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			Epigraph

			He will choose you, disarm you with his words, and control you with his presence. He will delight you with his wit and his plans. He will show you a good time, but you will always get the bill. He will smile and deceive you, and he will scare you with his eyes. And when he is through with you, and he will be through with you, he will desert you and take with him your innocence and your pride. You will be left much sadder but not a lot wiser, and for a long time you will wonder what happened and what you did wrong. And if another of his kind comes knocking at your door, will you open it?

			From an essay signed ‘A Psychopath in Prison’, Robert Hare, Without Conscience

		

		
			Prologue

			15 June 2013

			I am in shock. I lie here unable to move a muscle. Every nerve in my body is under attack. I am so tired, but if I close my eyes, I’m assaulted by sickening flashes of psychedelic light. So I lie here, motionless, eyes wide open, hardly daring to breathe.

			I want to die. I feel myself being sucked into the vortex of a black hole as white noise crackles in my head and three words spool around my mind, over and over, screaming to get out, louder and louder, until I think I’m going to pass out.

			YOU FUCKING BASTARD!

			It’s Thursday, 13 June 2013. Eighteen months ago, I was a sophisticated, educated woman of a certain age – sociable, gregarious, full of confidence and enjoying my independence. I had put my divorce, the death of my parents and redundancy behind me, and was looking forward to a fresh start. My two daughters had flown the nest and I had sold up and moved to a friendly Cotswold town where I was looking for a new home to buy. I was renting a lovely cottage and I’d found myself a job, helping to run a stylish clothing and lifestyle shop locally, which gave me an excuse to dress smartly every day to serve our well-heeled customers. Once I even wore a top hat and tails; it was that type of place – so refreshing after the rather stuffy atmosphere of the pharmaceutical company where I had worked for nearly ten years previously.

			I was socialising and integrating into the life of the town and trying to make new friends. Old friends admired my courage and remarked that I was ‘living the dream’. I could hardly have been happier. And I certainly wasn’t looking for romance.

			Then, one evening, a man walked into the shop and into my life and changed everything. He was unlike anybody I had ever met, and I was instantly attracted to him, as he was to me. He was handsome and dashing and paid me lots of attention. As we quickly got to know each other he told me he was a wealthy tax exile, a Swiss banker; then later, he swore me to secrecy, confiding that his job was a cover for his work as a spy.

			I know it sounds extraordinary, but I believed every word he said. He certainly looked the part, and lots of things happened to convince me that he was a real-life James Bond. I fell in love with him and looked forward to our marriage. An expensive wedding dress hung in my wardrobe.

			All that seems a long time ago now, as I agonise about our relationship. I have got used to Mark’s erratic lifestyle, but now I haven’t seen him in several months, and although he phones and texts me every day I am worried about his health.

			Mark has gradually taken over control of my life, persuading me to give up the job I loved and move out of the cottage I was renting and into a mansion he bought for us, while another – even grander – house was being renovated as our eventual home. He has isolated me and I have become frightened, depressed and introverted. I am very confused. It feels as though someone has opened the top of my head and put a blender into my brain. I have lost all my confidence and am spending much of my time as a recluse, sitting alone and miserable, waiting for Mark’s phone calls and texts with news of when we might see each other again.

			When I look in the mirror I hardly recognise the woman staring back at me. People have always said I look younger than I am, but now I look terrible. I am suffering an identity crisis. I don’t even know who I am. It’s as though each month of our relationship has added a year to my age. I used to take great pride in my appearance – always smartly dressed, made up every day, going to the hairdresser every couple of months – but that has had to stop. The grey is showing and there are dark circles under my eyes. I am living from one day to the next, never sure where I will be staying.

			It is six months since I fled the loneliness of the £3 million Georgian townhouse Mark had bought in Bath, and I am staying with an old friend. With no money and mounting debts, I am leading a nomadic existence, relying on the goodwill of others to give me a room for short periods.

			Part of me still clings to the hope that I am overreacting and that my new life with Mark will be all that he keeps promising. At the outset, he told me that it would take him eighteen months to sort out his life. I’d said I would wait for him. But that time is almost up, and I am at my wits’ end, barely coping. I have been let down by Mark so many times, but I still try to convince myself that he is honourable. Hope is all I have left.

			It’s 4.22 in the morning with the first hint of daylight filtering through the curtains. I haven’t slept all night.

			I can’t take any more.

			My fingers fumble in the dark on the bedside table. I pick up my mobile phone and tap out three words:

				Please help me.

			Another two hours pass before James Miller responds to my text and says I can call him if I like. I don’t know James well at all. He did some business with Mark, who once told me that if ever he and I were unable to talk and I was worried about anything at all, I should contact James for information and reassurance, because he would know everything.

			I ring James, apologising for calling him so early. Our brief conversation offers none of the reassurance I am looking for. I tell him, ‘For the past couple of weeks Mark has been telling me that you’re going to collect me, bringing air tickets and money, and that we’ll be flying out to see him wherever he is, because you have some work to do for him. Do you know anything about this?’

			‘No, no, I’m sorry,’ says James, ‘I don’t know anything at all about that.’

			I am stunned by what comes next:

			‘Carolyn, I’m really sorry, but I’ve been having a difficult time with him myself. My business has virtually gone down the pan and my reputation is in tatters. I don’t know how I’m going to survive. I’ve found out quite a bit about him that I think you should know.’

			I ask James if we can meet up, and he agrees to come up to London from Gloucestershire on Saturday to see me and answer more of my questions. I have plenty.

			Two days later I have moved on and am staying with an old schoolfriend in Twickenham. It’s 9.00 a.m. James parks his motorbike at the house and we walk the short distance to Twickenham Green, exchanging rather awkward pleasantries, both of us apprehensive about what is going to happen next.

			Arthur’s Bistro on the edge of the green is empty. It’s still early. We choose a table in an alcove, as private as is possible, and order coffee. James orders scrambled eggs too; I have no appetite. It is a sunny June morning but I feel icy cold and I know I must look terrible, but it strikes me, as the café begins to fill up, that no one looking at the two of us would guess that anything is wrong, let alone that my world is collapsing around me. We are just another couple chatting over coffee. It is a relaxed, informal place where, at first glance, we probably blend in well, me in my brown leather jacket and jeans and James with his motorbike jacket and helmet. But I feel as though I’m wearing a placard declaring ‘Heartbroken’, or ‘Suicidal’.

			It’s difficult to know where to begin, but I sit engrossed in conversation with James as the hours fly by. The revelations come thick and fast, and I am finding it hard to take it all in.

			His name isn’t Mark Conway.

			How on earth has this happened to me? How have I let this man ruin my life to a point where I want to kill myself?

			And if he isn’t Mark Conway, who the hell is he?

		

		
			1

			ONE MEMORABLE DAY

			That was a memorable day to me, for it made great changes in me and in my fortunes. But it is the same with any life. Imagine one selected day struck out of it, and think how different its course would have been. Pause, you who read this, and think for a moment of the long chain of iron or gold, of thorns or flowers, that would never have bound you, but for the formation of the first link on one memorable day.

			Charles Dickens, Great Expectations

			As I drew back the curtains on the morning of 19 January 2012, there was nothing to indicate that the events of the next twenty-four hours would dramatically alter the course of my life. The grey skies that had stared blankly back at me remained obstinately metallic all day, turning leaden by the time evening wrapped its cloak around the small Cotswold town of Tetbury, and darkness fell.

			Customers had been few and far between in the post-Christmas lull, but there was still half an hour to go before I could lock up and go home. Nina Simone sang softly in the background, as I sat at the counter, writing up my end-of-day report. Then I heard the familiar sound of the bell as the door opened and I looked up to greet a late customer.

			‘Hello,’ I smiled. ‘Can I help you?’

			Lone male customers were few and far between, and those men who did come in were usually dressed casually in jeans or crumpled cords, often paired with an equally crumpled tweed jacket. The dress code around here was definitely country casual. Smart casual hardly got a look-in. And smart was rarely seen.

			But this man was immaculate. He was of medium height and build, with thick dark brown hair, brown eyes, a very closely trimmed beard and moustache and an olive complexion. He wore a crisp white shirt (no tie), and what looked like a designer suit and designer glasses. He had a continental air about him and exuded confidence. The atmosphere was electric. He looked straight at me, held my gaze, and smiled.

			‘I noticed the jacket in the window. I wondered if you had it in my size?’

			‘I’ll have a look. The menswear’s in the back. Let me show you.’

			I showed him into the back room.

			‘What size do you normally take? A forty-two?’

			I picked through the jackets hanging on the rail, but to no avail.

			‘Well, it looks as though that’s the last one – in the window. I’ll get it for you.’

			‘No, really, don’t bother. I was just looking.’

			‘It’s no bother. Why don’t you have a look through here while you’re waiting? There are a couple of other really nice designs.’

			I picked out some alternative jackets, pointing out the colourful linings and the mismatched buttons and buttonholes that were a trademark of the brand, and left him to try them on while I went to get the jacket out of the window. He carried on chatting.

			‘I’ve been driving up and down Long Street every day for a few weeks now. That jacket caught my eye. Actually, I wouldn’t normally have stopped, but today I was desperate to get my hair cut. But the hairdresser closes at five. Five o’clock – it’s insane! Probably just as well. I’d never normally get it cut in a place like that. But this shop has style. How long have you been here?’

			‘About eighteen months. We’ve only recently started selling menswear. What do you think of it?’

			I helped him into the jacket I had brought in for him.

			‘Well it’s not really what I’m used to, but I do like this particular jacket. It doesn’t really fit properly though, does it? What do you think? I think perhaps a size bigger.’

			‘I think it looks good, but I can see if we can order you the next size up, if you like.’

			‘I’ll think about it. I might get something similar made to measure. It’s the only way to get things to fit properly. What’s your name, by the way?’ He was looking straight at me, still smiling.

			‘I’m Carolyn.’

			‘I’m Mark. It’s good to meet you.’

			We moved back through to the front of the shop and chatted on easily, but were suddenly interrupted when my friend Uma burst in with her dog, Lulu. Uma was windswept and dishevelled, dressed in a long, brown waxed coat and sheepskin hat. We used to joke and say that we would make a good double act, privately referring to ourselves as ‘Shabby Chic’. We were a good example of opposites attracting. I liked Uma and her partner, Antony, who had both been exceptionally hospitable and generous to me since Uma and I had become friends – a friendship that started with a first encounter in the shop.

			‘Hi, Carolyn. Listen, I’ve just been out for a walk past that house at Doughton you were looking at. I know you discounted it, but I really think you should take a second look. There’s real potential there; you could really add some value. I just wanted to come and tell you.’ Uma had previously worked as an estate agent and was keen to help.

			‘Thanks, Uma, but you know I really don’t want a project.’

			Uma glanced at Mark and shot me a questioning look, but I didn’t introduce them. In fact, I was rather keen for her to leave so that I could continue my conversation with my intriguing new customer.

			‘OK, well I’m off home now. Pop in after work for a drink if you feel like it and I’ll try to change your mind.’

			‘Thanks, Uma. I will. But my mind’s made up on that one.’

			Uma left, and Mark and I resumed our conversation. I explained that I had only recently moved to Tetbury and was looking for a place to buy, but it was proving more difficult than I had anticipated. Mark was so easy to talk to, I felt as though I’d known him all my life. He asked me about my family and I told him about my grown-up daughters, Lara and Emma. I picked up a copy of Cotswold Life, which lay open on the table, to show him photographs of my younger daughter, Emma, who had modelled for a feature on the shop.

			‘Isn’t she lovely?’

			‘She certainly is.’

			‘And her sister is equally beautiful, and I don’t mean just physically. They are lovely girls. I am very lucky.’

			‘Are you married?’

			He had already mentioned that he had been married three times.

			‘No.’

			‘Is there anyone special in your life?’

			He was very forward, and I paused momentarily before answering him.

			‘Maybe …’

			It was none of his business, but ever since childhood I have always felt compelled to answer when questioned about anything, and I can’t lie to save my life.

			‘I’ve met a couple of men since I’ve been here,’ I continued, ‘but only one who turned my head. Sadly, his manners let him down. No, I’m happy being single.’

			I looked at him as I said it and he held my gaze as a wry smile crossed his lips.

			‘I see.’

			‘Anyway, you’ll have to excuse me, I need to shut up shop now.’

			Although I am a naturally open person, I felt that perhaps I had given away too much, but he invited it and was so easy to talk to.

			‘Do you work here every day?’

			‘No. Usually four days a week, but never the same four.’

			I didn’t like routine and enjoyed working irregular hours. I felt it added to my freedom somehow, and it also made it difficult for people to pin me down.

			‘So how will I know which days you’ll be working?’

			‘You won’t.’

			‘So how can I find you?’

			I looked straight at him.

			‘I really don’t know.’

			The tension was palpable.

			‘Will you give me your number?’

			He was holding his mobile phone, thumbs poised.

			And I gave it. Just like that. He keyed it into his phone, then looked directly at me.

			‘So why did you just give me your number?’

			‘I really don’t know. It’s not something I usually do.’

			I felt slightly flustered. Why had I given him my number? It was so out of character.

			Suddenly, I heard my phone ringing from inside the cabinet behind me.

			‘Just to make sure,’ he smiled. ‘Good.’

			Then he reached out, took my hand and leaned forward to kiss it. I apologised because it was cold.

			‘Cold hands, warm heart,’ he ventured, and he held my gaze again. Then he turned on his heels and left, glancing back through the glass of the door, still smiling, before disappearing into the darkness.

			The ping of my mobile phone alerted me to a new message.

			17.25	Did I turn your head?

			I didn’t even have to think before responding.

				A few degrees perhaps …

			I shut up shop and went to buy a bottle of wine and some cigarettes. I didn’t normally smoke, but I must have detected a faint trace of tobacco on him, and already I was falling under his spell, mirroring him. I set off to see Uma. I was looking forward to a glass of wine and a cigarette. I wanted to reflect on what had happened. A man walked into the shop: it was the most ordinary thing, but it felt completely extraordinary – and significant. It was not like any other encounter I had ever had.

			‘So, who was that guy with you in the shop?’

			Uma was pouring out three large glasses of chilled white wine. She and Antony always enjoyed an evening drink or two.

			‘I don’t know. His name’s Mark. He’s doing some work up at the airport. He just came in to look at a jacket and we got talking.’

			‘Bloody hell! I couldn’t work out what was going on. I wondered why you didn’t introduce me. I thought he was a friend of yours – I mean I got the impression you knew each other pretty well. I definitely felt as though I was interrupting something.’

			‘Well, you were! Look at this.’

			I showed them the message on my phone.

			‘Nice reply,’ said Antony with a wry smile.

			As he spoke, another message came in and I felt my pulse quicken as I read it. Mark was asking me if I wanted him to be honest with me, about what he was looking for:

			17.55	Actually, wasn’t looking, just found.

			God! He certainly wasn’t backward in coming forward.

			‘Take a look at this.’

			I showed Antony and Uma, who exchanged knowing glances.

			‘Looks like you’ve scored there,’ Uma remarked as she raised her glass to mine. ‘Cheers, darling!’

			I felt excited, but wary. I had been caught off guard. I wouldn’t respond immediately. I needed to compose myself. But he was persistent.

			19.24	Did you get my message.

			This time I couldn’t resist.

				Yes, I did. What exactly do you think you just found?

				I am very honest.

			He went on to explain that he had no way of being in a full-time relationship for at least eighteen months, but that he liked me a lot, saying he found me ‘very, very attractive’, and that ‘everything happens for a reason’.

			19.45	Thanks for the compliment. I also think things happen for a reason but before we talk about marriage number 4 how about a drink? Aren’t you being a little premature?

				Lol! Where are you?

			I let it rest. Let him stew for a bit.

			20.20	You are perfect for me.

			Bloody hell! Nobody had ever come on to me this strongly before. I liked it – I was attracted to him, and I was flattered – but I didn’t respond. Uma and Antony exchanged another glance, eyebrows raised. Suddenly, my phone rang – it was him. I excused myself and went out of the room to take the call.

			‘It’s Mark. I’ve been texting you. Why don’t you respond to my messages?’

			‘I’m busy. I’m with friends.’

			‘Well, I’m not used to being kept waiting. Look, I really like you and want to see you again – soon. Are you free tomorrow evening? We could meet for that drink. I could come and pick you up.’

			‘I can’t talk now, but I’d like to see you again too. Call me tomorrow and perhaps we can arrange something.’

			‘Great. I just can’t wait to see you again.’

			‘We’ll talk tomorrow then. Bye.’

			I hung up. Every nerve in my body was on red alert.

			‘So, what did he say?’ Uma asked, as I returned to the kitchen.

			‘He wants to see me again. We’ll probably meet up tomorrow evening for a drink. He’s going to call tomorrow.’

			‘Well, this is all very sudden. You be careful. You know nothing about him.’

			‘Of course I’ll be careful. We’re only meeting for a drink.’

			But it wasn’t long before another message pinged in and my heart sank. ‘Perhaps we won’t be meeting after all,’ I said.

			I passed my phone to Uma.

			22.16	What are you wearing now?

			‘Well, he’s blotted his copybook there, hasn’t he? Bloody men – always following their dicks!’

			I didn’t like the question either, and a frisson of doubt crossed my mind. I felt as if my heart had brushed a cobweb. I shook it off, but had the sense I should tread carefully. I didn’t respond, but almost an hour later, after I had got home, another message came in.

			23.09	I take it … you haven’t read my message?

			That was enough for one evening. Let him wait. I really didn’t like the question about what I was wearing, which lodged uncomfortably at the back of my mind. But I couldn’t stop thinking about him. Well-meaning friends had previously tried to set me up on dates, and a few men had come on to me of their own accord. Now, in my mind’s eye, I went along the identity parade of rejects. And then I thought of Mark again. He was completely different. It had been a veritable coup de foudre when I had looked up to greet him.

			I hardly slept a wink that night, thinking about him, and the next day, at work, I couldn’t resist responding to his text of the night before.

			10.14	Hello. I did read your message, eventually, but I didn’t like the question.

			Let’s see how he responds to that, I thought.

			10.55	The question was because I like your style.

			He went on to say that he wondered if I had changed for dinner, and he couldn’t wait to see me later. I didn’t believe for one minute that was what the question was about, but I liked his explanation all the same. Here was someone who, like me, favoured a more formal style, and understood things like changing for dinner. It struck a chord with me.

				Bring a business card. I’ll bring my car – I would hate to be at your mercy, although I do like good manners so appreciate the offer of a lift. Send me some info, like your full name, so I can Google you. You can’t be too careful and I was caught totally on the back foot yesterday. Where and when this eve? Nice and local would be good.

				I don’t know your name nor does it bother me.

			He said that he would know in time, told me that he just liked me, which he thought was ‘nice’, and invited me to pick a place for a drink, while suggesting the Hare and Hounds in Westonbirt himself.

				Re the rest I find your lack of trust insulting.

			His bluntness was softened by the reassurance that although I may well have been hurt in the past, that didn’t mean he would hurt me too. He went on to say that he had a LinkedIn account and one on Twitter, but that he hated social media, so had no Facebook or anything like that.

			I liked that. He was like me. He valued his privacy and didn’t go in for opening up his life to the rest of the world on social media.

			12.33	Hmm. I am sorry you feel insulted. No insult was intended. That’s one of the reasons I generally don’t spend a lot of time texting or emailing in this sort of situation. It’s difficult to gauge the tone of what is being said and easy to have a misunderstanding – as I did re your question about what I was wearing. Let’s wipe the slate clean and talk this eve. Hare & Hounds is fine. What time?

				PS I also have no time for Facebook, or Twitter, or internet dating, or a whole host of other popular activity. I prefer the real world.

				7?

				See you then.

			All day I was excited and later that afternoon I texted my best friend, Anne, to tell her that I was going out on a date. She replied immediately.

			16.31	Well, who is he? Is he the one you told me about?

				No, this is someone else. Very confident and straight talking but could be a total bull-shitter. We shall see. He’s been married three times, perhaps a bit of a player. I don’t know. He came into the shop yesterday and I ended up giving him my phone number, God knows why. I am very out of practice with all this. Wish me luck.

			That afternoon, as the working day drew to a close, I thanked God I had no last-minute customers. Today I wanted to leave promptly and get home in time to spend a leisurely hour relaxing and getting ready to go out. When I got back home, I had a bath, touched up my make-up and put on a simple, short black tweed shift dress with a slight sparkle woven into it and gold fringing on the pockets. I loved this dress. It was very ‘Chanel’ and I felt good in it. I’d got it in the shop and received countless compliments on it. I could have sold it ten times over. With it I wore opaque black tights, simple black suede court shoes and a short black cardigan. My favourite black bag and a faux fur coat completed my outfit. It was time to go. As I was getting ready to leave another message pinged in on my phone.

			18.43	I am here! Early for the first time ever. xx

			He added that there was little coverage there, but I would find him in the library on the right-hand side of the main entrance.

			He was keen! And I noted the kisses.

			I arrived at the hotel twenty minutes later, parked in the car park a short walk away and strode briskly towards the hotel. I could see Mark in the yellow glare of the floodlights, standing outside the main entrance, smoking. I was aware of him watching me, but felt relaxed and confident as I approached him, smiling.

			‘Hello.’

			‘Hi.’ He was smiling too. ‘You look great. Come in.’

			He stubbed out his cigarette and held the door open for me.

			‘I’m through here. What can I get you to drink?’

			I looked into the library where I could see a glass on a table next to the fireplace, a wood fire blazing in the hearth. The setting was warm and inviting and utterly romantic.

			‘Are you drinking champagne?’

			‘Yes, I am.’

			‘I’ll have the same.’

			Mark disappeared to the bar and I went through to the library and sat down in a large armchair by the fire, directly opposite where he had obviously been sitting. We had the room to ourselves. He returned with my champagne and once more we slipped into easy conversation. I asked him about his day and he told me he had flown back in from Geneva that evening specially to see me. I was flattered and impressed. He said he was a Swiss banker and a tax exile but that he was spending some time in the UK working on some projects of his own. The conversation flowed and we sat chatting for over an hour. He was such easy company, and I found him absolutely riveting. It seemed he worked at least twenty hours a day. He flew his own plane, spoke seven languages and had a photographic memory. Somehow, the more open he was, the more mysterious he became.

			Then there was a brief lull in the conversation. He was looking intently at me.

			‘Do you smoke?’

			‘Occasionally.’

			‘I knew it! Like I said, you are perfect for me. Shall we?’

			He gave a slight tilt of his head towards the door. I put on my coat and we went outside for a cigarette. Marlboro Reds. Spanish. Mark lit two and offered me one. I put my bag on the ground as I took the cigarette from him, but he immediately picked it up and hung it on the door handle.

			‘You must never put your bag down like that,’ he scolded. ‘It’s bad luck. If you do that all your money will run away.’

			‘Luckily, I’m not superstitious,’ I laughed, as I took a drag on my cigarette and felt the effects of the nicotine. I was feeling slightly light-headed but was enjoying smoking with him. It felt companionable and rather conspiratorial – slightly wicked, even. I had always been such a ‘good girl’. I was pleased that I had brought my thick, warm coat with me as it was very cold outside and I could feel myself beginning to tense up.

			‘God, it’s cold out here!’

			‘Precisely! That’s why I don’t live in this country. The climate’s terrible. I have houses all over the world, but for me the Mediterranean is the place to live. This is crap. How anyone can live in this country I just don’t understand.’

			He held the door open for me and we went back inside. Mark started to tell me about his family, his childhood, his education, his marriages, his money – everything. It was all quite extraordinary. He told me that he hated his mother who, he explained, was Spanish, and preferred the company of her dogs to her children.

			‘Every time she gave birth she got herself another poodle, and lavished all her attention on the dog. I can’t stand her,’ he said, shaking his head.

			Despite being born into a very wealthy family (and a house of over one hundred rooms!) he had never been given pocket money and had always worked for everything. He had even paid for part of his education, in some sort of a two-fingered gesture at his father. He had gone to Eton and then on to Oxford.

			‘Which college?’ I enquired eagerly. My father and one of my daughters had gone to Oxford. Wouldn’t it be funny if he had attended one of the same colleges?

			‘New College,’ he responded, ‘but I didn’t finish my degree there. I found the course dull, so I left and went to LSE. I was their top student.’

			‘I see,’ I said, seeing no reason to disbelieve him. His CV sounded impressive, and although, as I write this, I can see how on the page he may come across as obnoxiously boastful, in real life, as we sat in front of the fire in a lovely hotel, I didn’t find him so. On the contrary, I enjoyed his confidence and found him refreshingly open, and the way he told me about himself and the way he looked at me were thoroughly captivating.

			He went on to tell me more about his family. He hardly ever saw his brother or his sisters, one of whom he said was a brain surgeon, and the only person he seemed to have any contact with was an uncle. His relationships with women seemed equally strange. He told me that he had married very young and that his first wife was a beautiful Finnish model.

			‘Beautiful but stupid,’ he said, claiming her lack of intelligence had driven him mad.

			His second marriage – one of convenience, made for the mutual benefit of the two families – was to a woman who was intelligent but no beauty. She was from a good background with good connections, but she was a member of Opus Dei. He told me that the marriage was a disaster as it was never consummated, and eventually his wife had sought a divorce on the grounds that he was addicted to pornography.

			‘Well, what was I supposed to do? And anyway, how much better to be watching porn than to be sleeping around with other women,’ he explained. ‘I have no time for that sort of thing.’

			He told me that he had discovered that the judge in his divorce case was having an affair, so he soon put him in his place.

			‘Knowledge is power,’ he told me with a wicked smile, looking deep into my eyes.

			More recently he had been married to another woman who had a son, Pedro, now fourteen years old. That relationship had ended a couple of years ago, but they had remained on good terms and he had undertaken to educate Pedro, as the boy’s father, despite being ferociously wealthy, just didn’t give a shit about him.

			‘Poor kid. I couldn’t just abandon him because his mother and I didn’t want to be together any more. That just wouldn’t be right.’

			‘Do you have any children of your own?’ I asked him.

			‘No. I thought I did. I thought I had two by my first wife, but when one of them became ill a DNA test revealed they weren’t mine. I’ve had no contact with them since.’

			What a bizarre life he had lived. I admired the fact that he’d made his own way and not relied on his family’s fortune to get on in life, but I didn’t envy him his background and thought how lucky I was to have such a close-knit family – that was everything to me.

			Mark went on to tell me about his lifestyle: luxury homes all over the world, tables available at a moment’s notice in the best restaurants, expensive everything. He liked only ‘the best’ and he had the money to pay for it. He began name-dropping and showing off, and, although I suppose he had been doing that all evening, he overstepped the mark and I remember pulling him up short.

			‘I’m not interested in your money,’ I interjected.

			‘No, I know you’re not.’

			‘But you have had an extraordinary life.’

			‘You’re right. It is totally extraordinary. My life is like a film; you couldn’t make it up … But there’s something I have to tell you,’ he confided, as he leaned across the table towards me. ‘I’m not normal.’

			I couldn’t deny it – but I liked ‘not normal’. Indeed, my old university motto was ‘Do Different’. I had always liked that and felt that it suited my character. Being and doing different was refreshing. It meant that you thought for yourself and didn’t follow the crowd. Mark had style and charisma. I found him very attractive, physically, and he was obviously highly intelligent. I had always found intellect attractive. He also appeared to have boundless energy and I found that exciting. He was so unlike any of the other men who had shown an interest in me since I had found myself footloose and fancy-free, one of whom had spent an entire lunchtime telling me all about his many ailments, a dicky heart among them – hardly the sort of information to set my pulse racing! Mark was something else entirely.

			I was at that stage in my life where I was enjoying my independence, but at times I could feel quite isolated. Single women are not readily accepted socially. I had made some big changes in my life and everything was working out better than I could have imagined. Soon I would have my own home again and would have enough money left over to provide me with a financially secure future. The only thing missing was a partner – a lover. I didn’t want to marry again; I didn’t want to live with anyone, but I did think my life would be richer and more fun with a man in it. I liked what Mark represented. Even his arrogance had a certain appeal. He was so sure of himself. I certainly wasn’t looking for another conventional relationship, and he seemed to offer something completely different – something that was missing from my life: excitement.

			Suddenly, the conversation changed. Mark had been looking intently at me the whole evening.

			‘You know, I can sum people up within a few minutes of meeting them. I can read people like books. I often know them better than they know themselves. People are so transparent. Now you I like. I find you very attractive, and you’re intelligent. You’re a good person too. And you’re classy. I like that. You’re a real lady, but I think there’s another side to you. You have a very high libido. Am I right?’

			He was out of order, but I didn’t object. In fact, I liked his full-on approach, and found him very entertaining. I laughed and shook my head.

			‘And you are very direct.’

			‘Well, you don’t deny it. As I said, I can read people. How old are you, by the way?’

			‘Fifty-four.’

			People had always said I could be taken for ten years younger, but I had never lied about my age.

			‘And you?’

			‘Guess.’

			‘Hmmm …’ I was hopeless at judging people’s age. I was sure he was younger than me, but how much?

			‘Forty-seven?’

			‘Forty-six.’

			‘Hmmm.’ I was looking directly at him. ‘You know I’ve never been able to see myself with a younger man.’

			‘Why ever not?’ He was smiling wickedly at me.

			‘I always thought it would make me feel old.’

			‘Nonsense, it will make you feel young. I love older women. All the women I have had relationships with have been older than me. Young women are just so dull. They have no conversation, no real confidence – no life experience.’

			As he finished speaking, he stuck his tongue out at me.

			‘I do that when I’m nervous,’ he said, at the same time pulling at his right eyebrow. And then he did it again.

			It was time to go. The evening had gone by in a flash. Mark had to get back to the airport to fly back to Switzerland, although he told me he had a house in Bath and would be back the following day. He was unlike anybody I had ever met before and my mind was in a spin.

			‘I’ll walk you to your car.’

			‘Just wait till you see what I drive!’

			After all his talk of mansions, private planes and fast cars I wondered what he would make of mine.

			‘I already know. I saw you drive in.’

			We stopped by my car, a ten-year-old Ford KA, and suddenly (and to this day I don’t know how he did it), he had one hand up my dress and the other one down it.

			‘Stop it!’

			‘But I want you so much. You know you want me too.’

			‘Not now.’

			‘Yes, you do. You know you do.’

			‘Stop it!’

			I meant it, although I was laughing. Someone later told me that it sounded like an assault, but it didn’t feel like that and he stopped almost immediately. I extricated myself and got into the car; he sat down on the door sill.

			‘Don’t sit there, it’s filthy, you’ll wreck your suit.’

			‘Never mind about that. I have to see you again. I have to see you again, very soon.’

			‘I’d like that too.’

			He was very close and staring intently into my eyes.

			‘You know what I really do, don’t you?’ he enquired.

			‘I think you’re a secret agent,’ I whispered back to him.

			‘I’ll call you.’

			He stood up, shut the car door and watched as I started the car and drove away. When I got home, I texted Uma.

				OMG!!!!! I really like him. This is the beginning of a big adventure.

		

		
			2

			A MAN IN A HURRY

			It is vain to say human beings ought to be satisfied with tranquillity: they must have action; and they will make it if they cannot find it.

			Charlotte Brontë, Jane Eyre

			The next morning, I was up early. I had hardly slept a wink, but when I got up, I didn’t feel tired. On the contrary – I felt alive. There were messages on my phone from Anne and the owner of the shop, Kerry. I couldn’t wait to tell them how it had gone.

			All my senses felt heightened, but I couldn’t settle to anything. I wasn’t working that day, so to take my mind off things I threw myself into cleaning the house. I often resorted to cleaning when I felt the need to regain control. I was bursting with energy and I swept through my cottage like a whirlwind, changing the sheets on my bed, gathering up laundry, scrubbing, hoovering, dusting and polishing, plumping up cushions and making sure everything was in its place. When the place was gleaming I sat down with a cup of coffee and tried to read my book, but I couldn’t concentrate and found myself reading the same paragraph over and over again, still not registering anything. It was hopeless. In the end, I gave in and picked up my phone. I knew I should play it cool, but I also knew that something extraordinary was happening.

			12.00	Did you sleep well? I hardly slept a wink but I found myself laughing out loud when I thought of some of the things you said. You are so full on and very funny. I really like that and altogether I like you a lot. A bientôt. Hasta la vista. Mi piace quando parli italiano

			I pressed ‘send’ and waited for a response. It seemed like for ever before I heard a message come in.

				Ti amo.

				I want to make love to you so much.

				Slept at 5am and just got up!

				I am so distracted I can hardly do a thing. When are we going to see each other?

				Me too. Will call you around 5

			I couldn’t bear it. How could I wait all that time to speak to him? It would seem like years. I had to do something to take my mind off things, so I phoned Uma and suggested a walk. The fresh air and exercise would do me good, and I needed company. We walked for a couple of hours, but although I usually turned my phone off when out walking, or even left it at home, now I kept an ear open, waiting for it to ring. Five o’clock came and went, then five-thirty, then six o’clock. Perhaps he wouldn’t call me, after all, but I felt sure he would. At around six-forty, I got a message:

				I can escape for an hour! Where do you want me?

			What? Where was he?

				I’m completely thrown! If you’re in Bath and I’m here, an hour gives you barely enough time for the round trip.

				Yes but I am now already near M4 going over it

				I can’t make love in a hurry – well I can but that’s not what I want now. Do you understand?

				Yes, but you can kiss me. Would you like to kiss me?

				Yes

				Where am I driving?

			I couldn’t resist. I gave him my address.

				OK 20 mins

			I was thrown into turmoil. I had spent the afternoon out walking and was wearing old jeans, old everything. My hair was unwashed, as was the rest of me. I wished I was looking less scruffy, but I hadn’t expected to be seeing him and there was no time to do much. I wanted to look good for him but, on the other hand, the fact that I was unwashed and wearing my least attractive but most comfortable walking underwear would ensure I kept my clothes on. He had been right the night before. I really wanted him.

			It wasn’t long before I heard the crunch of a car on the gravel outside and went to the door to meet him. It was so good to see him. He came in and immediately started kissing me. We moved over to the sofa. I was deeply attracted to him and every nerve in my body felt like a tightly coiled spring.

			‘Do you like that?’ he murmured.

			‘Mmm. I do,’ I whispered back.

			Suddenly, he jumped up, and in a flash, he had removed all his clothes. I noted that he went ‘commando’. He stood there in front of me, stark naked, fully aroused, muscles like steel, showing off to me. I liked what I saw, but there was no way this was going any further just now.

			‘What are you doing? Stop it! Put your clothes back on. Right now!’ I protested, but he took no notice and sat down next to me and started kissing me again.

			‘Baby, you know you want me just as much as I want you. Come on.’

			‘I am not going to sleep with you. Forget it!’

			I was laughing. He was just so funny, and I had to admit I was enjoying his full-on, no-holds-barred approach.

			‘Baby, I have to make love to you. Why waste time? It’s what we both want. How many people have what we have? I knew the minute I saw you that you were the one for me. Come on, baby, you know you want it too.’

			He had undone the button on my jeans and was already pulling at the zip. My jeans were tight and not easy to remove, but I offered up little resistance. I was living in the moment and in a trice, all my clothes were off too. He turned me over and took me vigorously from behind, slapping me as he drove himself deep inside.

			‘Don’t hit me. I don’t like that,’ I told him.

			He said nothing, turned me over and drove himself deep inside me again.

			I couldn’t relax. ‘Let’s go upstairs,’ I said, softly, looking deep into his eyes. I have always been very private and was worried that we might be seen through the small window that looked out on to the driveway from the stairs. ‘Come on.’

			I took his hand and led him quickly upstairs where we fell on to the bed and Mark wasted no time claiming me again. Now I was relaxed and uninhibited. He felt so good and I felt so happy my heart was singing. But all of a sudden, he stopped and pulled himself away. He was staring into my eyes.

			‘This is a nightmare! A fucking nightmare!’

			‘What’s wrong?’

			I didn’t have a clue what was going on.

			‘I’m falling in love with you. It’s a fucking nightmare!’

			Then he was all over me again. He was passionate, but loving and tender with it, kissing me, holding my face and staring deep into my eyes.

			‘I don’t know what to do,’ he murmured, ‘this is insane. You know I have never truly loved or been loved by anyone before.’

			I was playing with his hair, and oh, so happy.

			‘I don’t really know how to make love,’ he continued.

			I disagreed. ‘Yes, you do,’ I said, smiling and stroking his hair – and I meant it.

			Afterwards, we lay there, exhausted, chatting easily to each other. Then he suddenly sat up.

			‘When did you last have sex?’ he asked.

			‘That’s for me to know and you to wonder,’ I told him evasively before turning the question back on him. ‘And you?’

			‘Nothing for two years.’

			‘What? You must be joking.’

			I was truly surprised, for Mark struck me as a very highly charged, red-blooded man.

			‘That’s the truth. I am very fussy. But I need to come three times a day or I can’t function properly.’

			‘What?’

			‘I mean it. Three times a day. I’ve mastered the art of masturbation.’

			‘You’re crazy! Mark, if we become lovers, will I be the only one?’

			‘God, yes!’ A look of disgust crossed his face and he spoke as though the thought of others repulsed him. I liked that. He took my hand.

			‘Who gave you that ring you’re wearing?’ He was looking intently at the diamond solitaire on the ring finger of my right hand.

			‘It was my mother’s engagement ring. I always wear it.’

			‘I just wouldn’t want you wearing another man’s ring, that’s all.’

			‘And what about yours?’ He too wore a ring on the ring finger of his right hand.

			‘My grandmother gave it to me. I loved my grandmother.’

			The mood lightened and Mark picked up my camera, which was on the chest of drawers. Photography was a big passion of mine and I loved to go out walking and taking photographs. He started taking pictures.

			‘Put it down!’ I protested, but he wouldn’t stop.

			He clicked away as we fooled around, both of us in fits of laughter.

			All too soon it was time for him to go. I wanted him to stay. I wanted to lie there with him – to talk, cuddle, spend the night together – but he had to go.

			‘I’m sorry baby, Pedro’s staying with me. I told you about Pedro, remember? My ex’s son? I have to be with him in the morning.’

			‘Who’s he with now?’

			‘A nanny. I just dropped him off with the nanny and ran. I had to see you. We’ll see each other again soon.’ He got up from the bed and we went downstairs where he retrieved his clothes, dressed almost as quickly as he had undressed, kissed me and was gone.

			No sooner had he left than I heard a message ping in.

				I miss you already

			And I responded immediately:

				I am lonely!

			That was a big thing for me to confess, for in all the time I had been single I had never really felt lonely. As I lay in bed, I mulled it over in my mind and thought that I had probably never felt lonely because there hadn’t been anyone I really wanted to be with. Mark was different. I really wanted to be with him, and now he had gone I did feel lonely. It was a strange feeling, and not one I wanted to have to get used to.

			Thinking back on those first heady encounters, with the knowledge I have now, I can see exactly how Mark was operating. I believe him to be a psychopath.

			Psychopaths are social predators who have no conscience and are unable to feel love, compassion, guilt or remorse (Mark told me that he had never loved or been truly loved before). They are completely lacking in empathy, and their only motivation is self-gratification, which they achieve using charm, manipulation and the ruthless exploitation of others. They are often smooth talkers with a lot to say. They are supremely confident and relaxed and experience no social anxiety, making it easy for them to put their targets at ease. Mark exhibited all these characteristics. One of the things that I remember very clearly from those early encounters is the intense eye contact he made with me. I took this as a sign that he was telling the truth, but I didn’t know then about the ‘psychopathic stare’, a look of such intensity that many people find totally disarming. Looking back over his early text messages I can see how he flattered me, and how he stressed his ‘honesty’ (for the duration of our relationship he frequently stressed how honourable he was). I can also see that, initially, I sensed danger. I told him, ‘I would hate to be at your mercy’, and told my friends that he may be a ‘bull-shitter … a bit of a player’, but I didn’t even flinch on our first date when he admitted to watching porn, something that would normally have been a big turn-off. I found his openness refreshing, and I liked the aura of mischief that surrounded him. After all, bad boys are often especially attractive to good girls.

			We don’t realise how much we give away in small talk, especially if we are unknowingly being closely watched, and mined for information and reactions. In those first three encounters, Mark was working out exactly what made me tick, and adapting himself to meet my hopes and desires. He was also, from the word go, toying with me, even telling me, ‘I don’t know how to make love’. Psychopaths are exceptionally good at working out what makes people tick. He openly told me he could read people like books, that he often knew them better than they knew themselves. ‘Knowledge is power,’ he announced before brazenly confiding, ‘I’m not normal’. How he must have been congratulating himself when I drove off after that first date!

			As for me, I did everything I could to ensure my safety – I didn’t accept Mark’s offer of a lift and I told him to bring a business card so that I could Google him. Then he threw the ball back at me, telling me that he felt insulted by my lack of trust. That put me on the back foot again and made me feel bad (a distracting and undermining tactic often used by psychopaths), and it wasn’t until days later that I realised I still didn’t even know what his surname was. With a skilled manipulator like him though, I stood no chance, and I am sure that had I insisted on some form of ID, he would have supplied one. I can also see how he deliberately sowed the seeds to make me think he was a spy, when he told me that he flew his own plane, spoke seven languages and had a photographic memory.

			When I look back on my relationship with Mark, I realise just how much people take on trust, and how little is needed in the form of suggestion before we start joining the dots and constructing the picture we want to see – or that someone else wants us to see. I was brought up to be honest and see the best in people, a strategy that served me well for over fifty years; and if you have been brought up to trust people, it is impossible to deal with someone whose whole life is a lie. Just stop for a moment and think how much you take on trust every time you have a conversation, even with people you have never met before. I had never indulged in internet dating, for fear of not knowing who I would be dealing with, but it never occurred to me that in ‘real-life’ encounters you can be deceived just as easily.

			Although I never thought of myself as being vulnerable, with the benefit of hindsight I can see that I was. Having recently moved to a new place to start a new life I was experiencing a rather heady freedom. I was suddenly unimpeded by everyday family responsibility and I think I was also lulled into a false sense of security by my idyllic surroundings and a feeling of great confidence and pride in having made such a big change in my life. Living on my own, somewhere other than what had been the family home, was liberating, and when Mark walked into my life, I was ready to throw caution to the wind and experiment a little. This was my time to be just a little bit irresponsible.
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