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PROLOGUE
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Beneath the canopy of the rainforest, the ground is alive. Leaves move seemingly of their own accord as the mammals of the tropical wilderness – spiny rats and coatis and agoutis – shuffle across the forest floor. Armies of ants march with purpose, swarms of beetles scuttle over the fallen branches and rotting vines.


Today, they are unified: they move as one, with a single mission, each organism compelled like a zombie army in the same direction. They advance towards the motionless figure lying under a hasty scattering of leaves and mulchy earth, a body so broken that it seems beyond all repair. The foliage beneath her head is gradually turning a deeper shade of crimson as the blood oozes through the back of her scalp, soaking through her hair, making it dark and matted, before it seeps into the damp earth.


Her hands unfurl from the tight fists they have been curled into, revealing a crumpled photograph inside them. A deep crease runs through its middle, and the face of the person in the picture is slightly faded, as though fingertips have caressed its outline, tracing the image over and over until the colours have begun to wear away.


The jungle’s creatures are curious; greedy, now that they have found her. Their steps are careful at first. But soon they will rush in with wildness, with abandon. After that, a wake of vultures will begin to form, circling overhead. When they have waited long enough for her, when they are ready to devour her, they will swoop down, one after the other, over and over, leaving nothing but a heap of bones scoured clean by fast beaks.


Her eyes loll open, glassy, unfocused. But she is not dead; not yet – she is hanging to life by a scrawny strand.


I want to live, her desperate eyes tell the animals and vegetation around her, attempting to communicate her anguish in the silence.


Her eyelids flutter closed, open again, each movement laboured. Her breaths are shallow; they are becoming slower.


A croak emerges from her throat – a last, desperate call for help; a cry to the rainforest, to the creatures surrounding her. To anyone who happens to be out here in this wilderness with her.


But there is no one; not any more.


And even if there were, it is too late.


They can do nothing for her now.









FEBRUARY 2024
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[Hannah looks to camera, smiling.]


Hello, my amazing spiritual seeking community – all ten million of you! How did that happen, right? Thank you so much for following me!


Now listen up, y’all, because the day has finally come. I am so excited to let you know that after two years of getting this incredible space ready for you, The Hideaway, my beautiful wellness lodge in the heart of the Costa Rican rainforest, will be launching in-person retreats in the next few months! Hold tight, because I’ll be taking you on a virtual tour of the space in my next reel.


But first, I have some exciting news and my heart is bursting to share this with you! To celebrate The Hideaway opening up, I want to offer an exclusive group of you beautiful people the chance to come and experience the healing transformation that this luxurious eco-retreat, nestled amidst hundreds of acres of rainforest, can give you!


A select number of you will get to spend a week here at the end of April with me, healing and rejuvenating on a tailored, personalized wellness retreat – for free! You’ll get to stay in my stunning ecolodge for a week, getting gorgeous pampering and bespoke treatments. I’ll spend the first twenty-four hours getting to know each of you on a deep, intimate level, so that I can then create a customized programme of healing just for you, designed to give you the transformation you’ve been seeking. For the lucky few who win a place, all of your flights, transfers and taxis will be paid for – though be warned, this place is a little off the beaten track, so prepare yourselves for a bumpy ride!


[Hannah pauses; her expression turns sombre, and her voice becomes serious.]


Now, I want to make sure I’m offering this experience to those of you who will benefit from it the most. So, to be eligible, you must be genuinely ready for spiritual growth, to going inward, and to getting vulnerable – even if it’s hard. You must be willing to take part in rituals and activities that push you beyond what feels safe. 


Y’all, this is not just a relaxation retreat, but an opportunity to dive fully into what’s holding you back in your life so that it can be released! That’s why I can only offer this experience to such a special, limited group – because we are going DEEP and you’ll be working with me one-on-one! You must be prepared to leave here completely transformed. And if you’re not ready for that at this stage in your journey, then sadly this retreat is not for you.


[Hannah smiles, her tone of voice becomes upbeat again.]


All right, I’m almost out of time, I’d better wrap this up! To be in with a chance to win this amazing opportunity, DM me a three-minute video telling me all about yourself and why you want to come and experience The Hideaway with me. And open up! Share what comes into your mind and heart, talk truthfully about who you are, your struggles, and the transformation you truly desire for yourself.


I can’t wait to see all your faces, and to host my first little group of y’all here!


Until then, peace and love, spiritual seekers.


[Camera fades to black.]











MIRA
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‘Mierda!’


Mira startled at the driver’s exclamation as the jeep rocked wildly on the uneven track, tracing a path through gigantic trees, splashing through puddles the size of small ponds.


Is this even a road? She wound her window down and poked her head out, looked upwards, took in the lush forest that rose so high it seemed to touch the lowering sun, the tops of the trees barely visible. Above them, grey-black clouds were starting to gather and swirl – the approaching storm that she’d heard murmurings of at the airport.


Without the buffer of the window, she heard a cacophony of squawks and chirps. On her left, almost buried by the lush greenery, she caught sight of a smart wooden sign with The Hideaway painted in a beautiful cursive script, then a second sign underneath: PRIVATE PROPERTY: GUESTS ONLY.


Mira exhaled a shaky breath, tried to quell the nauseating mix of excitement and nerves that were curdling in her stomach. There had been brief moments on her journey here when she had questioned her sanity in accepting this invitation; seconds of wondering what she was doing here.


Back in London, she’d felt confident that she could handle the physical aspects of this trip – the weather, the activities. It had been true, mostly, on the health and safety form that Hannah had asked her to fill in, when she’d said she was well enough to travel; to exercise.


But already, the reality of the sweltering Costa Rican climate was a shock. Within minutes of getting off the artificially cool plane – first, the eleven-hour flight from Heathrow with the smell of challah still clinging to her maxi skirt, then the quick internal hop from San José to Puerto Jiménez – she was uncomfortable. Barely out of the airport terminal and she was swatting at insects keen to feast on her pale flesh. Then on the drive here, sweat from her thighs had soaked the ripped leather seat of the four-by-four taxi as it took her high into the hills of the Osa Peninsula, further from the sparkling turquoise sea lined with palm trees and white sand. A hot dampness itched at her scalp as they wove deeper into the jungle, further from the towns and beach resorts buzzing with ecotourists.


But then the doubts released her again, and her excitement returned, especially now that she was actually, finally, here. The same buzz of anticipation she’d felt the day she saw Hannah’s video swept through her now. As soon as Mira had heard about this retreat – the way Hannah had guaranteed that everyone who came here would leave totally transformed – she knew it was the sign she’d been looking for. She was going, and no one – not even her husband – would stop her.


Mira drew in a breath as the taxi pulled into a clearing – a sudden reprieve from the thick canopy – and slowed as a large, open-sided wooden pavilion with a triangular, thatched roof and polished floorboards came into view a few metres ahead. Two huge fans dangled from its ceiling, their silent blades stirring the humid air; thick wooden benches piled with fat white cushions lined the structure – and a tall, curvaceous woman in her mid-twenties stood at its centre, dressed in immaculate white trousers and tunic, and holding a platter of exotic fruit.


This wasn’t Hannah. Mira recalled the numerous photos and videos she’d seen of the glowing thirty-something: long, dirty-blonde plaits, bronzed from head to toe, face full of piercings and often sitting in the lotus position. Quite different from this statuesque brunette, her dark hair pulled back in a high, smooth ponytail, a pair of bronze hoops dangling from her earlobes.


‘Gracias.’ Mira stepped out of the taxi, waited for the driver to lift her suitcase out of the boot and wheel it towards her. She took it from him, felt it sag into the soft earth. The humidity clutched at her throat, so fierce it almost knocked her petite frame to the ground. She sucked in a breath, steadied herself, and said a quiet prayer of thanks that she was here; that she wasn’t at home, muted by the safety of her comfortable but stifling semi-detached house in Golders Green, the salty sting of brisket in her mouth; her mother-in-law, uninvited, at the kitchen table gossiping about the neighbours.


Mira climbed the three polished steps to the pavilion and was enveloped in a rush of enthusiastic chatter in heavily accented English. The woman smiled at her as she spoke, full lips parting to show neat white teeth in perfect rows.


‘Welcome to Hannah’s Hideaway. I am so happy you are here!’ she said. ‘I am Luisa – I am the assistant to our main housekeeper, and will be helping to make sure you have everything you need during your stay. You would like some passionfruit?’ She held out the plate towards Mira. ‘Or a glass of iced water, perhaps?’


Mira smiled at her warmth, her enthusiasm. ‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘I’m Mira. And yes, I’d love both.’ She put her luggage down, resisted the overwhelming urge to scratch at her scalp, then reached for the plate of green and yellow fruits. She took a glass of water from the side table next and glugged half of it down before digging her thumb into a ripe passionfruit. She devoured its soft, sweet flesh; it was delicious.


‘Mira, yes, we are expecting you. Please, take a seat,’ said Luisa. She gestured to the bench at the edge of the pavilion; Mira walked over and sat down. The fingers of her right hand began tapping on the wood at her side, knocking out some long-forgotten melody; her pianist’s fingers now slower, but still practised. She could play almost anything she’d heard just once: it was her party trick, her one special gift.


She surveyed the empty space. Where are the other guests – and our host? ‘Am I the first to arrive?’ she said. ‘And what about Hannah – I thought she’d be here to greet everyone?’


Something passed across Luisa’s expression, a brief darkening of her striking features – but it was fleeting. Her beaming smile returned.


‘Ah, yes,’ said Luisa. ‘You are here first, but the others will arrive soon. And Hannah will be here any minute – Paola will be here in a moment too. When she arrives, I will ask her, she will know everything . . .’


Paola, Paola . . . Mira recognized the name; Hannah had mentioned her in the welcome email, perhaps. She must be Luisa’s boss – the housekeeper. She opened her mouth to check, but Luisa interrupted her before she could speak.


‘Look, someone else comes now!’ she said, pointing, that gleaming smile lighting up her face again. Another four-by-four taxi was lurching its way down the track, its brakes squealing softly as it came to a halt by the pavilion. A buzz of excitement grew in Mira’s stomach, spread upwards to her chest. Perhaps Hannah is in there? Am I really about to meet her?


Or it could be one of the other guests. In her emails, Hannah had said she’d tried to arrange for them all to come in the same taxi from the airport, but it turned out they were all arriving at different times, so she’d asked them to make their own way to the retreat today.


Mira got to her feet, walked back towards the steps and shaded her eyes from the lowering sun as she watched two men climb out. The first was a thirty-ish, muscular, handsome blond in smooth linen trousers; the word jock sprang to mind, quite unexpectedly – though it did seem to suit. The other man was one of the tallest people she’d ever seen. He looked about her age – early forties – attractive, greying, with a warm, kind-looking face, and wearing a baseball cap, T-shirt and shorts that looked slightly too small. Watching him almost bump his head on the taxi door as he got out, she felt a rush of affection for him.


‘G’day,’ said the tall man, lumbering up the steps, ducking to avoid hitting his head again on the pavilion roof. ‘Name’s Scott. Good to meet you.’ For someone so large, his voice was surprisingly gentle. Mira warmed to him a little more.


‘And I’m Ben,’ said the blond man in a thick southern drawl, staring at Mira. She caught him eyeing her hair with obvious curiosity before he seemed to realize his rudeness and abruptly averted his gaze. She smiled, shook his outstretched hand. ‘Good to meet you.’


‘So, are you Australian?’ said Mira, turning to Scott, after Luisa had rushed towards the men, handing over slices of fruit and tumblers of water.


Scott nodded. ‘Yeah, I’m born and bred in Melbourne,’ he said. ‘We’re heading into winter over there soon, so this temperature’s a bit of a shock. How about you? Or maybe I can take a guess from the accent – are you British?’


‘Yes – I’m from London. And my name’s Mira, by the way.’ She paused to take him in, realized she was craning her neck just to look up at his face and, embarrassingly, standing on tiptoes – she’d not even realized she was doing it. She lowered her feet, but not before Scott noticed.


‘It’s OK – I get that a lot,’ he said, smiling, bending down towards her a little. ‘One of the hazards of being six foot six, I guess.’


‘Are you really? Wow. Well, I’m five foot nothing, so we can be this retreat’s little and large,’ said Mira. Both men laughed; she knew it hadn’t been that funny, but she appreciated the kindness. ‘Did you two travel here together?’ she said.


‘Only from the top of the track there,’ said Ben, pointing behind him. ‘It was a stroke of luck – Scott was just coming down the pathway when we turned in.’


‘I hiked most of the way here from Playa Blanca,’ said Scott. ‘I wanted to see as much of the area as I could before we start the retreat. I’m so happy to finally be here, though – I can’t wait to see the place, and to meet Hannah, of course.’ He was practically vibrating with excitement: bobbing up and down on the balls of his feet, eyes darting around, as he said: ‘She’s changed my life.’


‘Yeah, Hannah’s the best,’ said Ben, nodding rapidly. ‘I literally cannot wait to see her either.’ He looked around the pavilion. ‘Where is she, anyway? I thought she’d be here to meet us.’


‘Hannah will be here any moment,’ said Luisa. ‘She is so excited to meet you too.’


‘I hope she’s not been caught up in the storm somewhere,’ said Scott. ‘The driver just said the rain has already hit the other side of the peninsula and it’s causing all kinds of havoc to the traffic.’ He paused to grab another thick slice of mango from the plate in Luisa’s hand.


‘Any more of those mangoes?’ came a new voice with a Welsh lilt from behind them. Mira turned to see a tall, athletic-looking redhead in skintight leggings and a matching vest jog up the stairs, her high ponytail swishing as she moved, one side of her mouth turned upwards, teasingly. ‘Hey, everyone,’ she said. ‘I’m Carly.’ She moved around the group, shaking hands, smiling.


‘Welcome!’ said Luisa. ‘Of course, Carly, we are so happy you are here!’


‘Me too – and just in time,’ she said, smiling. ‘I was dying to get here before it got dark and the rain kicked in.’ She raised her eyes heavenwards. ‘It’s starting to look pretty bleak, isn’t it?’


Luisa looked up, nodded. ‘I think the storm will come soon,’ she said. ‘I’ll get Paola, and we will go to the house, OK?’ But just as Luisa turned to leave, Mira heard something. A soft, swift ding: a text message. She rooted through the pockets of her backpack, found her phone. As she reached to swipe the screen, a series of similar dings echoed around the pavilion.


‘Did we all just get a message at the same time?’ asked Mira. ‘Maybe it’s . . .’ She swiped at the screen, tapped the green icon, opened the text. It was a message from a number she didn’t have saved, starting with the digits 506 – is that the Costa Rican dial code? – but next to it was a little icon with a picture of a smiling blonde woman she recognized. Hannah.


‘Yes, it’s her – did you all get one too?’ The three of them nodded; Luisa turned back to the group to listen as Scott read the message out loud, Mira’s eyes following the words on her own screen at the same time:


‘Hey, everyone! Welcome to The Hideaway. I’m so happy you’re here, but I’m sorry I’m not there right now. Earlier today, I took a boat to Golfito to pick us up some special supplies for our retreat. Now the weather has taken a turn for the worse and none of the boats will take me back! But I’ll be with you just as soon as I can – the second the storm passes and these boats start up again, I’m out of here. In the meantime, enjoy a gorgeous evening of pampering at my Costa Rican home! I’ll see you very soon – I can’t wait! Love, Hannah.’


Scott finished reading and looked up at the group, his eyebrows drawn slightly together. Just then, Mira caught a flash of movement along the track, where a dark green jeep was jerking its way along the uneven ground. I wonder who this is? She peered over, tried to make out the features of the person inside before it came to a halt.


‘Ah, Paola is here,’ said Luisa.


She muttered something in Spanish, then jogged down the steps towards the jeep, calling, ‘Paola, Paola!’ She opened the driver’s door, leaned over and spoke rapidly. A slight, grey-haired woman who looked to be in her late fifties, with narrow features and a pinched look to her face, wearing faded jeans and a T-shirt, stepped out of the jeep and walked towards the pavilion.


At the top of the steps, Paola offered each of them in turn a brief smile and a nod. ‘Hola, welcome to you all, our guests. I am Paola, The Hideaway’s housekeeper – I look after Hannah’s casa, and I will look after you all,’ she said. ‘I am sorry I was not here to greet you – I wanted to get to the store in the village for some fresh milk before the storm, but I was too late – it looks like the track will flood quickly in this rain.’ She turned to Luisa, spoke in Spanish; Mira caught mention of Hannah’s name, but not much else.


‘Luisa has told me about your message from Hannah,’ she said. ‘She has taken the boat to Golfito, yes? She must have needed some extra things for our retreat – we were just with her this morning, weren’t we, Luisa?’ Luisa dipped her head in agreement. ‘She was so excited to meet you all. I will call her now, to check what time she’ll be here.’


Mira and the others watched as Paola pulled a mobile from her pocket and called Hannah on speaker for everyone to hear. But Hannah’s phone was switched off; it went straight to voicemail, Hannah’s chirpy Texan drawl asking the caller to leave a message.


Paola shrugged and hung up. ‘OK, never mind,’ she said. ‘The weather sometimes affects cell service out here, and the storm is already starting further down the peninsula. She’ll be back soon, I am sure.’ She slipped the phone back into her pocket, looked around at the group, properly, for the first time.


Then she seemed to register something; her eyes roamed around the four of them, back and forth. They widened a touch, then narrowed. ‘Wait a moment – there is a problem,’ she said. ‘There—’


But whatever Paola’s problem was, they didn’t get to hear it: a crack of thunder erupted, so loud it was as if the sky above Mira’s head was being ripped in two. Seconds later, fat droplets of rain began to plummet from the sky, lashing through the open sides of the pavilion into their faces. Mira had never been in a tropical storm before, and the mixture of heat and rain was strange. A bit like being in a warm shower, but out in the open air. She felt irrationally naked, exposed; she moved a hand quickly to her hair, held onto the top of her head. It was OK, everything was still in place.


Luisa fired some more rapid Spanish at Paola, who hesitated, looked at the group again, then glanced at the rain. She nodded, said: ‘Sí, sí. Everybody, let’s get to the house – we can work this out when we get into the dry.’


Mira tugged her jacket out of her suitcase and threw it on, then lifted it onto its wheels and followed Paola and the others down the stairs of the pavilion, shielding her face with her hood.


She shivered and tried to shake off a prickle of unease. It was probably just her body reacting to the sudden rain, the violence of the storm, the darkening of the clouds. She pushed away the thought that her disquiet was because of something else. Like the expression she’d seen pass across Paola’s face as she looked around the group of people gathered here.


She’d looked confused, thought Mira.


Understandably so, perhaps – it sounded like she’d not expected Hannah to take a last-minute boat trip just before the storm.


But it was more than that. She’d looked afraid.











SCOTT
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Scott shielded his face from the pummelling rain and forced himself to focus on the movement of his shoes on the earth. It would be easy to lose his grip here, especially while he was so giddy with excitement. The last thing he needed was to fall on his face and make an ass of himself before they’d made it as far as Hannah’s lodge.


The trees were thick and high on both sides of the narrow track as they walked, the branches waving wildly as the wind and rain picked up speed, obscuring their view of what lay ahead of them. The chirps and croaks coming from the dense jungle were loud even through the storm, nature’s symphony blaring over the thunder and rain. The air smelled damp and earthy. In the shadows, swinging between branches, Scott thought he could make out the silhouettes of two small monkeys. Perhaps they were weaving their way back to a comfortable branch, somewhere to spend the night and shelter from the storm.


His eyes had just started to adjust to the gloom when there was a thinning in the canopy above them. With the relative shelter of branches and leaves removed from above their heads, the black, rumbling clouds came into stark view, and the rain slapped his hood with the force of a shower on full blast.


Then – its slate walls and floor-to-ceiling glass so out of place in the middle of this lush forest – there was Hannah’s Costa Rican home.


Holy shit. Scott shielded his eyes from the storm to get a proper look in front of him. He’d never seen anything like it; not even Hannah’s online tours had done it justice. He remembered her saying in one of her videos that she had bought the land and then got some hotshot eco-conscious architect from San José to design the place, bringing together ‘the environmentally friendly and the luxurious’.


Well, the luxurious part had clearly come to fruition. Even now, in the near dark, with the rain lashing down and those bruise-coloured clouds overhead, the place was superb. Sharp, clean lines and the combination of sleek grey walls and glass made it look like it had fallen from the pages of a design magazine. Pulling the hood of his waterproof further down to shield his head from the rain, Scott noted a stone footpath leading neatly through some gardens to the front of the house. It then split into two: one path leading to the house’s front door, the other to a sharply rectangular infinity pool surrounded by bright green tiles. Dark mahogany loungers the size of double beds lay around its edges, loaded with thick cream mattresses and bright turquoise pillows, the whole pool area protected by a sloping roof of glossy wood.


The place was perfect. It was just missing one thing: Hannah. Scott was surprised she was running late. It seemed out of character somehow. He didn’t know Hannah, of course, but the impression he’d always got of her was that she was reliable, consistent. That she generally did what she said she was going to do – upload a video on a certain day, respond to viewers when she said she would, talk about a subject she’d promised to talk about. Be on time to greet her guests at her first ever in-person retreat.


Still, everyone was allowed a slip-up – even Hannah. And he could already tell this trip was going to be more than worth the inconvenience of her late arrival.


Paola and Luisa ushered the group along the neat stone path to shelter under the porch outside the house’s doorway.


‘Welcome to Hannah’s casa, where you will stay for your retreat at The Hideaway – the most beautiful house in the whole of Osa!’ said Paola, beaming as she looked around the group, then flinching as another clap of thunder struck. Raising her voice, she said, ‘Please, come inside, now!’


As Paola turned to the door and pressed a code into the keypad to the side, an unfamiliar voice reached their ears, loud enough to pierce the battering rain.


‘Hey, attendez – wait for me!’ Scott turned to see a brown-skinned woman, with loose tendrils of corkscrew curls escaping from the hood of her anorak, dragging a sodden suitcase along the path towards them. She was panting and flustered, water running in rivets off her lightweight black jacket. Whoever this is, she’s gorgeous.


‘I’m Naya – I’m here for the retreat.’ Her accent was French; her voice was breathless. ‘With – with Hannah? Is this not – am I in the wrong place?’ She started rifling through her bag, then stretched her arm out, phone held towards Paola’s face, wiping streams of water from its screen.


Paola glanced at the phone, frowned. ‘Naya, yes, of course – it’s OK, thank you. My name is Paola, I look after the house, and all of you until Hannah arrives.’


‘Oh, thank goodness! But . . . arrives?’ said Naya. ‘Is Hannah not here?’


Paola gave a quick shake of her head, glanced again around the group, then, muttering in Spanish, opened the door and began to usher everyone inside. Scott hung back, waited for the others to head in before him; he noticed Naya was lingering at the door too, looking baffled.


He leaned towards her, ready to explain that Hannah had just been delayed, that she’d arrive any minute, but before he could speak, Paola walked over to him and placed a hand near his elbow. ‘I need to speak with you – straight away.’ Her voice was stern, and he saw she had a clipboard, giving him the unwelcome impression of a schoolteacher taking the register. Have I done something wrong? Had he ballsed up, somehow, without even realizing it?


He felt a flush of anticipatory embarrassment. How am I doing this already? Assuming I’ve screwed up before the thing has even bloody started?


Keep it together, Scott. Hadn’t Hannah talked about exactly this ‘false belief’, the crap he kept getting stuck on like a broken record – that his past would always dictate his future? That just because he’d always felt like he messed things up, that meant he always would? Hannah said that wasn’t true – people could change; they could be different, with a bit of help. That’s why he was here, wasn’t it? He’d get to work one-on-one with Hannah, in this amazing place, and he’d go home a new man.


He looked at Paola. ‘Of course.’


She eyed him. ‘Can you please tell me your full name?’


‘I’m Scott – Scott Harris.’


Paola gave him a curt nod. ‘Can I see your passport, please?’


‘Sure, just let me get it out,’ he said, setting down his rucksack, unzipping the pocket at the front where his passport was neatly tucked into its special case. ‘Here you go.’ He opened it to the page of his unsmiling photo – a picture he’d had taken two years ago, right when things with Justine were at their worst, which looked disconcertingly like a prison mugshot.


‘OK, now I will speak to the other man,’ she said, turning away from Scott and towards the others, who were still gathered near the doorway, chatting and taking off their wet jackets and shoes. ‘Please, everyone, go and take a look around,’ she said. Then, addressing Ben: ‘I need to talk to you.’


Leaving Ben and Paola to their conversation, Scott followed Luisa further into the building; as she moved, a sequence of lights sprang to life, illuminating the vast room. A gleaming white and silver kitchen with breakfast bar and stools was tucked to the left; in the centre was a sweeping wooden dining table, complete with six purple velvet-covered chairs.


To the right was the living area with a curved, cream sofa made of impossibly soft, silky-looking fabric, burnt orange cushions scattered across it, and a thick oak coffee table in front. Carved wooden ornaments sat on the surfaces; bright works of abstract art lined the walls; tall vases stuffed with vibrant red, orange and yellow hibiscus adorned each table. Through the sliding glass doors at the front of the house, he could make out the glassy surface of the pool.


‘Welcome to the casa,’ said Luisa, beaming. ‘We will make everything perfect for you!’


Scott closed his eyes briefly, pictured his front room with its dated lino flooring and battered leather sofa. Every surface cluttered with paperwork and books and tools and all the things he had nowhere to bloody put.


I couldn’t feel further away from my life if I tried – and it’s great.


Raised voices tugged him from his thoughts. He glanced behind him, where Ben and Paola were deep in conversation – but this didn’t look like small talk, or clearing up some admin. Paola’s brows were knitted together, her eyes narrowed. Ben’s arms were folded across his body, and he was shaking his head – his whole posture looked defensive. Scott thought he heard Ben say, ‘It’s not my fault if she didn’t give you the right information,’ before Paola shushed him, and they continued in raised whispers. He could no longer make out what they were saying. Scott turned back to the group, noticed Carly also looking in Ben and Paola’s direction. He caught her eye. She’d heard it too.


‘The casa uses only drip technology to water the beautiful gardens outside.’ Luisa’s voice floated towards him. ‘And as you can see, our pool is truly one of a kind – under the surface of the pool there are loungers to lie on, and it even plays relaxing music underwater when you swim!’ she said.


Music – under the water? Now that, he needed to check out.


‘And here is the Wi-Fi, in case any of you need it. The code is written here, but a big storm like this might stop it from working so well. Shall we go upstairs? You will see when we show you your bedrooms, each room has its own special and unique design, inspired by the rainforest – bamboo ceilings, teakwood panels and giant beds. You will even find hammocks and your own cedar hot tubs outside on your personal balconies, where the views of the rainforest will take your air away!’


Scott smiled at Luisa’s mistake, and at her excitement – she was right to be this enthusiastic. This place, everything about it, was exceptional.


‘And dinner will be served once you’re all unpacked. We use only the freshest, finest local ingredients to make your meals,’ said Paola, walking towards the group with Ben trailing behind her, a terse smile on her lips. ‘Come, now,’ she said. ‘We will show you to your rooms.’


An hour later, unpacked and refreshed by a dip in his hot tub followed by a long stint in the high-pressure rain shower, Scott was shovelling forkfuls of gallo pinto into his mouth, his taste-buds exploding with spicy sweetness. He hadn’t realized how hungry he was until Paola had filled his plate with rice, beans and picadillo, the aromas making his mouth water.


‘So, what made you all want to come here, on the retreat?’ said Carly. ‘Have you been fans of Hannah for a while? How long have you been following her online?’


Well, this is an easy one.


‘I’ve been following her for years – I’ve probably watched all her videos,’ said Scott, laughing. ‘My mates think I’ve lost the plot, but she really helped me – I’ve not always felt like I fit in, and Hannah gave me a community. She made me feel . . . understood.’ When for so much of my life, I’ve felt like a mystery to everyone – including myself. ‘I couldn’t believe it when she announced the competition – the chance to come and actually meet her,’ he went on. ‘I fully poured my heart out in that video.’


He stopped himself from saying the rest: that he’d told Hannah all the things he didn’t want anyone else to know in that video: the cruel voice that lived inside his head, the judgements it made about everything he said and did. He told her about the way he went through life always looking as though he was fitting in – saying the right things, doing what other people thought he should, with his mates, in his job as a park ranger – but that underneath, he was exhausted from the effort. It was as though he was wearing a bodysuit made of malleable plastic that he could only take off when he was at home, alone, with his apartment door closed.


He’d said all that, and then he’d sent the damn video, tried to forget about it and let it go. ‘I thought it was a total long shot,’ he said. ‘So, when I got the email telling me I’d won a place – well, I almost keeled over in shock. Now here I am.’


Here I am. There was a silence around the table. He’d been talking for too long, hadn’t he? He felt himself flush. He’d already made a fool of himself, no doubt. Said far too much. Bloody hell, Scott. All mouth, no brain.


‘OK, me next.’ Naya cleared her throat; Scott smiled at her gratefully. ‘I started following Hannah about a year ago. Someone recommended her to me – suggested I start watching some of her videos, in case they could help me.’ She paused, looked at the others. ‘And she did – help me, that is. You remember when she made that series about how we shouldn’t always take medical diagnoses at face value – that there is so much that can be done to heal the mind and body when we work with the spirit?’


Scott nodded; he’d watched all Hannah’s videos five times at least. ‘Western medicine gets so much wrong,’ he remembered Hannah saying. ‘What so-called doctors call disease – everything from dementia to cancer to schizophrenia to Covid – are simply energetic blockages, usually from negative emotions trapped within the body. Once you release these through deep energetic cleansing, you will achieve perfect health.’


‘Well, it was just what I needed to hear,’ Naya was saying. ‘Especially these last few months, when I’ve been having a hard time – with my kids, working long hours in my nursing job, parenting alone since I split up from their father.’


Her voice wobbled then, and she broke off. Scott felt a pang of something in his chest; he rubbed at his breastbone until it went away. ‘I could feel myself slipping down into something . . . somewhere bad,’ she said. ‘But Hannah, everything she has taught me – she’s helped me so much. The idea of having some one-on-one time with her – her making a dedicated programme just for me, helping me find ways to improve mine and my kids’ wellbeing – and in such a beautiful place, no expenses spared – well, it was too amazing to miss. Even if . . .’ She tailed off again, looked down sadly.


‘Even if what?’ said Carly, her tone gentle.


Naya met her eyes. ‘Even if I’ve had to leave my young children behind with my mother for the week. That was hard – I’ve never left them for so long before. In fact, I’ve never left them at all.’


‘Oh, well, I understand that perfectly – it’s not stupid at all,’ said Ben.


Naya looked at him, eyes hopeful. ‘You have children too?’


‘Ah, no, not exactly,’ he said, looking embarrassed. ‘In fact, I’m sorry, it’s not the same at all – but I’ve had to leave my dog Blondie behind. She gets mad when I’m away!’


Naya laughed. ‘Well, then, it’s almost the same.’ Her laugh faded then, and she looked away. ‘It feels extra hard, though, leaving my kids – they are autistic,’ she said softly. ‘I’m honestly not sure how they’ll manage without me for a week – even though I know my mother will take good care of them.’ Scott heard her voice catch.


‘You didn’t leave them with their dad?’ asked Ben. It sounded blunt to Scott’s ears, though he’d been wondering the same thing.


A flash of anger passed across Naya’s lovely features, before she said tightly, ‘No, I’d never leave them with him.’


‘That must be tough for you,’ said Carly. ‘I’ve worked with parents of neurodivergent children in therapy, and it’s not easy – especially not when you’re doing it on your own.’


Naya gave a quick, grateful smile, then seemed to force herself to brighten. ‘All the more reason for me to be here – I’m sure Hannah will give me some ideas to help me support them, ease some of the things they struggle with. She seems to know how to deal with anything and everything.’


She turned to the person sitting next to her. ‘So, Ben, you next. What made you want to come here?’


Ben leaned back in his chair, shrugged. ‘Well, Hannah is something pretty special, I guess,’ he said. ‘And so is this place – I’ve always wanted to come to Costa Rica.’ He paused, seemed to deliberate over something, then: ‘I gotta say, I don’t agree with everything she believes in – like some of the stuff about spirit guides is a little far out for me.’ Scott bristled at that; why did Hannah want him here if he didn’t even believe in all of her teachings?


‘But I feel like I’ve been stuck on the same issues for so long – so when she said that thing about how we would leave here transformed?’ Ben said. ‘That’s what I’ve been waiting for. I can’t carry on the same way. I can’t change by myself, so . . . yeah. I’m here hoping she can help me.’ He looked at Mira. ‘So, how about you?’


Mira smiled. ‘Yes, I loved what she said about leaving here transformed too,’ she said. ‘In my video, I talked about what a hard time I’ve been having over the past year or so. About how I’d never travelled outside of Europe, let alone somewhere like Costa Rica. I told her it would be the chance of a lifetime for me, and I’d be open to doing whatever exploration – whatever work – she wanted me to do. And I am – I really am.’


Mira’s voice was so gentle, but the passion in her dark eyes, and on her quietly pretty, delicate features, burned through. ‘Wow,’ said Scott. ‘She’s made quite an impact on us, hasn’t she? Same for you as well, Carly?’


‘She changed my life,’ said Carly. A shadow passed over her face then, her bright expression faltering. ‘I went through something – something hard – a couple of years back. Things with my ex-girlfriend . . . they didn’t end well at all. But following Hannah, listening to her – it’s what’s kept me going.’ She smiled. ‘And I’m a therapist; I’ve worked with so many people who are struggling with their mental health.’ She sighed. ‘Hannah has such a unique take on dealing with things like depression and anxiety. So, everything I learn from her, I can pass on to my clients as well. I can spread Hannah’s message.’


Ben shifted in his chair. ‘You could spread it more easily if she was actually here to teach us, though, right?’ he said, his tone harsh.


Scott was starting to get riled up; irritated by Ben’s negativity. ‘I’m sure she’d be here if she could,’ he snapped. ‘You’ve seen the weather outside – it wouldn’t be safe for her to try and travel back here now, in that.’


Ben arched an eyebrow. ‘Well, sure, but everyone knew the storm was coming – so why did she head out in it right before we were due to arrive?’


‘I’m sure she had good reason,’ said Carly.


Ben opened his mouth, looked like he was about to protest some more, but was interrupted by Paola’s brisk tone from the kitchen area, where she’d been perched on a high stool. ‘I will try to call Hannah again,’ she said, tapping her phone, holding it to her ear; then a moment later, ‘It is still turned off.’


‘What?’ said Ben. ‘Isn’t that weird? Why would she turn her phone off?’


Paola shrugged. ‘It must be the storm – or maybe she didn’t take her charger. All right, she will be back first thing tomorrow morning, then. In the meantime, you can enjoy the relaxing treatments we have prepared for you, and make the most of Hannah’s beautiful home.’


‘I’m not sure,’ said Mira slowly. ‘I was looking forward to getting the one-on-one time with Hannah. It seems a shame to miss even these few hours with her, to be honest.’


‘But she’ll be here when we wake up tomorrow, won’t she?’ said Scott. ‘And maybe there’ll be something good to come out of being here, just for the first night, without her. You know, for our own . . . exploration. Our healing? And I mean, look at this place. I still feel like I’m dreaming, being here.’


‘Me too,’ said Naya. ‘I mean, I’m really excited to see Hannah – she’s the main reason I’m here – but this house is amazing, Paola – you’ve done an amazing job for all of us. And Costa Rica is a wonderful country, it’s paradise here.’ She paused, took a sip of water – she was the only one not drinking wine, Scott noticed.


‘Exactly,’ said Carly. ‘We can relax, enjoy ourselves, make the best of it without her. We need to think positive, not grumble about what’s gone wrong.’


Mira looked startled for a second; then she sighed. ‘You know what, you’re right. This is a once-in-a-lifetime trip. We’re so lucky to be here – think of all the thousands of people who applied, and she picked us. I promise I’ll stop complaining now and start enjoying myself.’


‘Yes, you will all enjoy yourself. I will make sure everything is perfect,’ said Paola. ‘Now – Luisa will show you around, you will have a relaxing treatment with our personal masseur this evening, and you will all sleep well – then Hannah will be back in the morning.’


She took a moment to look around the group in turn.


‘Everything is going to be wonderful,’ she said.


Scott knew she was right. This retreat – Hannah – all of it was going to be wonderful.


So why, then, did Paola sound like she was trying to convince herself?











BEN
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Hannah’s place was insane.


Ben had stayed at some expensive resorts in his time; one of the perks of travelling so much for work – but this was something else. The attention to detail, the little touches – like the petals arranged across their beds; the homemade soaps with H stamped in the middle; the exquisite hand-bound journals for recording their wellness journeys – Hannah had thought about everything, and it showed.


Like he’d admitted at dinner, he didn’t agree with all the things Hannah talked about – like some of the wacky spiritual stuff, and her insistence that modern medicine couldn’t be trusted, that natural, holistic treatments were the answer; Ben was only too aware of the benefits of American pharmaceuticals. But this place, The Hideaway – this was one thing she’d got just right.


They’d finished up their food – Paola bringing them freshly made tres leches for dessert, its texture almost unnaturally light and fluffy. It was a Costa Rican speciality, and even now, a half hour later, its sweet creaminess was sitting pleasantly on his tongue. Carly and Scott had headed up to their rooms, but he’d taken a post-dinner digestif outside and was now sitting on one of the bed-sized recliners near the pool, Mira and Naya settled on the one next to his, and all of them sheltered snugly under the extending roof. Solar-powered lanterns shaped like perfume bottles dotted the terrace around them, giving the space a warm glow. Above their heads hung three ceiling fans, their gold blades whipping a welcome breeze – even in the storm, it was humid; Ben’s skin was damp to the touch.


‘This is the life, isn’t it?’ said Mira. ‘It’s still so warm out here – and it’s kind of soothing, listening to the rain hammering on the roof.’


‘I know. I can’t believe how relaxed I feel already,’ said Naya.


Ben smiled at her, let his gaze linger on her face, her eyelids gently closed, long lashes flickering slightly, lips settled in a sleepy, relaxed pout. Naya was sexy, for sure, but not really his type; with the addition of two kids, even less so.


He made a soft grunt of agreement, then took a long, deep puff on his vape, blew it out of his mouth. Mira was right: this was the life. Already the worries of the past few days seemed like they belonged to another life – another person. Now, they just needed Hannah to get here, and everything would be exactly as it was supposed to be. He’d leave here just as Hannah had promised: transformed.


‘And that food,’ he said. ‘Paola is a genius. I ate like a king at dinner – if we get fed like that every day, you guys are going to have to roll me back to the airport.’


Both women laughed, just as the sliding French doors whooshed open behind them. Ben turned and smiled at Luisa as she walked towards him.


‘Sorry, Ben, you cannot smoke out here,’ she said, with an apologetic bob of her head.


‘Oh, I’m not smoking,’ laughed Ben. ‘It’s just a vape.’


‘Ah, no vaping either – I am very sorry,’ Luisa said. ‘This is Hannah’s rules.’


Hannah’s rules, huh? Well, in that case, he’d better do as he was told. ‘No problem,’ he said, flashing Luisa his broadest smile and tucking away his vape. He didn’t need it now, anyway: at just the mention of Hannah’s name, Ben felt the familiar buzz of excitement that she seemed to stir in him. He might not even need the pill packet he’d tucked carefully into the side pocket of his suitcase.


‘Ben, I can take you for your treatment now?’ said Luisa. ‘We have prepared for you an aromatherapy massage with The Hideaway’s personal masseuse, Isabel.’ Luisa gestured inside the house. ‘She is waiting for you in one of our treatment rooms.’


‘Oh, lucky you, Ben,’ murmured Naya lazily. ‘I can’t wait to have mine – that will be the perfect end to this evening.’


Ben felt another tingle of anticipation. This place got better and better. He’d never needed a massage more, after the stress of the past few days, plus that long-ass plane ride and the bumpy drive to The Hideaway. He stretched upwards on the sunbed, swung his legs to the floor and luxuriated in a long stretch, groaning as he did.


‘It looks like you are already feeling relaxed?’ said Luisa with a gentle laugh. ‘I am happy to see this.’


He smiled and followed Luisa inside, registering the cold shock of the air conditioning as he stepped through the sliding doors. Its artificial coolness brought his high-rise office block in Silicon Hills to mind – the image slamming into his brain before he could stop it; and with it the memory of Trish, the way she’d looked at him across her mahogany desk just a few days ago, Ben staring at the floor, hands twisting in his lap.


No. Stop it, Ben. Put the thoughts away. He couldn’t let them cross his mind now, distract him from such a great evening.


Luisa, walking in front of him through the house, came to a stop outside a door that led off the back of the main kitchen and living room area. It opened into a small, windowless, pure white treatment room with a massage bed in its centre, glass diffusers billowing out lemongrass fragrance on a corner shelf, gentle spa music playing from a cream, oval-shaped speaker. The woman standing in the room looked to be in her late forties, short and squat with bobbed black hair and strong-looking forearms emerging from her white tunic.
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