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We are the music-makers,  
And we are the dreamers of dreams,  
Wandering by lone sea-breakers,  
And sitting by desolate streams;  
World-losers and world-forsakers,  
On whom the pale moon gleams:  
Yet we are the movers and shakers  
Of the world for ever, it seems.


 




With wonderful deathless ditties  
We build up the world’s great cities,  
And out of a fabulous story  
We fashion an empire’s glory:  
One man with a dream, at pleasure,  
Shall go forth and conquer a crown;  
And three with a new song’s measure  
Can trample an empire down.


 




Ode, Arthur O’Shaughnessy (1844-1881)




Prologue

1981

 



From somewhere behind the hazy, green-blue blur of the horizon, a solidity began to form itself into the shape of a shore, a gently curving bay, a steeply peaked hill. As the boat drew closer, tacking round to approach from the west, it was as if an unseen hand was sketching in the details of the island - the deeper blue patches in the water indicating a reef off one side; then a spike of pale sand snaking its way into the sea; then a fuzz of flickering green - palm trees sprinkled down the slopes of the hill.

Logan exhaled. ‘Oh, man. It’s just like she said. Look - the jetty’s still there. Take it round to that side.’

He pointed to the narrow structure of greying wood, its spindly legs rising up from the water, and motioned to his friends at the helm to head for it. The three young men were all tanned and relaxed from their summer in the sun - their ‘last summer of freedom’, as they had named it. They wore nothing but shorts and had let their hair grow long, in the knowledge that come the fall they would be in suits and short haircuts as they went off to begin their lives as adults, as Harvard graduates. This summer was a stolen slip of time between their student years and things ‘getting serious’, as they put it.

As Johnny leaned forward to bring the boat round, the muscles in his shoulders undulated under his skin. ‘Looks pretty rickety,’ he commented.

‘How long is it since anyone was here?’ Nicolo called from the far side of the deck.

‘Not a clue,’ Logan replied. ‘Twenty years? More?’

They edged closer to the jetty.

‘Let’s stop alongside,’ he told them. ‘I want to see if it’s sound.’

They slowly manoeuvred the boat so that it bobbed alongside the jetty. Logan hooked a leg over the handrail that ran round the boat’s deck, and hanging on to it with one hand, he stretched forward and stamped on the jetty, testing its strength.

‘Seems OK. I guess the worst that can happen is I get to go for a swim sooner rather than later.’

He swung his other leg over the side and hopped down on to the landing stage. There was a rustle of a breeze through the trees that lined the beach, and the faint swishing of the sea all around them. Otherwise, all was silent.

Johnny and Nicolo watched from the boat. The wood creaked as it absorbed Logan’s weight, but it stood firm, and he spun round to face his friends, arms aloft and a wide grin on his face.

‘Come ashore, my friends, my brothers. Welcome to L’île des Violettes!’

Putting his thumb and forefinger between his lips, Nicolo let out a long, high-pitched whistle. Johnny whooped with excitement and quickly secured the boat, then the two young men leaped off it to join him. The noise they made as they ran down the jetty and on to the hot sand startled the birds in the palm trees, who rose into the sky like a cloud of smoke, clacking and squawking.

They raced into the undergrowth, not caring that their legs were getting scratched. The air was cool and dry, and felt refreshing after hours spent on the boat.

‘It’s like a secret world,’ shouted Nicolo.

‘Treasure Island,’ Johnny called back.

‘Lord of the Flies?’ responded Nicolo.

‘Ha. Turning on each other?’ Johnny chased after Logan. ‘Not us, my friend, never us.’

Logan had stopped running and bent over to catch his breath. Johnny and Nicolo caught up with him.

‘I feel like Robinson Crusoe - with two Man Fridays!’ He was panting, his face a big grin, challenging his friends. Nicolo and Johnny looked at each other and shook their heads.

‘Asking for it, don’t you think?’

‘Begging, I’d say, man.’

Logan chuckled, and before they could catch him he took off again, weaving through the trees. Whooping like savages, Johnny and Nicolo gave chase, until all three of them burst out of the glade of trees on to a rocky promontory. The view stopped them in their tracks.

‘Wow.’

Without realising it, they had made their way to the highest point of the island, and from here they could see the shape of the whole mass. It was picture perfect. Blue skies, turquoise sea, leafy trees and sandy beaches. And as the three young men stood staring down at it, all of them felt a secret, powerful tug in their chests. All of them wanted it to be theirs.

‘What’s over there?’ Johnny said suddenly, breaking the silence, pointing to a building. Even from a distance they could see that it was tumbledown, decrepit.

‘Don’t know,’ said Logan. ‘Why don’t we find out?’

Later, the three of them lay on the sandy floor of the ruined building, a bonfire burning nearby, and the empty bottles of beer that they’d fetched from the boat discarded on the ground next to their sleeping bags. They gazed up at the sky. Tomorrow they would return to the mainland, give the boat back to its  owner and catch their flight home. Back to real life, where Johnny would go to law school, Logan would begin his MBA as one of the youngest students ever to get a place on the prestigious Harvard course, and Nicolo would start work at a construction company in New York, learning the real nuts and bolts of the business. They’d got First, their fledgling hotel company, up and running, and it was doing well. They were raring to go. Their lives as men were beginning.

‘So what do you think, Father Flores? Does she live up to your expectations?’

Nicolo leaned over and flicked the side of Logan’s head with his thumb and forefinger. ‘Don’t call me that. And yes, she certainly does.’

‘Why “she”?’ asked Johnny.

‘Fuck’s sake, J. This place is a woman. A beautiful, uncharted, wild woman, just waiting to be tamed.’

‘Ha. By you?’

‘Yes, by me. No - by us.’ Logan’s voice was confident. He didn’t doubt his words, and neither did his friends.

‘We’ll come back here, yes?’ Johnny’s words were stretched out, long with tiredness and alcohol.

‘Yes. This is our future, guys. One day, we’ll be back here - not as kids, but as men. As the men who own this place. And everyone will see that we made it.’

Logan raised his fist into the air. ‘One man with a dream, at pleasure, Shall go forth and conquer a crown . . .’

Johnny followed suit. ‘And three with a new song’s measure . . .’

And finally Nicolo: ‘Can trample an empire down.’




Chapter One

2008

 



Logan Barnes stood on the edge of the building’s asphalt roof, high above the Upper East Side of Manhattan. It was a clear, bright day, and the Hudson River was twinkling, sparks of white light glinting off its graphite surface. He moved closer to the edge and felt a flicker of fear as he looked down and saw the vehicles moving slowly through the streets beneath him. He pressed the feeling down, but not too far. A bit of fear was good - kept you focused on your goal. He looked up. Above him there was only sky. Below - everything. The city that he loved so much was spread at his feet.

He took another step, which brought him right up to the roof’s edge - and then he jumped.

Seconds spent flying through the air seemed to last for ever. Time stretched and became luxuriously elastic. Logan felt absolute clarity. The world was in sharp focus as his body swooped down towards the uncompromising pavements of New York.

Four hundred and fifty feet below, a second man was scanning the roof for signs of movement. He had positioned himself so that he would have a clear view of what was about to happen. He checked the tiny video camera and then resumed watching  the skyline. After a second he saw him, a tiny figure standing on the roof. He looked intensely vulnerable - exposed.

Johnny raised the camera and began filming as the figure tumbled from the roof, rolling like a hamster in a wheel through the air, falling into a somersault and then straightening and stretching his arms out like a bird. A few people noticed and pointed, or stopped dead in their tracks, but most people just carried on walking - too busy hurrying to lunch dates or back to the office to look up and see the falling man.

And then, just as Johnny was sure it was all over and was holding his breath in readiness for the inevitable, the parachute mushroomed upwards and caught the breeze, and Johnny exhaled with a relieved cry. A harried-looking businessman walked past, glancing at Logan briefly before hurrying on.

As he floated slowly down towards the ground, Logan used his body to steer himself towards a safe landing spot. The building he had jumped from faced Central Park, and as he glided over the grass, tourists in horse-driven coaches, and runners stopped and stared. He always enjoyed the look of surprise that spread over their faces as they registered the shape in the sky and realised it was a man, appearing as if from the heavens. It wasn’t until he had drawn level with a tiny cluster of trees that he heard a terrible shrieking sound. He jerked his head over his shoulder, and a horse rearing up just behind him filled his vision, its rider fighting to rein him in and stay mounted as the animal’s body bucked in fright. Pulling hard on the steering lines, Logan turned sharply, narrowly avoiding the horse’s hooves as he landed. The rider eventually calmed the horse down enough to dismount, and stormed over to Logan, who had landed awkwardly due to the angle and was picking himself up. Shocked onlookers stared at the scene.

‘You fucking lunatic! What in God’s name do you think  you’re doing? You nearly killed me, and my horse! Where the fuck did you come from?’ she yelled at Logan, her face puce.

‘I’m so sorry.’ Logan got to his feet and brushed the greyish dust of Central Park off his clothes. ‘Are you hurt? Here, let me help you.’

‘No - get your fucking hands off me, you prick.’ The woman swiped angrily at Logan, but her hands were trembling, and he backed away, his face conciliatory.

A few yards away, Johnny was jogging easily towards them. The woman had turned pale now underneath her dark skin, and had begun to cry.

‘I’m sorry,’ she said, ‘that was rude, I just . . .’ She was looking at him strangely. ‘Do I know you?’

He smiled. ‘No, we haven’t met. Look - you’ve had a bad fright. Here, sit down.’

Johnny neared them and took the bridle of the horse as Logan led the woman to a nearby bench. She was starting to feel calmer, and man, if anyone was going to almost crush her by falling out of the sky, Thandy was glad it was this one. He may not have been particularly tall, but the man had stature. His shoulders were broad and strong looking under the thin sky-diving outfit he was wearing, and his eyes were crinkled a little with concern. Dark eyes, kind, but with a steel in them, a strength. She shook herself. For goodness’ sake, she was getting carried away like someone out of one of those romance novels her mama read. She definitely recognised him, though.

‘Do you work in the city?’ she asked.

‘Mm - yes.’

She narrowed her eyes. ‘Do you work with - no.’

She started again. ‘Oh, are you Jeannie’s boss? At Bloomingdales? Homewares?’

‘I’m afraid not.’

She looked at him suspiciously. ‘You sure? You look a lot like . . .’

Logan smiled and jerked his head at Johnny, who nodded in understanding and took out his mobile phone. Thandy listened as he spoke.

‘Johnny Stokes here. We need a room, straight away.’

‘What do you mean a room? I’m not going anywhere with you, you mighta killed me. I may recognise you from somewhere but that doesn’t mean I’m gonna . . .’

She trailed off. Oh. Johnny Stokes. She looked up at the other man, sitting next to her, her eyes wide. ‘Oh my. You’re . . .’

Logan nodded. She had realised. It wasn’t the first time it had happened - people often mistook him for someone they knew, waved at him in the street assuming they’d been introduced at a drinks party or that he was a neighbour or somesuch. He held out his hand. ‘Logan Barnes. Pleased to meet you.’

 



The trio walked through the glass doors of the Royal Hotel, Johnny and Logan on either side of the bemused woman, whose horse had been led away by the owner of the stables after another phone call from Johnny. He knew someone almost everywhere in Manhattan, it seemed. There was little he couldn’t arrange or get hold of within the city’s parameters with a quick flick through his contacts list and a phone call, a handshake, or nod. They entered the building. A matching pair of uniformed porters wearing ivory gloves and deferential smiles greeted them. They swept open the glass doors in unison and their pale grey top hats nodded in synchronised greeting.

As soon as they entered the lobby, the concierge was moving towards them with a smile.

‘Good morning, Mr Barnes,’ the man murmured, awaiting further instructions.

‘Morning, Matthew. Beautiful day, isn’t it?’

‘Indeed it is, sir. I have a suite ready for your guest as requested.’ He looked over at the young woman on whom Logan had almost landed. ‘If you’d like to accompany me, madam?’

Logan put a hand on her arm, and it was as warm as the smile in his dark eyes. She softened a little. He was an extremely charming man, and she had been annoyed to find her anger dissipating rather quickly in the park, when he had solicitously sat her down then whisked her to the hotel (one of the very best in the city, she knew by reputation) in the back of a chauffeur-driven car.

‘I’m so sorry about earlier, really. Some fresh clothes will be delivered to your suite shortly. Your room has been reserved for you until the end of the week. Please don’t hesitate to order whatever you’d like from room service. Matthew here is the concierge, and he will look after you - any reservations, or other help that you might need. Mr Stokes and I have somewhere we have to be.’

The concierge nodded at her and Thandy’s smile widened. Well, look here. She, Thandy Stine, a secretary from Queens who saved up to ride in Central Park once a fortnight, in a suite in the Royal! Not only that, but as the guest of Mr Logan Barnes, from the TV. And Johnny Stokes, the one that all the girls in the office were in love with. She was going to phone her friends straight away.

As the concierge led her across the mink-coloured marble floors of reception, the cool stone inlaid with elegantly curving patterns of what looked like, but surely could not be, mother-of-pearl, she was already mentally planning the meal she would order on room service. A huge Porterhouse steak, bloodily rare, with mustard and fries. A plate of oysters to start, because she’d never tried them before. Some of those tiny pastel-coloured macaroons that looked so pretty and ladylike.

Turning round, she gave Logan a wink. If this was what came of people falling out of the sky and nearly killing you, then she didn’t mind one bit.

 



Johnny and Logan left the overexcited Thandy in the capable hands of the Royal’s well-trained staff, and headed over to the West Side, Logan Barnes International’s hotel and club in the Meatpacking District of Manhattan. It was a totally different animal from his flagship property near Central Park, but no less successful in its own way. Where the Royal exemplified everything that was chi-chi and slick about Manhattan, with its pale marble floors and its opulent drapes, the West Side was its younger, trendier sibling. Black Perspex floors reflected neon spotlights that hung in clusters from the bare plaster ceiling, and the open-plan lobby was dotted with low seating covered in black suede. Black goldfish swam around square-cut glass bowls placed on black Perspex tables that rose up almost seamlessly from the floor, their frilled fins wafting through the water. A Damien Hirst sculpture of a sheep’s heart pierced by a silver dagger was displayed in the centre of the room.

On the way, Logan checked his emails on his iPhone, while Johnny called to let the director know they were on their way.

‘Yep, we’ll meet you outside. No, that’s fine, we’ll do the tour as usual, and then the Check Out is at - four?’ Johnny raised a hand to attract Logan’s attention and raised his eyebrows questioningly. Logan nodded.

‘Uh huh, four, then we head to London this evening. Yes, the three of us, plus Rachel and Kirsten. Come on, Chris, you know you can’t. The plane’s out of bounds. No way. Nice try, though.’ Johnny laughed. ‘See ya.’

The plane was Logan’s sanctuary, out of bounds to everyone apart from his board of directors, his personal assistant, Rachel and his family. It was where he recharged, regrouped, held  confidential meetings and made the phone calls that he didn’t want to be overheard. There was no way the camera crew were ever getting through those particular doors.

‘Always pushing the boundaries, that guy,’ Johnny said.

‘Don’t they all?’

‘True. He wanted to come in the plane.’

‘Ha.’

‘I know.’

Johnny tutted, and picked up his phone again. He spent so much time on it, he tended to get through a new one every few months. Also, he got bored quickly. He was pretty bored with his girlfriend, Melissa, but he couldn’t see an easy way to get rid of her, given her involvement in their TV series, General Manager. They had met at the ‘Revolution’-themed party held to launch the Contemporary Museum of Art’s retrospective of twentieth-century revolutionary art. He had gone as Che Guevara - who else? She had done a perfect Marie Antoinette - too perfect, he should have noted - and it was a sign of her social clout that she was the only one. No one would have dared tread on Melissa’s brocade-clad toes.

The party was one of the major events of Manhattan’s fall social calendar. The Metropolitan Museum balls were the grande dame, a long-established fixture that everyone made sure they were in town for, but the COMA had recently got in on the act. Realising how much publicity and cash clout the city’s socialite clan had, they had started creating their own fabulous, themed balls timed to slot in with their big fall exhibitions. Tables went for $100,000 and upwards, costumes were minutely planned months in advance and the seating plan was of military detail and importance. Already this year Bunny Shawcross had left in a fury, her Romanov cloak dramatically gathered around her throat in a display of haughty disgust because her sight-line was obscured by a floral guillotine. The balls provided  projects for scores of stylists, chauffeurs, doormen, florists, caterers, waitresses - the legions of men and women who staffed these events (and made a very nice living themselves out of them) were sought after and fought over for their skills. Aurelie Lezard, the organiser, was a willowy blonde whose fey looks belied her hard-nosed work ethic. She saw it as a matter of personal pride to make the ball the one that everyone was talking about. Johnny watched her work the room as he stood next to a vodka luge, an ice sculpture in the shape of a hammer and sickle which dispensed shots of the spirit from an opening in its base, spending her allotted thirty seconds with someone, giving them her full attention and the benefit of her large blue eyes and cloud of blond hair, then efficiently moving on.

Johnny and Melissa’s eyes had hardly met across a crowded ballroom; he had trodden on the extensive train of her gown, which Melissa had purposely draped so that it was in his way. She’d had her eye on him for a while, having seen him at various parties and openings around Manhattan, and had asked about him. What Melissa wanted, Melissa usually got. They’d moved on to the Maotini bar, where he had asked if he could take her out for dinner, adding, ‘I’d like to see what you look like without a birdcage attached to your head.’

He’d seen what every bit of her looked like after their date, as she lay diagonally across his emperor-sized bed after they’d made love (Melissa might have been New York royalty, but she was certainly no prudish princess) and then sat watching cartoons and eating mint-choc-chip ice cream.

Johnny was enchanted, although he might not have been quite so charmed had he heard her throwing it all up half an hour later.

It was Melissa who had come to Johnny and Logan with the idea for General Manager, a hotel reality show. She worked as an associate producer for her media mogul father, who had been  looking for a new TV concept to rival The Apprentice and Top Chef and the various other prime-time shows that had proved so successful. Johnny had immediately loved the idea - he was always up for a challenge, for a new experience. Johnny believed that you only really regretted the things you didn’t do in life. He’d taken it to Logan, unsure how his old friend would react; had talked up the potential benefits for the business as a whole, emphasised the wider customer base they would reach - but none of it had been necessary. Logan’s eyes had lit up straight away. ‘I love it,’ he’d said, standing up and beginning to pace. That was when Johnny knew he was getting into the idea; Logan always paced when he was excited. ‘Free advertising - who could say no? It could open up all sorts of avenues. Tell her yes.’

Johnny should have known he’d be up for it; Logan had always had a need for recognition, ever since they were kids. Doing things quietly was not in his nature. He’d always be the one badgering the teacher, pointing out his contribution to a class project, bouncing up and down on his toes while waiting to be picked for baseball teams, keen to make sure he wasn’t forgotten about. His report cards all tended to say the same thing. Logan’s enthusiasm is clear. Logan is always eager to contribute his thoughts in class. Logan certainly has no problems sharing his opinions.


It was Logan who had come up with the catchphrase. He’d approached his preparation for the project systematically, calling in DVDs of all the comparable recent shows and watching them, one by one, on his plane during flights, or at home late at night, or on his laptop in the back of the car. Figuring out what worked about them, what didn’t, what could be improved upon. There was no way he’d just hand over the reins to the production company and show up for filming - in fact, Johnny wasn’t sure that the producers had quite known what they were getting into when they got Logan involved.

‘See here,’ he’d suddenly announce, pressing Pause on the remote and pointing it at the plasma screen in front of him to illustrate his point. ‘The contestants are called back in two groups - winners first, then the bottom three, who have to face the panel and explain where things went wrong. But in this one,’ he pressed another button and switched to a different show, ‘contestants go before the panel individually, and then are told the results as a group.’ His brow would furrow as he considered the differing approaches, and scribbled notes on the pad at his elbow.

One morning, Johnny had been on a conference call with a lawyer in Tokyo and a real-estate developer in Beijing, when Logan had burst into his office and announced, ‘Johnny Stokes, It’s Time for You to Check Out!’ And had stood in the doorway looking inordinately pleased with himself. There had been a conspicuous silence from Tokyo and Beijing, before one of them said, ‘Um, Mr Stokes? Is everything all right?’ Logan had clapped a hand over his mouth and gone away laughing.

The production company had loved it straight away and, when the show aired, so had the viewers. It was partly to do with Logan’s delivery - masterful, without being melodramatic. Soon the phrase was popping up everywhere, in puns and jokes in media stories, spreading in the way that these things tend to do. People shouted it at Johnny when they saw him in the street, groups of students said it to each other in bars at the end of the night; it entered the everyday parlance of millions of people and helped make Logan, Johnny and Mark - who made up the third member of the judging panel - household names.

Which was all great. Apart from the fact that, now she had managed to assign herself solely to General Manager (being the boss’s little princess had all sorts of advantages), Johnny found himself seeing rather more of Melissa than he might have chosen to and, consequently, was becoming rather tired of her. There  was always someone blonder, darker, curvier, slimmer, attracting his attention. But if he dumped her, it would be bad; he’d have to see her on set all the time, and she was definitely the type to bear a grudge. She was talking about moving in now, and he was definitely going to have to discourage that. The last thing he wanted was her in his apartment all the time. He was going to have to deal with it soon. But not yet.

 



When their car pulled up outside the hotel, the crew and director were waiting for them, cameras already rolling as Logan and Johnny got out and headed towards the glass doors. Passers-by paused, their attention attracted by the cameras and booms and the growing buzz of anticipation that surrounded Logan as he crossed the sidewalk and entered the hotel.

‘Look, it’s—’

‘Logan Barnes.’

‘It’s the other one I like - Mark, the English one. Isn’t he here? I just lurve that accent.’

‘Oh Mom, hey, there he is - Johnny - you know, from . . .’

‘Get your camera out, Marjorie - hurry up, they’re going inside!’

‘General Manager.’

‘You have seen it. I watch it every week - yes, on Bravo. Yes, that one!’

 



‘Alicia, please hand your room key into reception - It’s Time for You to Check Out.’

The camera panned from the pretty yet stricken face of the blond-haired girl dressed in a white shirt and dark suit, to the panel of three men sitting behind a long wooden desk, one of whom had been the one to issue the verdict. Their faces were set firm, their minds made up. Silence.

The camera then moved to show the rest of the room. It was  a large, square room, formal yet modern, situated high up in the building. The view from the large windows was one of neighbouring skyscrapers. The whole atmosphere was one of high-flying success. A group of four young women and three men sat in a line against the far wall of the room, their faces betraying varying degrees of relief, pleasure and smugness.

Alicia stood and smoothed down her skirt before heading towards the three men in front of her, her arm outstretched.

‘Thank you for the opportunity, Mr Stokes.’

She shook the hand of the man on the left. He grinned at her - and was that a wink? She blushed. Johnny Stokes, always with a ready smile and a kind word, was known for being a ladies’ man. As she had found out for herself one night not so long ago . . . She put that firmly to the back of her mind, and moved on.

‘Mr Barnes. It’s been an honour, sir.’

He nodded, his face unsmiling but not unkind. Finally, she took the hand of the third man, Mark Mallory - the Englishman with the pale blue eyes, the slender hands and long fingers. He was distant, cool, polite.

‘Mr Mallory. Thank you.’

He smiled briefly, but there was no real warmth to it. The Brit contestants had all got on better with him than the Yanks, since he always seemed to be looking down on them, somehow. Mark Mallory, in his pale grey tail ored suit and rose-pink shirt, his still thick hair with only a little grey combed back in a gentle wave, was LBI’s Managing Director of Hotel Operations. It was his job to ensure that the group’s properties were running smoothly, hiring and firing managing directors and individual hotel managers, resolving problems within the hotels’ management structures with professionalism and a light touch. He had joined LBI years ago, when his aristocratic family had fallen on hard times. Their stately home in Dorset, Sternley, had been in  a serious state of disrepair and about to be given to the National Trust in order to keep it going, when Logan had swept in, bought it up and transformed it into a luxury country-house hotel.

On General Manager it was Mark who set the hotel-management tasks, or who had the contestants racing to make hundreds of beds as they struggled to complete housekeeping challenges, or who got them to play bellboy and lug tons of heavy and fragile luggage up and down the stairs. Alicia had always felt that he enjoyed watching them suffer rather more than was seemly - there was something of the sadist in his eyes, she thought.

The girl’s goodbyes completed, she turned to the line of other contestants now. ‘Good luck,’ she mouthed at Dominic, the big, camp man who was the only friend she had made during her three weeks in New York, and the one she would be rooting for to win. The rest of them could go fuck themselves. He blew her a kiss.

Picking up the handle of the suitcase on wheels that all the contestants were required to use, she walked to the back of the room and blinked away a tear. She didn’t want to start crying now, since in a few months this episode would be shown on national television - well, international television actually, as it was very much a transatlantic production. General Manager  was filmed in both New York and London, the contestants came from both countries, and the series was screened on the same day in both territories. It was an expensive way of doing things, and it meant a lot of to-ing and fro-ing, as well as headaches for the production company and editors, but it was all part of the show’s ethos, which was to reflect the lifestyle of Logan Barnes and his right-hand men as accurately as possible. Part reality show, part fierce competition for a position working for LBI, the first series had been an instant hit,  and this second series looked set to achieve an even greater success when it aired.

Taking a deep breath, Alicia prepared to leave through the big red doors that had become the symbol of the show in what she knew would be the final image of the episode. Every week someone was told to Check Out, and had to walk through those doors. Now it was her turn.

‘OK, cut! Sorry, Alicia, dear, come back, come back - we’re going to have to take that from the top. Can we have a bit more in the way of visible regret, please - you’ve just lost the opportunity of a lifetime! Really make us feel it. And Dominic, less of the kissy-kissy stuff in the background, please. You’re not here to make friends, people. All right? Rolling . . .’

Alicia sighed, and put her case back on the floor next to her. She supposed this was what they meant by ‘the magic of TV’.

 



Logan let the chatter of the crowd that was waiting excitedly outside the building by the time he, Johnny and Mark left fade into the background. He’d learned to turn the volume of it down in his head. At first it had bothered him that everywhere he went someone did a double take, or nudged their companion, or openly stared and pointed. He hardly noticed it these days. Even the camera crews, who were his almost constant companions for days on end, shadowing him in meetings and at dinners and in his office, he paid little attention to any more. It was surprising how quickly you adjusted, how fast you got used to even the most surreal of situations, and began to see them as perfectly normal. Being filmed while he viewed a potential new acquisition? Just another day. Turning on the TV at home to catch the news and seeing yourself negotiating with a contractor? His finger didn’t falter on the remote control. Driving through Manhattan from JFK and seeing scores of billboards advertising the second series of General Manager, with  his, Johnny’s and Mark Mallory’s faces blown up to the size of houses, their arms crossed, staring down at the camera with Logan’s slogan, It’s Time for You to Check Out, emblazoned across the bottom? He didn’t even blink any more.

As Logan stepped out into the heat that characterised August in Manhattan, the air hung heavily around him, thick and soupy, making his skin feel damp almost immediately. Office workers rushed between appointments, briefcases under one arm and a large skinny macchiato wedged under the other as they juggled phone and belongings in the scrum; a tiny, size-zero woman in her eighties, still in her floor-length fur despite the weather and a hairdo bigger than her bird-like skull, walked a miniature white Chihuahua; a black stretch Hummer limo drew up alongside a Foot Locker, music pumping, and let out a group of impossibly wide-shouldered black men, all in matching white suits, their hands shimmering with diamonds as they gestured, the jewels catching the sunlight. New York City. There was nowhere quite like it.

He reached the two limos that were idling in front of the hotel, one for him and his PA, one for Johnny, Mark and Kirsten Devizes-Brown. Kirsten was a tall, rangy brunette, and Logan’s Head of Communications, Sales and Marketing. The eldest daughter of an old and notoriously eccentric English family, she was a PR genius, who could make anything and everything seem utterly, irresistibly desirable. Before joining LBI she had worked on her own, masterminding the comebacks of pop stars who’d been busted doing drugs, or rappers caught carrying guns, running damage limitation for the reputation of young royals caught with their pants down somewhere they shouldn’t have been, and babysitting a children’s TV presenter through his drink-driving trial. She had a reputation for being tough, hardworking, knowing everyone, and also being great fun. Logan knew he was lucky to have her on his side. Apart from anything  else, if she was working for him, he knew she couldn’t be working against him.

Rachel was already inside the car, her ultra-thin laptop open on her knee, no doubt with a list of tasks and instructions and queries at the ready. She was an excellent assistant, he couldn’t manage without her. She had been one of the contestants on the first series of General Manager - had been kicked off in one of the early rounds, mainly because she wasn’t pushy enough for the show’s producers. But he had spotted her efficiency, her calmness in the face of any kind of chaos, and had hired her straight away. It had proved to be a good decision, but then, his decisions usually did. He sat back. In a few hours he’d be home in London. Meet with Maryanne, give her a chance to go over the social arrangements for the next few weeks. See the kids if they were there - that was a good point. He turned to Rachel.

‘Do I have a slot scheduled with Charlie and Lucia?’

She clicked the mouse to bring up Logan’s digital calendar on her screen.

‘Lucia, yes, tomorrow at eleven a.m., then lunch. I’ve booked you in at the Ivy Club. Charlie’s not in London at the moment. In the evening you’re hosting a dinner party at home.’

He nodded his approval. He could spend the morning with Maryanne, then check in with Lucia, see what she was occupying her time with (and hopefully be told that she had taken up the place at St Martin’s College that she had been offered to study fashion design), maybe see if she had any news of what progress Charlie had made with his music recording (and hopefully discover that he was nearing completion and had got it out of his system), and then have a pleasant lunch with her before getting back on with things in his West End office. Good. The car sped them towards the airport.
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The engines of his private jet whirred, and Logan shrugged off his jacket and rolled up his linen shirt-sleeves, as he and Rachel walked briskly up the steps of the plane that was waiting on the runway to fly them to London. His security detail gave the pilot the OK, having checked the plane over before Logan and his assistant arrived in his chauffeur-driven Mercedes, another shut the door behind Rachel, and the pilot prepared for take-off. Logan hardly noticed the team of bodyguards any more, he was so used to having them around, shadowing him, forming a tight band of experience and expertise around himself and his family. It was just part of the travelling circus of his life. He took security seriously, since the risks of kidnap and corporate sabotage were very real ones.

Logan dumped his briefcase down, pulled off his shoes and socks, and went to his fitted wardrobe to get a T-shirt for the flight. The long-range Boeing was just like another of his homes; with twenty-five properties scattered all over the world and a hands-on approach to hotel management like Logan’s, it had to be. It carried him back and forth across the Atlantic, over the Caribbean, all around Europe - wherever he needed to meet clients, oversee building and renovation works, or meet with banks and business associates. As he changed, Logan continued to fire a steady stream of questions, comments and instructions at his assistant. She was well used to doing five things at once.

Logan selected a bottle of San Pellegrino from the assortment in the glass-fronted Sub Zero refrigerator built into a marble-topped bar on one side of the plane, and poured himself a glass.

‘You have a three o’clock with the planning department regarding the Mall development, that’s confirmed. Christian arrives at two tomorrow to discuss refinancing options and to put a proposal in front of you. Johnny’s dealing with the legal issues remaining regarding Luxury.’

Rachel glanced over at Johnny who had wandered into the cabin, and who nodded in confirmation.

‘We’ll need to talk them through at some point. No major rush.’

Rachel continued as she, Logan, Johnny, Mark and Kirsten all gathered around the large oval table. The flight to London would be a working one - it was often one of the only opportunities they got to come together in the same place at the same time - otherwise meetings were held and decisions discussed and taken using the twenty-first century combination of conference calls and video screens, emails, iPhones and BlackBerries that they had all come to rely on.

‘There’s been a development with the lawsuit against the Vegas contractors: you have an update memo.’ Rachel gestured at the papers Logan was going through. ‘There’s a request for you to chair a debate at Harvard Business, and a couple of charity requests. All the information is in your folder.’

Logan continued to look through the papers. ‘Approve those.’ He went on, ‘The Pink brothers should have submitted the final selections for the guest cosmetics - chase that if they haven’t come through. And I want to see where we are with the brochure copy. Also, the staff uniforms - when will I see the finished products?’

‘Tuesday,’ Rachel said. ‘I’ll confirm.’

‘Is the film ready?’

‘Yes.’

This was what they had all been waiting for.

Rachel pressed a single button and a plasma screen slid silently down from the ceiling as the lights around the room dimmed. The film began and Logan watched intently as a single word floated forwards out of the black background, the ornate lettering faintly shimmering as it came into focus, and then slipped away again.

LUXURY

Logan smiled. The word reappeared, gently pulsing on the screen. Rachel clicked another button on the remote, and out of the background emerged silhouettes of tropical birds of paradise sucking from flowers; limbs moving in a slow, sinuous dance; a ray of light catching a jewelled necklace; a thin curl of smoke winding up into the air from a pipe; liquid splashing gently against the side of a glass. All in the company’s signature black and cream, all on the screen for just long enough for the viewer to decipher what the images were before disappearing just out of reach . . . back to black . . . and then the words:

Beyond your wildest dreams.

Every whim satisfied.

Every desire fulfilled.

In total privacy.

LUXURY . . .

The trailer they had spent months perfecting drew to a close. It was finally happening. The place that had fired his imagination and filled his daydreams for almost forty years, ever since Honoré, his beloved nanny, had first described it to him in a bedtime story, was his - and his alone.

‘In the middle of the ocean, in a place where no one goes, there is an island . . .’

That was how the story had started, in Honoré’s lilting Mauritian accent; the same every time, and Logan’s neck would tingle in anticipation and he would hunker down into the duvet to listen. Honoré had worked for his parents for many years, and had taken on the role of nanny almost by default, the day Logan was brought home from the hospital. His mother had seen her role as being mostly completed at that point, and so Honoré had picked up the screeching little bundle in her arms and soothed him, rocking and singing softly to him. From that  moment on, it had been she whom Logan went to for comfort, with a scraped knee or a shiny winged beetle he had dis - covered under a stone, she who taught him his numbers and ABC, she who dressed him in the morning and tucked him in at night - always with the story of the magical island of violets. But although the beginning was always the same, the rest of the story was always different. One day, L’île des Violettes would be at the centre of a battle raged by pirates who roamed the high seas searching for treasure; the next it would be the setting for a damsel in distress, complete with fairytale castle and dashing prince to rescue her; the next, a magical island where elves and warlocks inhabited the caves, and if you were quiet, a unicorn could be seen darting through the trees.

Every time a different tale, but every time the same backdrop of L’île des Violettes described so many times that Logan felt as if the geography of the place had seeped into his bones. He knew the place, knew its beaches and inlets as well as he knew the pattern of the cracks in his bedroom ceiling; knew where the hills and peaks were as well as he knew which of the wooden floorboards in the corridor outside his bedroom creaked and could give his midnight trips to the kitchen away.

So when he had finally gone to the island for the first time, all those years ago, with Johnny and Nicolo, it had felt like coming home.

 



Rachel clicked through some of the brochure images. Rising up out of the deep blue of the Indian Ocean, the island had always gleamed with natural beauty, but now it shone with the gloss of many millions of dollars’ worth of investment as well. Named for the surprising profusion of tiny purple flowers which grew all over the island, L’île des Violettes had once been the home of a reclusive film star, but after his death in the 1950s it had fallen into disrepair, and no one had lived on it since. Until now.

The first image showed the island from a distance, as the guests would see it when they arrived by boat. It sparkled with light, with life. Logan stared at the shoreline, the pale expanse of sand stretching out along the edge of the island, and he could almost hear the sound of the sea around him, feel the silky, caressing air on his face.

Rachel pressed another button and a new image appeared, again taken from the point of view of a guest arriving, drawing you into the place. This time, the photo was of the jetty, its glossy wood extending out into the sea towards the viewer. It was in the same location as it had always been, but rebuilt to make a solid platform for the distinguished guests who would be using it: smooth wood, with silver rails, and a uniformed attendant waiting to greet the ex-senator, current prime minister or megastar who might be about to alight. Luxury was for the elite’s elite. Sometimes it seemed as though anyone could be a celebrity these days; all you had to do was queue up for the latest reality TV show and you were almost guaranteed an interview in Heat magazine. Luxury was not for those people. No, she was for the top tier only - those who were rich enough and famous enough to pass the rigid security testing, to warrant the strict and tightly enforced privacy rules, to require a level of sumptuous indulgence that surpassed that of any hotel until now. People like billionaire hedge-fund managers, Russian oligarchs, Hollywood producers worth hundreds of millions. You didn’t just book a room at Luxury, you applied for one, and waited to see if your request had been successful. You didn’t deposit in order to be considered for a room. You didn’t just get on a plane and fly there, you waited until your reservation request had been processed and approved before you were told where you would be met from, by a limousine which would take you to a private airfield, where a company jet would be waiting for you. You didn’t just go on  holiday, you escaped to your own personal version of ultimate luxury.

Logan knew that the rich and famous enjoyed gimmicks and freebies. Indeed, in his long experience as an hotelier he had learned that the most shameless stealers of crystal ashtrays and bathrobes and items from the mini-bar were the wealthiest. He had once had to replace fifty thousand dollars’ worth of items from a suite after it had been vacated by a famous pop star, as well as spending a considerable sum restoring the antique silk carpets her dog had destroyed. Dreaming up the little quirks and details was the fun part of the job, the bit where he got to play Willy Wonka with his hotels. But he also knew that what his guests valued above all was the ability to enjoy themselves and relax, secure in the knowledge that they were safe from the clicking shutters and scribbling pens of the media. To be confident that they would not be nagged for autographs by members of the public, or stared at like freaks while they were eating by people desperate to know what it was that Bill Gates, Madonna or Janet Jackson preferred to start the day with. Luxury’s clientele didn’t need just another luxury hotel - they needed the  luxury hotel - and for them, that meant one that guaranteed them a refuge.

The beaches, with their smooth white sand that was raked every morning, looked perfectly natural, but were actually manmade structures. A crawlspace underneath allowed for internet access and iPod docking stations to be wired into the beach, situated at each cabana, as well as the sophisticated temperature-control system beneath the tons of sand which stopped it from getting too hot and burning delicately pedicured feet. Fire pits had been positioned every twenty yards or so along the top of the beach, which were lit at night, casting a bronze glow on the air. Guests could have their dinner barbecued on them by a private chef, castaway style.

Next came a close-up of the custom-made cream and black patterned silk that covered the walls of one of the small ‘salons’ inside the hotel. This was followed by a picture of a smiling, red lipsticked, all-American girl, dressed in a retro striped cigar - ette girl outfit; the girls would serve cones of popcorn and miniature bottles of champagne with straws during the in-flight film on the private planes which would take guests to the closest airport to the island. Other features included the Nautilus mini-sub for underwater excursions, the custom-sprayed Harley Davidsons for more adventurous guests to borrow to ride around the island, and the matching buggies for those who preferred to drive more sedately. More images appeared on the screen. A violet velvet chaise longue on the balcony of one of the rooms, a fine sheet of transparent white linen falling in soft folds over its back. A walk-in wardrobe, with a rainbow of fine cashmere sweaters folded in a stack on one of the cedar shelves. A small caramel-coloured dog looking quizzically at the camera, its head tilted to one side: devoted pet-owners whose dogs had to remain at home because of quarantine laws could borrow one of the hotel’s pets to keep them company during their stay, complete with accessories such as rhinestone-studded collars and their own pet sofas.

Upon approval of their application, guests would be required to sign a contract, drawn up by Johnny, which laid out the terms of membership. Absolute privacy, absolute confidentiality. No photos, no video cameras, no gossiping to the tabloids. A file was opened for each guest, and his or her personal details and preferences recorded. You would never have to explain how you liked your coffee at Luxury.

The slideshow ended and the screen faded to the company’s curving black and white logo. Logan knew the project was an ambitious one. He knew what his detractors were saying - that it couldn’t be done, that no one would jump through all of the  rumoured hoops that the arrogant Logan Barnes was putting in place. He didn’t care. He’d been surrounded by whispers all his life. He wasn’t going to start listening to them now.

This was it. This was his magnum opus.

 



The trailer ended. Logan was standing in front of the plasma screen and facing his most trusted executives, the group of men and women who formed the foundation of his company. His best friends. They might be the board, but this - Luxury - was very much Logan’s baby. And Johnny’s, of course. But still, Logan was the driving force, the instigator of everything. He waited for their reactions.

They all stood up, cheering, Johnny and Mark rushing forward to clap him on the shoulder, squeeze him in manly hugs; Kirsten and Rachel kissing him on the cheek, Kirsten leaving smudges of plummy lipstick in her wake.

‘It’s wonderful, Logan, just awesome.’

‘Many congratulations, old boy. You’ve done a hell of a fine job.’

‘You did it, man. You did it.’

Logan breathed a sigh of relief and pleasure. He minded what they thought; he respected everyone in the cabin, and would have given any reservations they might have had serious consideration. But they loved it. They really loved it. There was just something nagging at him . . . He pushed it down. Suddenly he felt very tired, and glanced at his watch. He would try and take a nap before they landed in London.

‘OK. The press release is going out tomorrow. It contains the hotel’s particulars and outlines our unique reservation processes; it also gives the basic website and contact details. The launch party is mentioned, but no details are given. I want it to hit everyone at the same time, when it happens. So please remember that we’re still keeping all information regarding this completely  confidential. I know I don’t have to remind you, but humour me.’

He smiled at his team. God, he was excited. This was what it was all about; this was why he did it. The adrenaline of forthcoming success.

‘As a brief aside, we’re opening advance applications the day after tomorrow, and our reservations teams are primed and ready to take calls. I have every faith they’ll do so with great efficiency. On to the party. As you know, we have a very high-profile event planned. We’re anticipating a huge degree of interest from the press wanting to get in. As well as all the usual socialites, reality TV “stars” and hangers-on.’

There was a murmur of laughter from around the table. Logan Barnes’s parties were glamorous, fun and just a bit wild, and were always one of the hottest tickets in town.

‘We’re keeping the guest list tight. There are going to be plenty of people - including some big names - who can’t get in. I know this is a bit of a gamble, turning away people who can normally get in anywhere they want to. But the theory is that this is going to make them want it even more. And of course, anyone really important whom we’ve turned away will be the first to be let through when it comes to reservations for the hotel itself. We don’t want to completely alienate them - just make them work for it a little. I’m confident this party’s going to be our best yet. I’m really excited about it, and I hope you are as well.’

He looked at Rachel, who now took over.

‘The system to ensure that the exclusivity of the event is maintained is as follows. Invitations are being sent out tomorrow. They’re being hand-couriered to the invitees, who will then have twenty-four hours to reply. Anyone who hasn’t replied within that time will not have their invitation validated, and as such, will not be given the final part of it, which contains details of the location. There will be no plus ones, no last-minute  changes to the guest list. No one will be allowed in who hasn’t been personally invited and replied within the allotted time-frame. ’

Mark Mallory inclined his slightly weak chin a little.

‘Mark?’

‘Is that wise? Journalists and celebrities are both used to getting what they want. They can become very . . .’ he smiled thinly ‘. . . vocal, shall we say, if they feel they’re being sidelined. It’s inevitable that some of them simply won’t be able to respond in time.’

‘You’re right. And that’s just the point. Like I said earlier, I want people to realise that not everyone will get into the party - just like not everyone will get into Luxury itself. And the way to do that is to put our money where our mouth is, which inevitably means some people will be disappointed. But by doing this, we’ll prove our brand identity right from the off. Luxury is exclusive. It’s private. It’s not for everyone. But once you’re in, you’re in. And we protect your privacy. Anyhow, the ones who don’t make it will be even more intrigued by the hotel itself. While we’re on the subject, Steve, I want to go over the security arrangements with you. Can you send a report to Rachel for me to look at?’

‘Not a problem.’ Steve Bigby was sitting in the corner of the cabin, absolutely still and silent until he was spoken to. He was Logan’s head of security; a slight man, with one of those faces that you could never quite recall once he had left the room. Shadowy. An ex-casino conman, he had grown up in a trailer park on the outskirts of Las Vegas and knew all the tricks. He had the ability to slip into any situation and adapt himself to it. Flitting around the sidelines, sliding in between the cracks. Nothing could get past Steve. Logan trusted him absolutely.

‘Mrs Barnes has approved the menus, both for the party and the following events, but I have the florist’s presentations here.’  Rachel passed the laptop to Logan as he sat at the table, and he scrolled through images of shallow pools of water dotted with floating candles and the palest pink orchids, lit so that the water glowed, jewel-like; of olive trees strung with tiny fairy lights.

‘Perfect. Send the menus to my laptop as well, please.’ He noted the look of surprise that appeared briefly on his assistant’s face before she assented.

That was strange, she thought. Maryanne usually took sole charge of the food and design details at Logan’s parties, both business and private; she always had done. It had been said more than once that she had played a role at least as influential in Logan’s success as Johnny Stokes. Rachel had never quite believed that, but she tried to give the woman the benefit of the doubt - she hadn’t known her in the early days, after all. Maybe it was true. If it was, how Maryanne must have changed since then . . .

‘This is something new. Something no one has ever done before. It’s going to be great.’ The excitement of his long-held dream finally nearing realisation showed in Logan’s face. He held his weight on the balls of his feet, full of energy. ‘And if a few hacks get their noses put out of joint because they’ve missed the free canapés and champagne . . .’

A confident, rich drawl interrupted, ‘Well then, they should have replied in time, shouldn’t they?’ Johnny Stokes looked around the room, his smile easy and charming, but behind it lay an iron strength, just as his casual dress concealed a body tightly muscled from years of training. Johnny loved to run, jump, kayak, windsurf - anything physical, and the more dangerous the better. He held Mark’s gaze, his eyes bright and challenging him to disagree.

Eventually Mark nodded his head briefly in acquiescence, and looked away.

The meeting over, Logan announced that he was going to have a rest.

‘And Kirsten, can I have a word, please?’

‘Of course. I have some documents for you to look over, also.’

He headed to his bedroom at the back of the plane, Kirsten following. As usual, her clothes were both smart and quirky; today’s suit was deep charcoal and had a tight, nipped-in waist and flared, asymmetrical skirt. Logan pulled his tie off as he went.

‘I’ve put some ideas together for people you might want to consider giving interviews to when we launch,’ Kirsten said. ‘Not too many, just a balanced selection of some big names, along with some more unusual choices - smaller publications, but ones that reach specific demographics.’

Logan opened the folder and glanced over the list of names. She was right, there were some magazines and websites on there that no one would expect him to give interviews to. But he trusted her judgement; Kirsten had an unerring instinct for PR and trends.

‘There are also some thoughts on how best to handle your personal PR profile.’

Logan glanced at her, noting her expression. ‘No need for you to feel embarrassed, Kirsten. I’m well aware of the potential issues that my family life might pose. Thanks.’

She nodded.

‘So here’s the thing,’ he went on. ‘Am I making a mistake with how we’re running the party? It’s not too late to say. You know I want your input.’

She shook her head. ‘I don’t believe so. Your thinking is right. People will talk about this more because we’re going against the grain - even the ones who don’t get in. It’s ballsy, but I think we can pull it off.’

‘That’s how I like it.’ He smiled.

Logan’s voice was as confident as ever, but Kirsten noticed there was something else behind his words - some slight wariness, maybe? Perhaps he was just tired.

Logan felt unsettled. The beautiful island, his paradise - he was opening it up to the world. Was it the right thing to do? Would the world appreciate it as he did? Well, no one could do that . . . but would they see the splendour of it?

‘Have I got it right this time, Kirsten?’ he asked slowly.

‘The party? Yes, I told you—’

‘Not just the party. The whole thing. The hotel, the island - have I made all the right decisions?’

The young woman stood in front of him and looked into his eyes. For the first time in seven years, she could see uncertainty in them. He was scared. The realisation startled her. The island must mean a very great deal to him.

‘This isn’t just another hotel, is it?’

‘No, not this time.’ He seemed relieved that someone had recognised it. ‘It’s - I can’t explain it. L’île des Violettes is the most beautiful place in the world, and I’m opening it up to the world. And what if the world doesn’t like it? Tell me honestly, Kirsten: is what I’m doing to the island going to ruin it? Is the island going to ruin me?’

She took a deep breath.

‘Honestly? I have no idea. No one has any idea. This project - well, when you first told me about it - the whole board - we all thought you’d gone crazy. An island you have to apply to go to, that journalists can’t publicise, that provides its guests with anything they want, whenever they want it? No one thought you could get this far. But you have.’

‘At what cost, though?’ Logan murmured. ‘At what cost. Ignore me.’ He shook himself. ‘Something’s spooked me today, I’m sorry.’

‘Don’t apologise. Everyone’s allowed to be unsure of themselves, now and again.’

Logan smiled. ‘Not me.’

‘Yes, even you. Even perfect you.’

She paused. Damn. He was silent for a moment, he let it slide past, and for that she was grateful. She continued, ‘Anyhow, nothing’s going to go wrong. You’re Logan Barnes, remember? You can’t get anything wrong.’

‘I got it wrong once before.’

‘That was then. This is now. The finance is structured differently now, you’re older - wiser . . .’ She shrugged.

‘True.’ But he still looked unsure.

‘Hey - and you didn’t have me back then,’ she teased him, lightening the mood. ‘I think that’s what it was all down to, you know.’

‘Good point, well made.’ He laughed. ‘Thank you, Kirsten.’

‘No problem. I believe in Luxury, Logan. It’s happening - you’re making it happen, it’s going to be perfect.’

‘It’s a big gamble.’

‘You think? I think it’s what they call a sure thing.’




Chapter Two


‘After making London their base just a few months ago, the American hotelier and star of hit show General Manager, Logan Barnes, along with his glamorous wife Maryanne, have taken the city by storm. Top of everyone’s dinner-party wish lists, their fabulous Summer Garden Party was the most hankered-after invitation of the year.’

TATLER

 



‘Social butterfly and power wife Maryanne Barnes was on sparkling form last night at the opening of new Mayfair eatery Carousel. Accompanied by her muso son, Charlie, who is tipped to be in demand by some of the big labels, Maryanne joked that she was checking out the competition on behalf of her husband, Logan, before leaving for a private dinner engagement.’

OK!

 



‘Is a certain over-privileged “socialite” recently landed back in London, and making sure everyone knows it, going just a bit too heavy on the happy pills? Our sources tell us her doctor can hardly keep up with her demands, she’s cracking through her supplies with such enthusiasm . . .’

www.tittle-tattler.com

‘Maryanne Barnes, wife of hotel tycoon Logan and mother of rock musician Charlie and hot young model and It-girl Lucia, presided over a lavish ball to raise money for the new wing of the Royal Ballet School. Injecting some Manhattan-style gloss into the London arts scene, she hosted a small drinks reception at the family’s Eaton Square mansion before the evening continued with dinner and dancing for 300 guests at the nearby LBI-owned Chesham Hotel. Maryanne, whose personal style has secured her place near the top of the best-dressed lists for over 15 years, wore a full-length, strapless black silk gown with a lace overlay and small train. Hot-pink Louboutin heels and a rare pink diamond necklace completed the outfit. Expect to see more from inside the ball later this year, as the event was being filmed as part of series two of General Manager.’

HELLO!



Maryanne Barnes lay flat on the silk chaise longue in her dressing room, her head hanging off one end in a move intended to help blood flow to her skin and therefore increase radiance; her legs were raised to help blood flow away from her ankles and therefore reduce puffiness. Her eyes were covered with a mask infused with an aromatherapy oil that contained an extract of a flower found only in the mountains of Nepal, and which claimed to ‘Naturally Relax, Revive and Restore serenity and bliss’. She concentrated on practising the breathing exercises her yoga teacher had given her; trying to make her body soft like the snow, flowing like water. Inhaling slowly through her perfectly sculpted nose, subtly reshaped by Mr Langhorn of Harley Street, she focused her mind on attempting to make her breath become part of the energy of the wind. It just made her want to pee.

Sighing, Maryanne pulled the mask from her eyes, took a bottle of pills from underneath the pillow and swallowed two with a swig of Sancerre, before padding over to her Venetian glass dressing table. Leaning down, she opened the small glass-fronted fridge that had been custom-built into the side of the table, and refilled her glass. Then she twisted her hair on top of her head, stuck a pin in it, and sat up straight to examine her face in the mirror. She was still beautiful, and the soft mocha of her silk tunic flattered her skin tone. Her eyes had always been her best feature, but she had to concentrate not to let the skin at the corners of her eyes contract and display the fine lines there. She lifted her chin. Was there a faint sagging under her jawline? Damn. She stared into the mirror. Maybe it was just a bit blurred. Everything was a bit blurred these days, come to think of it. Ah, well. Blurring was a good thing, kept everything soft focus. No sharp edges.

But even the wine- and pill-saturated soft-focus lens couldn’t hide the ever-deepening lines that ran from her nostrils to the corners of her mouth, or the slackening and loosening of the skin on her neck. She was getting old. Should she move her Restylane appointment forward by a couple of weeks? Putting her hands on her cheeks, she gently stretched the skin back, smoothing out the lines which were made worse by the way she slept, all hunched in on herself, squashing her face up. She’d slept like that since she was a child and, although she’d tried hard to train herself out of it, nothing worked. There was a new sort of face lift that she’d read about - subtler, apparently. She should look into it. Face lifts were one thing, but no one had invented a hand lift yet, had they? When did she get old lady hands?

The double photo-frame that sat on her dressing table displayed a picture of her in her late twenties in one side, and her daughter, Lucia, in the other. In the photo Maryanne was  wearing a clingy Alaïa minidress, spinning round in Logan’s arms, her hair choppy, her head thrown back and her red-lipped mouth wide open, laughing. In the other picture Lucia wore the same dress, having unearthed it from the nether regions of one of Maryanne’s wardrobes and worn it to a film premiere, with high boots and a leopard-skin coat. She was standing on the red carpet, about to enter the cinema, pouting and posing for the cameras. They both looked so young.

Maryanne poured another glass of wine. She would definitely move her appointment forward.

It had all happened without her noticing. Half her life had happened without her noticing. She took a deep breath. No no no. No self-pity for you today, Maryanne, that’s not on the menu. You made your bed . . . isn’t that what they say? And what a silken-sheeted, goose-down-pillowed bed it is . . . Come on. Time to shake a leg and take part in the day.


Jewellery! Yes, that would cheer her up. Sparkly things, glittering rings. She slid open a drawer and looked down at the selection of baubles lined up inside. Pearls? Hmm, no. Cassie, with whom she was lunching, always bloody well managed to outdo Maryanne on the jewellery front. It was tacky, really. She just seemed to chuck everything she owned on, like a Christmas tree, and then make snide remarks about how ‘subtle’ Maryanne’s choice was. Well, today she was going to show her.  Maryanne started picking pieces out of the drawer and holding them up to her face. Sparkle sparkle.

Two hours later and Maryanne Barnes had finished her assessment of her face, and was rifling through her temperature-controlled shoe room, pulling Perspex boxes from their shelves. Her maid, Clara, flinched as each pair clattered from its carefully catalogued place to the polished parquet wood floor. Oyster-coloured satin, crystal-encrusted Jimmy Choos, scarlet leather ankle boots, handmade and hand-tooled cowboy boots  - they all hit the floor as she stood on a stool in her search for the one pair of shoes she had decided she could wear. Where  were they? She had to find them or her outfit would be spoiled and the whole thing would be pointless; she might as well cancel her lunch plans and go back to bed. As well as the whole jewellery thing, Cassie Malone always wore the most fabulous shoes. Yards of column inches seemed to be dedicated to her and her bloody shoes. She and Maryanne were good friends in the uneasy way that women are when their relationship is at least partly founded on attempts to outdo one another, and Maryanne was damned if she was going to turn up wearing anything that was less than perfect.

She wobbled slightly on the stool.

‘Careful, Mrs Barnes, please . . .’

‘Oh, for goodness’ sake, I’m fine, Carla! I just need the candy-striped Blahniks.’

Crash. A pair of patent pumps hit the floor. Carla bit her tongue and bent down to move them out of the way as Maryanne scooted the stool further along the rack.

‘Oh, damnation!’ She stamped her foot in frustration.

‘Mrs Barnes, I really think you left them in New York. You remember you wore them at the tea party for Miss Elizabeth?’

Maryanne turned slowly and gave Carla a steely look.

‘Don’t be absurd. I didn’t do any such thing, I wore the . . .’

Oh, fuck it. She had worn the striped shoes to that party, of course she had. She remembered now because Elizabeth de Mouton had particularly commented on them, as she was bemoaning the toll pregnancy had taken on her previously slim feet. However, there was no way she was going to let the maid know she was right.

‘I wore the polka-dot slingbacks; Elizabeth made a point of admiring them.’ Her eyes dared Clara to disagree. The young woman, however, well aware of who paid her salary and kept  her in second-hand designer jeans, simply began to tidy the shoes up.

‘Of course, I remember now,’ she said neutrally. ‘How silly of me to be so forgetful. Shall I pick you out another outfit?’

‘No. It’s all spoiled now. I’ll pick something new up on the way to lunch.’

 



Three-quarters of an hour later, Maryanne’s impatiently waving fingers indicated her rejection of outfit after outfit as they were proffered to her in the private dressing rooms of Harvey Nichols. Her oversized Chanel sunglasses did little to conceal the look of disapproval on her face as she talked on her mobile phone.

Click, click, click went her fingers. She broke off her conversation with a guttural noise intended to express her irritation.

‘I said I needed something for lunch with a friend. What in heaven’s name makes you think that would be an appropriate choice?’ She waved her hand dismissively at the black, layered ensemble the girl was holding up in front of her.

‘Must go, darling, the girl here seems to be quite unable to follow simple instructions. Ciao ciao.’

She turned her face back towards the increasingly fraught-looking girl in front of her, and raised her eyebrows.

‘Well?’

‘McQueen, Mrs Barnes? Some new pieces have come in today.’

Maryanne shrugged one shoulder and turned her attention to a magazine. The personal shopper serving Maryanne knew that this was as positive a reaction as she could hope to expect, and rushed out of the room to find something that would satisfy her client’s whims. Maryanne poured herself another glass of Veuve Clicquot, and carried on flicking through Vogue. She reached the social pages at the back of the magazine, and as she did so, a photograph from a recent book launch caught her  eye. It gave her an idea. Flowers, for the party - hadn’t Logan said he needed to decide on them? Yes, he had, when she had had dinner with him in New York last week. Well, here was the perfect thing. She’d better let him know straight away. She picked up her mobile again.

‘Rachel, put me through to Logan. Well, wake him up. No - don’t put me through to—Oh, for God’s sake. Johnny! That girl is impossible, you know? Anyhow . . .’

The dresser reappeared, displaying a dress made from a very pale grey silk, teamed with a darker grey jacket. Maryanne raised an eyebrow and inclined her head slightly in approval.

‘Listen, I’ve changed my mind about the flowers. I think they should be all one colour.’ She could hear the sounds of New York travelling thousands of miles down the phone line as she waited for his reply. Cab horns blaring, music as he walked past a busker playing the violin.

‘I’m pretty sure we’ve already approved them, Maryanne. But you know this isn’t really my area.’

Isn’t my job, is what he meant.

‘No, but I can’t get hold of Logan. You’ll speak to him before I do, so tell him they should be all pink. Or red. No, pink. Hot pink. Elton did it for David’s last birthday - it’ll be striking.’

‘I’ll try and remember.’

But Maryanne had already hung up and was taking the outfit from the dresser.

‘Fabulous. Now, find me some shoes to go with it. Louboutins, don’t you think? Well - go along then. Chop chop!’

 



Forty-five minutes later, the black Mercedes pulled up outside Scott’s in Mayfair’s Mount Street, and the doorman stepped forward and opened the door. Maryanne took another of her pills from her bag and put on her large black-framed sunglasses. Everything felt very spiky suddenly. She wasn’t really in the  mood for lunch any more. Rebalance - that’s what she needed to do. It was all going to be fine. She opened a bottle of mineral water and took a sip, then swallowed a Co-codamol. That should get rid of her headache and smooth out the edges a bit.

‘Ma’am.’

She got out of the car, sliding her legs elegantly to one side to avoid the grimy puddle on the road and glaring at the back of Henry’s head as she did so. Her outfit would be ruined if it got splashed. Honestly, one puddle in the whole street and he managed to park right next to it. Was everyone conspiring against her?

 



‘Maryanne, how lovely.’

‘Cassie! I can’t - mwah - tell you - mwah - how much I’ve been looking forward to this.’

Maryanne sounded so sincerely pleased to see her friend that she almost convinced herself. She quickly scanned the room over Cassie’s shoulder. A few actors with their agents, the notoriously wayward son of a minor royal chatting up a starlet at the oyster bar, and a very serious-looking meeting taking place in the corner between three of the most powerful men in the media. She was the best-looking woman there, though, and heads turned very slightly to gaze at her as she sat down at their table. A gossip columnist spotted her and nipped to the downstairs loo to send a quick email to his editor from his BlackBerry.

A waiter appeared at Maryanne’s elbow and poured her a glass of champagne from the bottle of Krug chilling in an ice-bucket.

‘I couldn’t resist - naughty of me, I know,’ Cassie said, picking up her glass and raising it. ‘To fun.’

‘I’ll drink to that,’ said Maryanne, tilting her glass to return the toast. ‘I’ve had the most terrible day.’

[image: 002]

Two hours later, Cassie and Maryanne had finished their meal of octopus carpaccio and lobster mayonnaise - both starter-sized portions, neither of which they finished. They’d finished the champagne, however, and Maryanne was now on her third glass of Meursault. Cassie had raised an eyebrow at the second glass - Maryanne had seen her over the top of the menu - but she knew better than to say anything. Screw her, anyway.

‘So I was thinking, her fourteenth birthday party should be something really special, magical. You’re so clever, will you do it?’

‘I’m not doing any private projects at the moment, Cassie. I just don’t have the time. What with all the preparations for Logan’s launch, I’m completely overwhelmed. I can’t commit to a thing apart from that.’

Maryanne occasionally ‘did’ parties for her friends and acquaintances on an ad hoc basis. Cassie pouted and clasped her hands together.

‘Please? Pretty, pretty please? Oh go on - say yes. It won’t be the same if anyone else does it, I know it won’t. Say you will or I shall weep, right here.’

Maryanne laughed and held her hands up in surrender. She did like it when people owed her a favour, after all.

‘All right! I’ll do it. I’ll put some ideas together and we can go from there. I’m thinking A Midsummer Night’s Dream meets  Cabaret. Now, I need you to do something for me, darling. Can you ask Mikael to write me another prescription? I’m running low.’

Cassie had a tame private GP with whom she was having an affair, and who sometimes helped Maryanne when she ran out of the pills she had come to rely on more and more. In repayment, Maryanne made sure Cassie was invited to some of the glitzier events that she would otherwise have struggled to get  into - Elton and David’s recent bash, for example. Quid pro quo. Cassie and Maryanne had become very good friends.

 



Logan’s plane arrived from New York at 6 a.m. He’d got to the Barnes family’s London home - a double-fronted townhouse in South Kensington - at seven, showered, changed his clothes and then gone straight to his West End office. Maryanne was still asleep when he got in, so he hadn’t disturbed her. Hadn’t needed to - they had their own suites of rooms, each with their own bedroom, bathroom, dressing room and drawing room, so they could quite often go for days without bumping into one another. And quite frequently did. ‘We need the space,’ they had told each other when they first started sleeping in different rooms. When was it? Logan couldn’t remember now, a few years ago.

‘I come in so late sometimes,’ he had said. And, ‘Yes, and I need my beauty sleep!’ she had replied. And then they’d both smiled brightly at each other and turned away, and wondered how and when they had ended up so far apart from each other, and from the boy and girl who had happily slept curled up together in a tiny single bed, limbs entwined so that when they woke up they were never sure where one ended and the other began.

Maryanne had spent the morning sleeping and the afternoon preparing for the dinner party. A manicure at three o’ clock, a blow dry at four, and then the florist arrived at five, after which she went upstairs to choose her outfit and do her make-up. She was tired - so tired, today. She took a nap and woke at six, feeling groggy and confused, and lay for a moment, wishing that she could just stay there for ever. Never getting up, never having to go downstairs and be Mrs Barnes, Logan’s wife, never having to talk and be charming and laugh and smile . . . Then she pulled herself together. Poured herself a stiff gin and tonic,  then made it a bit stiffer. Reached into her medicine cabinet for a Prozac and a couple of painkillers - Pethidine, Vicodin, Codeine? Ip, dip, dog . . . Pethidine today. Her favourite. Not that she had favourites, not really. Clever little pills, all of them. She got in the shower and let the warm water run over the outside of her body as the warmth from the pills spread up inside her. She would be fine. It would all be fine.

 



Maryanne put her head around the door of the dining room of their London home. Mink-coloured silk covered the walls and provided a neutral backdrop for the deep purple glassware. Candles in the matching crystal candelabras shone a soft light that reflected off the highly polished silverware. The butler was just finishing placing little silk-covered boxes at each place which contained the gifts that Maryanne had become known for giving to her guests. Tonight, the men were going home with silver Asprey letter-openers in alligator-skin cases and the ladies with silver lipstick holders, also from the Bond Street store. Maryanne had the current catalogues of all the fine goods stores carefully filed in her office - Asprey, Tiffany, Cartier and Smythson - and before each important dinner they gave, she selected luxurious little favours for their guests and had Henry go and collect them.

Closing the door, she headed next for the kitchen, to make sure everything was on track for the dinner. As she went, she put her hand to the discreet pocket that was sewn into the hem of her softly draped jersey dress and felt for the little bottle of pills tucked inside. One more, before she went in. One more for luck.

 



‘. . . off to Necker on the thirteenth for two weeks with the family, bit of a break, sooo relaxing there . . .’

‘. . . couldn’t believe the cheek of it, but Caroline said that Beatrice had insisted . . .’

‘. . . Jebb’s current girl’s on the way out, and I hear he’s trying to buy Archie Rathcomb’s old place in Ireland. Rathcomb’s having none of it . . .’

‘. . . opened a new restaurant in Covent Garden, absolutely bombed, poor thing, so he’s gone off to Cambodia to lick his wounds . . .’

The babble of conversation ran in and out of Maryanne’s ears; she couldn’t catch hold of the sentences long enough to work out how to respond. She turned to the man on her left, who was looking at her expectantly, but his face was all shifting and fluid and made her dizzy, so she had to look down at her plate again. She tried to concentrate on her breathing, calm and slow, calm and slow, but it just made her feel seasick. The words weren’t even making sense now, they were all muffled and stretched out and she could only make out floating fragments.

‘. . . Paris . . .’

‘. . . can’t bear it . . .’

‘. . . incredibly beautiful girl . . .’

She tried to drag herself out of her daze and smiled in the direction of the voice. ‘Thank you, so kind.’ The plate of langoustine ravioli shimmered in front of her, and the smell rising up from it made her feel nauseous.

She took a sip of wine and searched through her head for something to say. The man on her right was a banker, wasn’t he? Must be, they all seemed to be bankers.

‘The markets.’

‘I’m sorry?’

‘Markets. Emerging. How are they?’

The whole room seemed to go quiet all at once, and everything came back into focus in a rush. She could see faces staring at her from further down the table. Why had they all stopped talking? The man looked uncomfortable.

‘As far as I’m aware they’re still, well, still emerging.’

She nodded. He looked terrified.

‘You’re not in banking, are you?’ she said.

He looked at her kindly. ‘History. Well, historical novels really. The Elizabethans, Spanish Armada - that kind of thing. Complete dunce with numbers, I’m afraid.’

There was a horrible pause. Neither knew what to say next and Maryanne could feel Logan’s eyes heavy on her from the end of the table. She couldn’t bear to look at him. Oh, God. She was good at this; this was her talent, her strength, her job.  Dinners, parties, lunches; she knew things about people, always knew the right thing to say, the right question to ask. And now she had got it so mortifyingly wrong. If she couldn’t get this right any more, then what could she do? Her cheeks felt hot and she was all shaky. A hand reached down to one side of her arm and she jumped in fright and pushed her chair back suddenly.

There was a terrible clatter as Maryanne’s chair shot back into Linny, the Thai maid who was trying to clear the plates from the table, and the beautiful crockery smashed to the floor.

‘Oh!’ Linny went pink and looked devastated. ‘Sorry, Mrs Barnes, my fault, so clumsy, so sorry . . .’ She was trying to hold her tears back as she gathered up the shards of china.

Maryanne stood and watched her for a second, appalled at the mess she had made, and ran from the room, muttering something about finding the butler to help Linny.

 



‘She’s been on some antibiotics for a chest infection and it’s knocked her for six. Thank you so much for coming . . . thank you, Jim - yes, I’ll be in touch about that meeting . . . Joanie, thank you, I’ll pass that on to Maryanne, she’ll be touched . . .’

Halfway up the staircase, hidden from view by the curving wall, Maryanne listened to Logan making excuses for her as the  guests left. The cup of herbal tea that Linny had made her sat beside her, undrunk. What was happening to her? She dragged herself upright, and wandered across the landing into her study. The Rolodex sat on the Oriental desk in the corner of the room, taunting her. It was where she kept all the details of the people with whom she and Logan socialized. She knew almost everything in there off by heart. What they did for a living, how many children they had, whether the flowers she sent should be a romantic hand-tied bouquet of roses and peonies, or whether an architectural display of spiky exotic blooms was more ‘them’, who was having problems with their elderly mother and whose business had run into troubles - she prided herself on knowing all these little details of her guests’ lives, and people always commented on it. It was her. It was what she did.

Going to the desk now, she rifled through some papers. Half-written thank-you cards sat waiting to be finished and put into their tissue-lined envelopes. It wasn’t so long ago that she would write such cards on her return from an evening, before she even took off her make-up. Now there were dinners from a fortnight ago that she hadn’t acknowledged. Invitations that had been ignored, left unanswered.

‘Such an amazing memory, Maryanne has. I don’t know how she remembers everything, and she always gets it just right.’ People were flattered by her attention to detail; it was one of the things that made an invitation to dine with her and Logan at any of their homes so highly sought-after. ‘The Original Power Hostess’, she’d been called by an article in W magazine last year. A journalist had written that she was the ultimate tycoon’s wife - at least as successful as her über-hotelier and property developer husband in her area of expertise. Her social manoeuvrings are executed as efficiently as a military campaign, the difference being that her operations really do win hearts and minds.


And now look at her. Sent to bed early like a small child because she was unable to negotiate a simple dinner party in her own house. She flopped back on to the chaise longue, and reached under the pillow for one of the vials of pills she kept there. What was the point in pretending any more? She was a washed-up failure. Logan would be better off without her. He could remarry, would be sure to do so, someone more befitting his status.

Logan would be so angry with her, she thought, as she counted the little white tablets into her hand. Ten, eleven, twelve . . . He hated people who couldn’t control themselves and keep their head when it mattered, she knew that. But she also knew that he couldn’t possibly hate her any more than she hated herself. Maryanne wept as she sat looking at her rings, watching how they sparkled in the light: her engagement ring was a rare chunk of pale pink diamond, flanked by two white diamond shoulders. She remembered the night he had given it to her. That night in Marmande. Replacing the cheap scrap of silver she’d worn for more than five years with the chunk of rock she was looking at now.

Maryanne gulped a sob and a pill back into her throat at the same time. Next to the engagement ring was her simple platinum wedding band and an eternity ring, while on her right hand she wore more gems - a diamond Cartier trilogy ring and an aquamarine and diamond piece. She took another swallow and another pill. Her fingers were weighed down with jewels while her heart was weighed down with shame and sadness.

 



Logan stood in the corridor outside Maryanne’s room, as he had done so many times since she had first got ill and this whole sorry mess had started. He could hear her crying through the door and couldn’t decide whether to go inside or not. For once in his life he felt totally and utterly helpless.
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