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‘… la plus belle des ruses du Diable est de vous persuader qu’il n’existe pas.’

(the devil’s greatest trick is persuading you he does not exist)

Charles Baudelaire, Le Figaro 1864

‘Diplomacy is the art of telling people to go to hell in such a way that they ask for directions.’

Anonymous






Prologue

Bol d’Or Regatta, Cologny, Lake Geneva

13 June 1963

The lake felt as wild as open ocean, the yacht pitching on the waves and the tempest quarrelling with the mainsail, making it flap like a terrified bird. Water soused the deck with breathtaking violence, throwing him left, then right, then left, but his captors forged ahead, heading for the very heart of the storm. It had been forecast, but no one had anticipated the speed or the ferocity with which it would come in.

His head throbbed. He’d taken a blow that had knocked him out but he’d still put together enough to recognize what was coming – the opportunity this storm presented. Even before he’d faded to black, the world had been growing smaller with every passing minute: a sky dropped to shoulder height, grey walls closing in so that even the mighty Alps were hidden from sight.

At the start line, as the sailors lined up and cannon boomed on the shore, there would have been hundreds of competitors at their elbows. Now, from his position wedged under the bench, he could hear radio transmissions confirming that half the field had retired at Le Bouveret, the switch point of the race. Those who dared try the route back to Cologny were taking a crazy risk. He’d heard someone say they’d passed a dozen capsized vessels so far. Even through the thick sail canvas in which he was wrapped and bound – and in which he assumed he’d been smuggled aboard – he could see the sky glowing red as flares shot up into the storm clouds. He could make out the low whine of rescue boats ploughing through the gale around them, trying to find the sailors calling for help amid six-foot waves. Now and then their shouts cut through the squall, but no one would hear his.

He felt the terror of his coming death like bolts of electricity through his body, fear and incipient hypothermia making him judder and convulse. He had lost control of his bladder pitifully early on – he’d thought they would do it quickly, but they’d made a coward of him as well as a victim by waiting for the storm to swallow them up, the hours trudging past like years.

He heard the scuff of boots on deck beside him. Hands grabbed at his shapeless form, pulling him from under the bench and lifting him up. The boat lurched over the crest of a wave and skidded into a trough, the men losing their balance, and he slammed into something hard – what was it? Impossible to process anything now. Rational thinking gave way to mere consciousness and simple sensation. Time switched up into a gallop. The wind whistled beneath and around him.

He felt himself swung, and for a moment he was airborne – free. His mind leapt from his body, as though thrown clear, playing through the brightest, most beautiful moments of a life that had been too short. He saw their faces, their eyes. He saw the first time he’d ever laid eyes on her, scintillating in a stuffy room. The second sighting of her, standing before the painting that had been their only link, her back to him and the little tilt of her head—

Gravity won and he landed hard. For a fraction of a second the lake resisted, her surface tension bracing against his weight; then she gave way and he slipped in, the waves closing over him immediately. The cold was no longer a shock. Wet was wet. It was happening at last and although his dummied body thrashed, his mind floated, detaching …

He sensed his killers’ growing distance. They hadn’t even wound in the sail to lose speed, the boat just cutting the line, pulling away from him as he sank fast into the depths behind them, into a realm where everything was still, dark and silent.

She glowed in his mind’s eye again and he saw the electric flash in her eyes as he’d told her, standing in front of that painting, what he already knew to be true: that their love was a fact, their destiny already written. In that moment, he’d known that all he had to do was wait.

And he had.

And he would again.

The breath was leaving his body, death enfolding him in an icy embrace, but he would wait for her still.

In the next life.




CHAPTER ONE

Villa Mirelle, near Cologny, Lake Geneva

24 November 2026

Dulcie Beaumont’s footsteps echoed through the reception hall, her leather-soled boots sounding smartly on the ancient oak timbers as she passed by tall windows, a porcelain-skinned figure behind old glass. The villa absorbed her within its elements, like a doll in a miniature house; she was as much a part of its fabric as the unseen mouse scurrying behind skirting boards, the grandfather clock ever ticking in the corner like a soldier on watch.

Firelight flickered softly, throwing an amber glow onto the flower arrangement in the centre of the circular lion’s-paw table. In the summer it would be replaced every four days with fresh blooms from the gardens – hydrangeas, delphiniums, roses – but at this time of year the housekeeper, Helda, arranged it using dried flowers held over in the cutting room. They would do for a month or more, but they gave no scent and the colours were muted. To put a hand to the petals risked their instant deterioration into pigmented powder. What they offered was a dramatic silhouette, a moment of impact upon walking into the space; and that, of course, was what mattered. This house had seen its fair share of momentous occasions during its three-hundred-year history, and faded glory was still glory.

Dulcie could hear the low timbre of voices carrying along the hallway, coming from the kitchen. She headed for the staircase instead, slipping off her coat, damp from the drizzle, and laying it across the carved newel post. A token of her return. She climbed the steps, knowing the squeak of every tread, the slight wobble of the balustrade on the second turn as she went straight to her bedroom. It was untouched since her childhood, but it had never been adapted for a child and the pale blue toile de Jouy wallpaper and curtains felt as appropriate for her now as they had been comforting when she was little. The bed was cocooned with draperies that hung from a walnut ciel de lit; her favourite painting still hung on the wall above her dressing table, a light craquelure gradually creeping across its surface like a frost. The cushions on the daybed were moth-nibbled, her mother’s balding childhood teddy bear peeking through.

There was a softness to the room, as if the mists from the lake had crept in through the windows and blurred and smudged all its edges. Dulcie felt her body relaxing as she unzipped her boots and sank onto the bed with a small groan. It had been a tense afternoon.

She checked her phone; notifications had been pinging on the drive all the way back here from Geneva, and it was no surprise to see they were all from the same person. ‘Did you get it?’

‘Yes. Twelve thousand above estimate tho,’ Dulcie typed. She was about to add more, but as soon as she’d pressed send her phone rang in her hand, startling her a little.

‘Quinn – hi.’

‘Twelve?’ Jasper Quinn’s pale face looked up at her from the screen.

He had been Dulcie’s boss when they’d both worked for Madeleine and Dick Keswick, husband and wife interior designers to the cream of London society. The Keswicks had counted royalty and nobility among their clientele; it was a badge of honour to have a Keswick kitchen or a bedroom carpet personally sourced by Maddie in the Atlas Mountains. But Dick’s sudden death nine months earlier – an overdose, reported in the press as a ‘short illness’ – had brought a chill wind to their cosy pocket of Pimlico. Maddie had abruptly folded the business and retreated to her Lake District estate, leaving Quinn and Dulcie in a unique position.

Quinn, as heir apparent, had willingly stepped up, but without the Keswicks’ patronage he had quickly begun to feel less like a dauphin and more like a great pretender. Dick had always said that the problem with thoroughbreds – of any kind – was that they were easily startled and quick to buck. Quinn had the eye the business needed, but he lacked the Keswicks’ charm and their ingrained social ease with customers. He’d had a rough start in life, running away from home as a teenager; Maddie and Dick had taken him under their wing seven years ago, after finding him sleeping in the doorway of their Pimlico shop one rainy March morning.

Dulcie, on the other hand, was three years out of Edinburgh University, a well-connected young woman with a signet ring and a trust fund. A social chameleon, she could slink from an underground gig to a hunt ball with a single twist of her hair and a quick change in the car. She had impeccable taste, clothes looked good on her and people liked being around her. To most acquaintances, her life appeared effortlessly privileged and her job as the Keswicks’ office junior was assumed to be suitably decorative, if rather insubstantial. It never occurred to anyone that it brought Dulcie actual creative fulfilment; that perhaps, for a girl who had been orphaned at the age of twelve, there was a deeper motive in wanting to create beautiful homes.

Quinn’s somewhat reluctant invitation to join forces and start up their own company together had been a pragmatic one. He had ideas, but no money; Dulcie had resources and was ‘the right fit’. Part of the deal in ‘bringing her on board’ involved her investing a significant lump sum from her trust into taking over the lease of the Keswick store. His full-chested optimism about the startup had convinced her to take the leap, but Quinn Beaumont had been fully up and running for four months now, and they had only one new project on the books: a mews house in Kensington belonging to a divorced baroness. They needed cash flow to furnish it and to keep replenishing stock in the store, but their invoices always had to be chased, with payments slow and often coming in in instalments – a signifier of the very aristocracy of their clients, who were blue-blooded but usually broke. They were burning through her cash, and yet Quinn still insisted they could never compromise. They couldn’t use just any thing in their schemes, only the perfect thing, and he had been adamant she must procure the Signac painting at auction here today, whatever the cost.

But it was one thing falling in love with something, quite another overpaying for it. Their monthly outgoings were making Dulcie lose sleep at night. It was her name on the lease, her signature on the cheques … Would he be quite so particular if it was his money he was spending?

Quinn looked ponderous. ‘Well, twelve over means someone else wanted it too.’

‘Yes. Tom Gifford was going hard—’

His blue eyes narrowed. ‘The Bamford job?’

‘Probably.’ Dulcie shrugged. ‘And there was a phone bidder who stayed in till nine over.’

‘Okay, good.’ Quinn seemed satisfied that they had won this three-horse race, as if the others’ keen interest only proved his instincts correct about the perfection of the piece. ‘Invoice the client today and arrange collection.’

‘Yup.’ Dulcie wanted that money back in the business account as quickly as possible.

She saw his eyes fall to the background behind her, that astute, almost invisible scrutiny of the small treasures collected over various lifetimes that somehow collectively came to define a home. It was true her grandmother’s house was the embodiment of the Keswick aesthetic: idle grandeur, mellow opulence. A look that couldn’t be bought outright, only curated if – if – someone was possessed of a keen eye, a magpie heart and almost unlimited budget.

Villa Mirelle had belonged to her grandmother’s family and been passed down for five generations. It occupied one of the most exclusive positions on the north-western shore of Lake Geneva, set back from the water’s edge and surrounded by ancient trees and mature gardens dotted with flowering shrubs. Nothing at all of the property could be seen from the grand entrance gates, just a winding drive, lush lawns and mossy statuary caught between alternating shadows and light. Even on the final approach, it only winked into view in glimmers offered up through a wide, trellised arch: a three-storey villa with soft red roofs and café-crème limewash walls, duck-egg-blue shutters pinned back at every window. It was elegant and well worn, showing its age in parts, but to her eye, that only added to its charm. The lives that had been lived here had buffed a gentle patina onto the very fabric of the place: echoes of laughter rippling in the sunspots, whispers trapped in the shadows, wooden floors dimpled by dancers. Dulcie had always come here from London for her holidays when she was little, but after the car accident, it had become her home. She couldn’t see it with a fresh eye; her vision was overlaid with memories crowded one upon the other.

Quinn’s mouth opened, his gaze fastening upon something over her shoulder, and Dulcie could see he had momentarily forgotten the reason she was back out here.

‘So anyway,’ she went on, saving him before he put his foot in his mouth, ‘before the auction earlier, Gifford mentioned he’s going to the Phillips watch sale preview next Wednesday. I wondered if I should go? Right crowd. It wouldn’t hurt to quietly shake the pan and see if we can find any gold?’ Geneva had one of the most affluent and international populations in the world. Plenty of people here owned homes in other countries, England included.

‘Well, so long as you’re discreet about it.’

‘Of course.’ Her partner had a horror of being seen to canvass for work; he wanted people to come to them, just as they had to the Keswicks, but Dulcie was more pragmatic. If Quinn wanted to maintain his exacting standards, then they desperately needed more new clients. Any pause in income would be ruinous.

‘Are you sure you can get away, though?’

‘Yes, if it’s just an hour or two, it’s fine. The city centre’s only half an hour or so from here. I can get back quickly.’

‘There’s been no change, I assume?’

‘No, I’m afraid not.’

‘Okay, well—’ He frowned, his eyes falling to a notification on screen. ‘Oh, I’ve got another call coming in. Let’s speak tomorro—’

He clicked off before he’d even finished his own sentence and Dulcie threw her phone onto the bed, irritated. They were supposed to be equal partners in the business, but he still treated her like the coffee girl. Just a coffee girl with deep pockets.

She went to the dressing-table mirror and checked her appearance, tousling her long dark hair and smoothing her fringe. It needed a trim, the ends sweeping annoyingly against her eyelashes, although she supposed it better set off her deep brown eyes. She still had some faint freckles from a summer spent in Capri, the London parks, and drinking coffee at tables outside the Pimlico cafés.

She was reapplying some lip balm when she heard the crash. Within a moment she was on her feet and running down the hall, past the low orbs of light glowing on the walls from the table lamps.

She could hear a struggle just beyond the end door, panting and cries and hushed assurances, and she burst through to find Anna, the nurse, wrestling with the tiny figure on the bed. Her grandmother, always petite, was now so thin and frail she looked like a nightdress flapping on a washing line: insubstantial and empty. But if her body was weak, she was driven by something powerful – fear or rage – that gave her fight. A lamp, a book and a glass lay scattered on the floor, water seeping into the rug.

‘Let me go! … Take your hands off me!’

‘Just … just try to relax,’ the nurse said, struggling.

‘I know what you’re trying to do!’

‘I’m just trying to keep you safe.’

‘No! You want … to hurt me!’ her grandmother cried.

‘I’m not—’ Anna had managed to pinion one of her arms, but it was clear she was trying to be gentle. ‘Madame,’ she gasped, ducking away from a flailing fist.

Dulcie ran over and managed to catch the blow, the old woman’s eyes widening in terror as she saw there were two of them. Reality had retreated from her long ago, and she inhabited an imaginary world full of terrors.

‘It’s okay, Mémé,’ Dulcie said quickly. ‘You’re safe. I’ve got you.’

‘Who are you?’ her grandmother quailed.

‘Dulcie – your granddaughter, remember?’ But the words fell, missing their target, clattering at her feet like bronze bells. There was no recognition in the old woman’s eyes.

‘Take her other arm,’ Anna said quickly, and she reached down for her phone in her uniform pocket as Dulcie held her grandmother awkwardly. She was still struggling, squawks of fear as heart-rending as they were pathetic. She had always been such an elegant woman – Dulcie couldn’t bear seeing her reduced to this, muscles wasted, teeth too large in her sunken cheeks, and that blank, limpid stare.

She watched as the nurse hit Spotify and the familiar song spread like a blush through the dimly lit room. A guitar strummed softly as a young woman’s voice, crystalline and yet gritty, rolled over words like a seal slipping through the waves. The sound was silky, mellifluous, and Dulcie immediately felt as if she were in Paris, in a time long before her own. She had never heard the song before this winter, but clearly her grandmother had, because her resistance immediately stopped and her body softened, head lilting to one side. Anna caught her as she slumped and laid her carefully back in the bed.

The nurse moved with the utmost care, handling Dulcie’s grandmother like a china doll, straightening her nightgown and smoothing her hair with quiet words of reassurance. Dulcie stood back as a peace descended, the song comforting her grandmother like a warm blanket. It reached her in ways their arms and words couldn’t, and as Dulcie watched, she smiled. Her gaze became fixed, recognizing something that wasn’t her granddaughter; wasn’t even in this room.




CHAPTER TWO

Swiss Embassy, Rue de Grenelle, Paris

23 July 1962

Lise smiled as the staff were introduced to her. She would never remember all their names. Not even their faces. There were dozens of them, heads nodding, hands outstretched from starched white cuffs.

She tried not to betray her awe as Valentin led her down the line. He, of course, knew everyone’s name, as well as their preferred drink, favourite colour and the schools their children attended. When he had described the residence to her, he had made it sound almost homely, but unless he had grown up in a palace … Chandeliers glistened above their heads, gilded traceries gleamed on the ceilings, walls and even the doors. Everything here sparkled. It was all so typically French – Verdure tapestries and tall mirrors, polished parquet floors and dainty salon chairs.

‘And out the back here, we have a small garden.’ Her husband led her towards a set of French doors that were opened for them on their approach. Lise inhaled sharply at the rush of fresh air, a reflex for a girl who had grown up in sight of the Alps.

‘It’s beautiful,’ she said, standing on the threshold and taking in the immaculate sheet of manicured lawn. Four conical yew trees marked the curves of a gently looped gravel path encircling it, high hedges enclosing the space on all sides. Some mature trees threw down shade towards the back, but there were no flowers that she could see.

‘Well, it’s functional,’ Valentin conceded, with the wry smile that always said more than his words. ‘But gardens, as well as homes, benefit from a woman’s touch.’

He was standing beside her and she could feel his hand resting on her waist, but only lightly. They were being observed by dozens of people, and this was no ordinary newlyweds’ homecoming. She looked up at him. ‘A project for me, you mean?’

‘Well, Mrs Kennedy has her new rose garden. Shouldn’t the new Madame Erlach also have one of her own?’

‘I hardly think I’m as important as her.’

‘To me, you are more so,’ he said in a low voice, bending down a little, for he was a foot taller than her. ‘Although perhaps don’t tell our American friends I said that.’

She laughed. He was everyone’s friend. It was why he was so good at his job; the secondment to Paris was a plum posting in the ambassadorial world.

Their courtship had been a false start followed by a whirlwind. When they’d first met in Rome two years prior at a party for the Summer Olympics, Valentin had been the Swiss ambassador to Greece and she a member of the Swiss eventing team. They had shaken hands and exchanged pleasantries – he had congratulated her on the silver medal hanging around her neck – but in spite of an immediate spark between them (at least, on her part) he had remained scrupulously polite. He was a professional diplomat, so schooled in the art of making everyone feel seen that, contrarily, she had felt quite invisible to him.

It had been a surprise, then, when he had remembered her in a restaurant in Zermatt earlier this spring. She had been lunching on the terrace with a view to the Matterhorn and hadn’t noticed the handsome older man staring over; not until her friend discreetly alerted her. This time, it had been different. He had smiled with his eyes, sent over a bottle of excellent white burgundy and crossed the room with a confidence and self-assurance that had made the boys at their table shrink. How was she? he had asked, as if they were old friends. Still eventing?

She had mentioned her fall, but before she could tell him about the death of her beloved mare, or the tricky wrist injury, or how her nerve was failing her over the big jumps, he had stopped her with another smile. ‘Tell me everything over dinner tonight.’

And that had been it.

They met up as often as they could – in Zürich, Athens, London, Copenhagen, wherever he was working. She stayed with him in his plush suites at the best hotels, wrapped in bedsheets when he left and furs when he returned. He took her to white-glove affairs at the ballet and opera; they picnicked in St James’s Park, where he walked on the grass in his socks; they attended a party at Onassis’s Athens residence, Skorpios, before spending the rest of the week cruising the Greek islands in a small rented fishing boat. By the time he proposed to her in London, eleven weeks after their reunion in the mountains, she was ready for it. They were married in Venice within the month in front of strangers pulled from the street.

Valentin’s prestigious promotion to the Paris job, in the meantime, seemed almost incidental compared to the scale of their affair, they had fallen so hard and fast. But now, standing in the ambassador’s residence on the Rue de Grenelle following a three-day honeymoon in Monaco, Lise understood just how high-flying her husband’s career really was.

An aide came and whispered something into his ear. Valentin’s expression didn’t change, but he nodded, and she felt his hand lift off her waist. ‘Something’s come up I have to attend to, chérie. But I’m glad you like it here. Sylvie will take you up to the private quarters and get you settled. I’ll be up as soon as I can.’

She watched as he walked away, so distinguished-looking in his suit. He would turn thirty-six in November and already his dark hair was becoming speckled with grey, but she knew it would only make him more attractive.

‘Would you like to follow me, madame?’

Her new assistant led her upstairs to what would now be home. Her cases had been brought up and unpacked, her coats already hanging in the wardrobes, her powders and scented oils lined up in the bathroom. But nothing of Valentin’s graced the space.

‘Where …?’ She looked around. ‘Where are my husband’s effects?’

‘In his bedroom, across the hall, madame.’

Lise was taken aback. ‘But we don’t want separate bedrooms. Would you bring his things here, please? Or mine to his, I don’t mind; whichever is easier.’

There was a pause. ‘His Excellency felt you would be more comfortable with this arrangement on account of his schedule, which can often have challenging working hours. He did not want you to be disturbed.’

This was Valentin’s idea? Lise swallowed, hurt, but it wouldn’t do to argue the point with the staff. She would bring it up with him privately later.

‘I have prepared a selection of gowns for you, madame,’ Sylvie said, swiftly moving on and motioning to three evening dresses hanging on padded hangers in a dressing room just off the master bedroom. ‘For the reception tonight.’

‘Tonight?’ She had hoped their first night in their new home together might be a private affair.

‘The ambassador is hosting a reception to celebrate and recognize Algeria’s newly signed independence. Monsieur Erlach was instrumental in the signing of the Évian Accords, madame.’

‘The …?’ Lise looked at her blankly.

‘I have left a brief with a summary of the negotiations on your desk, madame,’ Sylvie said assuredly, as if she had anticipated exactly this response. ‘His Excellency asked if you would read it before this evening. There will be many people there who will be keen to make your acquaintance, and he thought you would want to be abreast of the significance of the reception.’

Lise swallowed and nodded. More names to learn. ‘Of course.’

‘Is there anything here you like?’ Sylvie asked, bringing her attention back to the dresses.

Lise looked at the line-up of gowns that had been chosen for her. One was a sleeveless deep yellow slub silk, princess line with patched pockets on the hips – a surprisingly youthful touch – but yellow wasn’t her colour. Another was periwinkle-blue satin with a boat neck and full skirt, but it looked like something her mother would wear. The third was quite different – a figure-hugging sheath in white sequins with a gold sequinned collar splayed across the chest and clavicle and finishing high on the neck, Egyptian style. Everyone knew about Elizabeth Taylor and Richard Burton’s affair on the upcoming Hollywood film, and the world was already going Cleopatra crazy.

‘This one,’ she said decisively, fingering the sequins; they felt like tiny seashells against her skin. The dress would flatter her petite, slender frame, and it felt sexier and more modern than the others. She was twenty-two, after all, not forty.

‘Certainly. Bulgari has been so kind as to loan some jewellery for this dress.’ Sylvie went over to the kidney-shaped dressing table and opened a leather box, revealing a dramatic pair of turquoise cabochon earrings rimmed with diamonds. They would add a bold pop of colour to the simple palette of the dress.

Lise looked up at her. ‘Are they really for me?’

‘Of course, madame. They were delighted to be of assistance.’

Lise blinked. She had grown up privileged in the suburbs of Geneva, and it had always been expected she would make a good match in marriage; in time she would inherit her own family’s jewels and estate. But she had never envisaged a life in which the grandest luxuries of Paris could be hers at a whim. In fact, she hadn’t thought much about any of this at all as Valentin had swept her off her feet and become her sun. She had seen nothing but him for these past few months, but now that myopic view would have to expand and let the world in.

‘The dressmaker will be up presently to make any necessary adjustments,’ Sylvie continued. ‘I apologize for the inconvenience today; you must be tired from travelling. Once your measurements have been taken, we can make sure everything from now on is tailored to fit you in advance.’

‘Okay.’

‘Would you like to take a light meal afterwards? Dinner will be late tonight, due to the reception.’

‘Will Valentin be able to join me?’

‘I believe he is in meetings all afternoon, madame.’

‘Oh. Yes, of course.’

‘Shall I prepare a table on the balcony for you? The view over the garden is very beautiful.’

Lise nodded, looking over towards the French doors. She supposed she could put some thought into ideas for the garden. And of course there was the briefing to read through too. She didn’t want to let Valentin down. Tonight was her chance to shine and make him proud.

The honeymoon was over. It was time for them both to get to work.

The evening was sultry, a Provençal heat pulsing through the pale city streets so that the men discreetly tugged at their close shirt collars and the women fanned themselves lightly. The doors to the garden had been opened and the guests were gradually migrating outside, a gathering crunch of gravel underfoot as they sought out a whispering breeze.

Lise was regretting her choice of gown. The sequins were heavy and the high neck made her feel entombed, though she had received plenty of compliments and admiring looks as Valentin introduced her to the distinguished guests. A hairdresser had styled her long tawny hair into thick braids, piling them like ropes on top of her head in a dramatic chignon. It showed off the Bulgari jewels to great effect so that Lise, when doing her own make-up, decided to lean into that and added a dramatic blue-shadowed wing to her kohl-lined eyes, à la Elizabeth Taylor. Now she wasn’t sure if that too was de trop for the sober affair. The other women, a decade her senior at least, were all powdered and rouged, in pearls.

‘You look sensational,’ Valentin had said as she met him in their private drawing room before they went downstairs; but she had discerned a fractional pause.

‘It’s not too modish?’ she asked uncertainly, her hands flying to her cheek.

That secretive smile.

‘It’s exactly what this place needs. Youth, vibrancy. You’re a breath of fresh air,’ he replied, kissing her hand, knowing better than to disturb her make-up.

She would have far preferred to curl up on the sofa with him, wearing his pyjamas and drinking merlot as they talked into the night, but she would have to do with cutting a dazzling swathe in her finery tonight instead.

Valentin introduced her first to their guests of honour. Lise had studied hard all afternoon, not only reading their biographies but asking Sylvie to bring her further details on the war of independence too. It had only ever been a background rumble in the newspapers to her, but in her new guise as the ambassador’s wife, she had to step up. She caught the gleam of approval in his eyes as she conversed easily with the High Commissioner.

‘Very well done, darling,’ he murmured as he led her away to greet their other guests. She heard the relief in his voice.

The reception was a whirl of famous names and influential power players. He introduced her to the head of the ICRC – Red Cross – in Paris; she curtsied to the Danish crown princess and her husband; she even managed to bring the Hungarian ambassador in from the cold. The briefing notes had informed her that his country’s revolution a few years earlier had left him on the outside of the diplomatic world looking in, but she engaged him in a conversation that made his shoulders drop and soon they were laughing together, gathering a small crowd.

The minutes turned into a couple of hours as Valentin whirled her around the guests almost in a waltz, a carousel of faces before her, and she became aware of impressed looks being shared between his staff. She was doing well, she knew – better than they had anticipated. She was no political animal, and she was young, but she was a product of her class, able to sustain a conversation and feign interest where she had none. When he was called away from her side ‘to deal with a small matter’, she felt for a moment like a ship without its rudder, the wind slackening in her sails, setting her adrift. She was talking by then with two men: an East German official with almost no English – the default language in international gatherings such as these – and a British diplomat by the name of Tatton Wagstaff, who was rising to the challenge by conversing in ‘Germanglais’, as he put it, with a very scant vocabulary and the far-back accent of a king. He was the sort of smooth British gentleman who did events like this in his sleep. He spoke with a languid, wry manner, holding an opinion on everything and seemingly able to draw upon countless stories from his time at Cambridge and Sandhurst – even his boarding-school stories were diverting. Neither she nor their German friend had to do much but listen along and laugh at his jokes. He reminded her of some of her own father’s friends: witty, sang-froid connoisseurs, well read, understated and highly adaptable to their environments.

He was regaling them with an anecdote about one of his student night-climbing expeditions up Tottering Tower, outside the Old Library, when two men approached with Valentin’s faithful deputy, Otto.

‘Madame Erlach, please allow me to introduce Ambassador Suarez of Spain and Señor Santos, cultural attaché at the Spanish embassy here,’ Otto said as the portly, moustachioed Spanish ambassador lightly pressed her hand to his lips. Lise smiled, automatically moving for his younger companion to do the same, but he merely inclined his head, his gaze set upon the ground, and she felt embarrassed by her misstep. It had been presumptuous of her to assume.

The men all seemed to know one another, shaking hands peremptorily with guarded looks. Smiles were reserved for her alone, it seemed. Beneath the glossy veneer and these sparkling chandeliers, political tension festered, and she understood perfectly well that the faces shown to her in social conversation would not reflect in the salon’s many mirrors. She was the beautiful young hostess, wheeled out as a brief reprieve for the power players in the room before they got back to holding low-voiced conversations in corridors and shadowy corners. It wasn’t so very different to the role her mother played back home; it was simply a matter of scale.

‘Madame, it is an honour to make your acquaintance finally,’ the Spanish ambassador said, pinching a cigar between his fingers. ‘Your husband and I are old friends. We have known each other since we were at Cambridge together.’

‘Really? You were there too?’ The event was beginning to feel more like a university reunion.

‘Yes, a few of us here, actually.’ His gaze skipped lightly over the room before coming back to rest on her. ‘Valentin had told me he was a lucky man convincing you to become his wife, but it is only now that I see he was being his usual modest self. He is indeed the luckiest man. But whatever induced you to marry him?’

Lise laughed at the compliment. ‘It is I who am lucky,’ she demurred. ‘He’s so clever and accomplished. He seems to just glide through the world, knowing all the answers.’

She felt aware of the younger man’s scrutiny as she spoke but each time she glanced at him, he was looking at the floor or past her shoulder. She tried to recall his name – Santos, was it? She didn’t recall seeing his profile in the briefing. She gave him a sidelong glance as he listened to Tatton’s humorous riposte to her lauding of her husband; he didn’t look like all the other diplomats. His tousled hair was worn longer than the other men’s ‘short back and sides’ so that it touched his shirt collar, and his skin was deeply tanned, as if he’d been working in the fields.

Sensing her gaze, he looked over at her too, and she felt a small jolt in the pit of her stomach as their eyes met at last. She had expected his to be dark, almost black, even, shining like oil under a midnight moon, but to her surprise they were blue. It felt startling, like discovering the sky was green. He didn’t blink, didn’t stir as they stared at one another, and she had to look away first, realizing a half-second too late that a small silence was developing. Tatton’s witty remarks had been delivered, and she, the hostess, was lapsing in her duties.

And yet, no words would come to her. Their group was standing just in front of the French doors, but the room felt suddenly airless in the drowsy heat, and she was grateful her hair was off her neck. She rubbed her bare arm, aware of a light sheen on her skin, and was reminded of the nights in Greece with Valentin, their bodies slick with sweat as they lay entangled in the sheets after making love.

She looked up to find Santos still watching her and for a moment, she felt as if he could read her thoughts. Something like scorn flashed through his eyes before he looked away.

‘So you honeymooned in Monaco?’ Suarez asked, reviving the conversation she was failing to keep alive.

Lise swallowed, pulling herself back into this gilded room. ‘Mm, yes.’ She tried to rally, plastering a polite smile back onto her face. ‘My first time there. Have you been?’

Suarez shook his head and shrugged. ‘Non.’

‘Ah, well … Interesting place.’ She faltered as the conversation stalled once more. ‘Valentin could only get away for a few days and … it’s so convenient to get to from here.’

‘Tell me, how was Valentin on the craps table?’ Wagstaff asked with an amused expression. ‘All in, was he?’

‘Actually, now you mention it, yes,’ Lise smiled, as if he’d uncovered a secret, and felt herself settling again. ‘He made quite a tidy profit – which he immediately donated to a charity,’ she added.

‘Of course he did,’ Wagstaff nodded.

Suarez guffawed, the cigar clamped now between his teeth so that it waggled as he talked. ‘Of course he did!’

‘You didn’t know he’s a gambling man?’ Wagstaff asked.

‘No!’ She gave a mildly scandalized look. ‘He’s usually so cautious, but on the tables he was quite the risk-taker!’

‘Well, then, I like him all the more for it,’ Wagstaff said through exaggeratedly slitted eyes. ‘One should never trust a man too in control of himself. There has to be a pressure-release valve somewhere. Be grateful his is cards.’ He looked straight at the East German. ‘What’s yours, Herr Freitag?’

The East German stood to attention suddenly. ‘Excuse me,’ he muttered, nodding to Lise before abruptly taking his leave of their little group.

Wagstaff visibly relaxed.

‘Oh dear; were we too boring, do you think?’ Lise asked, alarmed by Freitag’s brusqueness. It was true he had been largely excluded from the conversation.

‘I am many things,’ Wagstaff said with consternation, ‘but boring is not one of them.’

‘I apologize, madame – it’s because of me,’ Suarez explained.

‘I’m sure that can’t be true,’ Lise protested.

‘Oh, it is,’ he nodded assuredly and with apparent satisfaction. ‘He detests me.’

She smiled, knowing perfectly well the two sat at opposite ends of the political spectrum. ‘Why? Is he an Oxford man?’

The men grinned at her little joke, even Santos breaking out a small smile, and she felt emboldened to bring him further into their interactions. Until now, he had been entirely silent.

She fixed him with a cool stare. ‘So, Señor Santos, you’re the cultural attaché at the Spanish embassy?’

‘I am.’ His voice was deeper than she had expected, his accent strong. He was slim and not tall compared to many of the men here, certainly not compared to Valentin, who was six foot three. But he was somehow magnetic; beautiful, even, like a blackbird in a flock of pigeons.

‘You’ll have to forgive me; I’m new to this world,’ she smiled. ‘What does that entail exactly, being a cultural attaché? Are you an artist by trade?’

It was the wrong thing to have said.

‘I’m an artist by heart.’

She saw a flash of anger zip through his eyes and realized she had insulted him. She opened her mouth to apologize, but Suarez was quicker.

‘Leo is one of our most acclaimed artists back home. He is a painter whose work has attracted much attention. He was commissioned for three pieces by El Caudillo, no less, for the Royal Palace of El Pardo.’

‘Oh!’ Lise was impressed, but Santos was staring, unsmiling, at a point beyond her shoulder again, as if embarrassed by the plaudits. He had retreated once more.

‘It was the general’s own suggestion that Leo be posted here to promote the Spanish artistic canon. This is a great moment for Spanish art – not just Picasso, but Dalí, Miró, Tàpies … Leo has been very active. Going into the art academies and giving masterclasses, hosting tours and workshops, mounting exhibitions and the like.’

‘Well, that’s quite a remit,’ Lise said. She caught Santos’s eye again, trying to be friendly, but he simply nodded and she felt her confidence waver. He didn’t seem interested in being her friend. ‘What type of art do you paint?’

A small scowl puckered his brow. ‘Type of art?’

She had put her foot back in her mouth, she realized, but if she was clumsy, he was striking her as unnecessarily rude. Beside him, his superior was looking uncomfortable, and she strove for bland amiability to put them all at ease. ‘… Do you paint portraits or landscapes? Are you an impressionist? A surrealist?’

There was a pause. He seemed irritated by her questions. ‘At present, I’m drawn to the study of whites, Madame Erlach.’

Somehow, the way he said her name sounded like a closure to the conversation. He also hadn’t given her an answer; she still didn’t know what he painted. Lise could see Otto and Wagstaff in her peripheral vision, both shifting their weight, preparing to rescue her, but it was her husband she wanted. She looked around and found Valentin across the room, talking attentively with a woman in pearls. Busy.

She straightened a little, knowing she had to stand on her own two feet. She might know next to nothing about the world of diplomacy, but she wasn’t unschooled in art. Far from it.

‘I agree it’s by far the most intriguing colour in the palette. I’ve always been very drawn to Sargent’s use of it, actually. Everyone talks about his vivid use of colour in his portraits, but I think he was most interested in whites. Smoke of Ambergris is an absolutely dazzling painting; I could stare at it for hours! Do you know it?’ She didn’t wait for his reply. ‘And as for his studies while he was travelling in Europe, once he gave up on the society portraits – well, they’re just soaked in whites. Staircase in Capri is my favourite. What about you?’

Santos blinked as, beside him, Otto let his shoulders drop down from his ears. She hadn’t let her smile slip once and had refused to be baited by the Spaniard’s bad manners.

‘Staircase is a very fine painting,’ he conceded. ‘And in fact, Smoke of Ambergris is one of my guiding inspirations.’

‘Really? Well, how about that?’ she said, laughing lightly to the other men and pointedly ignoring him now. ‘It’s official – I must have good taste if Spain’s cultural attaché’s influences align with my own.’

‘Oh, the question of your good taste was never in doubt, Madame Erlach,’ Wagstaff demurred smoothly, inclining his head slightly towards her vogueish outfit.

Lise smiled, glancing back at Santos. She guessed he was about thirty, thereabouts. Like her, he was one of the youngest people in the room, but certainly old enough to know better. She decided to kill him with kindness. ‘You know, if whites are really your passion, Señor Santos, you should come to Switzerland. No one does white quite like us.’

‘How so?’ he frowned.

‘The Alps? We have every possible shade of white up there.’

Suarez gave a sudden, loud laugh. ‘Ah, but the French have Alps too! Are you saying yours are better?’

‘I most certainly am, Ambassador,’ she said with a provocative toss of her head.

‘But what Alpine mountain could possibly be better than Mont Blanc?’ he gasped in mock horror.

She tilted her head. ‘The Matterhorn.’

‘Checkmate, old boy!’ Wagstaff quipped just as Valentin came towards them, intrigued by the commotion.

‘I see I’m missing out on all the fun,’ he said, slipping his arm around Lise’s waist.

‘I’m afraid we have a diplomatic incident,’ Suarez said. ‘Your beautiful wife asserts that the Swiss Alps are better than the French.’

Valentin’s mouth dropped open and for once he looked lost for words. ‘… A bold claim indeed,’ he said after a moment. ‘But seeing as we all know the art of diplomacy begins at home, who am I to argue?’

The men laughed, all except Santos, who looked away into the garden again. Lise wondered why he’d come, or even why he’d accepted the position if it was beyond him to indulge in meaningless small talk. Valentin had explained to her that these events were more than they appeared – they were exercises in soft power, opportunities to forge social connections that often provided the scaffolding to support political decision-making.

‘And on that note, I shall whisk Madame Erlach away to see if she can’t broker a peace between some of our red-gloved friends,’ Valentin smiled, angling his head towards a group of dour men in military uniforms that Lise recognized as Russian.

‘How very fortunate you are, Madame Erlach,’ Wagstaff said drily.

Her heart sank at the prospect – she had been having fun here, with these men – but for her husband’s sake, it had to be done. This was what she had signed up to, after all, in becoming his wife.

She brightened her smile and lifted her chin. ‘Gentlemen, it was a pleasure,’ she said as her husband led her away. His arm enfolded her like an eagle’s wing, making her feel protected amid all the put-on smiles – and one especially hard blue-eyed stare.




CHAPTER THREE

Geneva

25 November 2026

Dulcie switched on her hazard lights and jumped out of the car. Rain was coming down in sheets, cold enough to sting her as she ran the short distance down the Rue du Mont Blanc, past the boutiques already dressed with festive displays towards the grand modernist space occupied over four floors by Christie’s. She had covered her head with her coat, but she was still dripping as she pushed on the door and dashed in with a relieved smile.

The young woman at the curved white reception desk looked up at her entrance. An extravagant orchid display to her right was the only other living thing in the blank, all-white space, which struck Dulcie as strange – studied blankness – given they were in the business of buying and selling artefacts of exquisite beauty.

‘Good afternoon,’ the receptionist said, as Dulcie stamped her feet lightly on the mat. Droplets on this polished floor could spell a death sentence.

‘Hi, hello,’ Dulcie smiled, smoothing her hair back from her face as she approached the desk and composed herself with a sigh. ‘Dulcie Beaumont. I’ve come to collect lot fifty-two from yesterday’s sale?’

She produced her paid invoice, which the receptionist studied for a moment before typing into her laptop.

‘Thank you. That’s the Paul Signac?’

‘Correct.’

‘… Yes … If you would like to make your way up to the second floor, one of our associates will be there to meet you.’

‘Thanks.’ Dulcie ignored the lift and headed for the stairs, knowing she could do with the exercise. She was tired, having slept poorly, waking with a gasp every time she thought she heard sounds coming from down the hall. Of course, she knew that Anna was with her grandmother – the nurse put up a single bed in the room each evening, even though they had a guest room next door – but Dulcie felt permanently on high alert, waiting for the terrible moment that she had been told was coming.

‘Mademoiselle Beaumont?’ A man came towards her as she reached the top step.

‘Yes, hello. I’ve come to collect lot fifty-two.’

‘Of course. Please follow me. We have everything ready for you.’

He led her into an office and indicated for her to take a seat. This space too was white with framed posters on the wall, the desk clear, sales catalogues lined up chronologically along some shelves. Tidy space, tidy mind, Dulcie thought to herself. On a table to the side was a small wooden crate, not yet sealed, and she watched as he carefully lifted out the tiny watercolour, setting it on the desk for her appraisal.

Her eyes took in the soft pointillist palette of blue, butter, coral and peach, rendering fishing boats in St Tropez. The artist had revelled in adventurous colour, painting every bit as boldly as Monet or Van Gogh, and his large-scale oils now sold for millions. This little painting wasn’t in that tax bracket, but they had still paid a princely sum for something that was destined to fill a small patch of wall between a baroness’s reading lamp and sofa.

‘Absolutely stunning,’ she sighed, giving her nod of approval that this was in fact her lot. ‘Our client is delighted.’

‘It is an exceptional piece.’

Dulcie reached into her bag and handed him her passport. Even though she had already paid, further anti-laundering checks were always necessary before the lot was released.

‘Thank you, I’ll be just a moment,’ he said, slipping from the room.

Dulcie stood and walked over to the desk, admiring the painting at closer quarters while she waited. The artist’s brushwork was so—

‘B’jour?’

She looked up to find a man standing in the doorway holding a large, unwieldy white box. He shifted it in his arms. It looked heavy, patched with old strips of yellowing Sellotape.

‘Bonjour,’ she replied, straightening up as he walked in and set down the box, the corner of it missing the frame of the painting by inches. She gasped at his recklessness, sliding the painting away, but he seemed oblivious to the near escape.

‘I would like to have these appraised,’ he said with a smile that seemed to be growing in confidence as they regarded one another. He was good-looking and very tanned – a rarity in Geneva in November – late twenties at a guess, and he exuded that easy Mediterranean charm that dished out languid, warm smiles to pretty tourists.

He opened one of the flaps, and at a glance she could see the box was filled with old photographs.

She gestured to stop him. ‘I’m sorry, I’m not who you think I am. I don’t work here.’

‘Non?’ A frown puckered his thick brow, and she noticed the caramel halo around his irises.

‘Excuse me!’

They both jumped as the associate spoke from the doorway. He had returned with her passport and was looking at the man with deep consternation. ‘I’m afraid you can’t be in here.’

‘I was told to come up—’

‘I’m sorry, but I’m with another client. You can’t be in here,’ the associate repeated, hurrying into the room now, lifting the box off the desk and handing it back to the stranger. ‘I must ask you to leave.’

‘But I was told to come up—’ the man repeated as the associate positioned himself in front of the desk. Or rather, in front of the painting.

Dulcie realized what he was thinking: that this was some sort of smash-and-grab robbery. In fairness, the man didn’t look like a typical Christie’s client. He was wearing an unbuttoned overcoat, jeans with tattered hems and suede Adidas trainers. He had a week-old beard and a small tattoo on his wrist, peeking out from the cuff of his dark grey jumper.

‘Please, I must ask you to step outside,’ the associate said, forcing the man back out into the corridor. ‘I’ll assist you when I have finished with my client.’

‘Okay, okay – that’s fine, I can wait.’ The stranger shrugged and leaned against the wall, still hugging the large box as the associate shut the office door on him. Dulcie looked on, embarrassed by the misunderstanding, but just before he was snatched from view, the man looked straight at her and winked.

She wasn’t prepared for the way it made her stomach pitch.

‘I apologize for that,’ the Christie’s associate murmured smoothly, handing back her passport. ‘A regrettable oversight by the reception team. I shall raise the matter with security. You are okay, I hope?’

‘Me? Yes, absolutely fine.’

‘He didn’t threaten you in any way?’

She was taken aback. ‘No, of course not.’

‘He should never have been allowed up,’ he tutted, looking around the office with a suspicious expression. His eyes fell to the unsecured Signac on the desk and he quickly reached for the wooden crate and set it back inside, positioning the lid and tapping the nails into the corners with a small hammer to secure it. ‘How will you be transporting this today?’

‘I’m parked right outside.’ She gasped as she suddenly remembered she was in a yellow zone, her hazards on. ‘Actually, I really should go before I get a ticket.’ The driving rain had dissuaded her from standing out there a moment longer than necessary.

‘I’ll ask security to escort you to your car.’

‘Oh. That really won’t be necessary,’ she said dismissively.

The man frowned. ‘We should err on the side of caution. If we were to assume the worst, then he may not be working alone. There could be accomplices on the street.’

Dulcie smiled, suppressing a laugh. ‘I really do think he just wants his photographs appraised. But thank you for your concern.’

She held her hands out for the crated Signac, and he handed it over with a troubled look. ‘Well, at the very least, please check you’re not being followed. It pays to be vigilant. I’m afraid we’ve seen everything here in our time – from ski masks and pickaxes in the middle of the night to …’ His eyes went again towards the closed door. ‘Vagrants with boxes of photographs.’

‘Ooh, ouch,’ Dulcie winced, eyes glimmering, as she offered him her hand. Vagrant was a little harsh, surely? ‘Thank you for your time, monsieur.’

She opened the door to find the man still leaning against the wall. Had he overheard the insults aimed at him? Seemingly not. He had set the box down by his feet, and his head was tipped back against the wall as he waited. He looked back at her through half-closed eyes, a smile coming to his lips that followed on from the wink he had given her minutes before.

‘Hey—’ he began.

‘You may come in now,’ the associate said, standing behind her in the doorway.

The man blinked, shooting her a frustrated glance as she shrugged and moved past. There was no time for flirting. Not on the associate’s watch.

‘Good luck,’ she murmured, moving down the hall and heading for the stairs.

She saw a sign for the ladies’ room on one of the doors and hesitated, regretting now the two coffees she’d had with Helda before coming out. She could wait until she got home, but she would hit rush-hour traffic at this time of day, and while she needed to get back to the car, for the sake of a quick minute now …

Her detour took all of ninety seconds but as she was heading back down the stairs she saw, to her surprise, that the handsome stranger was already ahead of her and opening the door. How on earth could he have been in and out so quickly? She had been in the ladies’ for mere moments but from the jut of his jaw, in profile, she surmised the meeting hadn’t gone well.

He caught sight of her too as he turned back slightly to manoeuvre through with the box. He stopped, his expression brightening just as the door swung back on him, knocking it from his grasp. The contents fell out, dozens of black and white photographs scattering on the ground; some fell inside on the mat, but most fell onto the glistening pavement outside.

‘Mierda!’ he cursed.

Dulcie gasped and ran to help him, the receptionist making no move at all from her pristine perch as she watched the chaos with a look of disdain. The box had fallen into the door jamb, wedging it open, a cold breeze blowing through.

‘Let me help,’ Dulcie said, setting down her own things and crouching by the door. She began to gather the photographs that had fallen inside, while he lunged for those lying out on the wet pavement.

The photographs were small – smaller than a standard print – and all black and white. From what she could glean of those upturned in her hand, they were just a medley of snapshots, nothing formal: local landscapes showing the lake, the distant Alps; a gaggle of geese running over a lawn; a glossy sports car with a suitcase strapped to the boot; a woman in sunglasses walking along a pavement in profile …

Most of the shots were candid, poorly framed, some blurred, others bleached by winking sunlight. Dulcie gathered them in thick clutches, dropping them into the box as the man lunged and darted on the other side of the window for the escapees being lifted by the wind. It was still raining hard and if he had been soggy before, he was soaked through now.

She tried not to admire his athleticism in the fading light. Street lights were coming on, cars passing with their headlamps throwing beams along the road.

She reached for the stragglers on the mat, wondering if there would be any reward for her kindness. A drink, perhaps? But she immediately scolded herself. Who picked up a stranger in Christie’s? And besides, she had to get back to the house. She had only just popped out on this one errand. This wasn’t the time to flirt with handsome strangers.

And yet …

The door opened wider just as she picked up the last remaining photograph on the floor and the stranger lifted the box into his arms with a sigh.

‘Hey,’ he panted, slicking his wet hair back from his face as she rose to stand beside him. He had that smile on his lips again, and she felt that flicker of excitement in her belly as their eyes met once more. ‘Thanks. You really didn’t need to.’

His voice was accented. Spanish, she guessed, based on his choice of curse just now.

‘No problem. You’re having a bad day, I think?’

He shrugged, a hapless gesture matched with a wide smile that completely disarmed her. Unlike the sharp-suited men striding down the Rue du Mont Blanc, he looked out of place, but she felt a strong urge to go to wherever he was in place. ‘Yes. Your friend was sadly unable to help me.’

‘Oh, he’s not my friend,’ she said quickly, as she turned the last photo in her hand. It showed a view of the lake, looking past a stone balustrade and a statue of the goddess Diana with balloons tied to her hands, a vineyard extending in the expanse of land between garden and lake, grapes hanging
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