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  For victims of stalkers, their families




  and all those involved in helping




  them through their traumas.




  May you find peace again.




  







  Prologue




  BANG . . . BANG . . . BANG.




  The noise exploded in my head like a series of gunshots, ripping through my ears and sending a hot, angry wave of adrenaline bubbling through my veins. My eyes shot open and I jumped out of my

  skin, scrambling from under the table where I was lying and onto my feet, poised, ready to fight, scream or run.




  What the hell was that noise? Had Al broken in? Was he coming for me?




  A split second later all was suddenly quiet, and the deafening banging retreated to a soft ticking and gentle whooshing. I realized that the noise was just the sound of the radiator, as the

  central heating fired up and the water percolated through the pipes right next to where I had been lying on the floor, with my face nestled into the dusty carpet.




  I was still alive. I was still safe. It was another day.




  It must be early morning. I looked up and could see the pale yellow sun peeking through the heavy, draped curtains into my ground-floor converted studio flat, sending a stream of iridescent

  light across the floor.




  I reached for my iPhone. I had been clutching it in my right hand as I had fallen asleep, like some sort of comfort blanket. The bright white of the screen glowed back at me – it was just

  after 6 a.m. I picked it up with my clammy hands and started to type, my fingers working slowly.




  The police had ‘red-tagged’ my phone so I had to check in with them the previous night and first thing in the morning to tell them I was OK and nothing had happened in the night. If

  I called them, they would be there in a few minutes.




  I sent the same message I had just a few hours before, writing: ‘I’m fine, no news.’




  I did this punctually that morning and evening, since my ex-boyfriend, Al Amin Dhalla, had been arrested while carrying out target practice using a crossbow in a field in Wiltshire. The police

  found that the weapons Al was using were just within the legal range, so they could only arrest him for driving without a valid licence. All the same, he had been harassing me for months and this

  new development suggested his behaviour was escalating, and that he was planning something awful.




  There was still no news of him. He was still at large. They didn’t know where he was but I could sense he was nearby. I don’t know how I knew he was, but nowhere felt safe anymore. I

  watched my back constantly, kept to the main roads when I walked to and from work, and double or triple-checked the different rooms of the flat when I entered. As I made my way to the hospital

  where I was working as a registrar, I imagined he was following me and would spin round, ready to fight, only to see no one there, except the odd jogger bounding along listening to music or a

  fellow commuter clutching a handbag or briefcase, pacing their way to their office in the distance. I would quicken my pace until I was practically running, while beads of sweat ran down my back

  and pooled at the bottom of my spine.




  The police were seriously concerned for my safety, which although bringing home to me just how much danger I was in also gave me some comfort. They reassured me that they would do everything

  they could to help if I needed them and would respond very quickly to my call. They knew as well as I did that Al was a serious threat to me. His behaviour had spiralled seriously out of

  control.




  When I’d lain down on the floor the previous evening, I had kept my clothes and trainers on. The laces were wound and pulled into double knots so tightly that they pinched my feet. I

  wanted to be ready to sprint if I needed to. I had clutched my phone in my right hand, my index finger hovering above the speed dial button. As I tried to rest, my face staring at the underside of

  the table and thoughts racing through my mind like a black-and-white film montage on fast forward, I had fully expected to spend a sleepless night tossing and turning, waiting for the morning to

  arrive. I could feel the adrenaline rushing through my body, heightening every sense, and my heart banged so loudly it echoed in my head. My body tingled uncomfortably, as though an army of insects

  was prickling my skin from within. The sounds of the wind whistling through the trees outside, the shriek of the seagulls overhead, the neighbours padding around their flat upstairs, the clock

  ticking mechanically in the kitchen, the beating of my own heart – every small noise was amplified to the point it almost hurt my ears. But somehow in the early hours, I had drifted into a

  dream-filled sleep, numb and exhausted to my bones.




  As I started to wake properly, I blinked hard. With the effects of the adrenaline beginning to wear off, my eyelids felt heavy and cumbersome, like they were too big for my face. I was

  desperately tired. It was just a few hours earlier that I had arranged my duvet and pillow under a wooden table in my living room – the place I considered safest. My flat was compact and

  there was only one escape route – through the front door. The bedroom had large, high Victorian windows and I knew if Al tried to fire a weapon through them, he would hit the bullseye

  immediately. I decided that if he came hammering through the front door, he would dash past me without looking to his side, thinking I would be curled up asleep in the bed we once shared.




  My flat was once my safe haven and when I used to step through the front door it was like it hugged me. Now, it felt cold and lonely and like I had never lived there at all.




  I tried not to be too frightened, but whenever I succeeded the same thoughts would pop back into my head and I would become a bag of nerves once more. If Al had bought a crossbow once, he could

  get one again. It would be easy enough. Whatever he had intended to do to me, he would try again, I was sure of it.




  I had briefly considered staying with one of my friends, bundling up a few belongings into a bag and making a phone call, but I couldn’t put anyone I knew at risk. I knew I was vulnerable,

  although looking back I question whether it had really sunk in just how much I was gambling with my safety by staying there. I had shut down and rather than feel terrified, I felt absent, as though

  all that was left of me was an empty shell. I couldn’t cope with the inevitable hysteria from my friends about what was happening. I didn’t want to talk about it over endless cups of

  lukewarm coffee and answer the same questions: did I not see the warning signs? Why hadn’t I finished the relationship sooner? What might happen next? Could I not tell he was a maniac? So

  instead I kept my feelings and fears bottled up inside, choosing not to tell anyone outside my family the full details of the situation.




  I didn’t want to talk about it, think about it or live it. I just wanted to get on with my life and work was the one thing that was keeping me going. Work meant I had to get up in the

  morning, have a shower, put on some clothes and somehow put one foot in front of the other, step outside the front door and make my way to the hospital. However tempted I was to hide under the

  table, curl up and never come out, I knew I had to keep some semblance of my former life. And anyway, I knew there was no point: Al would find me wherever I was. He would track me down if I moved

  in with a friend, if I went on holiday for a few weeks, retreated back to my childhood home or even if I went into hiding for weeks or months. He was so fixated with me, obsessed to the point of

  insanity.




  He was like a completely different person from the one I had first met. The man I had once loved had turned into a monster I barely recognized. I found it hard to reconcile these two men in my

  mind: Mr Dhalla, who was making my life a living hell, and Al, the fun and easy-going guy who had wooed me with exciting trips and dinners at smart restaurants. At one time, before I discovered who

  he truly was, I had loved him.




  While none of us knew exactly what he had been plotting in the background, I think my family thought exactly the same as I did: that whatever the plan was, it was something way beyond anything

  we had seen from him before. He was clearly working towards some sort of end game. Beneath his seemingly calm, verbose and confident exterior, he wanted me for himself – and he would use

  whatever means necessary to get me.




  







  One




  The Agency




  ‘A dating agency is the answer, Alison, seriously.’




  I was sitting with my friend Kate in a coffee shop in London’s Soho and we were discussing how to tackle my love life. It was November 2009 and as I looked outside the window, which seemed

  to sag with the moisture of bodies and talking, every smeared outline seemed to be of a couple huddled underneath an umbrella or a man ushering his other half along the pavement, out of the way of

  the black taxis and bicycles weaving up the dirt-strewn, narrow roads. Next to us an older couple sat deep in whispered conversation, their hands and fingers entwined tightly across the

  coffee-splashed table, their drinks abandoned long before.




  I had decided the time had arrived. I was thirty-five and had been single for a few months, and I had not had a really serious boyfriend for a number of years. I knew that I wanted to meet

  someone special, have a meaningful relationship and think about settling down, getting married and having a family. I wanted to meet the man who I could imagine myself walking down the aisle

  towards and saying ‘until death do us part’ to. Deep down, don’t most women long for that day? I wanted my umbrella moment.




  ‘You know I met Jack through that exclusive London agency I told you about,’ Kate continued. ‘And that relationship lasted for eighteen months. He was great: funny, handsome

  and he treated me amazingly. He’ll always be the one that got away.’




  I just wasn’t the sort of girl who was going to meet someone in an overcrowded bar or sweaty nightclub. I hated the sticky floors, forced conversations and bad hangovers the next morning.

  With finishing my training and qualifying as a fully fledged doctor being the number one priority in my life at that point, late nights were becoming increasingly rare and I no longer really

  enjoyed going out like I used to back in my twenties. My social life in Brighton, where I lived, had morphed into a more sedate round of drinks after work with medical colleagues or meeting at

  friends’ houses for dinner, where everyone brought a dish along to share.




  I had not long finished my first stint of four months in a GP’s office and had loved it. I had run my own clinics, seen emergency patients and gone on home visits with another doctor to

  those patients who couldn’t get into the surgery for one reason or another. We also went to a nearby old people’s home to diagnose any problems and dish out prescriptions. I was still

  in my first year of GP training but I loved the variety involved in seeing every age group, from newborns with their tiny, perfect fingers and toes, right the way through to centenarians, with

  wizened faces, witty comments and enchanting stories.




  Socially, I’ve always been a people person, casting my net wide when it comes to making and maintaining friendships, and I found doctoring satisfied my sociable side. And while I was

  ambitious, like most doctors who have sat through years of burying their heads in their textbooks and studying for exams, I had been happy to be away from the hierarchical nature of hospitals. I

  have always found that they are places where a few enormous egos are allowed to cause waves, and some individuals are so desperate to make their next move up the greasy ladder they have no qualms

  about pushing anyone in their path firmly out of their way, letting their own voice be heard above all others.




  I considered Kate’s comment, and felt that maybe the route she was suggesting would be a good idea for my lifestyle.




  ‘All the men are vetted by the agency, so there won’t be any weirdos?’ I asked.




  ‘No, they check everyone out and ask all sorts of stuff – not just the basics like your job and what you are looking for, but they even ask about your finances and health. They are

  very thorough. You will meet the right type of man, the sort you could easily take home and show off to your family – or even marry,’ she continued. ‘There’s absolutely no

  chance of them hooking you up with a womanizing busker with just a manky dog and a few pounds to his name, let’s put it that way.’




  For a while I had considered Internet dating. I know loads of people meet people and date online, including some of my friends, but deep down I’m quite a shy person and, in an

  old-fashioned way, I was concerned about my privacy. The thought of hundreds of men looking at my pictures and reading about my life would make me feel somehow exposed. I had also heard some real

  horror stories: a friend of a friend went on four dates with one seemingly lovely guy before he admitted he had been married for ten years and had three young children, and a colleague’s

  phone was flooded with dodgy, pornographic pictures and pleading text messages after one innocent coffee meet-up.




  The other major factor in play was lack of time; Kate knew that my job meant that I didn’t have loads of time to trawl through profiles and, not having a desk job, I wasn’t able to

  sneak a look at my personal stuff when work was quiet. Work was never quiet. Having finished my stint at the GP’s office, I had just started working back at the main hospital in the renal

  ward and it was pretty manic. I did shift work, which included many 6 a.m. starts, staying right through to 6 p.m., with only a couple of short breaks if I was lucky. Often I was on call from when

  my shift finished until midnight, so it didn’t exactly leave much room for dating.




  I was mainly working on the ward with patients who had kidney failure. Many of them were very sick and dependent upon dialysis. Some would recover but many faced life-changing treatment and

  needed dialysis three times a week or were desperately awaiting a donor kidney match as their only hope of survival. The work was complex and highly specialized. I would follow the jobs list set

  out by the consultant, who was in charge to make sure everything was done accurately, timely and well. I was normally given a bay of patients – about eight people – to look after and

  if, unusually, I finished early for any reason, I would help out my colleagues, and they would do the same if they somehow made it through their list of tasks before I did. It was also challenging

  work because there were always worried families hovering around and asking lots of questions, which I would try to answer as best I could. I had been taught, like other doctors, never to sugar-coat

  the truth, but to offer up the facts as clearly and as kindly as I could. So it was busy and demanding, and the idea of finding a computer in any spare time I had and logging on to a dating site to

  check out my ‘winks’ or ‘pokes’, or if Bob from London had given my profile the thumbs up, seemed faintly ridiculous.




  ‘It sounds like it really cuts out the legwork?’ I asked tentatively.




  ‘It really does. And it’s good fun. Before Jack, I met a couple of other guys and I didn’t fancy them, but they were both nice. It’s a great way of meeting lots of

  different types of people.’




  ‘So what’s the catch?’




  ‘There’s no catch,’ she explained. ‘They make it really easy for you. If you don’t like the date they set you up with, you let them know and they find you another

  match. You just move on until you find someone you have a connection with. You should date anyone once.’




  The conversation moved on as we caught up on six months’ worth of news. Kate was a friend I had met when travelling through Thailand in my twenties and we had got to know one another on a

  trip from Bangkok to Singapore, bonding over our nasty mosquito bites and sickness. After a particularly vigorous hike to one temple at the top of a huge mountain, I’d succumbed to

  dehydration and Kate had quickly ferried me to the doctors and played nurse back at the hostel where we were lodging. She was someone I became very close to and I stayed with her family when I

  spent some time in New Zealand. After our respective travels, Kate had eventually relocated to London and set herself up for a few years with a good job and a rented room in Queen’s Park, but

  now was heading back to her native New Zealand to settle down and hopefully meet her life partner. She filled me in on what she was planning to do once she got home and all about leaving her work

  and temporary digs in London behind.




  I told her more about my life in Brighton and the work I was doing in the hospital. By that point, I had been living in my flat on the south coast for a year and loved everything about the

  place, from the breathtaking scenery of the undulating South Downs and the salty air you inhaled while walking along the beach, to the kooky shops, crazy fashions and the anything-goes, bohemian

  feel. In one of the flats opposite mine there was a transvestite with bad stubble rash and a rugby prop’s torso who wore the same pencil skirt and bad blue eyeshadow every day, but no one

  batted an eyelid. For me, it was the perfect blend of town and country living.




  When I’d decided to study for my medicine degree, I had hoped to go to Brighton University to be by the sea but they couldn’t offer me funding. When the University of Warwick made me

  a funded offer I just couldn’t turn it down, but during the years I was there I hatched a plan that I would eventually move to Brighton to complete my training after I had finished the first

  part of my degree. When I first moved, I’d found my rented flat, which was just a couple of roads from the seafront, in a small block at the end of the driveway of a far grander house.




  I also gave Kate the lowdown on my most recent relationship. While some of my friends were mad about pubs, shopping and going out, for me, I was happiest outdoors, exploring different parts of

  the countryside. I loved the fresh air, the way it cleared my mind and made me feel calm and centred. Shortly after I landed in Brighton, I joined an adventure sports group covering London and the

  South East, in part to have fun and stay fit but also in the hope I’d meet someone who had similar interests to my own. I threw myself head first into a lot of the activities the club put on

  locally, like hiking days, climbing trips and sailing courses, and through one of those days out, I’d met a guy called Tom, who I had dated for a couple of months. He was a police detective

  working in London and shared my passion for outdoor pursuits. His main love was sailing and he owned a boat and took it out as much as he could. One weekend, he took me across the Solent to the

  Isle of Wight and he was keen to get me up to speed on all things boat-related, explaining what all the equipment on the boat did and about the science of rudders, headwinds and tacking. On other

  weekends when there was at least a hint of sunshine, he took me out on shorter trips and charged me with pulling different ropes, letting various sails in and out and ensuring I ducked at the right

  time, so I didn’t get a bruised forehead!




  Of course, we spent a lot of time talking about our jobs and careers. His work with the police focused around gang crime, domestic violence and illegal drugs. It was clear that sailing was his

  way of escaping his job and the barbarity of the things he saw every day. He spoke at length about innocent teenagers who had been knifed, savage gang crime initiations and early morning drug

  raids. His chatter made me feel uncomfortable and awkward.




  After a few dates, I decided I found the brutality of his everyday life just too much; I didn’t enjoy hearing his stories and started to resent the explicit detail he offered up, almost

  like everyday gossip. He was also quite flashy and owned a beautiful, huge house in West London and had a shiny convertible car parked in the driveway, which was his pride and joy. This kind of

  showy lifestyle wasn’t very ‘me’; I’ve never been bothered about what kind of car I own or if I’m carrying the latest designer handbag. Both these differences between

  us left me feeling that it wasn’t right, so in the end I’d let it fizzle out. It was all very amicable and we still saw each other with the group. Not long afterwards, he’d

  started dating another doctor, a psychiatrist, and they both seemed very happy to have found each other, so I was pleased for him.




  The group had lots of events going on further afield but I was often limited as to how far I could travel because of work, and after spending all day in the hospital racing up and down the ward

  with a head full of my complex ‘to do’ list, I didn’t feel particularly excited about embarking on a two-hour car journey every weekend, so I knew that my quest to meet someone

  had to take another route. I hoped to meet someone who was more local on the south coast, and I imagined – and hoped – that there were probably a lot of eligible men living near me,

  who, like me, lacked the time to date.




  As Kate and I left and hugged each other firmly, promising to keep in touch when she arrived back in New Zealand, she laughed, ‘I’m going to text you the name of the agency now, so

  you’ve got it on your phone. Even if you don’t find your perfect man, you will’ve had a nice time. Remember what I said: you should date anybody once. When I speak to you when

  I’m home, I want to know that you are on their books, no excuses.’




  ‘OK. I’ll look later,’ I promised.




  She raised one quizzical and perfectly groomed eyebrow and laughed. ‘Really?’




  ‘I will,’ I said. ‘Who knows? The next time we see each other I might be instructing you to buy a new hat.’




  In my flat later that night, after mindlessly flicking through the channels on the TV and tuning into reruns of Come Dine with Me and Murder, She Wrote, I

  checked my phone and scrolled down to Kate’s message. It read: ‘The Executive Club of St James’s. Do it!’




  I moved over to the dining table and fired up my laptop, which flickered to life with a sonorous ring. I typed the agency name into Google; the title sounded impressive enough and the banner

  read ‘London’s outstanding dating agency for professionals’. An old-fashioned-looking website crammed with pictures of couples holding hands over white tablecloths and walking

  into the sunset with the sand beneath their toes lit up my screen. It piqued my interest and I started reading. It said it was an agency for younger professionals, which is unusual apparently

  because mostly dating agencies cater for older singles in their forties onwards. There seemed to be an emphasis on the fact that the members of The Executive Club of St James’s were looking

  for long-term commitment, not just guys wanting flings or women seeking a man to take them on expensive mini-breaks.




  As I scrolled down, I came to the section entitled ‘So Why Should Women Join Us?’ It read: ‘We hold the most intensive interview in the industry, during which we screen out the

  sort of guys that waste your time.’ The agency would weed out the married men posing as single and the men who were just players, and introduce women to ‘the five guys of the quality

  you would be proud to meet’.




  Men who subsequently proved unreliable were removed from the list. According to the agency, ‘ALL of our men are intelligent, emotionally strong, successful, genuinely unattached and

  seriously looking for a long-term partner.’




  It sounded a bit serious and OTT but I was hopeful that joining an agency like this would push me to go on more dates so I could meet someone who I clicked with. Their criteria stated that you

  had to be aged between twenty-three and forty-three, a professional person, and men had to be at least 5 foot 6. I ticked all the boxes. After browsing for a few minutes, my phone started buzzing,

  and I swiftly shut my laptop with one hand and quickly forgot about it.




  A week or so later, after some rudely early starts for work where I had dragged myself from the warm cocoon of my bed and trekked in the dark to the hospital for my shifts, I

  found myself once again lying flat on my sofa with no plans for the evening. I thought of all of my friends snuggling up with their boyfriends on their sofas, hand in hand, chatting about their

  days, and I felt a sharp pang of loneliness. But there was no use moping, I decided. I had a few hours to kill and the thought of the agency came into my mind.




  Did I really want to go on loads of dates? Unlike some of my female friends who got chatted up everywhere, even when browsing the carrots in the vegetable aisle at Tesco’s during their

  weekly shop or filling up their cars at the petrol pump, I have never been someone who is asked out all the time. I also have never gone out with lots of different guys and played the field. I knew

  I needed a change of attitude. I had always met new people in my twenties because I had gone travelling, and in the latter years went back to university to do my medicine degree. However, with my

  roots now firmly entrenched in Brighton those meetings, where you caught the eye of a friend of a friend across a bar or a fellow student across the lecture theatre and felt that spark of

  attraction, had wound down to a halt. There were no new romantic prospects on the horizon and I felt I had nothing to lose. I needed to put myself out there. Going down the route of an agency

  seemed to make complete sense because it would make my life easier.




  I am going to do this, I told myself. No more procrastinating.




  I booted up my laptop and went straight to the agency’s website, navigating to the ‘Contact Us and ‘FAQ’ pages. There was a range of membership options and none of them

  were cheap – in fact, some of the more so-called ‘exclusive’ services extended into thousands of pounds – but I was quite happy to pay out of my hard-earned salary because I

  felt that the fee would automatically put off any timewasters and it seemed that it was justified through the amount of time the agency spent trying to find suitable matches and vetting people. I

  decided it was an investment in my future.




  After calling and having a chat with a well-spoken and upbeat lady, who took down my details and said someone would call me back to talk further, I felt positive and excited about what lay

  ahead. This is it, I said to myself. This is the beginning of a whole new chapter.




  A week or so later, I met the owner of the agency, a man called Alun, for a drink and to talk more about the agency and how the process worked. By chance Alun lived and worked

  along the south coast, so we agreed to meet at his office which was a short walk from my flat, near the seafront. He was an older gentleman but was smart and professional, with a kind and open

  face. He asked me general information about myself, such as my age and job, but also probed further into my life, enquiring after my finances and health. Although he was very polite, the level and

  the intensity of his questioning, such as his enquiries about my sexual health, left me a bit perplexed but I reassured myself that it was a good thing because everyone on the agency’s books

  would be asked the same sorts of things. There would be no timewasters going through that process. He finished off by telling me more about the agency and asking me about my relationship

  history.




  ‘So, what type of person are you looking for exactly, Alison?’ he asked.




  I took a large sip of tea. ‘I’m not 100 per cent sure,’ I answered. ‘Someone kind and caring, intelligent and thoughtful; someone who likes to discuss the deeper issues

  in life but who I can also have fun with. All I know is that I haven’t met anyone who quite fits the bill yet.’




  I took another sip of tea and began to give him a potted overview of my romantic history. My first serious relationship was with a guy called James who I had met during my first year at Leeds

  University, where I was studying for my medical science degree. He was living in my halls for his final year so he could be on campus and get his head down. Like most eager newbies, I had stumbled

  around during freshers’ week signing up for some random clubs with the promise of good-looking men and free alcohol, and in my first term I found myself doing kung fu classes with one of

  James’s friends. Eventually the friend introduced me to James one night at the union bar. There was an instant attraction and after a few drinks, then a dinner date, we started going out.




  Physically, he was as skinny as a rake and extremely tall; I delighted in buying pairs of ridiculously high heels for a while. Like me, he had fair hair, and he was quite clean cut. I liked the

  fact he was a bit different; not your typical beer-swigging, football-watching student, delighting in being away from home for the first time. He was very fit and was really into his martial arts,

  with many various coloured belts taking pride of place in his cupboard. On nights out I felt very protected as he put his arm around me, imagining he would high-kick or karate chop anyone who came

  near me. He was also a keen runner, sometimes waking up at the crack of dawn to sprint around the university athletics track with a tyre on his back in some sort of mad quest for ultimate fitness.

  He was a brilliant guitar player too and fancied himself as a bit of a Noel Gallagher, so we spent many evenings in his room with our other friends, the air thick with smoke, while he strummed away

  and we sang along badly. The relationship lasted for most of the year but when James started burying himself in his books as his finals approached, and I wanted more of his attention and began to

  feel neglected, it gradually ended. After the long summer holidays, when I went to Africa and he settled himself into London life with a room in a flatshare and a new job, he called wanting to

  rekindle things, but I wasn’t interested. I wanted more freedom and knew that dating him would mean travelling down to London every weekend to see him. But mostly I think we’d just

  grown too far apart by that point.




  The next serious romance happened about a year later, just after I’d finished uni. After Leeds I moved up to Aberdeen for a year to study for a master’s degree in nutrition and I met

  Ajay, who was from Barbados, at a party. The attraction was blinding and unlike anything I had experienced before. I finally understood the term ‘blown away’ and what all those famous

  songs about lust, love and romance really meant. I would hang on his every word, count down the hours until I saw him and think about him constantly during lectures. At the time, we were both still

  really young and despite our mutual attraction we decided that we didn’t want anything too serious and classed our relationship as more of a ‘fling’.




  As it happened I think I was more into Ajay than I let on to anyone – including myself. As well as having incredible dark olive-coloured eyes that I found hypnotizing at times, he was just

  so much fun to be around. He shared a house with five other guys and I shared my house – which was just a couple of roads away – with five girls. We spent many nights partying at each

  other’s houses, dressing up in fancy dress, playing drinking games and whiling away the hours; in fact, looking back, it seemed like one long celebration.




  Ajay was away from home for the first time and delighted in every new thing: from the frost – he loved the feeling of being cold, having only ever experienced the burning sunshine

  year-round – to Scottish food, like haggis and black pudding. I remember vividly someone saying one time that there was the possibility of seeing the Northern Lights a few miles north of

  where we lived and, egged on by Ajay, we bundled into someone’s car late that night and sat on the beach for hours. It felt like it must’ve been about minus-10 and while we were wearing

  the warmest clothes we could find and were all huddled together in an attempt to stop our teeth chattering, I remember that Ajay couldn’t stop smiling as he was so excited at the prospect of

  seeing the Lights, even just a glimmer of them. As it was, we didn’t get to witness the spectacular light show, but Ajay still didn’t stop smiling. He never did, whatever the situation.

  His teeth always glowed as he grinned from ear to ear. I found his viewpoint on life really interesting and refreshing.




  In the end, after he finished studying, Ajay moved down to London and we called time on our relationship because of the distance and the fact that he eventually wanted to head back to the blue

  waters of the Caribbean, but for the six months we were together, I was probably the happiest I have been with anyone.




  ‘Looking back, I was pretty smitten,’ I told Alun, smiling.




  After university I decided to go travelling. I have always had a burning passion to discover different countries and cultures. I never wanted to be a tourist with a phrase book in one hand and a

  crumpled map in the other, trekking along with the other tourists like a flock of sheep being herded in the heat to the obvious destinations. I always hoped to fully submerge myself in the

  cultures, like a diver rolling blindly backwards off an inflatable boat into the sea. I wanted to find out what was at the heart of people’s lives; their particular customs, their history and

  what made them tick; why they made certain choices regarding careers, lifestyles or families. I wanted to have my eyes opened to the world beyond the small one I knew.




  I started my travels in Budapest, then went on to Japan, and in both places I taught English to fund my tours. I finished my adventures in India, where I worked with a charity for street

  children. While I had jobs in Budapest and Japan that paid, I didn’t want to be an ex-pat who hung out in the ex-pat bars flashing an inflated salary, so I lived very modestly in spare rooms

  of local families, worked during the day for a reasonable pay cheque at the end of the month and went out to nearby restaurants and bars at night.




  When I was in Hungary, I met a French guy called Louis, who I was very close to for a year, but it was more platonic than anything. He was keen to take the romance further but for some reason,

  even though I was hugely fond of him, we never really got off the starting blocks. I just didn’t feel the same, and after a trip to France together, where I discovered that I found everything

  from his accent to the way he tied his laces grating, that was that. In Japan I had another fairly long-term romance with an American guy but I didn’t want anything to hold me back from

  enjoying life to the fullest. At that time I think I saw relationships as binding and thought they would stop me doing what I wanted, so I never took them very seriously. It wasn’t that I

  didn’t want to be tied down to one person or I found it difficult to be faithful; I just didn’t want to be shackled to one place for too long. All I was interested in was adventure and

  discovering new places.




  ‘But I feel differently now,’ I told Alun. ‘I really feel ready to make that change. I love my life in Brighton but the one thing that would make it better would be someone to

  enjoy my free time with.’




  He nodded as I continued to tell him more about myself. In 2004, when I was twenty-nine, I finally decided to pursue another long-held ambition and train to become a doctor. Doing another degree

  was a massive decision and would mean many more years of studying, and a huge financial commitment as I would end up running up some debts to cover my fees and living expenses. I knew if I took the

  plunge then I would have to get my head down and work harder than I ever had before. Travelling, going out and having fun were going to have to be put on the backburner as I buried myself in

  textbooks.




  ‘So I’m seven years in to my studies now,’ I added, ‘and the time feels right. I’m really settled in Brighton now, so it would be good to meet someone who

  didn’t live too far away.’




  ‘OK, great,’ he said. ‘And can I ask you more about what you are looking for in a potential partner?’




  What was I looking for? I guess like most women, old and young, I was after that big, fat cliché: I hoped to meet someone who I was physically attracted to; who was kind, caring, funny

  and solvent, with a bright future. They would need to know who they were, where they were going and what they wanted out of life.




  ‘That’s a good attitude,’ Alun explained. ‘We try to get our female members away from thinking they want to meet a six-foot Brad Pitt-lookalike who is a banker and

  concert pianist in his free time, and to focus more on what type of man they want in their lives.




  ‘A big part of this process for you will be going on lots of dates with different men and thinking more about your wish list. And of course, everyone is vetted in the same way. We have

  some very eligible men on our books, so you won’t be disappointed. There is a reason I talk about being proud of our members. That is genuinely how I feel about them.’




  Getting out there and meeting a range of new people was what I had told myself I would do. I remembered Kate’s words about dating anybody once and I agreed.




  During our talk, Alun told me more about the agency and how the process would work. He explained that I wouldn’t see pictures of my potential dates and they wouldn’t see any of me.

  We would just be given some information about the other person and if we both liked the sound of each other, then someone from the agency would ask permission to pass our phone numbers on so we

  could talk further about meeting up.




  ‘So I or someone in my office will be in touch in the next couple of days when we find a suitable match for you, Alison. Good luck.’




  As I walked back along the beach, sharing it with lone runners and dog walkers, I felt really buoyant.




  This was a new start for me. I hadn’t felt this excited in a long time.




  







  Two




  First Impressions




  I could feel the November chill through the draught from my bedroom window when I woke, so I lay in bed a while longer wondering what the day held in store. It had been two

  weeks since my meeting with Alun and my first date through the agency was arranged for that evening.




  I knew there was no point in bluffing or pretending to be someone I wasn’t; I needed to throw myself wholeheartedly into the process and be straightforward about exactly what I wanted.

  Hopefully I would find that elusive person who would make me feel like Ajay did all that time ago, yet that person would be set up in their life, like me, with a clear idea of what they wanted

  their future to look like. If I met that man, I would happily jump in feet first and throw out the timeline, say goodbye to the rule book and the ticking clock, and just be myself and move at the

  speed I wanted to.




  After a brief phone call, I’d arranged to meet Frank, who lived in Lewes, Brighton’s somewhat quieter and smaller neighbour, for a drink at a local place near my flat. As soon as I

  clapped eyes on the skinny guy sitting in the corner nursing his coffee, I just knew there would be no spark. I went over and said ‘Hi’ and while the conversation wasn’t strained

  and he was a perfectly good guy, it was clear I was never going to cut it as his Mrs Right and vice versa. For a start, while I had promised myself to think less about physical attraction, he was

  far too short and skinny for me. I mentally calculated that his thighs were about the width of my arm and that I probably weighed at least two stone more than him. This was not good. However, I

  told myself, I needed to do this, so we drank our mochas and made small talk. Our interests were wildly different; he started waxing lyrical about his passion for art, critiquing various

  exhibitions he had seen, including one by a local watercolour painter and another by a Turner Prize winner. I didn’t feel I had much to add and scrambled around in my brain for something

  insightful and astute to say. From time to time I would look round a gallery if I liked the sound of an exhibition, and I either liked the pictures or I didn’t. This was much the same way I

  felt about his other passion, which was wine. He considered himself quite an expert, he admitted, and had started investing in fine wines with Berry Bros. & Rudd. When I mentioned my love of

  the outdoors, he just looked blankly back at me. We wrapped it up fairly quickly and said our goodbyes. It was clear this wasn’t a match.




  While Frank wasn’t my cup of tea, far from feeling deflated, I left the date feeling optimistic. So what if we didn’t fancy each other? It was only the first date I’d been on,

  after all. It wasn’t so bad and I had actually quite enjoyed his company.




  Over the weeks that followed, I had a couple of phone calls about possible ‘matches’. Someone from the agency would ring to tell me a bit about the other person, including their

  name, job and little bit of extra information about them, which was whatever they had given the agency permission to say. For me, they would say that my name was Alison and I was a doctor, living

  and working in Brighton, and my passions included outdoor pursuits and travelling. I had specified that I hoped to meet someone between the age of thirty-three and forty but neither age nor looks

  were ever discussed during those phone calls.




  One evening, a week or so before Christmas, my phone buzzed. It was one of the ladies from the agency, suggesting another match for me.




  ‘One of our members is called Al,’ she said. ‘He’s Canadian and has been in London for five years. He works as an insurance broker in London and he loves the outdoors and

  is interested in history. Would you like to me him?’




  ‘Yes, sure,’ I answered.




  ‘Great, so I have your permission to pass on your number?’




  ‘Yes,’ I replied, thinking that he sounded promising. Again I thought, What have I got to lose?




  After my shift in the renal ward on Christmas Eve, I headed back to my family home to celebrate with my mum and her partner, David. I grew up living in a pretty thatched

  cottage in the picturesque village of Aston Abbotts, near Aylesbury in Buckinghamshire. It’s a beautiful and homely house. Part of the building is over 500 years old and it is directly

  opposite the village church. When we moved there in the 1980s when I was eleven, from a small village called Styrrup in South Yorkshire, my dad and another villager spent a long time renovating and

  extending the house to make it habitable for us. I think the only way that my parents could afford to up sticks with four young children and move south was to do a house up. For six long weeks we

  all lived in an enormous static caravan in a field nearby, while the building work took place. I think it was pretty grim for Mum but we loved the sense of adventure. I have vague memories of

  starting a new school and the other children asking me if we were gypsies and where we went to the loo.




  Now I was in Brighton and doing a rotation of placements as part of my training, I only made it back to my mum’s house every few months for Sunday lunch. It was – and very much still

  is – my home; the one place, other than the flat, that I can raid the cupboard for biscuits or help myself to endless cups of coffee and relax in front of the Aga or enormous wood burner in

  the sitting room.




  The village of Aston Abbotts is also a bit of an extension of the family, at least for Mum and David. There is a very active local community and the people are approachable and friendly. The

  population is less than 500 and there is a very busy church and a pub called The Royal Oak. David goes to The 630 Club at the pub most Saturdays with the men in the village and Mum attends the

  ladies’ equivalent, GNOMES (Girls Night Out Men Excluded Sorry), too. They have a traditional village fete complete with tombola, coconut shy and bunting in the summer, an annual harvest

  festival, a fireworks display on Bonfire Night and annual summer and New Year’s Eve balls, where everyone puts on their glad rags and dances the night away. The village seems to exist in its

  own happy, glossy bubble, where the people are very good friends and always look out for one another.




  I was born in December 1974 and I’m the eldest child of the family. Mark came along a little more than eighteen months later, in August 1976, and Paul followed in

  February 1980. Finally David, who I call Dave, made an appearance in June 1982. The four of us grew up in a very happy home. We all passed the entrance exams for the local grammar schools, so I

  went off to Aylesbury High at twelve, and the boys were at Aylesbury Grammar. I was very studious, worked hard and always had my head in a book. During my GCSE years I would insist Mum took me to

  the library after school, so I could study in peace away from my brothers. She says that she never had to worry about me during my teenage years and, far from going off the rails, she was concerned

  that I didn’t have enough fun! My free time was mostly taken up with music; I had piano and violin lessons during the week and practised religiously. I eventually made it to Grade 8 on the

  piano and even though I was never a particularly gifted violinist I spent lots of weekends sitting at the back of the local youth orchestra with the other second violins, trying to keep up with the

  rest of the impressive string section.




  Both Mum and Dad worked; Dad was a social worker and later taught social workers at university and, when we were younger, Mum worked part-time as a probation officer and social worker. In the

  latter part of her career, she worked as a senior lecturer in higher education teaching psychology. Like me, the boys were always busy doing something or other – they were into computers and

  sport – so most of Mum and Dad’s free time in the evenings and at weekends was spent ferrying us all to our various clubs and extracurricular activities.
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