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Dedication

This book is dedicated to everyone who had an awful time working in hospitality. Including myself.
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Chapter 1

The takeaway cup of coffee was burning my fingers, but I wasn’t going to set it down for anything less than a third-degree burn. Doing so might have taken even more urgency out of the actions of the woman behind the tobacco kiosk in the remote ASDA I was unlucky enough to find myself in on that particular Friday morning. As I watched her laboriously unlock every single sliding door to the tobacco products I wondered if there’d ever been a study on how many hours of a smoker’s life are wasted waiting for their fucking cigarettes.

I was tapping my foot on the linoleum, the £450 leather of my Weitzman pumps meeting the scuffed plastic floor. I shouldn’t have had to be there, not in person. I should have been in London at that moment, where you could get a coffee and a cigarette on the go instead of having to wait for the poxy supermarket to open. My Costa triple-shot Americano had come out of a vending machine, for Christ’s sake. I was in the Boonies.

But that was the job. You had to go to the clients most if not all of the time. Usually because they couldn’t set foot outside their country house in the middle of nowhere without being papped or giving an unfortunate soundbite. Or because they were locked up in a police station, hiding out at a luxury hotel or staying with their mistress in a modestly priced two-bed love nest in the middle of nowhere. It took all sorts.

There was sweat prickling under my Yves Salomon cashmere coat, cold sweat, because in a minute my phone was going to ring. I could almost feel the crackle of data streaming through the air, coming at me like a swarm of angry wasps. It was like waiting for the starting pistol at the race of my career. Only I had no idea how long the track was or how many hurdles would be in my way. I just knew I had to get to the end as quickly and cleanly as possible.

My heart was beating faster now and I inhaled, trying for a moment of calm, eyes narrowing on the woman in the green tabard, who was, thankfully, finally, opening one of the doors and taking out the pack of cigarettes I had asked her for ten minutes ago. Twenty. It felt like forever.

‘There you are, love, that’s £18.80.’

I slapped the twenty-pound note down and was already leaving before she could finish her sentence. I didn’t care what she did with the change – it wasn’t worth my time to hang around for it. Not at my rates.

My phone rang as I was stepping through the automatic doors into the bracing January air. It stung my cheeks and made me regret putting my hair up, leaving my ears to the mercy of the icy breeze.

‘Wallace Consulting – you’ve reached Chloe,’ I said, because there was no time to check the caller ID. I was striding towards my car, one of only two in the entire car park at that early hour. The other was a white transit van with a man sleeping inside it, his vending-machine coffee fogging up the windows.

‘Chloe? It’s worse than we thought. Something else happened with M. Shale Limited overnight.’ My assistant-slash-underling Brie sounded particularly rattled today. A bad sign, and worse news, given that we’d already thought it was going to be an absolute shitshow with M. Shale. But then again clients didn’t ask for me because they had ‘little mistakes’ to fix, they came in demanding Chloe Wallace because their worlds were ending, and they needed a miracle. Or a devil’s bargain.

Which I suppose made me the devil. Not entirely inaccurate. I certainly felt like it most days.

‘How bad is it – what’s he done now?’ I asked, elbowing the car door open and throwing my bag at the passenger seat as I juggled coffee and cigarettes – the wine and wafers of my personal communion. The bag tilted and spilled into the footwell, littering the floor with face wipes, MAC lipsticks, vodka miniatures and pocket mouthwash. For the clients, you understand. There was nothing worse than wheeling a disgraced CEO out in front of the cameras only to discover he had the shakes. All my clients went on stage with fresh breath, industrial deodorant and a slight buzz to take the edge off. Nothing said ‘guilt’ like stress lines and a stiff posture.

‘I’ve sent you the video – but Montgomery’s gone and put a video on Twitter and it’s blowing up.’

Brie, like everyone else in the world, still hadn’t got the hang of saying ‘X’ when referring to Twitter. Mostly because, like everyone else – including me – she thought ‘X’ sounded stupid. I stuck my coffee into the cup holder, found my phone and opened the app. A quick search for Montgomery Shale and his account popped up. I tapped ‘play’ over the image of his florid face and my car filled with the sound of his voice. The homophobic slurs jumped out at me like fruit machine tumblers. When he hit triple cherries I stopped the video. It wasn’t getting worse than that. They didn’t hurt me personally – I was used to it by now. Thick skin didn’t cover it, I was a bloody rhino. I’d had to be.

‘Christ, who let him have his phone back?’ I muttered, scrolling. The number of shares and comments made me wince. It was going nuclear. Nip-slip-at-the-Oscars nuclear.

‘Should we take them down?’ Brie asked.

If I ever asked Brie to put out a fire, she’d probably throw petrol on it. ‘That’s the last thing we want to do. No, there’s already screenshots of them everywhere. Nothing looks worse than trying to hide the undeniable. No, we need some radical intervention if we want to save this … Can we get Mandy on the phone?’

‘Sure, give me a second.’

While she dialled Amanda Shale, Monty’s daughter, I ripped into the cellophane on the cigarettes like a starving animal and pulled one out. Victory. My lighter – an S.T. Dupont I’d received for covering up a ‘minor’ car crash involving the unlicensed son of a bank’s managing director (not to mention the Smirnoff and molly found in the ‘borrowed’ Bentley along with the two underage passengers). The lighter really was gorgeous: red lacquer and yellow gold, with a snake etched into it. That was me, I reflected – an expensive little snake. He’d even given me the matching pen.

I lit the cigarette and tossed the lighter at my bag, watching as over a grand’s worth of luxury tobacciana bounced around the footwell like a pinball. Christ, what was the point in something like that if every time you looked at it, you thought about paying off two sobbing sixteen-year-olds, one of whom had to have a metal rod put in her arm?

‘Chloe? It’s Mandy here.’ Her voice came down the line, sharp and quick as a razor. Albeit one that went to public school. ‘I’ve seen Daddy’s little … stunt. And I’m not happy. First the discrimination claims and the incident with his chiropractor, now this? I’ve got London Pride on the phone wanting a statement and three separate investors threatening to pull out of the Scottish expansion. What the fuck am I paying you for?’

I took a drag on my cigarette and shut my eyes. ‘You’re paying me to fix it, which is exactly what I’m going to do.’ The ‘if you shut up and let me get a word in’ was implied. She duly shut up and let me speak. Which was good of her especially seeing as how I’d left her in charge of his phone.

‘OK, so the former strategy is not going to work now he’s doubled down. An apology and a few photo ops aren’t going to gloss this over. There’s two main avenues we can explore – or three, if we go for a dementia angle—’

‘He’s only sixty-five,’ Mandy interjected.

‘Which is why that’s on the back burner for now,’ I said, already feeling exhausted by this whole affair. ‘We can always claim it’s early onset if it comes to that. But the two main options are either we get him to come out – say it was all self-loathing and he’s a late-in-life gay man who struggled through the stigma of the times, blah blah. Plus, we can probably get him a boyfriend, lots of out-of-work actors about who’d jump at the publicity.’ I took another drag and let the delicious poison circulate my veins. ‘Option two is … we crucify him. You’re already planning to take over in a few months, but we can move it up. It’ll make the apology easier to swallow if it’s delivered by a young woman, signals that the company is entering an era that’s more tolerant and accepting. Good optics. That plus a massive charity donation and taking his name off the new building might just sell it. But that means he’s on his own with the backlash and he can’t receive a penny from the company on paper.’

I waited while Mandy chewed over her options – get her mid-sixties dyed-in-the-wool homophobe of a father to pretend to be gay, or, throw him to the wolves. She’d need a minute I thought, glancing at the clock in my car, waiting for the numbers to change. Before they had a chance, Mandy spoke up.

‘Get me a list of potential boyfriends by the end of the day,’ she said, voice just as clipped as it had been since the start of the call. ‘If he wants to keep his villa in Tuscany, he can play ball until after the expansion, then retire with a bit of grace.’

‘Great.’ I tossed my cigarette out into the car park and watched it hiss on the wet tarmac. ‘Just keep the idiot off Twitter and any other socials until then. I can get someone lined up to manage them for him, write all the content and get some staged photos of him and his partner. Should be sorted in time for the Sunday papers. I’m about an hour away from your head office and I’ll break it to him personally. If you could pop in towards the end to smooth over his ruffled ego, that’d be wonderful.’

Mandy hung up and I heard Brie still breathing on the line, waiting for her orders like an eager gun dog panting at my feet. I shut my eyes and reeled off the names of a few likely looking actors – the kind that couldn’t even get booked for Strictly or a panto in Luton. Then I added in the names of a few creators we had on the payroll who could get some posts together and reminded her to pick up my dry-cleaning, water my plants and make sure my office coffee bar was fully stocked. Then I hung up.

It had started to rain, that grim drizzle that seems to billow over towns in the north-east. A sort of airborne gruel of water and misery. I wound up my window and took a sip of my coffee. It had gone cold, sometime between asking for cigarettes and ending that phone call. I took a few greedy gulps anyway. I needed the caffeine, and something sweet to wash away the bitter lies furring my tongue.

I was good at my job, that was the worst thing. I was a good liar and a great manipulator and God knows I’d had to be. It wasn’t as if anyone else had been watching my back after Mum binned me off on social services and clattered off into the sunset with whichever bloke was covering her pub tab that month. I’d created myself from nothing and now I had my own company and I was sitting in a Mercedes, in cashmere, at a fucking ASDA trying to save some bigot’s reputation. It was funny how life worked out.

I lit another cigarette. I’d come so far and, really, the perks of my job far outweighed the griminess. I often reminded myself of that. What was the harm in wading through muck if you got to wash it off in a rainfall shower in a chic London flat that cost half a million pounds?

Yet I was still all alone, no friends – I wasn’t sure Brie counted, because I paid her – and certainly no girlfriend. I hadn’t the time, really, with work calling me to action at all hours. When and where was I ever going to meet someone decent? I wasn’t going to Pride this year, that was for certain. How could I? Montgomery wasn’t even my first homophobe triage of the year and it was still January. I didn’t belong in a big parade with the rest of my community, marching with pride and in solidarity. 

As good a living as I made, as secure as working hard made me feel, it didn’t give me much time to make friends. Most days I just wanted to leave work and crash at home in blessed silence. My last girlfriend had broken up with me via Brie, because we hadn’t seen each other in weeks and I never had time for her calls.

Looking at the tiny bottles of vodka littering the floor of my car I contemplated having a little drink before the meeting. Just something to make me feel less brittle. Less like I was about to snap under the strain. Monty was going to go off on me, I knew that. He was going to call me every name under the sun, spittle flying all over my face. I’d be lucky if he didn’t throw something at me when I brought up the boyfriend plan. When I’d taken his phone away to give it to Amanda he’d lobbed a decanter at my head and only just missed. He’d also called me a slur I’d had to google.

I was fiddling with the lighter, listening to the ‘cling’ as it flipped open again and again. I didn’t need a drink. Or I did, but that wouldn’t fix anything. I knew that. My entire career was built on hosing off minor and major celebs and politicos who’d tried and failed to find answers in a bottle, a syringe or a woman with her eyes on a pay cheque. No, I had to be smarter than them. That was how this worked. Smarter than my clients and the press and sometimes even the police. Or, at least, prepared to go lower than they’d ever suspect another human being of being capable of going.

Starting the car, I roared out of the supermarket car park, manicured fingers clenched around the heated steering wheel. I didn’t need a drink, or another cigarette or even a few days back in the civilised world of London. I was never going to quit my job, but I did need a fucking break. From the clients and work and the constant scrolling of social feeds to find new and even more morally bankrupt people to add to my roster. I’d used up everything I had in the tank and the year was barely new. A rest, a break from my phone going off every five minutes and some pampering. Then I’d be back like a bat out of hell, ready to claw my way to better things.

Fortunately, and ironically, I had a good number of options if I wanted to disappear for a while. All thanks to my job. Because what self-respecting PR crisis manager doesn’t know of at least six or seven tech-free, exclusive hideaways, where you can get a dozen fresh oysters and a hot stone massage around the clock, but won’t be bothered by a single outside soul? The perfect place to stash even the most rambunctious client away from every temptation.

I instructed my phone to call Brie back, and had her make my reservation at a brand new wellness retreat. The ideal spot, really, as I’d never sent anyone there and so the staff wouldn’t connect my name to a TV being thrown out of a window, or a drunken bender that required new carpets to be fitted. One of my most recent clients was on the board of their parent company and he’d talked endlessly about the place while I’d driven him home from the police station. Even at the time I’d thought it sounded like just what I needed. He owed me a favour, and I’d gladly use it to get a room there last minute. I needed to get out of Dodge as soon as possible. Before I keeled over from a heart attack at a cigarette counter.

The knot of tension under my breastbone started to ease as I drove through the January drizzle. I just had to hold out until Shale’s snafu was sorted, and it was off to The Sorgente, in Switzerland.

With any luck, I’d spend a fortnight there and leave with my soul just a little cleaner, aired out in the alpine atmosphere.




Chapter 2

Despite my best intentions, I wasn’t able to set my phone aside while I was on the plane. For one thing, I’d spent so long with it permanently glued to my hand that not checking it every fifteen seconds stressed me out as much as looking at the bloody thing. Besides, I like to do my research and I didn’t yet know much about The Sorgente, just my client’s connection to it. Frustratingly even he didn’t know much about the place – it was just an investment made by a company his company owned. It also had almost no social media presence. He’d talked it up but must have cribbed most of the info from the investor’s brochure. There was nothing much online. No pictures or videos or vlogs from the wellbeing retreat itself. Hardly any posts even mentioning it. Like it was even more of a secret than the most discreet rehab places.

That was interesting. Either they hadn’t had many customers yet or the ones they had hosted wanted to keep their time there as their little secret. Still, it didn’t seem to be affecting business. An idle check of their website gave me no info about how busy it might be – bookings had to be requested and there was no indication of room availability. I wasn’t sure if that was just coy hype-building, or if my client had pulled some serious strings to accommodate me. Almost as many strings as I’d pulled to keep his involvement in that yacht orgy quiet. (Who hosts a yacht orgy on the Thames during the London Marathon? Hello, media coverage. Even if you aren’t dumb enough to run the thing aground.)

So although I’d shelled out for business class, downloaded a white-noise playlist and spent fifty pounds on a lavender-stuffed eye mask with supposedly massaging and spiritually cleansing properties, I was awake and glued to my phone for the entire flight. I couldn’t seem to stop myself from scrolling socials and watching as scandals bloomed, died and rotted on the vine. Endlessly fascinating to me, all the grotesque permutations as the A-list to C-tier wriggled on the hook, waiting to be chewed up alive by the previously adoring public.

Still, at least it wasn’t a long flight. Switzerland wasn’t the other side of the world, though I was hoping it would feel like it once I was there. Up in the Alps at The Sorgente, going from steam room to ice-cold plunge pool to five-star dining room and bed.

I was in my own little bubble until we landed, only surfacing for a cup of weak coffee and wishing we’d never disallowed smoking on planes. God knows what I was going to do at the retreat itself; I couldn’t imagine smoking would be allowed between spa treatments and hikes. I’d brought a few vapes to tide me over. Though I wasn’t too keen on them they were better than nothing.

I collected my luggage, the two matching TUMI suitcases piled with casual clothes I’d not even taken the tags off, and about twelve books I’d been planning to read for the past two years. This break was going to be serious business. I planned to go home having read every book and truly maxed out on wellness and self-improvement. I’d brought deep-conditioning masks for my hair, face, body and feet, a jade gua sha still in its gift box and a whole folder on my laptop with films I’d missed at the cinema. In short I was planning to catch myself up on everything I’d missed during the past few years while work took over my life like a cancer. Albeit one that paid me very well. I’d be enjoying it all with a few glasses of the artisanal gin and tonic stashed between the layers of jumpers and jeans. I was all for rest and relaxation but I wasn’t about to go full wheatgrass for the duration if I could help it.

Outside in the diabolically cold air, I hugged my coat around myself. Turning to my left I spotted a line of cars that stood out from the rest of the airport traffic. They clearly weren’t taxis, despite sharing their bay, and they were all motionless in the seething hustle of cars. As I got closer I saw that each one had a logo on the side, a light teal wellspring in the centre of some ripples. The Sorgente logo, with the name below in indigo.

I’d been told there would be a car waiting for me and had expected a taxi or something, but it appeared that The Sorgente had their own fleet. I also apparently wasn’t the only guest arriving today. From the lack of social media action and the lack of transparency on how booked up it was, I’d hoped to have it mostly to myself, but there were eight cars there and another pulled up as I found the driver holding a teal placard with my name on it. My heart sank. I’d thought my connections had put me ahead of the game but it appeared not. Even without online buzz, word had still spread somehow. Probably through whispers and PAs gossiping over their rushed lunches about how their boss had jetted off for a little bit of secret rehab or to recover from a facelift.

‘Miss Wallace?’ the driver, a medium-height unassuming man with a light French accent, confirmed with me. I nodded and abandoned my cases by the boot for him to load.

‘Welcome to Switzerland,’ he said, depositing the placard on the front passenger seat. He was wearing a chic uniform, pale grey with dark blue piping, complete with leather gloves and a scarf that looked like cashmere. The Sorgente apparently spared no expense in outfitting its employees. ‘I’m Michel, please make yourself comfortable and I will have you at The Sorgente within the hour. Help yourself to refreshments.’

He opened the rear door for me and I climbed inside. The upholstery was custom white leather to match the exterior of the car and the centre console boasted a glass-and-chrome setup with carafes of water bursting with mint, cucumber and lemons. Each with a chunk of clear quartz inside for some reason that was no doubt highly spurious, as well as gleaming silver thermal jugs of herbal tea and lion’s-mane-infused hot chocolate. No coffee, I noticed, glad I’d thought to pack a few bags of French roast and my Georg Jensen Bernadotte coffee press. As much as I was going to enjoy the peace and quiet I had no intention whatsoever of giving up my creature comforts. Not on my first holiday in five years.

God, five years. I really had been working too hard. No wonder I felt like shit. It wasn’t the job, it was me. My mind and body were obviously exhausted.

I helped myself to a cup of chocolate, only to find it was completely unsweetened and quite bitter despite being creamy and rich. I pulled a face, thankful I was cut off from the driver by a privacy screen, and dumped in some cream from a miniature glass bottle. According to the label it was from the retreat’s own pasture-raised dairy herd. At least it diluted the bitter chocolate.

As we drove out into the country I started to unwind a little. The views really were stunning – the road meandering like a river through wide plains between the impressive mountains. Although it was January and quite bleak, it was bleak in a beautiful way. The same way London looks in a grey morning mist, the sky like sealskin and a hundred thousand chimneys exhaling wisps of white smoke. If I believed in auras I’d imagine those roads were what mine might look like – patchy snow, grey rocks and dead yellow grass waiting for spring and for the thaw.

We followed a wide river for a while, rimmed with ice, each of its slick black rocks topped with a white hat of snow. I sipped my chocolate and shivered with the enjoyment of being warm and snug in the plush car interior. This was what I needed. This was what my mind and body had been crying out for.

I was enjoying the drive so much that, even though it was quite long, I was still a little disappointed when we arrived at the gates to The Sorgente. It appeared that the road we were on was private as I hadn’t seen any buildings or junctions or even a road sign for a while. Just the rolling valley we were in and the stream alongside the road.

The gates we stopped at were in a tall stone wall that flowed across the road and vanished in either direction. Though the raw stone was studded with succulents and small rock-garden plants to soften their appearance, they still gave off a feeling of high security. Beside the entrance was a little office with mirrored windows. I guessed whoever was in there operated the secure entry and made sure no outside nuisances could get in. After a brief pause the gates opened, splitting the chrome wellspring logo in half as we were admitted. Glancing back, I saw them close. If the other cars from the airport were on their way, they weren’t on the stretch of road behind us. Maybe they’d been dropping guests off instead of picking up? I could only hope.

Beyond the gate the landscape was more of the same, albeit studded with cows. That dairy-herd thing hadn’t just been a marketing gimmick. The road also had the occasional cattle grid in it, which did somewhat ruin the smooth drive. The only sign of an actual farm I could see was a timber barn in the far distance. The cows themselves steamed in the chilly air and I realised that I’d never actually seen one in real life before. It wasn’t as if they hung around at Fortnum’s.

I could also now see the retreat itself, above the bucolic fields. It was nestled into the side of the mountain, far above me, standing out from the craggy rocks with its stark, straight lines. Behind it a fringe of pines pointed at the sky. The glass shone as the sun came out from behind the cloud and reflected off the snow and ice. The wood siding hadn’t yet weathered enough to blend in completely with the rocks and the bright birch planks were still blond and new. Below it, at ground level, was a smaller version of the same type of building, and outside it two white cars were already parked. The whole thing was very impressive; I couldn’t understand why they hadn’t put any pictures up online. It would have really been a draw. Perhaps they were waiting for spring to get better images.

How I was going to reach it remained a mystery until I noticed the cables in the air between the upper and lower buildings, some sort of cable car or lift that would take me the rest of the way up to paradise. Though I could see the road continued beyond the building, it probably took a long, circuitous route up the mountain and why would guests want to wait for that when they could enjoy the sweeping views that the direct route was sure to offer?

The car pulled up under a stone shelter attached to the building and when Michel opened the door for me I felt the blast of concealed heaters warming the little carport. He unloaded my luggage as the doors to the retreat opened and a staff member in a reverse of his uniform – dark blue with grey piping – hustled out to take custody of my bags. A second employee, a blonde woman in a navy sheath dress, floated towards me on matching court shoes. She was incredibly beautiful, down to a cute mole on her cheek and the faint French accent that curled around her words like a lazy cat as she welcomed me.

‘Welcome to The Sorgente, Ms Wallace – I’m Silvie, please, come with me.’ She wafted me through the doors and showed me into the lobby, which was large and sparsely decorated – an enormous curved desk with the front upholstered in brown leather was the focal point and she stepped behind its sculptural shape, indicating a matching leather chair for me. The other staff member and my bags had already vanished from view, presumably on their way to be loaded onto whatever contraption would take me up the mountain.

‘I hope your journey was comfortable,’ Silvie said, flashing her perfect teeth at me. They were so white they matched her pearl earrings. I was envious. Even with bleaching to compensate for the coffee and cigarettes, mine weren’t that perfect. I wondered if I could get whatever treatment she’d had on-site.

‘It was fine, thank you,’ I said. ‘I’m looking forward to getting settled in for a rest though.’

‘Understandable,’ Silvie said, smiling again as she took out a small pile of creamy papers held together with a silver clip. ‘The full programme of treatments and experiences will be available to you tomorrow. For today, you’re free to familiarise yourself with the retreat and relax, go for a walk – enjoy the fresh air before the welcome dinner. If you’d like to read and sign here—’ she indicated the paperwork ‘—I can show you to the aerial tramway.’

Her perfect smile became a little frozen, I noticed, as I started to actually read the paperwork. It was quite possible I was the first person to ever do so and the awkwardness of not getting an immediate signature was something she wasn’t prepared for. I wouldn’t have been surprised to find that out. Not after years of thrusting non-disclosure agreements at people and watching them scribble on them with their eyes still on the fat cheque my client was cutting them. On this occasion I wasn’t looking for anything in particular. But first rule of business – read the damn document. Especially if you’re a crisis manager looking for a loophole.

‘Would you like a drink, while you read?’ Silvie asked, eventually. ‘I can direct you to a more comfortable seat in the waiting area?’

‘Oh no, I’m fine thank you,’ I said, still reading. It was a fairly standard document, just confirming the charges for my stay (exorbitant and paid in full before my arrival, I had plenty of savings to cover it), a waiver to say that I understood all activities and treatments were to be undertaken at my own risk (presumably in case I accidentally roasted alive in the sauna, or the ‘aerial tramway’ plummeted into the valley) and finally a neat paragraph that forbade me from taking or posting any and all images, video or audio from anywhere on The Sorgente’s property. That one explained the lack of presence on socials. But it was to be expected if the clientele were paying top rate for anonymity and discretion. Most A-listers didn’t want leaked pics of them in seaweed wraps with every wrinkle and inch of cellulite ruthlessly unfiltered.

I signed with a flourish and Silvie looked slightly relieved. I imagined she was worried I might kick off or cause a scene over the social media thing. Many would, especially the media personalities who would be flocking to this place for its exclusivity and expense. But it was ideal for anyone looking to lose a few pounds and heal from their first facelifts and scandals. I’m only on social media to watch, never to post, anyway. My life is private, because all your social media footprint is, at the end of the day, is evidence.

‘Allow me to show you to the lounge,’ Silvie said, standing and smoothing her crease-free sheath dress in one practised movement. She gave the impression of having been raised in the kind of environment where even the napkins at dinner were ironed with starch. I wondered if she was working here to learn the ropes before she inherited some part of the business or was ushered into a management role. Though a waft of cheap vanilla body spray suggested that maybe she was just acting the part, just like me.

Silvie led me across the foyer and through a set of gleaming wood double doors, which opened automatically to reveal the tramway waiting area. There were already two guests in there, but I took my time admiring the room itself. When around celebrities, or even wannabe celebrities, staring is discouraged. Mostly because if you look at them too long the real deals will get annoyed and the wannabes will try and talk to you.

Three of the walls were made of glass and showed a view of the mountain and a stream running down it, presumably the wellspring for which The Sorgente was named. I took a seat on a midnight-blue velvet sofa and cast an eye over the carafe of lemon water on the white marble pedestal before me. This place was really keen on hydration. I was already dying for a double-shot hazelnut latte.

It was only as Silvie inclined her head politely and left me to it that I turned my attention to the two other guests already in the room. They’d taken seats against the wall, out of the bright light reflecting from all that snow and ice. Hungover? Possibly. The dark glasses on the woman were another piece of evidence, and were preventing me from recognising her, though a faint bell was ringing. I’d seen her recently, in a still image on grainy newspaper. As for the words around that picture, I was drawing an unfortunate blank.

She was in maybe her mid-fifties, but well preserved from what I could see. I imagined her suitcase, wherever it was at the moment, was laden with Clinique and La Mer. Judging by the value of what else she had on, I’d even expect a cheeky pot of the Crème Merveilleuse I’d been eyeing online – at a breathtaking £915 a pop.

Her chin-length ash-blonde hair framed her slightly jowly face and her lips were painted frosted pink, matching the blouse under her greige blazer. Fashion that wasn’t lighting the world on fire but was obviously expensive and possibly hand-tailored. I quickly assessed that her shoes were both sensible and expensive, and that the charm bracelet on her wrist was real, solid gold. Someone’s wife, that was for sure, that or she’d invented some kind of kitchen gadget in the mid-eighties – an automatic cocktail shaker or something suitably pointless yet chic for its time. She had that Martha Stewart vibe, though I doubted she’d ever prepared anything more strenuous than a martini.

The man sitting a few seats apart from her was someone I recognised. Though if I’d had any other job I wouldn’t have. I couldn’t quite remember the name of the band; it definitely had a number in it but I was blanking. But then again they’d broken up before I’d left school. The wrinkles on his leathery skin spoke to a lifetime of tanning and the sallowness around his eyes suggested he’d only recently started spending a lot of time indoors. I was betting on rehab, judging from the evidence of nervous cuticle-picking on his fingers and the vacant way he was looking out of the window, anxiety pinching at his face.

As if he could feel my covert gaze, he shifted uncomfortably and his Hugo Boss leather jacket flopped open a little more. The vinyl lettering was cracked from age but I could still make out the logo on his shirt – NW1, for the Camden-based emo boyband that had topped the charts exactly once in my teens. By the late-2010s they had been just noteworthy enough for their break-up to lodge in my consciousness. Mostly because of the news coverage of the hotel fire that followed. What was his name? Emmery? Emil? Something like that. Last I’d seen of him he had a full black fringe and snake-bite piercings. Now he had that slightly balding mala-and-braided-bracelet look of many a central London barista. Probably something he’d picked up in rehab or therapy. I hoped it was working for him this time. It was a sad reality that fifteen minutes of fame could all too often buy you a lifetime of substance abuse.

I got my phone out to see if I could find anything on the mystery woman or remind myself of the boyband member’s name. Not because I was really interested. It was more the kind of idle curiosity I’d feel when I vaguely recognised the face of someone in a not particularly gripping film. One quick IMDb visit and my interest would be gone, satisfied as easily as tossing back a handful of bar snacks.

Emmitt. That was it. Emmitt McDonald. Lead singer on the hit ‘Razorblade Bae’. The woman took a little more effort but I proved myself right about her after a few scrolls through my favourite gossip accounts. Olivia Prior – wife of disgraced MP Martin Prior and the mastermind behind a range of ‘hand-painted’ mugs at Waitrose – whose hubby had recently been caught with his hand in public funds and his penis in a mistress thirty years younger than him. Never a good look. No wonder his wife (possibly soon to be ex-wife) was hiding out here. Probably already sick of having cameras thrust into her face for the behaviour of her useless fucking husband.

I’d just finished scrolling when a third guest entered. I knew her right away and felt a sting of pity. Jade Sutton – fitness influencer, brand ambassador, Commonwealth Games medallist and, most recently, cancer survivor. I actually followed her on TikTok and regularly made her protein coffees in lieu of breakfast. To be honest, I had a slight crush on her and had done ever since I’d seen her sportswear adverts on the Underground.

She was just as pretty in real life as she was under a ring light. Her hair had been buzzed off and was just growing back as glossy black baby curls but it suited her gorgeous bone structure no end. She was dressed in Calvin Klein sweats and if you didn’t already know, you’d never have noticed that her chest was completely flat. Double mastectomy – prophylactic, in case her cancer returned – that was what I’d heard. The things people were writing about her online were fucking vile. Between the men lamenting the ‘waste’ of perfectly good fun bags, like she was a theme park they’d wanted a chance to visit, and the brain-rotted bigots who couldn’t tell a cancer survivor with mastectomy scars from a trans man, and were attacking her accordingly. I could see why she’d want a tech-free break.

As usual she looked perfectly composed and elegant, the sweats augmented with a pair of statement cubist Fendi earrings and an understated Moncler mini tote. She was as cool as Olivia was classic – both of them equally decked out in designer, but Jade made it look effortless, like she’d have picked the exact same things from a pile of Topshop tat.

Having looked over all the other guests I made an effort to turn my working brain off and just tried to focus on my phone, blocking everyone else out. We were waiting a while and I heard the others moving around and going in and out of the waiting room to ask the woman who’d greeted us when we’d be leaving and to use the small powder room after sipping too much lemon water.

By the time the smooth chrome tram came sliding down the cables towards us, another three guests were waiting. I’d given them all the once-over and was already praying that none of them would be in a chatty mood on the way up. I wasn’t here to work and without a cash incentive I had no desire to listen to anyone’s woes. For once, the problems of the famous and (sometimes) wealthy, weren’t mine to try and solve. I was the posh client here, and I planned to enjoy myself.




Chapter 3

I let everyone else get on the aerial tram ahead of me so I could be the first one off once we arrived. All I wanted was to get to my room, make a cup of illicit coffee and have a few puffs on my vape out of a window. Then I could start to relax properly.

Of the two late arrivals I only recognised one: Patrick Keegan, an actor. Your run-of-the-mill ‘that guy from that thing’ sort of English character actor, cropping up in everything from ITV crime dramas to BBC period piece as filler, a cadaver or someone’s creepy uncle.

Patrick had been trending on Twitter for over a week now for all the wrong reasons. He’d turned up to an interview semi-plastered, unsuccessfully come on to the interviewer (a lovely girl called Steph, who I’d met a few times professionally – also we’d dated the same Metro journalist at different points so we were practically exes once removed) and then unleashed a torrent of racial abuse on the driver who was taking him back to his hotel. Not a good look. The double whammy of sexism and racism had got him fired from an upcoming project – though, reading between the lines, his drinking was the main reason they ditched him. But you wouldn’t have known it to look at him. He was standing with his hands clasped on his stomach, showing off a Rolex as he leaned against the tram wall. His hair was just taking on a whisper of grey. Every inch of him screamed ‘I’m the most famous person in this place’, even though it wasn’t true – not with Jade there.

The mousy woman who had arrived with him was probably his PA, and she wouldn’t be for long if she kept dressing in discounted Berkertex and crusty Skechers slip-ons. She looked like she ought to have been managing a rural post office, or a library, with those glasses.

Facing the window I shut my eyes for a second, trying to turn off the part of my brain that was constantly assessing people and shuffling them like cards in a hand. It wasn’t just my job; it was something I’d learned to do before I could even remember. It was part of learning to survive – being able to work people out, to assign a type to them in an effort to predict their behaviour. But it was exhausting too and it left me feeling like a mean-spirited bitch.

This break was a chance to knock that off, to just exist without constantly making judgements and calculations. Easier said than done, of course, but I’d give it my best.

I enjoyed the aerial ride, despite my longing for a cigarette and the overpowering wafts of cologne from Patrick battling the Chanel No. 5 cloud emanating from Olivia. The building we’d waited in slowly shrank to the size of a shoebox and the snow-covered landscape seemed to stretch out in all directions. I couldn’t see a single other building or even a road that wasn’t the one we’d come in on. The sheer amount of space was almost as dizzying as the heights we were ascending to. I could feel my chest relaxing, my breathing becoming more even and deeper. Nowhere in London felt like this. I was used to being hemmed in by impossibly tall buildings, packed into Tube carriages and weaving through shops crammed with people. But here my eyes feasted on the nothingness, the empty space, and I felt relieved.

Patrick’s irritated sigh impinged on my enjoyment of the scenery. ‘Could this thing be taking any longer?’ he hissed through his teeth at his assistant. ‘I could have stayed in the bloody car. At least it had drinks.’

His PA squeaked something conciliatory and he rolled his eyes at her. I shot him a sideways look of annoyance and caught Jade doing the same. Our eyes met briefly in a moment of familiarity and she looked away. Unfortunately as she did so she ended up catching Patrick’s attention.

‘Aren’t you that gymnast?’ he said, leaning against the glass wall and eying her up and down, shifting his wrist as if to draw attention to his expensive watch. Or to blind her with its reflection.

‘Sprinter,’ she corrected flatly, but more nicely than I would have in her shoes.

‘I bet you’re still very flexible though,’ he said
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