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For Mum and Dad, love always x
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Paris, 28 June 1995


Bonjour Maman et Papa.


Paris est très très très bon. I should have paid more attention to French in school, you were both right as always, but that is okay because the waiters speak English to me before I even open my mouth! I am going to give up on going to university, get a garret in Montmartre and paint. Or maybe write books. Or compose. Something artistic that means I will wear a beret and all black and be effortlessly très chic! Zut alors, Paris has my soul!


Miss you. Love you always. DON’T WORRY.


Lottie xxx






Chapter One


‘I mean it, I am done.’ Nora Fitzgerald folded her arms and looked defiantly around the table. She could see why her friends looked sceptical. Her more recent romantic choices had been questionable to say the least. ‘No more dating. No apps, no set-ups. None of it. D.O.N.E. Done.’


‘Hear, hear!’ Ana held up her glass in a toast. ‘I’ll drink to that. Dating sucks.’


Nora clinked Ana’s glass. ‘Exactly! It really really sucks. Here’s to the end of dating. No more being ghosted by a man who still lives with his mother, no more being the rebound fling before he decides to propose to his ex.’


‘No more finding out he’s married with a baby on the way.’ Ana grimaced. ‘Or watching him cry at his university girlfriend’s wedding.’


‘No more standing in sweaty rooms watching terrible guitar bands week after week, only to find him snogging someone else behind the drum kit.’


‘To be fair, you should have known not to trust anyone in a band called Hooray Henry,’ Felix said with a slight shudder, looking up from his intense perusal of the menu from the other side of the table, although, as they came here nearly every week, he probably knew it by heart. ‘And they were really terrible. No offence, Nora, but I for one was delighted when you broke up with Lee. He should have paid us to turn up at those gigs, not charged us for the experience.’


Nora cringed. It was bad enough that she had wasted half a dozen weekends dutifully attending gigs in the back rooms of pubs in the outer reaches of London, but worse she had begged, cajoled and bribed her friends to join her. ‘I can’t believe I put you through that. I am a truly awful friend. And I actually thought I was heartbroken for a good few weeks after I finally dumped him. What was I thinking?’


‘We did wonder.’ Felix’s husband, Dai, nudged her. ‘But we all kiss our fair share of frogs before we find our prince.’ The smile he gave Felix was so tender it almost … almost … weakened Nora’s resolve.


‘Well. I for one have kissed my last frog,’ she said. ‘No more awkward first dates where they don’t ask me a single question about myself or eat all my food. No more sitting awkwardly while everyone in the bar knows I have been stood up. No more commitphobes. No more foot fetishists. No more unsolicited dick pics from random strangers.’ She thumped her fist on the table. ‘It’s time to say no. Applications are closed. Frogs need not apply.’


‘Go, Nora!’ Grace tossed her long braids back as she broke into applause. ‘I’d love to say I’m in, but I’m weak. I don’t want to be single forever.’


‘You’ve haven’t been single for as much as a week since we started Year Seven,’ Nora pointed out affectionately. ‘You just have to lift a finger and men fall into line. Besides, you love the dating game.’


‘True, and I am not ready to stop playing yet. But that’s because I know not to take it seriously. I’m not the romance nut here, Nora. I don’t believe in soulmates or a happy ever after. When it stops being fun, I’ll stop and if I’ve found someone I’m compatible with, then great, and if not, then that’s fine too. But you want the fairy tale. You always have. I just don’t see you settling down with a cat and your knitting and a nice box set.’ She grinned at Nora. ‘Not the way you knit anyway.’


‘Oh, I am not giving up on finding Mr Right,’ Nora said. ‘It’s dating I’m done with, not love. I still want to fall properly in love, to get married and maybe have children and all of that. But I’m not getting anywhere dating, so I have decided that I need to stop trying so hard, and I just have to trust that it will happen for me the old-fashioned way.’


Her friends exchanged amused glances.


‘The old-fashioned way? To join together two grand estates?’


‘Newspaper adverts?’


‘Becoming a governess in a spooky Yorkshire mansion?’


‘At a ball?’


‘No, idiots.’ Although a ball would be rather cool. ‘Fate. When the time is right, I’ll meet my soulmate. I just need to trust in that.’ Nora took a gulp of her Prosecco and avoided four sceptical pairs of eyes.


‘Honey, I hear you, but sometimes fate needs a helping hand,’ Dai said. ‘Look at me and Felix. I had to drink an obscene number of flat whites before he even noticed me, let alone started flirting with me.’


‘Oh, I noticed you,’ Felix said softly and Nora’s heart twisted. This was what she wanted. Not the combat of dating, but to be settled. She wanted pyjamas and a takeaway on a Saturday night, long walks across Hampstead Heath talking about nothing and yet finishing each other’s sentences. She wanted a perfect fit. Her perfect fit. And recent experiences were proving that she was unlikely to find him on an app. She shouldn’t be surprised – after all, hadn’t her mother raised her on classic romantic films? If they had taught her anything, it was that you didn’t find love, it found you, often in the most unexpected places and at the most unexpected times.


‘I love the idea of a soulmate, but I just don’t trust my hormones not to lead me astray,’ Ana said. ‘I swear, I can tell each month when I ovulate because I get obsessed with procreation. I sit on the tube and look around and think, if we get taken through to another dimension, who here will be the best hunter-gatherer and I find myself trying to catch their eye in this intense way. I can’t stop myself. The evolutionary instinct is scary stuff. If I trusted in fate, I’d be married to some hulking rugby player with no emotional intelligence but fabulous upper body strength.’


Nora couldn’t help laughing at the image of six foot, leggy Ana hunting down her prey during rush hour like some kind of leopardess on the prowl for a mate. ‘OK. I’ll just make sure I still feel it’s right when I’m not ovulating. All I know is that I need to trust in what my mum always said, that when I meet the one I’ll just know, like she did when she met my dad. She said that the universe has a plan for all of us, I just have to stop trying to make it happen and let it happen.’


‘But I thought you didn’t know who your dad is?’ Dai snagged an olive from the bowl sitting in the middle of the table. ‘Have I got that wrong?’


‘I know who he is,’ Nora said, immediately defensive, although she knew Dai was just interested. It couldn’t be easy for him as the newest member of such a tight-knit group, friends who had known each other so long there were no secrets, no unknowns. ‘I just don’t know him – and he doesn’t even know I exist. My mum met him in Italy, in Florence – isn’t that the most romantic thing you ever heard? She was interrailing the summer after her A levels and met him at a gelato shop – he knocked hers right out of her hand and insisted on buying her a new one. It was the ultimate meet-cute.’ Nora sighed. She could picture it so clearly, her mother, hair in plaits, adorably freckled nose, the gelato falling to the floor. Her father, tall, handsome and apologetic. ‘They spent a few perfect days together; it wasn’t until she got home several weeks later that she realised she was pregnant with me. But the point is, the moment she saw him she knew he was going to be in her life forever – and through me he was.’


‘But they didn’t stay in touch?’


Nora shook her head. ‘No social media in those days. Not even email, not for most people. Mum didn’t even know his surname. They were both heading south so parted in Rome with the promise they would run into each other again, but somehow it didn’t happen. She had other relationships, of course, later, a couple pretty serious, but no one else made the same impact on her. You know, right until she died, I think she hoped she would see him again one day, if only to tell him about me.’ She blinked, her eyes suddenly hot.


It was nearly the fifth anniversary of her mother’s death, but Nora still missed her all the time. They had been unusually close, partly because of her mother’s youth, but mostly because of the kind of person her mother had been – warm, impulsive, empathic. Every time she returned home from another failed date, she wished her mother was there to envelop her in a hug, make her a cup of tea and cheer her up by putting on one of the nineties romcoms they both adored. Who could stay sad while watching Tom Hanks and Meg Ryan find each other on the top of the Empire State Building?


‘That’s incredible. It’s hard to imagine a time when you couldn’t just add someone on Insta and they would still be there long after the tan has faded, liking every cat picture.’ Dai took another olive. ‘Do you know anything about him at all?’


‘I know that he was Swedish, planning to study architecture and called Erik and that’s it. Luckily, I do have a couple of photos, so I at least know what he looked like in his late teens or early twenties.’ She looked down at the table. ‘I was doing some tidying the other day and I came across Mum’s diary. Well, it’s more a collection of postcards and letters, so I don’t feel like I’m intruding reading them. Seeing their time together through her eyes makes me feel like I know him a little better.’ She blinked, remembering the way her mother’s expression would soften whenever she talked about the brief time she and Nora’s father had spent together. Finding and reading the postcards made her feel like her mother was still here, for a few moments at least, her voice so vivid and alive. Nora was doing her best not to rush through them, reading them one at a time, in those moments when she really missed her mother.


And if her mother were here, she knew she would tell Nora to stop trying so hard to meet someone. To trust in fate. Finding the postcards and letters felt like a sign to do exactly that.


‘At least you have a name,’ Dai said. ‘Can’t you use that to track him down?’


‘Do you know how many Eriks there are in Sweden?’


‘Er, a lot?’


Nora took a sip from her nearly empty glass. ‘There are around sixty thousand males called Erik in Sweden. I can discount any aged under forty-five and over sixty, but it’s still too wide a field and narrowing the search area down to architecture hasn’t helped. Besides, even if I did track him down, he might not want to know me. He might not even remember Mum or he might have a family of his own and not want the complication of an adult daughter wanting to play happy families.’


Nora had told herself that many times, but it didn’t stop her trying to find her father. Didn’t stop her spending especially lonely evenings on social media, search sites, using photo recognition software, searching architecture firms around the world, the crumpled photos by her side, looking for any clue, any man of the right age who might have been in Italy at the right time. What she would actually do if she did ever find him, she wasn’t sure. Her dream was to be part of a family again, the reality might be rejection.


‘If anyone can find him, you can,’ Grace said loyally. ‘You’re the best in the business.’


‘It’s not quite the same.’ But Nora couldn’t deny that part of the reason she enjoyed her job working for an heir hunter firm was because, even if she was missing part of her heritage, she got to reunite other families. Yes, her job was all about money, but the people she tracked down often inherited more than just cash and assets, they found a family history and sometimes an actual family as well.


For someone as alone in the world as Nora was, that was the biggest prize of all.


To Nora’s relief, the waitress turned up at that moment and Dai’s questions ended as they got down to the important business of ordering. Nora had been friends with Grace, Felix and Ana since school; there was nothing about her life they didn’t know. Well, almost nothing, they didn’t know how lonely she was, that fact she kept to herself, not wanting their pity. They’d already steered her through enough tragedy. They knew she wanted to find her soulmate but they didn’t know how much of that desire stemmed from her longing to be part of a big, bustling family. To come home to noise and chaos and love, not an empty house where her footsteps echoed forlornly around the hallway and just two coats hung on the hatstand meant to hold five times as many.


Dai reached for the Prosecco bottle, but when he lifted it up, it was empty. ‘Have we finished it already? There’s the red we brought, but I’m still in the mood for bubbles. Anyone else?’


‘I’ll go and get a bottle,’ Nora said, getting to her feet. Their favourite tapas restaurant was a bring your own, which made it surprisingly affordable even in trendy Hoxton. ‘I meant to grab a bottle before I got here, but I was running late. No, honestly, Dai,’ she insisted as he tried to dissuade her. ‘It’s my turn and there’s that lovely wine shop just over the road. I’ll only be a few minutes. Just leave me an olive – and if the padron peppers arrive, do not eat them all!’


Grabbing her bag Nora made for the exit, glad of the opportunity to clear her head and get some air. Dai’s innocent questions had stirred up a lot of feelings she tried to keep dampened down and, she realised, as she swayed in her too-high heels, she had been swigging the Prosecco more quickly than usual as she had responded.


Her shoes, like many of her clothes, had belonged to her mother. Since her teens, Nora and Charlotte Fitzgerald had shared a wardrobe as amicably as they had shared a house. Even better, her packrat mother had thrown very little out, leaving Nora with a plethora of original eighties and nineties outfits to choose from, in addition to some gems from her grandmother’s wardrobe. Tonight, she wore a silk slip dress of her mother’s teamed with the black-laced ankle boots. They had been her mother’s favourite shoes and wearing them always made Nora feel closer to her. It didn’t hurt that they also added three inches to her diminutive five foot two height.


As Nora left the restaurant, she turned to look at her friends framed in the window. Ana’s often stern, sharply cut features relaxed in laughter at something Grace had said, while Dai and Felix leant close to each other across the table, lost in their own world. Who would have thought that Felix would be the first of them to settle down? Dai had softened some of his more cynical edges, made public his romantic side. They were the perfect example of two people who were just meant to be together. And they had had the perfect meet-cute. If Felix hadn’t decided that following his father into the city wasn’t for him after all and opened up a coffee shop instead, if Dai hadn’t taken the wrong exit off the Heath, if he hadn’t been so smitten with the handsome barista that he had continued to take the wrong exit day after day, then Dai wouldn’t even be part of their lives. It was almost terrifying how much had hinged on that wrong exit and a flat white. Thank goodness fate had brought them together. OK, fate with a bit of a helping hand from Dai. Regardless, the pair had everything she wanted for herself. They were proof that her soulmate was out there waiting for her.


Lost in thought, Nora stepped out into the road, only to stagger and nearly fall as, instead of landing on hard tarmac, her foot sank down. Had she snapped a heel? These were Gucci ankle boots! Her mother would kill her, no matter that she herself had been dead for five years!


The moment of dark humour took away from the discomfort of the misstep and the humiliation of nearly falling flat on her face in the street. Not very hipster Hoxton cool of her.


Nora straightened carefully, flexing her ankles and knees to check for damage as she did so, and looked down to see what had happened.


A grate. A big grate right by the pavement and she had gone straight through it. At least, her heel had. Idiot.


She lifted her foot. Except it didn’t move. What the actual? She pulled again, but no, the heel was obstinately and definitely stuck in the grate. Another tug, harder, the effort squeezing her ankle and bringing sudden tears to her eyes.


‘Damn it.’


Nora looked around wildly, but all she could see was a taxi a few metres away with two men standing beside it, one holding a bag. Besides, what could she say? ‘Please help me, my vintage and horribly impractical boots are stuck in a grate.’ What could anyone actually do? The only option was to unlace the boot, take it off and try to wiggle it free when it wasn’t encumbered by her foot.


Right. A plan.


Only, of course – of course – it was starting to rain, the wind whipping up. It was early May, but the weather clearly hadn’t got the springtime memo. What had she been thinking coming out without a coat? Her dress might be an original Ghost 90s slip dress, but it was still silky, skimpy and now increasingly damp. As for her hair, she could actually feel it starting to frizz, to rise like dough on a warm windowsill.


Nora bent down and started to tug at the laces. These boots had seemed oh so cute at home, with their hooks and the way they laced all the way up her calves, but, as her fingers numbed, she was bitterly regretting not pushing her feet into her flat fur-lined boots and choosing practicality over style. And had this lace knotted? Damn. It. She tugged again, only to realise she was making the problem ten times worse. The rain intensified and she swore under her breath. If only it would stop raining. If only she could see! If only her fingers would work …


One of the two men standing by the taxi called out sharply in her direction. ‘Attenzione! Look out!’


Nora whirled round, wrenching her ankle as she did so, and saw a motorbike coming towards her at what seemed like an impossible speed, lights blaring straight at her. Desperately, she tugged her now painful foot, tears of vexation, pain and fear mingling with the rain running down her face.


‘I can’t get it free!’ she cried out and heard running footsteps before a hand grabbed her shoulder.


Nora looked up, dimly taking in a tall slim figure, a glimpse of wet, dark hair and the impression of razor-sharp cheekbones. She gave another tug. ‘It’s stuck.’


‘Cavola! Accidento,’ the man muttered, before slipping an arm around her shoulders and holding her tightly as he gave a sharp tug and, with a moment of exquisite pain, her foot was pulled free from the drain, the motorbike roared past and, for the first time in her life, Nora Fitzgerald fainted. Right into the arms of her rescuer.






Vienna, 1 July 1995


Mutter und Vater,


Oh, Vienna! With your boulevards and tea rooms and cakes! I even went to the opera the other night – can you imagine? I am so very cultured now.


Anyway, change of plan. I am going to move here instead of Paris and waltz and eat sachertorte and have a little dog who I will walk through the park before another coffee and more cake.


You will be very happy to know that, so far, all the hostels have been clean and safe and the trains nearly all on time. There are loads of backpackers with huge rucksacks and little money on the post-A level pilgrimage, it’s funny to see the same faces in different cities. It’s not just the Brits though, I am meeting lots of interesting people from all over the world. Miss you though!


Your Lottie xxx






Chapter Two


Nora knew three things. One, it was still raining. Two, her foot really hurt. And three, she was propped up against a wall, her eyes closed.


‘What happened?’ she murmured like some kind of film heroine, the effort of opening her eyes somehow too much, but still uncomfortably aware that her dress was soaked through, her hair dripping. Woozy as she was, she couldn’t help but worry that her mascara had ended up halfway down her face.


There was no answer, but she could hear a rumble of male voices speaking Italian, one indistinct, the other a deep, gravelly voice that was somehow comforting. More, familiar. Safe.


She tried to open her eyes but couldn’t make out much more than a blur before she had to close them again, the throb in her ankle drowning everything else, before drifting back off into that strange twilight world.


‘Nora? Nora!’


‘Is she hurt?’


‘Do we need an ambulance?’


‘Nora, honey, are you OK?’


‘Give her some air.’


‘We need to move her inside.’


‘Should we? What if she’s hurt?’


‘But she’ll catch pneumonia if she stays out here!’


It was nice that her friends were so concerned, but Nora wished they weren’t quite so loud. Her shoulder was throbbing, her foot was still doing something that made throbbing seem like a benign activity, she felt faintly nauseous and she’d gone from wet through to absolutely soaking.


She managed to open her eyes and this time keep them open and blurrily made out Grace, Ana, Felix and Dai standing over her. Behind them, looking concerned, were Tony and Elena, the restaurant owners.


‘I’m fine,’ Nora croaked, but nobody seemed to hear her.


‘No ambulance,’ she tried again and this time her voice was stronger.


‘Nora! She’s awake.’ Ana crouched down by her. ‘Are you sure? What if you have concussion?’


‘I didn’t hit my head.’ Nora touched her head doubtfully. Surely, she would feel it if she had? ‘A guy caught me.’ Nora suddenly felt bereft, missing the strong arms around her, that strangely familiar feeling of safety. ‘Where is he?’


‘What guy? Are you sure you’re not concussed?’ Ana looked even more concerned.


‘There was a guy,’ Grace said excitedly. ‘He stepped away when we all came out. I think Dai spoke to him? Dai? Who was the guy?’


‘Nora’s knight in shining armour? No idea.’


‘He was Italian, I think. A real hero. He saved my life. Or at least he saved me from a nasty accident. Tall, dark …’ Nora caught herself. Maybe she had hit her head if she was blurting out every thought.


‘Tall, dark and heroic. Maybe fate is telling you something,’ Felix teased. Then he turned serious. ‘Nora, I think we should call a paramedic and get you checked out.’


‘I’m fine,’ and she increasingly was, the ache in her shoulder receding, the pain in her ankle lessening. She looked around. ‘I just wish I could say thank you. Did he take off?’


‘Once we were here and he knew you were OK,’ Dai said.


‘Oh.’ Nora wasn’t sure what her sudden swoop of disappointment meant. ‘Well, I’m just glad he was here in the first place.’


‘So are we,’ Dai agreed. ‘Oh! He asked me to give you this.’ He held up a small business card. ‘In case you need a statement for insurance or anything, he said.’


‘Thank you.’ Nora used Felix’s proffered arm to get gingerly to her feet and test her ankle. It twinged as she put weight on it. Possibly sprained, she decided, but definitely not broken. ‘Let’s get out of the rain, I want my patatas bravas even if you don’t. I didn’t make it to the off-licence though.’


‘Don’t worry about that.’ Felix put his arm around her and helped her limp to the restaurant door. ‘I’m still not sure we shouldn’t get you checked out, let alone feed you alcohol.’


‘I wouldn’t turn down some ice for my foot, but otherwise I’m fine.’ Nora wasn’t being brave, with every step she really did feel better. Oh, her ankle ached, as did her shoulder, clearly a little wrenched from when the stranger had grabbed her to pull her back, she was beginning to shiver as the wet fabric of her dress clung to her skin and she wasn’t sure she dared check her boots for damage, but for all that, she felt strangely excited. It was almost as if she had recognised her rescuer, even though the whole thing had taken seconds, she hadn’t even spoken to him and she had never seen him before. It was just like her mother had described meeting her father. Looking up and just knowing, despite the driving rain and the fact she could barely make out his features. And even though, in this case, the hero of the story hadn’t stuck around.


Despite everything, Nora managed to enjoy her dinner, gratefully accepting Elena’s offer of a towel and a sweatshirt and tracksuit bottoms to change into and sensibly sticking to water rather than any more wine, but she found it hard to concentrate on her friends’ conversations, instead replaying the events of the accident over and over. The whole thing had probably taken less than a minute, and yet every millisecond was stamped on her brain. The shout, the rescue, the strength as he had hauled her to safety …


‘Did he say anything else?’ she asked Dai as she ensured the precious business card was safely stowed away in her bag after sneaking a look at it.


Gabriel Catalano. Catalano … Just like Jordan. She and her mother had curled up together and watched every episode of My So-Called Life. ‘This will teach you everything you need to know about being a teenager,’ her mother had told her, and she’d been right. Nora had lost her thirteen-year-old heart to the monosyllabic, guitar-playing Jordan just as hard as Claire Danes had. She’d even affected dressing in big plaid shirts and tried hennaing her hair that summer in the hope that she’d find a Jordan of her own. It couldn’t be a coincidence that he had the same surname of her teen crush. It had to be a sign.


‘Just that he was sorry, but he was already running late and he hoped you were OK. Why?’


‘No reason,’ Nora said as nonchalantly as possible, but Felix’s brown eyes gleamed.


‘You seem very invested for no reason.’


Nora’s cheeks heated. ‘I just thought I ought to thank him, that’s all.’


‘You have his card. Why not get in touch and offer to take him out for a thank-you drink?’ Dai grinned. ‘He’s around our age and very handsome, if that’s what you wanted to know.’


‘No, not at all,’ Nora protested weakly, her cheeks hot.


Dai was right, the normal thing would be to get in touch. But taking him out smacked of a first date. Paved the way to awkward silences and a quick summing up, of ready-made excuses and inevitable disappointment. And Nora had turned her back on all that, hadn’t she? She was leaving her life in the hands of fate. If Jordan – Gabriel – Catalano was who fate intended for her, then she would see him again. The universe would make sure of it. Wouldn’t it?


At 3 a.m., Nora admitted defeat. It wasn’t just the throbbing in her still swollen ankle or the bruising in her shoulder, or the spicier than usual patatas bravas keeping her awake. Every time she closed her eyes, she relived the incident, the lights bearing down on her, the deep gravelly voice, the moment she was hauled onto the pavement and to safety.


Nora got out of bed and pushed her feet into her slippers, shrugging on her fleecy dressing gown. The house was chilly, bordering on down right freezing, and as always preternaturally quiet for a house in London. Quiet and empty. On the one hand, she was lucky – what other twenty-eight-year-old owned a three-storey Victorian terrace in Hampstead, just a few minutes’ walk from the Heath? On the other, she would happily live squished into one room in a crowded flat share, moaning about the price of renting, to have her grandparents and mother back again. It was a surprise sometimes, how much that knowledge still hurt, still overwhelmed her, leaving her bent over and gasping for breath. She hadn’t realised how physical grief could be, not until she was swamped in it.


Switching on the landing light, Nora made her way down to the big kitchen diner at the back of the house and flicked the kettle, picking up the card Gabriel Catalano had left with Dai off the kitchen table. Of course, he might have left the card for Dai, not her. He might be married or have taken a vow of celibacy or be in a polyamorous relationship and Nora was not judging, but she knew she wasn’t cut out for sharing and …


Nora Florence Fitzgerald, stop getting ahead of yourself.


The thought was so clear she could almost see her grandmother, always calm, always wise, padding around the kitchen dispensing love and tea in equal measure. There had been no one better during a crisis of confidence.


Nora looked over at the three framed photos she kept on the sideboard, her constant companions. The first was of her grandparents on their wedding day in the late nineteen-fifties, so very of the era with her grandmother’s bouffant hair and her grandfather’s dapper suit, both wearing wide and hopeful smiles. They had needed that hope, waiting nearly two decades for Nora’s mother to come along. Maybe that’s why they had taken her unexpected teen pregnancy in their stride, offering their daughter and her baby a home without a murmur of reproach as far as Nora knew, giving Nora the happiest and most stable of childhoods despite their unorthodox situation.


The second photo was of her mother, Charlotte, on her last day of school. Impossibly young, yet less than a year from becoming a mother, wearing tie-dyed dungarees, her hair in two long plaits, posing in huge sunglasses, little knowing that in just a few weeks she would meet the man who would change her life forever.


The third photo was of them all on Nora’s sixteenth birthday, her grandparents now white-haired and wrinkled but still recognisably that young couple, their smiles wider than ever, and both still effortlessly stylish, her mother looking little older than Nora herself, the pair often mistaken for sisters thanks to their resemblance, with their strawberry blonde hair and green eyes, matching smiles and slight build.


The photo had been taken just twelve years ago. Now Nora was the only one left.


Nora made herself a mint tea, taking it and her laptop over to the battered sofa by the patio doors, where she curled up, pulling a blanket over her for warmth. In the dark days after her mother had died, she had often slept down here, needing to be in the heart of her home. She took the card out of her dressing-gown pocket and examined it. A name, an email address, no more, no less. That was fine, she could and did work with a lot less.


But would researching her hero be cheating?


On the one hand, the universe might have given her the card as a clue. A push in the right direction. But, on the other, looking him up did feel a little dodgy. Verging on stalkerish.


She shut her laptop and put it down on the sofa. She had actual real paying work to be getting on with, she shouldn’t be wasting her time with this. And if fate had really catapulted her into the path of a speeding motorbike so that Gabriel Catalano could rescue her, then fate would make sure she met him again.


Luckily, Nora was too busy over the next couple of weeks to give her rescuer more than one or two – or ten or twenty – passing thoughts, thanks to a breakthrough in one of her more obstinate cases tracking down the heirs of a million-pound-plus estate. Her trail had led her to Devon, which meant a trip out of London, and by the time she returned home, weary and still with only part of the puzzle solved, she was ready to admit she had gone a little overboard in her reaction to the incident.


So, she had looked up and felt a jolt of recognition? She’d known at the time that adrenaline had been racing right around her body, creating all kinds of strange feelings. Gabriel Catalano was saving her life; she would have connected with anyone right then regardless of age or sex. No, it was nothing more than an understandable reaction to nearly getting run over. She had made a vow and she was sticking to it. Her love life was to be left in the hands of fate and that was that.


It had been a long day, with more than one cancelled train, and she was too tired to cook, but Nora was an old hand at batch-cooking and she found a lasagne portion in the freezer saved for exactly this scenario. She put it in the microwave to defrost and poured herself a glass of wine before preparing a side salad. She’d just rinsed the lettuce when her phone pinged and she looked down to see a mysterious message from Grace.


Have you got it? What are you going to do?


Typical Grace, expecting Nora to read her mind.


Got what?


The invitation!


Invitation to what?


There was a long pause before two words appeared.


It’s Jake


Right. Jake.


Nora took a bigger gulp of wine than she had intended, her stomach churning.


What’s Jake?


Another long pause. Nora could practically see Grace, face screwed up typing and deleting.


He’s getting married.


Then, quickly: I can’t believe he hasn’t invited you.


Jake’s getting married? But as she typed, Nora realised what she really wanted to ask. She bit her lip, unsure she wanted to hear the answer as she typed the more important question. Who to?


No idea, I didn’t even know he was seeing anyone. You know he stopped doing all social media.


Probably to stop me tracking him.


Nora was only half joking. After all, there had been a time when Jake had known her better than anyone. He knew exactly what she could do with a name and a social media profile. But if he thought she was going to waste her time researching him then he was … well, he was probably right. Damn him.


She sucked in a deep breath, the smell of the defrosting lasagne making her nauseous, folding her arms around her middle as if she could physically keep her feelings locked in. Jake had been the boy next door. Literally. Nora didn’t know a time when he hadn’t been there on the other side of the garden wall, a year older, annoyingly superior, half teasing and half ignoring her, depending on his mood. She, in turn, had half idolised and half hated him. Until one day she didn’t hate him at all.


She grabbed her phone, flopping down on the sofa.


It’s not fair. Why is Jake getting married and I am enduring a purgatory of horrendous dates and even more horrendous short-term relationships that should never have got past the first date?


I thought you were done with dating.


I am. But that’s not the point.


I know, babe. You’re right. It’s not fair. You deserve more.


Of course, Grace knew. She’d had to endure the I think he likes me oh no he’s ignoring me sixth-form stage, the blissfully loved-up part that followed, when every other sentence started with ‘Jake says’. She’d been the first to accept Jake into their tight-knit group, even used him as a confidant for her own eventful love life … And, of course, she’d been there at the end.


Grace more than anyone had picked up the pieces he had left behind. Helped Nora put herself back together. As far as Nora knew, the two were no longer in contact, which made Jake’s decision to invite her friend to his wedding feel strangely personal.


Unless he had invited the whole gang including her, after all, she hadn’t opened her post yet.


Nora stood up and walked numbly over to the sideboard to check the small pile of post waiting to be recycled or dealt with, but she already knew she hadn’t overlooked anything; she’d have noticed if there was anything personal among the typed envelopes.


She picked up her phone, typing where she stood.


Nobody wants the ex hanging around like a ghost of relationships past. I’d have had to find a reason to decline anyway, even if he had invited me. You have to go, though. I want every detail.


I know what you mean about ghosts, but you’re more than just an ex, you are part of the family.


Were. They moved, we split up. It’s fine.


It was fine. Now. Kind of. But it still stung. Jake’s family had always been there, Christmas drinks and summer barbecues throughout her childhood, then practical, kind and supportive after first her grandfather, then her grandmother died. Later, an endless source of comfort and practicality during her mother’s illness and after her death. But then Jake had accepted a job abroad and it had been horribly clear he didn’t see her in his new future. Nora didn’t blame him, not rationally. Grief had changed her, made her smaller, more exposed. He wanted to get out there and live and she wanted to curl up and hide away. It had been messy and hard and drawn out, but maybe they would have come to some kind of way of being around each other if his parents hadn’t sold up and moved to Hampshire. Now the people who had been her second family sent her cards at Christmas and impersonal and absurdly expensive candles for her birthday and she wasn’t invited to the wedding.


But that was fine. Jake had moved on and so had she. She actually barely thought about him. Nora really wanted him to know that.


She flopped down on the sofa, moving a notebook to the side as she did so, and as she picked it up, Gabriel Catalano’s card fell out and onto her knee.


Maybe this news was fate giving her a nudge, telling her to take matters into her own hands. Maybe it was time to see if lightning really did strike twice.






Florence, 12 July 1995


Ciao Mamma et Papà.


I take it all back. Italy is where I am meant to be – and oh, bella Firenze! I am Lucy Honeychurch with a room with no view but a mind and spirit waiting to be awakened. I didn’t know anywhere could be so perfect but oh, Florence really, really is (as is the ice cream).


Tutti amore,


Lottie xxx






Chapter Three


People often confused Nora’s job with that of a private detective, but the two professions were very different. Most people were delighted to hear from Nora for a start; she brought good news, often involving money. She also spent more time following paperwork than people and had never yet had to change her appearance.


And she was very good at what she did. So a work email address was laughably easy.


A few seconds later, she was on Gabriel Catalano’s work’s website – some kind of investment banking company. She clicked on the About Us tab and there it was, a comprehensive staff list. ‘Thank you,’ she muttered.


In less than two minutes, Nora had a professional profile. Gabriel Catalano was a partner at the firm and, according to the brief biography, born in Sicily, educated first in Milan, then at LSE, with a year at the Sorbonne. There was an accompanying picture. Nora sucked in her breath as she took him in. Dai was right, he was handsome with perfectly cut dark hair and the beautifully defined cheekbones she remembered. Nice: brains and beauty.


Nora grabbed her notepad and scribbled down the details. Now the work began.


Two hours later, Nora had switched to herbal tea and was munching on her half-finished lasagne cold on the table, as she finished her initial profiling, using the most obvious tools: the electoral register, social media profiles, googling to build a picture of her rescuer. He lived in swanky apartment in a converted warehouse overlooking Regent’s Canal near Hoxton, liked to ski and surf, hike and climb, had run at least one marathon and clearly enjoyed good wine and expensive meals. She could work with that. Not the marathon part and she wasn’t a huge fan of climbing, but she was fond of beaches and liked the idea of the après part of skiing. Most importantly, he seemed to be currently single, the elegant dark-haired beauty he had posed for many photos with disappearing from his profiles around the New Year.


Nora put her notepad down and took a sip of tea. If this was work, then the next step would be to pick up the phone and arrange a meeting. She bit her lip as she reread the profile she’d compiled. Was it a bit underhand to have researched him so extensively based on nothing more than a feeling and a brief encounter? When she carried out research for work, it was for the other party’s ultimate benefit, although, of course, she was also paid. The obvious, sensible thing to do would be to email Gabriel and suggest a thank-you drink, just as her friends had urged her to do.


Nora opened up her email and tried a few drafts, at first formal, then funny, followed by flirty and, in the end, more than a little filthy. She read through her last attempt, blushed and deleted it.


No, an email wasn’t going to cut it. Besides, she didn’t want to set up a meeting, she wanted something natural.


Wanting was one thing, though; deciding how to achieve it something completely different. She spent several evenings turning various situations over in her head, each one increasingly implausible, until she knew there was only one thing she could do – head out on a reconnaissance mission and see if she felt anything when she saw him again.


The next morning, Nora was up early and, although she wasn’t planning to actually talk to Gabriel, she made sure she was the best version of herself. Her hair shone, loose on her shoulders, waving at the ends thanks to a lengthy session with the curling tongs, and she chose a flattering pair of black trousers and a blouse she knew brought out the green in her eyes, teamed with her mother’s cropped leather jacket to add a little interest, her make-up carefully minimal for that glowing, I am naturally a morning person look. Finally, she grabbed her laptop. Time to look busy.


She joined the morning commuters on the tube and, one line change later, exited Bank and headed to a side street. Her research had indicated that Gabriel Catalano liked to buy his coffee at a small independent coffee shop and bakery close to his city office and often breakfasted there.


Nora nonchalantly crossed the road and examined the menu in the window, clocking a round table by the counter perfect for her needs. She breathed in, trying to quell her nerves and caught sight of her reflection. What was she doing? This wasn’t normal behaviour! She should just walk away, go home and get on with her life, accept this was a moment of madness in reaction to the Jake news. Trying to manipulate fate never worked well; she had done Classics at school, and knew it usually meant an ironic and sticky end.


Embarrassed and relieved no one knew she was here or why, Nora turned to leave, but at that moment, someone left the café and an intoxicating scent of warm bread and perfectly brewed coffee wafted out. Her stomach rumbled – a reminder she had barely eaten last night and hadn’t had any breakfast yet.


Breakfast didn’t count as stalking, surely? Besides, Gabriel had probably been and gone. Curling her hair had taken longer than she had anticipated and bankers always had early starts.


What harm could breakfast do? It was the most innocent meal of the day. Mind made up, Nora went into the café and ordered a flat white and a brioche with a berry compote, taking up residence at the round table and opening up her laptop. She might as well get some work done so the morning wasn’t a total bust.


The door opened again and a tall figure stepped in. Nora could have sworn time slowed as she heard a deep laugh, a fast-paced conversation in Italian. She risked a peek over the top of her laptop and her heart thumped painfully, her breath momentarily leaving her body. It was him, Gabriel Catalano, even more handsome in person than in his posed headshot, leaning casually on the counter as he chatted with the barista.


Panic hit her. The truth was, he was unlikely to recognise her. After all, last time they’d met, it had been misty, raining, her hair plastered over her face, mascara running down her cheeks, her foot stuck in a drain. In a way, it would be insulting if he did recognise her. But if he did, surely he would put two and two together and realise she had deliberately set out to find him. He worked in a bank! He could add up!


Hastily, she closed her laptop and shoved it into her bag, then, head down, she grabbed her coffee and headed towards the door, unable to resist one sneak peek as she left. Adrenaline shot through her as Nora found herself meeting a pair of dark, long-lashed eyes.


She halted, unable to move. Should she smile, say something, leave? To her utter mortification all she could manage was a squeak, so quiet she hoped he hadn’t heard it, before she managed to tear her gaze from his and launch towards the door and half tumbling through it.


Nora had barely caught her breath, when she heard a voice behind her. ‘Signorina? Miss?’


What? He was coming after her? Would he want an explanation? A restraining order?


‘Miss?’


She stopped, resigned to her fate and turned.


Gabriel Catalano was staring right at her, his brow slightly creased in query as he held out an object.


‘You forgot your phone.’


‘I forgot my?’ Her phone! What an utter idiot! ‘Oh! Thank you.’ She smiled, half in relief, half in amusement at herself, and her stomach jolted as he smiled back, revealing gleaming teeth.


‘You’re welcome, I know how annoying it is when you lose your phone,’ he said, then paused. ‘You look very familiar. Have we met?’


‘Have we met?’ She was squeaking again. ‘Erm …’


‘I’m sure we’ve been introduced.’ His brow creased in thought. ‘I know! It was the opening of the Thame Gallery!’


The what now? ‘I don’t think so,’ Nora said truthfully, mind whirling. Should they play guess the place for a while and hope he remembered or, as fate had quite clearly intervened and justified this whole mission, should she remind him? ‘Oh my goodness,’ she said before she could think better of it. ‘Surely not!’ Overdone? She felt a little like she was back in her primary school play overacting for all she was worth. ‘It wasn’t you, was it? The man who saved me from the bike. In Hoxton a couple of weeks ago?’


‘The man who …’ he repeated, almost as if he was wondering himself. Didn’t he remember? Was the event that had taken on such symbolism for her forgettable for him? Did he go around doing heroic deeds every day? To her relief, he brightened. ‘Ah, si, Hoxton. Of course. In the rain.’


‘And now you have just saved me again. It’s terrible how much of our lives are in our phones, isn’t it? I’d be lost without it.’ She took a step back. ‘Anyway, what a coincidence. I’ve been wanting to thank you ever since it happened, I’m glad I saw you again.’


‘Oh no, there is no need to thank me,’ Gabriel protested. ‘It was actually …’ He paused. Nora could sense him giving her a thorough once-over, sense the warm approval softening his eyes, his mouth softening into a sensual curve. ‘It was …’ he said again, almost absent-mindedly. ‘It was nothing,’ he finally concluded, although she couldn’t help but think he’d been going to say something else entirely. ‘How’s the ankle?’


‘All good now, but it was sore for a while. My pride was dented, and the boots a little worse for wear, but it could have been a lot nastier if you hadn’t been there.’ Her shiver wasn’t feigned. She still saw the headlight bearing down on her when she tried to fall asleep at night. She held out her hand. ‘I’m Nora, Nora Fitzgerald.’


Gabriel enfolded her hand in his and a shiver ran up her spine. ‘Gabriel Catalano.’


‘Nice to see you again, Gabriel.’


‘Please, my friends call me Gabe.’


Gabe. It suited him.


‘So, what brings you to this part of London, Gabe?’ Nora laughed, embarrassed. ‘Sorry, that sounds like the cheesiest pick-up line in the world.’


‘Not when you say it.’ Was he flirting with her? ‘My office is just around the corner, and so I usually breakfast here,’ he gestured to the café behind them. ‘This is the closest thing to home I found in London.’


‘Where is home?’ Nora felt a little like a fraud, she knew this already, but now she was on the stage, she had to follow the script.


‘Sicily.’


‘Oh, how gorgeous!’


‘You’ve been?’


‘No,’ she admitted. ‘But I am a real Italophile, I kind of have to be – my mother met my father in Florence. I’ve always wanted to visit Sicily.’


‘You should, there’s nowhere quite like it. How about you, Nora?’ She liked the way he said her name, the elongated first syllable making her prosaic name sound exotic. ‘Do you work around here?’


‘No,’ she said quickly. ‘I was just passing. I work in probate, from home mostly but I …’ She thought desperately. ‘I, er … have a meeting not far away. I was early and fancied a coffee and here I am. I can’t believe I bumped into you here, I have been wishing I had a way to contact and thank you.’ Too much? Would he remember giving Dai the card and start to think it all a little too convenient?


Apparently not. ‘Coincidence?’ Gabe’s dark gaze held hers. ‘Or fate?’


Excitement beat a rhythm as her pulse sped up. Did he feel it too? This connection? ‘I …’


At that moment, Gabriel’s phone beeped and as he glanced at it, it was as if whatever spell was keeping him standing in the street talking to her was broken. ‘Mi scuzi,’ he frowned at his phone, then replied to the message, thumbs moving rapidly. ‘Nora Fitzgerald, I am very pleased to see you here safe and sound, but unfortunately I have to go.’


‘Yes. Of course, don’t let me keep you. It was lovely to meet you properly while not semi-conscious. Thank you again.’ Please ask for my number, she begged silently.


He didn’t move, frowning thoughtfully. ‘How long is your meeting?’


‘My what?’ Of course, the fictional meeting. ‘Oh, that. Just an hour. Hardly worth coming all this way or at all, in these days of Zoom. Apart from the coffee – and bumping into you of course.’ Shut. Up. Nora. She’d never been a good liar, always overembellishing.
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