female have dried up.’

‘Why three months?’

‘Their coats have to be fully waterproof before they can swim, so then the mother brings them out and teaches them how to swim and survive in the wild. That’s the moment I’m waiting for. I’m desperate to get that on camera. I went away for a while, assuming she was giving birth and therefore I had about two months before she reappeared, but I came back early just in case I’ve got the timings wrong or she reappears. So now it’s just a waiting game. Anyway, sorry I’m going on and on. I’m sure you don’t need to know all this for your article, and I told that Phil on the phone that I really don’t want people knowing exactly where I am. I can’t afford to have day-trippers coming down to see what I’m doing or trying to catch a glimpse of the otters. It’s blissfully quiet here at the moment and when I first saw the otters they seemed really relaxed, even coming out in the day. I don’t want that to change, especially if there are pups about.’

‘Okay, that’s not a problem. But I can mention they’re present in Hawksley River?’

‘Yes, of course. Use it as a way to educate people. If they have dogs, let them know they need to keep them on a lead if they’re near a stretch of river where otters are known to be. There are lots of signs people can look out for that tell them if otters are present. Five-toed footprints on muddy river banks, flattened, smooth patches of grass or soil going into the river where the otters have slid in, dead fish and fish scales left at the side of the water, and spraint.’

‘Spraint?’

‘Poo. They mark their territories using spraint, and well-used areas usually get a good coating. There’s a rock along the river I can show you – another day, obviously,’ he says, nodding at my ankle, ‘where the spraint has built up from continued use. Otters are solitary animals, so they don’t share their territories with other otters.’

‘Really? I always imagine them living in big groups, holding hands in the water and looking cute.’

‘That’s sea otters. These are Eurasian river otters. A male otter will have a territory of about eleven miles, and there will be females living within that, but no other males.’

‘Oh, I see. So, who’s commissioned you to take this footage?’

‘A wildlife magazine, and the BBC are interested in any film footage I might get for a wildlife documentary.’

‘Wow, that’s impressive.’

He shrugs and then
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