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To everyone who wanted more





In my dream, I was trapped. Locked in a cell, deep underwater, where no one could hear my cries.

There was no way to escape; I could only run from side to side of the little room, scrabbling at the locked door with my nails, tearing back the orange nylon curtains to find no window behind – just a blank plastic panel, cruelly mocking.

Desperately, I cast around for something, anything to help me break out of my prison – a piece of wood to pry open the door, something heavy to batter the lock. But there was nothing – only a metal bunk bolted to the wall and a rubber tray on the floor.

The door was fitted and flush with no helpful crack I could get my fingers into, no gap at the bottom I could peer beneath or shout into.

And as I scratched at the unforgiving plastic with broken, bloody nails, I realized: there was no way out. I was utterly and completely trapped. And the knowledge threatened to overwhelm me.

When I woke up, it was with a huge wash of relief. I lay there, my eyes closed, feeling my heart pounding and the blood singing in my ears. It was just a dream – the bad old dream I’d had more times than I could count. Just a stupid, recurring nightmare – a memory of a horror I had long since escaped. I was safe at home, where no one could hurt me.

Except… was I? Even before I opened my eyes, I could tell something was wrong. I wasn’t in my comfortable bed at home, my husband lying beside me, a pair of little toddler feet jammed into my stomach. I was alone, lying on a thin, hard mattress with pain in my back and hips. And the sounds were wrong too – there was no friendly rattle from our old air-conditioning unit, no honking of horns or wail of sirens in the New York night.

No, here there was only the clang of doors, the sound of footsteps, the shout of male voices raised in anger.

‘If you don’t calm down –’ I heard, and then something I couldn’t make out.

My heartbeat began to quicken again, and I sat up, opening my eyes with a feeling of dread as the events of the day before came flooding back. There was no fake window, no beige panel behind nylon curtains. And the door wasn’t plastic. But there was a door. It was metal and barred. And it was very much locked.

My dream hadn’t been just a dream. I was trapped. I was locked in a cell. And I had no idea how I was going to get out.
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When I walked into the bedroom, I sucked in my breath. The room looked like a bomb had hit it. Overturned drawers, duvet and pillows tumbled on the floor, a little side table upside down on the bed, and chairs strewn around like someone had been bowling with them, knocking them over like ninepins. There were clothes everywhere – on the carpet, on the bedside table, hanging off the window blind – I could barely even see the rug for the mess. In the middle of all of it was Delilah, my elderly tabby cat, washing herself placidly on top of a tumbled pile of what had been clean and folded laundry a couple of hours ago.

There were only two possible explanations. One, I’d been burgled in the night by someone searching for something with a frightening level of determination. Or two, Judah had let the boys dress themselves for school and this was the result. And I was pretty sure I knew which one it was.

Sighing, I picked up the chairs, retrieved Teddy’s sippy cup from under his toddler bed, and shooed Delilah off the crumpled pile of washing. Then I began stuffing Eli’s clothes back in his chest of drawers. You’re Rawrsome! said a little hoodie lying across the rug, complete with an appliqué dinosaur roaring. Why didn’t adult clothes have affirmations like that? There were days when I felt like I needed the boost of a smiley T. rex saying he believed in me – and today was one.



‘HOW WAS THE interview?’ Judah pulled off his headphones and looked up from his laptop as I set the sippy cup down on the kitchen counter. I never fail to get a lift walking into the main room of our apartment – it was what sold it to us in the first place. It’s long, almost the whole length of the old tenement, with a dark polished wood floor and tall windows overlooking the neighbours’ rooftops, and today it was full of low autumn sunshine and sparkling dust motes.

When we bought the place, it had two bedrooms, and we’d used one for ourselves and kept the other for an office/guest room. But then I got pregnant, and the office had become first a nursery and then the bedroom of two little boys. Now we worked – well, Judah worked – mostly from the kitchen table in a little alcove off the side of the main living space.

He’d been deep in a Zoom call when I got back, but now he had the air of someone very willing to be distracted. I shook my head.

‘Okay, but I don’t think I’ll get it. The girl who interviewed me was really nice, but she told me I was overqualified. Twice.’

‘Translation: they don’t think they can afford you,’ Judah said with a shrug. He pushed his reading glasses up on his forehead. ‘I told you – you should be aiming higher.’

‘It’s all very well to say that, but I’ve been out of the game a long time.’ I was trying not to let the irritation spill over into my voice, but I wasn’t sure I was succeeding. It was easy for Judah to talk – he’d walked into a cushy staff post at the New York Times, of all places, right before the pandemic hit. He’d won the journalist equivalent of the lottery – and the fact that he knew it didn’t make it any easier for me to stop comparing our career trajectories. ‘Staff jobs aren’t easy to come by, Jude, especially not for someone with a five-year gap on their CV.’

‘I know,’ Judah said. He stood up and came across to me, took me into his arms. ‘I know, I’m sorry, I’m not trying to make out like the jobs are there just waiting for you to pull them off the tree, I just think… you don’t value yourself high enough sometimes.’

‘I value myself fine, trust me. But I’ve barely worked since Eli was born – and that’s a big red flag for a lot of people.’

Eli had been, not a pandemic baby exactly, but born right before it hit. I’d been riding high on the success of my one and only book, Dark Waters, about my nightmare experience on board a cruise ship called the Aurora in the Norwegian fjords. Judah had just been hired as permanent staff at the New York Times. We’d bought an apartment in the trendy Manhattan neighbourhood of Tribeca on the strength of my book advance and his newly minted salary. The next step – surely it had to be trying for a baby?

For some reason, maybe the uncertainty of that word trying, I had assumed the process would take months, if not a couple of years. In reality, Eli had come along faster than either of us had expected and parenting a newborn had hit both of us like the proverbial ton of bricks. It seemed impossible that such a tiny person could wreak such devastation on two orderly lives and for me, three and a half thousand miles away from my home country and my mum, it had hit particularly hard. For a while things had got a little rocky – I had felt my mental health sliding back into a very dark place, my old medications no longer really working, the new ones fraught with unexpected side effects and dosage complications. But between us, we’d got things back on track. The hormonal tsunami retreated. Eli fell into a routine. Judah and I made things work, and I found a cocktail of antidepressants that put me back on an even keel. And then, just as I’d been thinking about hiring a childminder (or a sitter, as they called them here) and going back to work, the pandemic hit.

In a way, a way I’d never admit out loud, I’d been glad. Of course it had been tough – the isolation, the worry about my mother, far away in what the Guardian was calling ‘Plague Island’. But it had also let me off the hook – the school and nursery closures had given me two glorious years at home with Eli with no real possibility of looking for full-time work, and then, when Teddy came along, the clock had reset and I’d been back in babyland again, albeit with tweaked medication and a better handle on how everything worked.

But now, somehow, we were six years on. Eli was in kindergarten. Teddy had just started pre-K. The book advance had disappeared into everyday living expenses. And both Judah and I agreed it was time for me to get back on the horse.

Only the horse was proving hard to catch.

I’d done a fair amount of freelancing – some here in the States, some for old bosses and contacts back in the UK. But what I wanted was a staff job with a pension and health insurance. At least I was a US citizen now, which gave me some measure of security. One of the things I had dreamed about obsessively, sweaty nightmares, back in the dark days of postnatal anxiety, had been my green card expiring and ICE coming to batter down the door. The idea had haunted me no matter how many times Judah told me it wasn’t going to happen – that as the wife of a US citizen and the mother of two, I wasn’t going to get deported. But even with that precious US passport, I was still aware that if anything happened to Judah, I would be pretty screwed. Our life here, our health insurance, our mortgage payments, they all rested on his job. And I didn’t want that. And not just for me – I didn’t want it for Judah either. I didn’t want the whole burden of keeping our little family afloat to rest on his shoulders.

I tightened my arms around him, resting my forehead for a moment on his broad chest, then straightened up and smiled.

‘You know what, it’ll be fine. Something will turn up – it’s just a matter of knocking on enough doors, right?’

‘Absolutely.’ Judah smoothed the hair back from my face and smiled down at me. ‘I mean, the Times position seemed like pie in the sky for me until it wasn’t. You’re an amazing writer with some seriously impressive credits on your CV. Something will come along for you. And in the meantime, keep your hand in, keep writing freelance stuff. And the right door will open, I know it.’

‘I love you, Judah Lewis,’ I said. And I meant it. With my whole being.

‘I love you, Laura Blacklock,’ he said back, smiling his lopsided smile that always tugged at my heart. We gazed into each other’s eyes for a long minute, and I thought again, as I had a thousand times before, how lucky I was to have ended up here – with this man I loved, who still quickened my pulse after ten years and two kids, in this beautiful apartment that neither of us could have dreamed of affording a decade ago. My life could have ended in a watery grave in Norway. It very nearly had. Every day since was a gift – and one I never stopped being grateful for.

The ping of Judah’s work computer made us break apart, still smiling at each other.

‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘That’s my calendar reminder. I’ve got a team call at half past.’

‘Gotta earn that crust,’ I said. And then, seeing the pile of mail on the table, ‘Oh, by the way, I brought the mail up. There’s a couple of parcels for you. I think one’s those shirts you ordered.’

Judah nodded and began sorting through the mix of junk mail, packages and bills, before stopping with a groan at a thick embossed envelope. He tossed it to me.

‘Yet another wedding, I assume. I’m amazed you’ve got any single friends left. Who is it this time?’

I looked down at the envelope, frowning. It did look a lot like a wedding invitation – stiff card, expensive cream paper. And it had a European stamp, but not UK. I wasn’t sure what country, in fact. The text on the stamp said Helvetia, which sounded vaguely Scandinavian but wasn’t any country or currency I could put my finger on. It was hand addressed to Mme. Laura Blacklock in thick black ink and beautiful calligraphy.

Only one way to find out.

I ripped open the top, wincing a little as I cut myself on the stiff edge of the envelope, and then pulled out the card and sucked the blood off my finger as I read it.


Marcus Leidmann and the Leidmann Group

cordially invites

Mme. Laura Blacklock

to attend the press opening of

Le Grand Hotel du Lac

Saint-Cergue les Bains

Lake Geneva

Switzerland

Monday 4th – Thursday 7th November

RSVP press@theleidmanngroup.ch



On the reverse was the same text in French, and below both sets of text was a discreet QR code labeled more information / plus d’informations.

Judah must have seen something, I don’t know what, in my face, because as I finished reading he looked up, curiously.

‘Not a wedding invitation?’

‘No. A press thing actually.’ I handed him the card and he read it over, then tapped the name at the top.

‘I’ve heard of him. Marcus Leidmann. He’s the CEO of the Leidmann Group. Do you know it?’

I took the card back and shook my head. ‘Are they a travel firm?’

‘They’re kind of everything – they’re a bit like a smaller version of Tata Steel, you know, started off with heavy manufacturing, then diversified into everything from railways to communications – but I didn’t know they were into hotels. That must be new.’

I shrugged. ‘Probably a good time to move into travel. I mean, a lot of places went bust in the pandemic, so I guess a canny investor gets in at the bottom. Well, nice opportunity for someone to get wined and dined at this Marcus guy’s expense.’

I plucked the card from his fingers and was about to toss it in the bin when Judah stopped me.

‘What d’you mean? Nice opportunity for you, if you want it.’

I laughed.

‘I can’t go to Switzerland, Judah! Who’d take the boys to school? Who’d pick them up?’

‘Uh… me?’ Judah said. He looked a little offended. ‘Like I did this morning when you were at your interview, if you remember. We all survived.’

I opened my mouth to retort that the boys’ bedroom had looked like a war zone and that was just one morning, but then shut it again. I didn’t want to be one of those women who nitpicked every time their husbands did something slightly differently to the way they would have done it. And it probably was good for the boys to be asked to take a bit more responsibility for getting themselves ready in the morning – it was just a shame they’d destroyed their room in the process.

‘But what’s the point?’ I said instead, changing tack. ‘I don’t have a commission to write about it. I mean a free holiday is nice, but I’m not even sure if it is free. I’d probably have to pay for my own flights.’

‘One,’ Judah said, ticking the items off on his fingers, ‘you’ve been saying you want to see your mom for, like, two years. Even if you have to self-fund your flights, this’d be a tax-deductible trip to Europe, which isn’t nothing. Two, the place’ll probably be lousy with travel writers and editors, so great chance to do a bit of networking. You might even catch up with some old faces. Three, Lo, you’ve been stuck at home with the kids for six fuckin’ years. If anyone deserves a free holiday, it’s you. This is the universe telling you to get back on the horse. And hey, it’s pretty flattering they thought of you, isn’t it?’

I looked down at the card I was holding, now slightly smeared with blood from the paper cut on my finger. The thought of catching up with old acquaintances wasn’t exactly enticing in some cases, but Judah’s other points were valid. There was the lure of seeing my mum, which I’d been putting off for far too long, and that last remark… I couldn’t deny that one had hit home. It was pretty flattering someone had thought of me. For a while after the publication of Dark Waters, I’d been a minor celebrity on the travel-writing circuit with a steady flow of invitations to attend the openings of everything from new resorts to luxury train routes. During the pandemic, that flow had slowed to a trickle and then dried up completely, and somehow it had never resumed. But it was nice to think that my name was still out there, still on people’s Rolodexes – if anyone still used Rolodexes anymore.

Yes, it was pretty flattering that someone had thought of me. And it was a reminder that however I’d felt walking home after the interview, I wasn’t a nobody. Maybe I was a bit more rawrsome than I realized. And maybe… maybe Judah was right. Maybe this was the universe telling me so.
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‘Mummy!’ Eli barrelled out of the door at kindergarten like a little brown-haired firework, slammed his head into my middle, and hugged me with a fierceness that suggested that I’d been away for a week. ‘I missed you soooo much.’

‘You saw me last night at bedtime!’

‘But you were gone this morning. Before I woke up!’ His tone was reproachful. Teddy, hanging off my other arm, nodded vigorously.

‘You left us!’

‘I did, but Daddy took care of you, didn’t he?’

‘We had to get dressed by ourselves.’ Eli’s expression was tragic, as if Judah had left him home alone overnight rather than just asking him to choose his own T-shirt. ‘I told him that you always pick my pants out for me, but he said I was a big boy and could do it myself.’

Pants. By which he meant trousers, of course, not underwear. I would never get used to those words coming out of the mouths of my own children – but they were half Judah’s, I supposed, and getting more American by the day. When Eli had started at nursery, his accent was pretty similar to mine, a product of the amount of time he spent with me and the fact that I’d raised him on a steady diet of Peppa Pig and Octonauts. But within about five minutes of walking through the door at pre-K, or so it seemed, he’d picked up a flawless little New York accent, almost as broad as Judah’s Brooklyn one. Now he switched back and forth – American with his friends, a little more English with me and on Zoom calls with his English grandparents. At least I’d managed to hang on to ‘Mummy’. Other people were moms. Not me.

‘Can we goooo,’ Teddy demanded now. He was jumping around excitedly. ‘I want to go to the park. Can we go to the park?’

‘Well…’ I looked at the time on my phone, then at the weather, which was predicting rain, then gave a mental shrug. What did it matter. It would give Judah another hour to get his work done, and if it rained, we all had coats. ‘Okay, then. But only for half an hour.’



AT THE LITTLE play park, the boys scrambled on the climbing frame, hung from the monkey bars, splashed in the puddles, and generally wore themselves out while I dithered between supervising them and crafting persuasive emails on my phone to a few of my remaining travel contacts, pitching a piece on the Grand Hotel du Lac. One problem was the plus d’informations on the QR code hadn’t actually turned up a great deal of specificity. What would have been useful was some kind of hook or unique selling point – the first carbon-neutral hotel in the Swiss Alps or something. The only hotel in Europe with a swimming pool made of solid gold. Okay, that one seemed unlikely, but looking at the photos on the website, I thought it was maybe just fractionally less unlikely than being carbon-neutral. The hotel did look beautiful – and it was absolutely clear that no expense had been spared on either the building itself, which was a stunning eighteenth-century château on the shores of Lake Geneva, or on the renovations, which positively oozed money, from the hand-painted Delft tiles in the bathrooms to the enormous glass-sided infinity pool overlooking the lake. I didn’t imagine I’d be doing much swimming in November, but I could very easily imagine snuggling up next to one of the antique ceramic woodstoves that dotted the lounges and parlours of the hotel or settling down to a martini in the 1920s wood-panelled cocktail bar. The website promised everything from winter sleigh rides to heli-skiing in nearby Morzine, so it was clear this was going to be a year-round destination for the super-rich. I just wasn’t sure how newsworthy that was.

The other problem was that so many print magazines had gone out of business since I’d last been seriously pitching, and the ones that remained were mostly glorified blogs, with budgets to match. When the third reply came back to the same effect – yes to the piece, but ‘we can’t offer much in the way of a fee’ – I sighed and shut down my email. Judah had said this was the universe telling me to get back on the horse, and maybe it was, but I wished it had offered me a fat pay cheque to shore up its hints. The fees I was being offered wouldn’t even cover the flights.

Still, this was a pretty sweet opportunity, and it was also an excuse to see my mum, who’d lost her husband a couple of years before the pandemic and had been looking increasingly frail since a hip operation last year. Maybe I should just say fuck it and get as many puff pieces out of it as I could? It wasn’t exactly the hard-hitting investigative stuff I’d once dreamed of doing, but it would be a byline, and maybe that was all that mattered at this point in the game.

Across the play park, Teddy fell off the swings and began to wail, interrupting my introspection. They were both tired, ready to head home for hot chocolate, Bluey and dinner. As I picked up the sobbing Teddy, brushed off the worst of the puddle water, and fished in my tote bag for a Dino Bar to comfort him, I made up my mind: it was time. I was going to say yes.

We were almost out of the park when my phone pinged with an incoming message. I pulled it out of my bag, thinking it might be Judah asking when we’d be home for supper. But it wasn’t. It was a reply from an old contact, now working on the features desk at the Financial Times, according to LinkedIn. She’d been my boss at Velocity, the travel magazine where I’d cut my teeth a decade ago, but I had no idea if she was still in travel. I’d shot off an email more out of hope than any real expectation of a response. Now I clicked, assuming it would be the usual polite brush-off. Only it wasn’t. Not quite.

Lo, great to hear from you and glad you’re back on the beat. Sorry to say, I don’t think we’d be in the market for a piece on the hotel. Sounds nice, but without some kind of hook, I don’t think it’s got the angle we’d need. But if you could get an interview with Marcus Leidmann, THAT I could definitely place. We’d be talking full-profile, 2000 words plus, depending on what he came out with. He’s famously private, though, so that might not be on the cards. But just putting it out there. You don’t ask, you don’t get, right?

Rowan

It had started to rain again, the raindrops trickling down my forehead and splashing onto the phone screen as I stood there reading and then rereading Rowan’s message.

‘Muuuumm,’ Eli said impatiently, hopping from foot to foot. ‘Can we go, I need to pee really bad!’

‘Sorry, honey,’ I said. I shut down the phone and shoved it back into my pocket. ‘Just a work thing. Let’s get you both home.’

But as we began the wet walk back to our apartment, the rain dripping off the end of my nose and Teddy griping about how his pants were wet and his butt hurt, I couldn’t stop a smile from spreading across my face. I was back. Back on the horse. And it felt good.
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‘What time is the cab?’ Judah was sitting on the bed, but I could feel him mentally hovering over me while I packed my case like an anxious parent sending his firstborn away to camp.

‘Three. I don’t have to be at the airport until half four, but I thought with the traffic…’

‘Yeah, good call. And you’ve got all your documents in your carry-on luggage? Travel insurance? Passports? Medication?’

‘Yes, yes and yes.’ My passports were in my handbag, and now I held them up – my old travel-worn British passport and my brand-new stiff US one. ‘It’ll be kind of exciting to christen my American one. I’ve never travelled as an American citizen before!’

‘You know you have to use that one at US customs, yes? If you’re a dual citizen, you have to use your US one to enter and leave the country.’

‘Yes, I know. I can use Google just like you, Judah.’

‘And you’ve got all the details of where you’re staying and who’s picking you up at the airport?’

‘Yes, Judah, love, stop fussing! I know it’s been a while, but I did do this for a living, you know.’

‘I know, I know, I’m sorry.’ Judah had the grace to look a little sheepish. Truth be told, I wasn’t that bothered about my passports. I was more concerned about what the dress code would be for this place and whether any of my pre-pregnancy dresses would still fit. It was a long time since I’d been away for work and almost as long since I’d gone anywhere fancy. I honestly wasn’t sure if any of my extremely limited stock of evening dresses would still zip up. Judging by the photos on the website, the Hotel du Lac daytime vibe for this season was skinny jeans, fur-lined boots, and Scandinavian knits, which I could just about manage. The knits and the jeans, anyway. I didn’t have any fur-lined boots. Regular ones would have to do. But the evening photos were all willowy European women clad in monochrome designer dresses and… that might be a problem.

I was holding up what had been my favourite little black dress in the mirror and trying to gauge whether it was smart enough for a Michelin-starred restaurant when Teddy came trailing disconsolately through the bedroom door, his dinosaur plushie in tow.

‘Whyyyy do you have to go?’ he said for maybe the twentieth time.

‘Because I have to work, honey.’ I shrugged out of my top and pulled the black dress over my head. Only one way to find out if it still fit.

‘Mommies don’t have to work,’ Teddy argued. ‘Daddies have to work but mommies only work if they want to.’

‘What?’ I gave a snort as my head appeared out of the top of the dress. ‘Where did you get that?’

Teddy didn’t answer, but when I thought about it, I guessed it made sense in toddler logic. After all, I hadn’t worked for most of his childhood, and while there were several working mothers in his friend group, there were half a dozen more who worked part-time or not at all. It probably did look from Teddy’s perspective like the dads always worked full-time but the mums did it only when they wanted to.

I zipped up the dress – noting with satisfaction that yes, it still did go all the way up – and then knelt in front of him.

‘Listen, love, sometimes mummies stop working when their babies are little, like I did, and sometimes daddies do too. But I used to work before you were born, and now you’re a big boy, I need to start doing it again.’

Need. Need was the right word. Not have to, because the truth was, I didn’t totally have to. We could have rumbled on for a while longer on Judah’s salary if we cut out some luxuries. But I needed to do this for me – and maybe I needed to do it for Teddy and Eli too.

‘I will miss you and Eli so much while I’m away, but it’s only a week—’

‘A whole week!’ Teddy broke in tragically as if this were brand-new information, though we’d discussed it several times already.

‘Yes, a week,’ I said patiently. ‘Remember? I’m spending three days in Switzerland working, and then I’m going to see Granny Pam in England for a couple of days to make sure she’s okay. And then I’m coming home. And I will miss you a ton, but you and Daddy and Eli will have a great time taking care of each other. Daddy will probably let you do all sorts of things I don’t’ – Judah, in the background, grinning and nodding his head emphatically – ‘and Granny Gail is going to come and give Daddy a hand, and you love it when she comes to stay, don’t you?’

‘Granny Gail is coming?’ Teddy looked a little mollified. He loved Judah’s mum, who was a doting and extremely indulgent grandmother with absolutely no boundaries as far as her grandchildren were concerned. I nodded.

‘Yes. For three days. So, you see? You’re going to have a brilliant time. And when I get back I’ll bring you a present—’

‘A present?’ Teddy’s face lit up. ‘What will it be?’

I shrugged.

‘It’s going to be a surprise. Something special from Switzerland.’

‘But what will it be?’

‘Well, if I told you, it wouldn’t be a surprise, would it?’ Fuck. What on earth did Switzerland have that the US didn’t? Toblerone? You could buy that here. Cuckoo clocks? Well, I’d figure it out. And Teddy was barely four – what did he know? I could bring him back Lego, for all he’d care – he just wanted something to unwrap. ‘Something very exciting.’

‘But I want it noooow!’ Teddy wailed, back full circle to the disconsolate toddler he’d been when he walked in. Behind Teddy, Judah was laughing, and I rolled my eyes, knowing that this was what the saying making a rod for your own back had been invented for. ‘Why can’t I have it now?’

I pulled the dress off my head, wriggled back into my T-shirt, picked him up, and kissed his chubby little cheek, still smelling faintly of milk and Cheerios from breakfast.

‘You can’t have it now, but you can have this now.’ I blew a raspberry on his cheek and he giggled, and then I pulled up his T-shirt and blew another on his tummy. ‘And this.’ Teddy gave a shriek of pretended outrage that was actually delight, and I swung him over and blew a third just above his waistband. ‘And that. And any more whinging and you’ll get Mrs Tickle Monster!’

‘Not Mrs Tickle Monster!’ Teddy shouted in pretend distress, and he wriggled to the ground and ran away, giggling helplessly.

‘Yes, Mrs Tickle Monster!’ I shouted, following him. ‘In fact, she might be here already and she’s ready to tickle.’

‘Eli!’ Teddy shouted, laughing hysterically. ‘Eli, help me, Mrs Tickle Monster is here! Heeeelp!’

‘Oh, man,’ Judah said from across the room, his face creased with laughter. ‘What have you done? You’re never going to get your packing finished before the cab comes. He’s going to be wanting Mrs Tickle Monster from now until bedtime.’

‘Ah, screw the cab,’ I said, going across to him. I threw my arms around his rib cage, ran my fingers up under his sweatshirt, and dug them into the soft skin above his hips. ‘I’ll have you know Mrs Tickle Monster is a very fast packer.’

‘Is she, now?’ Judah said, grinning. ‘Well, can she pack like this?’ And he pulled me up into his arms and stomped out of the bedroom, holding me like a caveman in a cartoon carrying his wife. ‘Boys! I’ve captured Mrs Tickle Monster. Do your worst!’



SOME FOUR HOURS later, as the cab drew away from the curb into the bustling New York traffic, I turned and watched the faces of Judah, Eli and Teddy getting smaller and smaller. Judah was standing at the side of the road wearing a huge encouraging grin. Eli was holding Judah’s hand and waving but with an extremely uncertain expression on his face. Teddy hadn’t even waited for the cab door to close before he burst into sobs, leaning out of Judah’s arms to stretch his hands out towards my departing car, the tears rolling unchecked down his little round cheeks.

I could feel the tightening in my own throat in sympathy and a prickling behind my eyes as Teddy flung himself into Judah’s neck, and then the cab turned a corner and the little figures disappeared from sight. More to distract myself from the thought of everything I was leaving behind than because I really wanted to work, I pulled out my phone and began scrolling through the press pack the Leidmann Group PR department had sent over – itinerary, information on the hotel, stats on the Swiss tourist industry…

Only two pieces of information were missing, and naturally they were the two I’d been most hoping to receive. The first was a list of the other guests. Long ago, a colleague had told me that he always phoned in advance of any press event to request a copy of the guest list so he could google the other attendees ahead of time. The colleague, I had mixed feelings about. Truth be told, he was actually more of an ex, and we hadn’t parted on great terms. But as far as advice went, it was sound, and it was something I’d done routinely ever since he’d told me his hack. It didn’t always bear fruit – some places were justifiably cagey. If the guest list was starry, they worried about the security and privacy of their celebrity invitees. Others withheld the information for the exact opposite reason: a poor turnout and a total lack of any interesting RSVPs, which they didn’t want to admit to a journalist. But surprisingly often, organizations were happy to oblige, and being furnished with the names of interesting guests in advance enabled you to look much better informed and connected than you really were.

Unfortunately, the Leidmann Group’s press office had told me that the guest list was confidential but ‘comprised high-profile figures in finance, journalism, and the travel industry’, which probably meant the same half dozen bloggers and influencers that you always met at these dos.

The second unknown, however, was even more frustrating. I’d been hoping for an email agreeing to my request to interview Marcus Leidmann while I was over there, but the decision was still pending. The press officer I’d spoken to hadn’t exactly said no, but she hadn’t exactly said yes either, even when I’d waved the lure of the Financial Times under her nose. It would have been extremely comforting to have a firm ‘Yes, he’ll talk to you’ with a date and time in writing, but one thing I had winkled out of her was a clear confirmation that Marcus Leidmann would definitely be attending the hotel opening in person. Even if I couldn’t get a formal interview, it wasn’t impossible that I might be able to wrangle enough conversation out of him at dinner to spin into some kind of piece.

The problem was, the more I googled, the more I realized Rowan had been understating it when she’d said he was extremely private. He had never given an interview, or at least not one that I could find, and all the quotes from him seemed to be bland-as-oatmeal PR guff pulled from corporate press releases. He was ‘delighted’ at the acquisition of yet another company. ‘Sorrowed’ at the passing of some titan of industry. ‘Pleased’ at the quarterly results of some fund or other. Nothing that gave you any insight into the man himself or any hint of his personality.

The profiles that did exist seemed to have been done without his cooperation and were short and strictly factual, focusing on publicly available information like his business dealings and investments. So far, I had managed to find out his approximate age (somewhere around seventy, if my maths was right), his marital status (widowed, many years ago), and the number of children he had (one son, Pieter, age thirty-five, heir apparent to the Leidmann Group). He was not a self-made man; Leidmann and Leidmann had been founded by his grandfather and great-uncle, both Belgian industrialists from the Flemish part of the country, early in the twentieth century and had been greatly expanded by his father during the seventies, eighties and nineties. Leidmann Senior had taken a flourishing metalwork company and turned it into a major international player, a corporation with a finger in everything from car manufacturing to shipping and much else besides. Judah’s comparison to the Tata Group wasn’t far off – by the late nineties the Leidmann Group had become almost as sprawling as the Indian behemoth.

But it was since Marcus had taken over as CEO in the early 2000s, that the company had really become the global phenomenon it was today. He had trimmed, consolidated and branched out into the hitherto untapped markets of investment and international finance, without, as far as I could tell, ever putting a foot wrong, and the consensus of the business world seemed to be a grudging acknowledgment that, silver spoon or not, Marcus Leidmann was an extremely slick operator who would probably have made a success of himself no matter what his start in life.

Because the majority of the Leidmann Group was privately owned and not listed on any stock exchange, there was little information available about the net value of its dozens of nested companies, funds and investments, so guesses at Marcus Leidmann’s personal wealth were just that – guesses. But both Forbes and the Sunday Times Rich List put his personal net worth at somewhere north of two billion dollars, and some places gave much higher estimates. Either way, it seemed safe to say that this was a man of considerable means.

If I didn’t get at least some time alone and on the record with Marcus Leidmann, it was going to be very hard to come up with something substantial enough for Rowan to give me a piece, let alone a full-profile slot. But if I did, if I managed to get even a short one-to-one, enough to spin into something I could present as an exclusive interview, well, the payoff would be pretty high. It wasn’t just the fee – though the Financial Times was one of the few places which still paid reliably and well. It was the lure of the byline on my CV. The FT was up there with the best of them, ranked alongside the Wall Street Journal and the New York Times: solid, prestigious, a name recognized on both sides of the Atlantic for serious journalism. A recent publication credit with them would open doors for me, there was no two ways about it. And if that meant crossing continents on the strength of a maybe – well, that was what I’d have to do. Worst-case scenario, I got a free stay in a fancy hotel. Best, I got an audience with one of the most powerful and elusive men in Europe – and a stamp on my CV that could revitalize my career. And that was a gamble I was prepared to take.
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‘Just one moment, ma’am.’ The woman at the Swiss Air check-in desk holding my US passport was frowning at the screen and I felt my heart sink a little. Fuck. Was there some box I’d forgotten to tick? Was it my passport? Or… oh God, had I made a mistake in the booking? Even after nearly ten years in the US, I still wasn’t above getting tripped up by the American convention of putting the month before the day. If I’d accidentally booked for 11 April instead of 4 November, Judah would never let me forget it, but no matter how often he tried to persuade me that month, day, year was the logical sequence, I would never get used to it. Who the hell went middle, small, large? It made no sense.

‘Is there a problem?’ I managed, but the woman had left her seat and walked over to speak to one of her colleagues, someone who looked ominously like a senior manager. I felt acid stress rise in my throat. Had I been bumped off the flight? Could they do that for transatlantic crossings?

‘My apologies, Ms Blacklock.’ The check-in clerk was smiling as she sat back down, but that didn’t mean much – Americans were always smiling. Even when it was terrible news, they smiled sympathetically. ‘I was just a little bit puzzled because you’d already checked in online under your original seat allocation, but it’s no problem at all. I’ll just need to reissue your boarding pass to take account of the upgrade. Make sure you scan the new one when you go through security.’

‘I’m sorry?’ I thought I’d misheard for a moment. ‘Did you say the upgrade?’ I looked down at myself, wondering if I’d worn some magically alluring outfit, but it was just the same-old, same-old, what I believed the kids were calling athleisure these days. I had heard of spontaneous upgrades, but they usually involved a long shaggy-dog story about someone’s honeymoon or a terrible bereavement. I’d never heard of it happening to someone completely ordinary just out of the goodwill of the airline.

‘Yes, it seems that your employer upgraded your booking to first class.’

‘To first class?’ I’d never traveled first class in my life. Business class was cushy enough and a considerable bump up from what I’d actually booked, which was premium economy, and that only as a concession to the fact that it was an overnight flight, and I wanted to be able to recline my seat without feeling hideously guilty about the person behind. ‘I’m really sorry, there must be some mistake. I’m a freelancer, I don’t have an employer. And I certainly didn’t upgrade myself.’

‘Hmm… well, I’m looking at the booking and it was all paid for earlier today, upgrade to first class, JFK to Geneva International. I have the booking confirmation here. Possibly a gift from a friend?’

I felt my heart sink. Was this Judah’s idea of a romantic gesture? Surely not. A last-minute upgrade to first class would cost… well, I didn’t want to think about it. Certainly thousands of dollars. Maybe even more. Even business would have been an extravagance we couldn’t really afford. First class was insane.

But the only other people who had my flight details were the Leidmann Group press office, so they could arrange the collection from the airport, and it wasn’t likely they’d be shelling out tens of thousands of dollars on some journalist they’d never met. And the idea of a mistake seemed equally far-fetched. Airlines didn’t make mistakes like this, surely?

No, the only explanation I could think of was that Judah had put in a last-minute Hail Mary upgrade bid at the lowest possible amount that had somehow scraped over the bar. There was no way he would have paid to upgrade me outright – we just couldn’t afford it – but he might have chucked a couple of hundred dollars at it, figuring it would be a nice surprise if it went through.

‘And the first-class lounge is just at the top of the stairs after you go through security,’ the check-in clerk finished, handing over my boarding pass. ‘Will there be anything else, Ms Blacklock?’

‘Um… no.’ I felt slightly punch-drunk, and as I walked towards security, a part of me was still expecting someone to come running after me to inform me of the airline’s mistake, but there were no footsteps, no call of Ms Blacklock! Sorry, there was a misunderstanding…

When I got to security, I was about to head automatically through the channel marked ALL PASSENGERS when I noticed a separate one marked PREMIUM. Underneath, in smaller letters, the sign read FIRST-CLASS AND PRIORITY-PASS MEMBERS. Well, this would be a good opportunity to test the reissued boarding pass and probably less embarrassing to get turned away here than at the gate. I felt like an impostor as I headed towards the cordoned-off area, and when I showed my boarding pass to the uniformed woman standing by the entrance, I was more than half anticipating she’d direct me back the way I’d come, but she only nodded and waved me past the snaking queues of economy passengers to a much shorter line featuring people with far more expensive coats. Standing in front of me at the scanner was a tall woman with long silky black hair and dark glasses and the highest heels I’d ever seen in an airport. She was pulling chunky gold rings off her fingers one by one and complaining to her husband in a language that I couldn’t identify, but sounded like Arabic. Her husband, obviously used to his wife’s grumbling, was standing tapping at his iPhone, clearly not really listening while making soothing remarks. Then he threw his phone in the plastic tray and they walked through the gate together.

I was just putting my own items in the tray when my plastic bag of liquids and gels suddenly split, and travel-size toiletries and tubes of make-up went skittering down the conveyor belt and onto the floor. Red-faced and flustered, I began to scrabble for my items, expecting the security guard on the other side of the belt to start barking admonishments at me about overfilling my liquids bag and probably send me back to the start of the line to get a new one and maybe dump some items but… to my surprise, he didn’t. Instead, he simply handed me a new plastic bag along with a bottle of eye makeup remover that had fallen down his side of the belt and smiled at my stammered apologies.

‘You’re good. No hurry.’

‘Thank you so much, I’m so sorry. Should I…’ I looked doubtfully at the lipstick in my hand. It wasn’t going to fit. ‘Should I throw this?’

‘No, you’re all good, that’s not a liquid, ma’am.’

‘Really?’ I thought back to the last time I’d flown. I was sure the guard had told me that lipsticks counted as a gel – that was why I’d had it in there in the first place. ‘God, thank you so much!’

‘No problem,’ he said, then waved me through the metal-detector gate.

A couple of minutes later, I was all done and on my way – throwing a guilty look over my shoulder at the endless queues on the economy side. However it had happened, clearly the boarding pass was real, this wasn’t a mistake, and I owed Judah the most appreciative text message of our entire relationship. The whole thing had taken so little time that I now had almost three hours to kill – but that was okay, because I had the luxury of a first-class lounge waiting for me. If only I could find it.



IT TOOK ME two false starts, and in the end, I resorted to asking an airport official for directions, but some twenty minutes later, I was past the rather snooty lady on the check-in desk and relaxing in a plush armchair with a glass of free champagne in my hand. I had flown business class only a handful of times, mostly when I was promoting Dark Waters and my publisher had arranged my travel, and I had never got over the thrill of walking into a room filled with drinks and snacks and being invited to help myself. I was going to be professional on this trip – for all it was a jolly, and a pretty rare one at that, I had told myself sternly that I wouldn’t fall for the lure of free booze and make a fool out of myself, not least because I rarely drank now, and I was pretty sure that two glasses would have me under the table, with a head-splitting hangover the following day.

But this was different. We weren’t even in Switzerland yet, and I didn’t have anyone to impress. One glass couldn’t hurt – and besides, I owed it to Judah to make the most of his gift, didn’t I?

Thinking of Judah made me realize that I hadn’t said thank you for the surprise. I pulled out my phone, took a snap of the beaded flute against the backdrop of the big plate-glass windows overlooking the runway, and sent it to Judah with the caption Thank you so much! Hope it wasn’t too $$$. It stayed unread, which wasn’t surprising. It was five o’clock, which was peak cooking-supper, kids-melting-down, everyone-tired-and-demanding-attention time, and Judah probably had his hands full.

It wasn’t until my flight was called, and I was standing up, draining my second cup of complimentary tea (not as good as the champagne, if I were being honest, but I was trying to be professional), and looking about for my coat and bag that my phone buzzed with Judah’s reply.


??? Sorry, not sure what this means! xo



I frowned – but there was no time to reply now. The flight board had gone from GO TO GATE to BOARDING in the five minutes I’d been scrabbling about for my belongings. Explanations would have to wait.



FIRST CLASS WAS… well, first class was first class. That was the only way I could think of to describe it. It was just… beyond.

To begin with, I was ushered past the surging crowd of business-class passengers slowly scanning their boarding passes and pointed down a separate corridor. At the plane’s door, a cabin attendant greeted each of us by name – there were only three other first-class passengers – and showed us to what she described as our ‘suites’, which were more like little cubicles, each equipped with a huge wide-screen TV, flat bed, and ottoman, and a sliding door for extra privacy.

‘May I offer you some complimentary pyjamas?’ the attendant asked as she stowed my bag for me and hung my coat – not that I needed the help, as the acres of storage space were total overkill for my modest little carry-on.

‘I’m sorry?’ I thought she’d said pyjamas, but that couldn’t be right. Maybe it was some snack I’d not heard of.

‘Complimentary pyjamas,’ the attendant repeated. ‘We offer them to all our first-class guests on overnight flights.’

‘I – I mean… sure,’ I said, bewildered, and she disappeared behind a curtain and came back with a wash bag and a neatly tied package of the softest brushed-cotton pyjamas I’d ever encountered. I don’t know what I’d been expecting – something faintly disposable, perhaps, like the paper knickers you get when you have a spray tan. But these were just honest-to-God regular pj’s, size small, and a pair of cozy slippers.

‘They’re yours to keep,’ she said with a smile. ‘Now, may I offer you a drink? We have champagne, white wine, red wine, mimosas, cocktails…’

‘I – I guess I’ll have a glass of champagne,’ I said. I could hear the business-class passengers filling up the cabin next door and turned to look, but the air hostess twitched the curtain across the divide, as if people in my position couldn’t possibly be expected to have to see lowly business-class travellers.

‘Perfect. It’s Laurent-Perrier Grand Siècle Brut, Ms Blacklock, is that okay?’

I simply nodded – and the next fifteen or twenty minutes were spent playing around with my seat settings, sipping champagne, studying the menu, and scrolling through the extensive film collection on offer on my wide-screen TV. It was only when the captain’s voice came over the speakers to announce takeoff and to instruct passengers to pay attention to the safety briefing that I realized I hadn’t replied to Judah.

For a moment I thought about phoning him – it would be quicker to thrash out this mystery over the phone, and a big part of me wanted to hear his voice and get his reassurance that the kids were okay, that Teddy had cheered up after I’d left, that Eli wasn’t feeling under pressure to be the brave big boy. But it was seven thirty. He’d be right in the middle of baths and bedtime, and the attendants were already going around the cabin asking people to switch off phones and stow laptops.

I read his text again, frowning this time, trying to make sure it meant what I thought it did. But it was as unequivocally baffled as before:

??? Sorry, not sure what this means! xo

Okay, I hadn’t specifically mentioned the upgrade, but a photo of champagne in a first-class lounge was self-explanatory… wasn’t it? If Judah had upgraded me, surely he’d have known what I meant. But if it wasn’t Judah, then… who? Were we back to some kind of paperwork fuck-up? Was some furious passenger with a confirmation code one digit removed from mine about to turn up and demand their first-class seat? The thought wasn’t comforting, but there was no point in worrying about it now. I’d done my best – I’d queried it and been brushed off. They couldn’t make me pay for an upgrade I hadn’t asked for, and if I got bumped back to premium economy, well, it was only what I’d paid for in the first place – and I’d had two free glasses of champagne out of it. It wasn’t a bad bargain, even if I didn’t relish the thought of giving up my lie-flat bed, unlimited champagne, and the miso-marinated perch with port wine sauce I had my eye on from the menu.

Either way, it was too complicated to explain to Judah right now, with the engines revving as we began to taxi.

Don’t worry, I tapped out hastily. Slight mystery this end, but I’ll explain when I get there. Taking off now. Love you.

I pressed send, watched the WhatsApp disappear into the ether, and switched my phone to airplane mode. Then I lay back and prepared to enjoy my brief taste of luxury for however long it lasted.
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My first glimpse of the Grand Hotel du Lac was as we rounded the corner of the road that circumnavigated Lake Geneva, and I didn’t immediately recognize it. I thought, Wow, what a stunning place – like a fairy-tale castle. It wasn’t until the car slowed and then turned in between two imposing gate pillars that I began to put two and two together and realized that the fairy-tale castle was actually the fairytale castle, the hotel I had been picturing in delicious anticipation for the past few weeks, just seen from a slightly different angle to the photos in the press pack.

As we pulled out from the darkness of the tree-lined drive, however, I knew where I was instantly. That view – the picture-perfect miniature château framed by the astonishingly blue waters of Lake Geneva and, behind that, the towering Alps – was unmistakable. It was the view I’d drooled over as I booked my flights and sorted out all the myriad admin of travel.

The castle itself was supposed to date back to the twelfth century, but very little of the original structure remained. Perhaps a turret or two in the far corner, if that. In the eighteenth century it had been heavily remodelled in the classical style and now it was a white stucco U-shaped building with a tall central section and two symmetrical side wings enclosing the cobbled courtyard where my chauffeur-driven car was sweeping to a halt.

As we swung round the urn in the centre of the courtyard, I had a confused impression of a graceful flight of wide limestone steps leading down from huge double doors flanked on either side by a line of what were presumably hotel staff, each standing to attention on a step and smiling, all with crisp, almost military uniforms and shining buttons. The effect was somewhere between The Sound of Music and Downton Abbey.

We had barely ground to a halt when two… I wanted to say footmen, but bellhops was probably the correct term, really – ran forwards. One opened the car door and held out a white-gloved hand to help me out – not that I needed it; I’ve been successfully exiting cars without assistance since I was a small child.

The other disappeared around the rear, presumably to do something with my luggage.

‘Oh, don’t worry,’ I said, looking over my shoulder. ‘I can manage my own—’

‘Please, allow me, Ms Blacklock,’ the man said with a bow. ‘I will ensure everything is carried up to your suite.’

I watched my case disappear with mixed feelings. I was already slightly unsettled by being addressed by name before I’d even introduced myself, and the sight of my case being carried away didn’t help. For some reason, a combination of anxiety over tipping expectations and general concerns over stuff getting lost, I never like having people take my luggage for me. I prefer to carry my own cases to my room and know where they are at all times. But clearly that wasn’t an option here. My case had already been whisked away before I reached the shallow stone steps up to the gleaming front door, and now the other footman – I might as well give in to the term – showed me up the short flight and into the lobby.

Inside, the effect was not so much that of a hotel as of a super-luxurious and extremely comfortable home. There were embroidered armchairs, wooden floors, a baby grand piano, Turkish rugs, and a crackling log fire in a huge, beautifully painted enamelled stove. The wintry sun was sparkling through the tall windows overlooking the lake, and the only clue that this wasn’t a private residence was a small desk in one corner which held an iPad and a bell to summon assistance. There was a feeling of… well, no point in beating around the bush. It was a feeling of money. Of enormous amounts of money invested in everything from the art on the walls to the exquisitely restored parquet flooring, right down to the exquisite view of the lake framed by trees that had not a single branch out of place. I had interviewed enough millionaires to recognize it. This kind of luxury didn’t come cheap – and there was no faking it.

The footman showed me to an armchair in front of the fire, and as I sank into its feather-stuffed cushions, a female staff member wearing a crisp white apron materialized.

‘May I offer you a welcome drink, Ms Blacklock?’ She spoke with a slightly stilted German accent that for some reason made me feel like I was in a Wes Anderson movie. Something to do with the gently off-kilter rhythm of her speech. ‘Champagne? Mimosa? Or a tea or coffee?’

I looked at the ornate ormolu clock on the bookcase across the room. The dial said ten past twelve, which meant it must be something like 6 a.m. in New York. Either way, champagne didn’t seem like a great idea.

‘Coffee, thank you.’

‘Wonderful. Would you like regular, French press, cappuccino, espresso, ristretto, Americano, macchiato, Viennois…’

She was still reeling off the possibilities as I tried to cudgel my brain into a decision. I’d already forgotten half the options she’d listed, so I plumped for a cappuccino.

The woman smiled, nodded, and disappeared, and her place was taken by another woman, slightly older and in a different uniform, with an iPad in her hand.

‘Ms Blacklock, so wonderful to meet you.’ Her English was immaculate, just the smallest hint of a French accent. ‘My name is Cecile Lacombe. Did you have a good flight?’

‘It was great, thank you.’ As she said it, something struck me. ‘Listen, sorry if this sounds mad but… you didn’t upgrade me, did you?’

‘Upgrade you?’ Cecile looked puzzled. ‘You are in suite two, Monte Rosa, which is one of my favourite rooms in the château, but—’

‘Oh, no, I’m sorry,’ I interrupted, mentally wincing at the fact that she clearly thought I was an obnoxious journalist trying to score an extra freebie on top of all the ones I’d already had. ‘I didn’t mean here, I’m sure the room is wonderful! No, someone upgraded my flight, and I was a little puzzled about who. I thought perhaps it was someone at the Leidmann Group?’

‘I don’t think so.’ Cecile looked as confused as me now. ‘I believe all the journalists are paying for their own flights, but I can check with the press office if you would like?’

‘Don’t worry,’ I said. ‘I only wanted to thank whoever it was, but it… it was probably a friend.’ Though if not Judah, I couldn’t think who. ‘Or maybe I just got lucky with the check-in desk!’

‘Well, I am glad the gods of travel have smiled on you,’ Cecile said, clearly relieved to have the puzzle off her desk. ‘Now, I have all your information pre-filled, but if you could just check the form and sign at the bottom…’

I did so and then, as I handed the iPad back, I screwed up my courage to ask the question that I’d already asked half a dozen times before, with no result.

‘Um… Cecile, talking of the press office, I’m not sure if this is your remit, but I’ve been speaking to your colleagues there about organizing an interview with Mr Leidmann. We, um, we left the details a bit up in the air’ – that was an understatement, but you didn’t get anywhere in journalism without being a little pushy – ‘and I wondered, do you think he might be available to speak to me any time today?’

‘I don’t know, I’m afraid, Ms Blacklock,’ Cecile said with what looked like real regret in her face. ‘Was it Mr Marcus Leidmann or Mr Pieter Leidmann you were hoping to speak with?’

‘Oh, Marcus,’ I said hastily. Pieter might be a possible last resort, but I had to start by shooting for the bull’s-eye. ‘Are they both here?’

‘Yes, they are both here, and Mr Pieter Leidmann will be attending the dinner tonight, but I am not sure about his father. If you can leave it with me, I will pass the request on to his secretary. And now… oh, here is Johanna with your coffee.’

I turned to see the member of staff I had spoken to before standing at Cecile’s elbow with a silver tray bearing an alarming number of cups, jugs, dishes, and spoons.

‘Johanna, I was just about to show Ms Blacklock to her room. Could you follow us with the coffee? It’s Monte Rosa.’

‘Oh, I can carry my own—’ I began, but then subsided. Johanna was already hurrying towards the elevator. Evidently nobody trusted me to walk in a straight line with a full cup of coffee. And perhaps they were right.



NOW, THIS IS A SUITE. That was my first thought as Cecile handed over the beautiful wrought-iron room key, closed the door softly behind her, and withdrew, leaving me contemplating the exquisite eighteenth-century bedroom I had been allocated, overlooking the lake. It was… well, it was unbelievable. Long elegant windows with what appeared to be the original glass rippling gently in the sunshine, high walls in palest Eau de Nil, a ceiling frosted and embellished like an aristocratic wedding cake, a four-poster bed, a deep indigo chaise longue, a polished rolltop desk, and, just visible through a half-open door, a fully fledged dressing room, complete with chairs, tables, and freestanding bath.

As far as suites went, it put the Swiss Air one to shame – and then some.

Johanna had set the tray of coffee and tiny featherlight patisseries gently down on the little polished card table by the window. I sank into the soft sea-green armchair and as I raised the delicate china cup to my lips, I felt a sense of… I’m not sure what it was exactly. Peace, maybe, or just a kind of incredulous gratitude for my luck in snagging this trip of a lifetime.

The coffee was nutty and aromatic with velvet-soft foam and just the tiniest grating of nutmeg on the top – how had they guessed that I preferred that to chocolate? Maybe if you paid enough, you got telepathy on top of everything else. I wasn’t sure what this place cost – the website hadn’t included room tariffs – but going by Google, a suite as large and luxurious as this one had to be pushing two thousand dollars a night. Maybe more. The antiques dotted around the room were real, not imitation, and views like this didn’t come cheap.

And talking of views… I took a long sip of nutmeg-scented foam and turned to look out across the still waters of Lake Geneva towards the Alps, already glistening with the first snow of the impending winter. There was Mont Blanc, a peak that I thought might be the Matterhorn, as well as many others whose names I didn’t know. It was… it was… oh, I didn’t have the words to do it justice – the serene blue of the lake, the greens and golds of the Swiss autumn foliage, and, rising from it all, the awe-inspiring peaks and ridges of the mountain ranges and the pale cloud-streaked sky.

I remembered the pictures on the hotel website of families splashing in the lake in summer, the cerulean blue of the sky and the vivid green of the hills, but I couldn’t imagine anything more beautiful than this. How lucky I was to be here. I just wished Judah and the boys were here to share it. Though as I bit into a miniature chocolate parfait, the rich dark taste exploding in my mouth, a part of me was more than a little relieved that I didn’t have to worry about chocolaty handprints on those immaculate Eau de Nil walls.

But imagining Teddy and Eli was making my heart clench with homesickness, and now I pulled out my phone and looked at it, trying to calculate what time it would be there. Quarter to seven in the morning was the answer, if my maths was right. And today was… here I had to glance at the date stamp on my phone. Flying overnight had messed up my internal clock. Today was Monday. Which meant Judah was probably scrabbling around for schoolbags and clean socks and yelling at Teddy that he could wipe his own butt, he was a big boy.

No. Phoning now would be a mistake. Judah would be stressed and irritable; the boys would get upset and want to FaceTime me, which would make getting them out of the door to school harder… it would end with Judah annoyed, the boys crying, and me a puddle of maternal guilt on the floor.

Instead, I took a snap out of the window and sent it to Judah with the caption Arrived safely in Geneva and now installed at the hotel. SO glad you made me come, this place is unreal. It’s a pretty far cry from Cheerios for breakfast and trying to find Teddy’s shoes, ha-ha. Hope the boys are behaving. Imagine now isn’t a good time, but will you phone me later? xx

Then I took another sip of my coffee. I had only three more days to make the most of paradise. I might as well enjoy it.



THE OTHER JOURNALISTS and ‘high-profile figures’ were arriving over the course of the day, so there was nothing in the schedule until a drinks reception at 6 p.m. I spent the day wandering the extensive grounds of the château, swimming in the pool (contrary to my expectations, it was heated and very pleasant, even in November, though getting out was a bit of an ordeal), then undoing all the exercise by eating an unbelievably good afternoon tea in the Petit Salon.

I was just finishing the last pastry when a voice from the main reception hall made me stop in my tracks.

‘Great, thanks, very comfortable. And the Rolls from Bourg-Saint-Maurice was a nice touch. Listen, can you tell me anything more about the guest list for tonight’s dinner? The girl in the press office wasn’t very forthcoming when I asked.’

I frowned. It couldn’t be. Could it?

I wasn’t honestly sure if I wanted to find out, but if it was him, there was no way of putting off the encounter forever. And it was better to know for sure than spend all afternoon uneasily wondering. But it was with a distinct sense of trepidation that I stood up, brushed the crumbs off my lap, and ventured back to the foyer.

My initial impression was that I’d made a mistake – the only guest in the foyer was a man in his… maybe sixties, perhaps seventies, standing by the window and leafing through a big coffee-table book titled Les 100 Plus Beaux Chateaux de France that did indeed look very beautiful. He had thick glasses and a neat little goatee.

But then I turned the corner and there, standing by the desk with the iPad, was… Ben Howard. He’d shaved off his beard since I’d last encountered him, and his tousled black hair was now closer to salt-and-pepper, but there was no mistaking that grin or the way he was standing, leaning nonchalantly up against the wood panelling.

I felt my heart speed up – and not in a good way. The last time I’d seen him had been during the worst period of my life, and the time before that had been him dumping me during probably the second-worst period of my life and definitely my worst mental-health crisis.

But he had tried to be a good friend to me in between, even if he hadn’t always succeeded. And the fact that I associated his face with some of the most terrifying events that had ever happened to me, an episode of my life so strange that it had fuelled my one and only book, Dark Waters, and so nightmarish that it literally still haunted my dreams… none of that was his fault.

I was still standing there, frozen, debating whether to go and say something when Ben picked up his bag, turned and saw me. For a second, he looked as shocked as I felt. And then his face split into a huge grin and he bounded forwards and put both arms around me in a crushing bear hug. He let me go before going back in for a one, two, one Continental kiss on each cheek.

‘Lo fucking Blacklock,’ he breathed, holding me at arm’s length as he looked me up and down appreciatively in a way that I didn’t entirely like but also didn’t entirely hate. I was aware that my smile in no way matched his and didn’t really reach my eyes… and also that I wasn’t completely sorry about that. Ben Howard had some ground to make up as far as any friendship between us was concerned. ‘You look… I mean, bloody hell, Blacklock, you look amazing. Have you even aged?’

I rolled my eyes. Ten years, two kids, all the usual stresses and strains – yes, I’d aged. I was past forty and looked it, so his words strained credulity at best.

‘Thanks, Ben, but you don’t need to roll out the cheese.’

‘I’m serious! I mean, jeez, look at me.’ He gestured at his greying temples. ‘I’m an old fucking man! And you’re… well, hell, there’s no point in beating around the bush. You’re still hot, Blacklock.’ His eyes went to my hands, and I saw one eyebrow go up; I realized too late what he was looking for. ‘Still married to the Yank?’

‘Yes, very happily.’ I was cursing myself for not wearing my rings. Since having Teddy and Eli, I no longer wore them every day – the engagement ring had a stone that was a little too large for practicality, and the wedding band was a slender antique that had belonged to Judah’s great-grandmother and felt a little fragile for chasing two boisterous toddlers across the monkey bars. Now I kept them in my jewellery case for date nights and special occasions, but I made a mental note to put them both on for dinner. ‘With two kids. You?’

‘A girlfriend,’ Ben said with a shrug. ‘No kids. I mean, we’ve only been together six months, so it’s a bit early for that. Plus she’s only twenty-six.’

‘Twenty-six?’ I tried to keep my expression neutral, but I knew that it probably wasn’t. Twenty-six was… well, I was trying to do the maths in my head, and it was a hell of an age gap. Ben was a year older than me, so… seventeen years? Did they have anything in common? ‘Is she…’ I tried to think what to say that wasn’t hopelessly loaded. Is she potty-trained? Does her mama know that she’s out? ‘Is it serious?’

Ben shrugged again. ‘Who knows. Just taking things one day at a time. But, man, this is a coincidence, isn’t it? Are you still in travel? I’m guessing so if you’re here.’

I opened my mouth to answer and then shut it again, not completely sure what to say. Still kind of implied I’d been hammering away at the coalface all these years instead of the reality – that I’d checked out for half a decade.

‘Um, well, I guess I took kind of a career break,’ I said at last. ‘After the boys were born. But… yeah, I suppose I’m sort of getting back in the game. You?’

‘Still serving my time,’ Ben said with a twisted grin. ‘Got made redundant from the Independent a few years back. Now I’m doing a mix of work for Condé Nast, Forbes, and a bit of corporate stuff, scouting for this new flight-free-holiday app. They want curated picks, so scraping data off Tripadvisor isn’t going to cut it. The whole USP is supposed to be that a real human being has visited the place and given it their personal seal of approval.’
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