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Dedication

I dedicate this book to Coco, who gives me joy and keeps me entertained.




Before We Begin (Again)

A year ago, Romy von Arx was ten years old in New York, and absolutely certain she knew everything.

She is eleven now.

She is still certain.

She is still wrong — she simply doesn’t know it yet.

But this is the year everything begins to change.

It starts, as these things so often do, at home. In Zürich. On the second of February — Romy’s birthday — at a pool party, in the snow.




CHAPTER ONE — A Pool Party in the Snow

It was the second of February — Romy von Arx’s eleventh birthday — and it was snowing.

This did not stop Romy from having a pool party. Very little, in the whole history of the world, had ever stopped Romy von Arx from doing exactly what she wanted to do.

The von Arx pool was outdoors — which, in the very middle of a Swiss February, sounds completely mad, right up until you understand that it was heated so beautifully warm that it steamed gently in the freezing air, soft clouds of mist curling up off the bright turquoise water and drifting away into the falling snow. You could float there, warm and cosy right up to your chin, and tip your head back, and watch fat white snowflakes come spinning down out of the pale grey sky — only to melt away the very instant they touched the rising steam.

All around the edge stood deep, comfortable loungers, heaped with fluffy towels and warm blankets, and a cosy little kitchenette where you could fetch hot chocolate and snacks without ever quite having to get properly dressed. The water was full of floaties — an enormous inflatable swan, a giant grinning flamingo, and a ring shaped like a doughnut with a bite already taken out of it. The mountains stood white and huge in the distance. And strung all the way around, glowing warm and gold against the snow, were Romy’s fairy lights.

It was, frankly, ridiculous.

Romy loved it.

And this year, for the very first time, there were no Guests.

Usually, Mama filled Romy’s birthdays with the children of all the right families — the daughters of dukes and bankers and people who owned islands, who arrived in clouds of perfume and brand-new swimsuits, took four hundred photographs, and spent the whole party being terribly careful not to actually get wet. Not one of them was ever a real friend. They never were.

But this year, Romy had asked for something different.

“Just us,” she’d told Mama. “Just family.”

And so it was — Mama, and Papa, and Liesl, and the three boys, and Romy. The people who actually, truly loved her. Nobody she had to be polite to. Nobody taking photographs. Just her family, in the warm gold light, with the snow falling silently all around them, just beyond the water’s edge.

And the boys, of course, were being the boys.

Luka, Marko, and Stefan had taken “lifeguarding duty” approximately one thousand times more seriously than any lifeguard in the history of water. They had refused, point-blank, to wear swimming things, and instead patrolled the edge of the pool in their full dark suits, scanning the glittering turquoise water for danger as though a shark might at any moment burst out of the deep end. Marko had a whistle, which he blew constantly and with tremendous authority, mostly at things that posed absolutely no threat whatsoever.

“NO RUNNING,” bellowed Marko, at no one in particular, since no one was running. Marko simply believed in being prepared.

“Marko, it’s a birthday party,” said Romy from the water.

“Birthday parties,” said Marko darkly, “are where it happens.”

Then Stefan — leaning right out over the pool to fetch a beach ball for Romy, because he could not bear for her to swim for it herself — overbalanced, windmilled his enormous arms, and fell, fully suited, with tremendous dignity, straight into the deep end. He surfaced a second later, hair plastered to his face, dimples blazing, holding the beach ball triumphantly above his head.

“Got it,” he announced.

Romy laughed so hard she swallowed pool water. Liesl, on a deckchair under a fluffy towel, laughed until she cried. Even Papa laughed, and Mama too, and the whole steaming, snow-dusted poolside rang with it, while the flakes came spinning silently down all around them.

It was, Romy thought — treading water in the steam and the gold light, surrounded by every single person she loved — surprisingly, completely perfect.

Then came the presents.

This was always the strangest part of any von Arx birthday, because Romy already owned, more or less, everything. You cannot easily shop for a girl who has a private jet, a diamond phone case, and a man whose only job is feeding the fish. There is nothing in any shop she does not already have.

Which is precisely why the presents that mattered were never bought in shops at all.

The boys and Liesl gave their first gift together — a big soft parcel. Inside was an enormous, fluffy white towel, with Romy’s initials, R.v.A., embroidered in one corner in tiny, perfect blue stitches. (Liesl had done the stitching; the boys had “supervised,” which mostly meant eating biscuits and saying “ooh, nice” at intervals.) You could see the love in every single thread — and it was, conveniently, the perfect thing to wrap up in straight out of the pool.

Then Liesl gave Romy the rest of hers — and very nearly didn’t, because she never quite believed her gifts could be good enough, until Romy took her hand and said, “You chose these for me. That makes them the best ones here.”

There was the skincare-and-makeup kit — the exact one Romy had been quietly wanting for months, the pretty one with the little pots and the tinted lip balms. (Liesl had noticed Romy looking at it. Liesl noticed almost as much as Romy did, when it came to Romy.)

There was a friendship-bracelet-making kit — all soft gold thread, with the sweetest little charms: tiny white and pink flowers, and a matching pair of little flower earrings. “So we can make some together,” said Liesl softly. “All of us. Whenever you like.”

And last of all — going very pink indeed — two bright red bikinis, matching, one for Romy and one for Liesl. “Because you love the pool so much,” Liesl explained, blushing, “and I thought… it would be nice. If we matched.” And tucked underneath were two pairs of soft matching pyjamas as well, because Liesl simply hadn’t been able to resist.

“We are wearing the bikinis all summer,” Romy declared, “and the pyjamas all winter. Both of us. Every single day. That is now the law.” Liesl laughed until her eyes shone.

And then — Mama and Papa stepped forward.

They were smiling in a way Romy hadn’t quite seen before: nervous, and hopeful, and just a little misty-eyed. Papa was holding a large basket with a soft blanket over the top — and the blanket was moving.

“We thought,” said Mama gently, “that it was time you had something to look after. Something that was yours. Something that would love you simply for you.”

She lifted the blanket.

Inside the basket, blinking up at Romy with two enormous dark eyes, was the smallest, curliest, fluffiest puppy in the entire world — a tiny Cavapoo, no bigger than a loaf of bread, with one ear turned inside-out and a face like a teddy bear that had been left out in the rain.

For perhaps the first time in her whole life, Romy von Arx had absolutely nothing clever to say.

She reached in. The puppy climbed straight into her two hands, heaved an enormous dramatic sigh — as though it had been waiting eleven whole years for this exact moment — and fell instantly and completely asleep against her chest.

“…Biscuit,” whispered Romy. She had no idea where the name came from. It was simply, instantly, his. “His name is Biscuit.”

And something in Romy’s chest that had been a little bit cold for a very long time went, all at once, warm.

The boys, it turned out, had been in on the secret the whole time — because their present came in the most enormous box of all. But it wasn’t really the box that mattered; it was the tiny backpack inside it — a teeny, perfectly puppy-sized rucksack that Biscuit could actually wear himself — stuffed full of everything one small, dramatic puppy could possibly need: a little snow coat (Biscuit, they had decided, was going to love the snow), four tiny snow boots, a sparkling diamond collar, a mountain of toys, a jar of treats, and a whole grooming kit with its own little brush. The whole thing was labelled, in Marko’s careful capitals, PUPPY SURVIVAL KIT — with a small blank space left after the word PUPPY, because, as Marko explained with enormous seriousness, they had not known what she would call him, and he had not wanted to guess.

Romy looked at the blank space. Then she looked at the puppy asleep in her arms.

Marko produced a pen from somewhere about his person — he was the sort of man who had a pen — and handed it to her, and she filled the space in, right there on the floor, in the middle of her own birthday, with a puppy in one hand:

BISCUIT’S SURVIVAL KIT.

Stefan had to leave the room.

They dressed him in the snow coat and boots — and the tiny backpack — at once.

Biscuit adored it all. He did not topple over. He did not sulk. He pranced — actually pranced — around the steaming, snowy poolside in his little coat and four boots and sparkling collar and miniature backpack, so thrilled with himself that he tried to bark, fell over from sheer joy, sprang straight back up, and pranced some more — while Romy laughed so hard she had to sit right down on the floor with him.

Then came the cake.

It was, naturally, the most magnificent cake anybody had ever seen: four tiers, spun-sugar snowflakes, eleven golden candles. They dimmed the lights. Everybody sang — even the boys, very badly, Marko a full word behind the others. And Romy looked at the eleven small flames, with Biscuit now snoozing in the crook of her arm, and thought about her wish.

She could have wished for anything. That was the trouble with being Romy. There was nothing left in the entire world to wish for — no toy she couldn’t have, no place she couldn’t go, no skill she couldn’t already do better than the person teaching it. And now she even had a puppy, fast asleep and faintly snoring against her.

But there was still one thing. There had always been one thing.

I wish, thought Romy von Arx, with the snow falling and the fairy lights glowing and the only people in the world she truly loved gathered close around her — I
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