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Prologue

‘Shall we buy it?’ Anna said, tilting her face towards him in the spring sunshine and raising her eyebrows, as though they were simply standing by a stall at a farmers’ market.

Dominik frowned. Thought he’d misheard for a moment. That the birdsong was playing tricks on his ears. ‘Buy it?’ he asked, but she’d turned back again, features bathed in the bright daylight.

He looked at her, there beside him on the shore. His Anna. His wife. He took her hand. Glanced back at the view before them. Is that even possible? he thought to himself as her question looped through his mind again, like a song thrush in the sky. Was she actually serious?

The island opposite them seemed to shimmer in the March morning. The white building at its centre half hidden by the trees, the lake surrounding the little circle of land glittering like a dream.

‘You mean before we’ve even finished the honeymoon . . .?’ he asked with a laugh, expecting her to squeeze his fingers fondly, say it was a joke, a fantasy to be shared like a dessert.

But Dominik knew Anna better than that. She believed dreams could be spun into something solid, the same way grains of sugar could be transformed into glistening strands of gold. Look at the two of them, after all. She’d been a memory in his head for so long. Now she was here, next to him.

He smiled as he stared at the hotel across the water. A stone’s throw from their home in Buttermere, yet the place they’d decided to stay for their week away after getting married. ‘Well, this is the most beautiful place in the world,’ Anna had reasoned when they’d booked it. ‘Why would we go anywhere else?’

He’d spent so many years more than a thousand miles away from the Lakes, and now they were together he didn’t ever want to leave. Not when even Katrine and Mateusz had encouraged him to come. His precious children. All grown up and seemingly twice as wise as he’d ever been. He couldn’t wait to show them this spot. Tell them how he and Anna had imagined living there, across the water. Pictured themselves swimming off the private beach, strolling in the gardens as they grew older. Perhaps even welcoming guests of their own to the seven picturesque suites, watching their jaws drop in awe as they landed on the little wooden jetty and stepped onto the island for the first time.

His son and daughter would smile and say it looked magical. That it was nice to see it. What a location. Perhaps he could take them for a meal, share a little of the dream with them too.

Though if he was honest, the hotel looked more impressive from this vantage point opposite, in Keswick’s Crow Park. The building was a ramshackle mansion in reality, in need of much love and care. Faded, but still with a charm. Anna had said earlier that it had been handsome in its heyday, and Dominik hoped she didn’t think the same about him.

Had she honestly suggested purchasing it? It was more than they could manage even if they could find the money. But surely Anna didn’t mean it. They were on their honeymoon. It was supposed to be a break from reality. He knotted his fingers through hers, as the warbling birds filled the sun-soaked silence, and Derwentwater’s reflection twinkled in her eyes.






Chapter 1

‘Good morning, the Lake Island Hotel. How may I help you?’

Katrine’s intonation was the same as her dad’s, thought Anna, watching as her stepdaughter tucked the phone under her chin to take the booking. She paused in the entrance hall, head tipped to one side, taking it all in for a moment, as she sometimes did. As Dominik had taught her to do. He always saw the glimmers in an ordinary day, forever panning for tiny diamonds of joy. She smiled. Everything that surrounded her now had once been just an idea in their heads. They’d pored over plans, suggestions flurrying like fireworks in an ink-blank sky. And gradually, they’d made it a reality.

She took in the reception desk, a live edge slab of solid oak, its tactile curves welcoming guests as soon as they stepped through the door. Just as she’d envisaged it. She caught the flickering glow of the open fire in the lounge to her left, flaming with the last of the logs Dominik had chopped by hand when they’d cut back the overgrown grounds; it was never left to go out. The staircase straight ahead of her led to the seven bedrooms they’d spent months discussing how to decorate, spreading out fabric swatches and daubing paint-shade squares on the walls. They’d made up their own names for the colours: ‘bat’s breath’ and ‘mole’s nose’ – in-jokes that still conjured a smile.

‘Yes, of course, when were you looking at coming to stay?’ she heard Katrine say to the person on the phone, her voice echoing Dominik’s warmth. Anna sat down on the scatter-cushioned sofa while she waited to speak to her, looked out across the lawn towards the landing stage where the lake lapped at the island as though the real world clutched at the pebble-stoned shore but never really touched the island.

‘Great, and can I take a name?’ Katrine continued, dipping her head as she typed on the desktop, dark hair shining in the light. The central ceiling lantern looked like a halo above her from where Anna was sitting by the window.

‘Anna, good morning!’ called Katrine when she’d finished the call, her bright words bouncing across the burnished-wood floor.

Anna stood up and walked towards the desk, arms outstretched to embrace Katrine.

‘Beautiful day,’ said her hotel manager, glancing beyond the panes of glass, positivity percolating through the air like perfume.

The March morning had dawned cold, the kitchen garden iced with sugar-sprinkle frost, but now that had melted away into a spring-warmed day.

‘That was a request to hire the whole hotel for three nights in June,’ Katrine murmured, tone low. Discretion could have been the make of her suit.

Anna raised her eyebrows.

‘We’re already getting quite booked up for summer.’ Katrine bent to scroll through the reservations system, angling the screen so Anna could see how busy they were. ‘See?’ Katrine grinned over her shoulder.

Anna nodded. Felt a swell of pride and the unexpected prick of tears. Shook herself. ‘Is it for a special occasion?’ she asked. ‘How many guests?’

Katrine’s forehead furrowed. ‘Didn’t say. It was an assistant I spoke to. Paid the deposit, though.’ She pointed at the amount on the computer.

Anna felt a shot of relief as she looked at the figure in front of her. ‘Well, that’s good news.’ Recouping the cost of the refurbishment was a challenge she knew she had to undertake gradually, like conquering a particularly high mountain, but it didn’t make it any less daunting.

‘They didn’t hesitate when I explained the breakdown of the price, the fact we have to take into account blocking out the restaurant and all the other rooms.’

Anna pursed her lips as she listened, piecing together the unspoken information.

‘Said their client wanted exclusive use and all staff would need to sign a non-disclosure agreement.’

Anna’s eyes met Katrine’s briefly before they flitted back to the monitor. She scanned the rest of the customer information file Katrine had filled in while she was on the phone. Frowned at the name the reservation had been made under.

Beatrix Potter.

Anna glanced up at Katrine. The facts were tessellating. She stepped away from the desk, as though she was standing back to see a mosaic more clearly. A call from a personal assistant. A lavish booking made on behalf of someone else. Under a fake name.

Who do you think it is? said Katrine’s beam.

Anna pursed her lips and shrugged: Hard to say.

The phone rang, diffusing the frisson of excitement that had fizzed in the foyer only a few seconds before.

‘Good morning, the Lake Island Hotel?’ chimed Katrine, sitting back down at the desk.

Anna folded her arms, wondering whether William Wordsworth was on the other end of the line this time.

‘What, someone famous?’ said Harry, sitting next to her on the sofa.

Katrine nodded. ‘I think so,’ she whispered back, even though they were home now. She’d changed out of her work clothes but always kept her tact.

‘Imagine if they’re properly A-list,’ Harry continued. ‘A Hollywood star.’ His eyes were wide.

‘Well, they might be.’

‘Imagine: LA to Derwent Bay.’

‘I’d rather be here,’ said Katrine.

Harry’s eyes crinkled at her over his cup. ‘Bet it costs a lot to rent the entire place,’ he murmured.

Katrine took a sip of her drink, stopping any more on the matter from spilling out. ‘I’ve no idea who it is,’ she said, shaking her head.

‘You wouldn’t tell me if you did know.’ He nudged her leg with his toe.

This was her favourite time of day: snuggled up together for a debrief, back in Keswick, in their cocoon for two. They’d planned to watch a film that evening, but had simultaneously draped their tired selves over the upholstery in such a way it signalled the movie was mutually postponed.

‘I reckon they’re a singer,’ mused Harry. ‘A pop star shooting a music video in the mountains.’ He swept a hand through the air, reimagining the sitting room as an artistic set instead of a motley collection of their combined belongings. ‘All atmospheric and full of drama.’

Katrine grinned as she pictured the scene.

‘Possibly a romantic reunion by a misty lake.’

She laughed. In the early days, when they’d shared their stories on snatched dates in between their shifts, he’d told her that he’d dropped out of drama school many years back, decided it wasn’t the life for him. Yet moments like this made that hard to believe. He seemed to relish having an audience, even of one, and she delighted in the fact his performances were reserved only for her.

‘It could be anyone,’ said Katrine, tucking her feet up underneath herself.

The moon gazed through the window, as if wondering who the celebrity guest was, too.

‘It might be a girl band,’ said Harry, with a carefully judged note of teasing hope.

She swatted him on the arm, and he leaned over to kiss her smile.

‘Anyway, how was your day?’ Katrine said, rubbing her eyes to stave off sleep, savouring these minutes when their routines were suspended.

‘Yeah, fine,’ replied Harry, fatigue sighing from him as another Friday spent ferrying guests from one side of the water to the other faded. ‘There were lots of checkouts this morning, so busy-busy, then a few couples and a fiftieth birthday this afternoon. All very friendly.’

‘Good.’ Katrine settled back against the cushions; not all the guests remembered their manners along with their luggage. But as the boatman taking people to and from the island, Harry was responsible for both the start and finish of their stay. And in the same way, he bookended her every day.

‘The birthday party was a really nice family,’ said Harry. ‘First time in the Lakes. Full of excitement.’

She smiled. Remembered the glittering wonder in her dad’s eyes when he’d shown her the hotel when he and Anna had just bought it: a long-held wish in a shabby shell. Five years ago now.

Harry yawned a silent sleep-cry.

‘Bedtime,’ said Katrine, standing up.

Harry did the same, took her cup.

Neither of them reached to draw the living-room curtains; in a few short hours they’d only need opening again.

And as they settled into bed, over on the other side of the globe, a fourteen-hour flight across the Atlantic, the much-talked-about mystery visitor to the Lake Island Hotel was only halfway through her day.






Chapter 2

The car should have arrived ten minutes ago. Rachel felt the corridor lurch: no lunch and too much coffee. Her head banged. When had she last drunk any water? There never seemed to be enough time for anything. Gaia’s needs came before her own, as though her boss was a glitter-gowned baby. Goes with the territory, others in the industry had warned her. The flipside of the shiny gold coin. She braced herself for Gaia’s reaction as she knocked on her hotel door; three quick raps as she pushed down the stress pulsing through her body. ‘It’s me,’ she said, though she hadn’t felt herself for months, not since she’d taken this job.

‘Come in,’ someone called from the other side, Savannah the stylist, maybe.

Rachel took a deep breath. Clutched the clipboard to her chest as she shouldered her way in.

But her employer was still in hair and makeup.

What?

The limo would be here any second. Why wasn’t she ready?

Rachel glanced around; took in the swarming team of assistants, the tense, hairspray-scented air. Sweat sparkled at her temples; the lightbulb-lined mirror glared back at her.

‘What’s happened?’ she asked.

‘You tell me,’ demanded her boss from the makeup chair, blue eyes boring out of the glass.

Rachel swallowed. Being confronted with two Gaia’s was terrifying, even if one was just a reflection.

Rachel blinked at the makeup artist. He bit his lip, head bowed, carried on delicately dusting bronzer across his client’s cheekbones. She caught her own pale face reflected back at her, squinting in the blinding brightness. Whatever the problem was, she was certain of one thing: it would all boil down to being her fault in the end. If being Gaia’s PA had taught her anything, it was that. It was a role as impossible as trying to catch a skyfull of rain with two cupped palms. Like attempting to quell the wild sea in a storm. I’ll stick it out till summer, she told herself at times like this. Three more months. She’d see the trip to England through – she’d always wanted to go to the Lake District, after all, people said it was amazing – and there surely had to be a silver lining to this saga somewhere. Then I’ll leave. She’d thought she’d be able to last a full year, at least, but nine months was more than enough. Then she’d be reborn, say goodbye to all of this, she promised herself, meeting her own gaze in the glass.

‘Someone’s in my dress,’ said Gaia beside her, voice so level it could be mistaken for calm. But Rachel had learned to read the full range of anger on the Gaia Richter scale.

Her boss’s false lashes made the stare she fixed her with even more penetrating.

‘That can’t possibly be the case . . .’ mumbled Rachel, mouth dry. She’d double checked with the designer. She always did. She fumbled with her phone, sweating fingers slipping on the screen. Scrolled through emails. Hundreds of them. She leaned against the side of the dressing table as dizziness fuzzed the edges of her vision.

‘Look.’ Gaia thrust her own phone towards her.

Sure enough, there was a photograph of a woman posing in exactly the same jewel-strapped midnight-silk sheath Rachel had arranged for Gaia to wear to the premiere. The woman’s features were in profile, her chin tilted gracefully. Rachel couldn’t be one hundred per cent sure, but if she had to guess, then the person wearing the dress did look very like . . .

She glanced at her boss, expecting to see a red-carpet shade of sheer rage on her face, but to her surprise, tears glistened in her eyes like miniature versions of the gemstones that embellished the copied dress.

‘I can’t wear it, too. What am I going to do?’

Think, Rachel told herself.

‘This is so embarrassing. My career is over.’

‘No, it’s not.’ Rachel almost reached out to put a hand on Gaia’s satin-robed shoulder, but stood up straight instead. She had to fix this. Her reputation depended on it. But how? She didn’t understand. The fashion house had said it was a one-off. Assured her they weren’t dressing anyone else for the event.

Gaia dabbed French-manicured nails at her mascara, the rest of her look pared-back to complement the showstopping gown. ‘I’m going to look so stupid, in front of everyone.’

For all the glitz and glamour, Rachel didn’t envy Gaia one little bit. She pictured the paparazzi with their flashing cameras and baying shouts; sharks searching for a shipwreck, looking for that million-dollar shot.

Think.

It was useless calling her contact at the label. The clock was ticking. The car was due.

Time for Plan B.

Her phone buzzed in her hand. The driver was outside. She strode over to the wardrobe and yanked open the doors. Miles always made fun of her for always having a safety net in place, but then he didn’t work in showbusiness. And neither will I, once this summer is done.

The backup options hung in the closet like unpicked players waiting to be called onto the pitch.

‘It’s the end of everything,’ wailed Gaia as Rachel held up a plunging ruby jumpsuit with an elegantly cut cape.

‘I hate it.’ Gaia held up a hand.

You chose it! Rachel wanted to scream but it wouldn’t solve the problem. She zipped the protective cover back up, as though to shield the outfit from her boss’s wrath.

‘Right, well that leaves this one.’ She pulled out a frothy fantasy of a princess dress, fit for a ball. Full skirt, sweetheart neckline, delicate tulle ruffles that cascaded in a fairytale train.

‘But I want to wear this!’ said Gaia, thrusting her phone out again, the image still displayed on the screen.

Unless I Photoshop your face onto it, I’m afraid it’s not going to happen, Rachel wanted to retort. She passed the coat hanger she was holding to the stylist, who approached Gaia with the caution of a lion tamer.

‘I don’t want to wear it!’

A toddler tantrumming in haute couture.

‘You’ll look stunning,’ cooed Savannah. ‘Completely out of this world.’

Rachel tried to slow her breathing as she called the driver, asked him to wait just a few more moments.

Savannah inched towards Gaia with the gown. ‘Let’s just try it on . . .’

The room fell quiet as the stylist eased her into the outfit with expert care.

‘There!’ said Savannah, standing back to take in the actress’s finished look.

‘A vision,’ declared Mark, a makeup brush still clutched in his hand for good luck, not yet daring to believe the situation had been resolved.

Gaia didn’t speak, and for a second Rachel feared she was going to rip off the dress, but instead she burst into tears.

Mark’s shoulders sagged as he stood there, unsure whether to rush forward to touch up her melting face or take shelter.

Rachel put her hands on Gaia’s shoulders, steered her back to her seat. ‘Let’s do your breathwork exercises, come on, now. In for five, there we go. Nice and slow.’

Mark stared at her expectantly, like she was casting a spell.

Savannah showed her snow-white teeth, would have frowned had she still had that function in her wrinkle-free forehead.

Gaia closed her eyes.

‘That’s it, then out again,’ continued Rachel, blowing out a breath of her own, trying to slow her heartbeat, too.

Mark covered his face as tears fled down Gaia’s freshly foundationed cheeks, rendering the last two hours of his life an utter waste of time.

Savannah’s eyes fluttered over the hand-stitched folds of the borrowed frock, the fragile fabric balled in her boss’s fists.

But Rachel was more concerned with the first outfit. How on Earth was someone else – and not just anyone else: her – wearing an identical dress? She just couldn’t be . . . but the images of the stars already arriving at the event didn’t lie. Rachel had seen it with her own eyes.

She jerked her head at Gaia’s phone – a dangerous pest in a black-screened slumber – now lying still on the dressing table. She looked from Mark to Savannah and back again, palms upturned. ‘What happened?’ she mouthed.

They shook their heads. We don’t know.

It was up to her to find out. It always was.

‘Breathe in for five . . .’ she soothed again, mind spinning. Her lungs filled with Gaia’s signature fragrance – a bespoke selection of essential oils that could have been called Expensive Taste. But there was something else. Rachel thought of the picture that had been snapped on the red carpet and already shared around the world. Live-streamed, splashed on celebrity news sites. A showstopper of a dress worn by none other than Victoria Cole. Actress. Model. And ex-girlfriend of Gaia’s new fiancé, Federico.

The distinct aroma of sabotage pervaded the room.

‘Gaia! Over here!’ roared the photographers jostling alongside the red carpet. ‘Gaia! This way!’ ‘Gaia! Give us a glimpse of that ring!’

Rachel watched as she put her left hand on her hip, twisted from side to side to a firecracker of flashes. The metal barrier barely contained the crowd competing for her attention.

Rachel readjusted the train of her boss’s dress each time she swivelled this way and that, bending down to smooth the silk ripples back into an elegant river, then stepping out of the sightline, away from the spotlight.

‘Gaia! What are you wearing?’ came a shout.

A journalist with a microphone millimetres from her employer’s mouth.

Gaia’s lips parted.

Rachel called the name of the label. Used to anticipating every want or need. A habit she couldn’t wait to break.

And then there he was. The door of the limo opened to a white-gold blaze of lights and an explosion of clicks. Rachel shielded her eyes as the media competed to capture the couple of the moment. Like trying to photograph a comet before it left the sky.

Federico’s arm was draped around Gaia like the most desirable shawl. She put her hand on his chest, tipped her head back for a kiss. A luminescent flare from the bustling cluster of press. The combination of the two of them so much more dazzling than either one alone.

Rachel hitched her handbag higher up her shoulder, her back ached from the weight of it, the contents a collection of items to fix every what-if. A surge of tiredness swelled within her, but the night was yet young. There were the speeches, the screening, the reception and the after party still to go. Her feet throbbed, she’d had five hours’ sleep and been up for fourteen. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen Miles for more than a few rushed minutes. Her stomach gave a twist. But she’d triumphed in spite of the earlier dress disaster. Gaia had got her wish, eclipsed every other guest in attendance. Rachel just needed the rest of the evening to go smoothly, then she could finally get home to her boyfriend and her bed.

They were being ushered inside now.

Gaia gave one last wave to the gathered crowd. The goddess of glamour.

Federico flashed a grin. The most famous film producer ever to come out of Rome.

Rachel scurried after them as they entered the foyer of the theatre, allowing herself a split second to take in her surroundings. This was what she’d wished for. Slaved away in all those internships to achieve. She tried to appreciate it, just for a heartbeat.

The hum of a hundred high-stakes conversations.

The wonder of the life-sized game of snakes-and-ladders playing out in front of her.

There were faces she recognised from movies she and Miles had watched together over the years, alongside people she admired from every sector of the business: celebrated screenwriters and industry-shaping directors.

So much talent in one room. The figures at the forefront of the movie-making world.

But her attention kept sliding to those on the sidelines just like her.

The assistants were shepherding, each following a star.

The unheard, unheeded ushers were urging everyone to take their seats.

‘Where are we?’ asked Gaia as they entered the auditorium, looking round at Rachel rather than at the rows of reserved seats.

‘In the middle,’ Rachel reassured her. ‘The best in the house, of course.’ She gave a nod.

Gaia turned to grin at Federico.

Rachel smiled at everyone and no one as the three of them took their places, painting on an ever-professional expression like a layer of makeup.

Other members of the audience were filing in now, filling the lines of plush red chairs, finding their celebrity friends in the sea of sequinned frocks and tailored suits, casting aside the seating plan if the current arrangement didn’t please them.

But Federico leaned forward, extended his hand in her direction. ‘Rachel. How are you?’ he asked, his dark-haired good looks straight out of a Ferrari advert.

She was so surprised that he’d addressed her, she didn’t respond straight away. Was so unused to anyone even half as well-known as him remembering her name.

Gaia was glaring at her from her seat in between them. Don’t you dare let me down, said her burning stare.

Her smoky eyeshadow complimented her personality perfectly, thought Rachel, as her fireball of a boss blinked back at her.

‘Federico, hi,’ she said falteringly, almost checking behind her to make sure she was indeed the Rachel he meant. She stretched out her fingers and shook his hand firmly. ‘I’m really good,’ she replied, used to lying in the name of politeness. ‘Thank you for asking . . .’

Gaia frowned, like that was an affront – she always took offence if there was the opportunity.

Federico turned his attention to a man in the row in front of them, who was reaching over to embrace the film producer, congratulate him on this latest release.

‘The man of the moment!’ Rachel heard him say as she busied herself with gathering up the goodie bags that had been by their seats, stuffing them alongside her already-groaning tote. More stuff to carry around for the rest of the night, less space for her aching feet.

Federico radiated the warmth of Italian sunshine. If there was anyone who could melt her boss, it had to be him, thought Rachel.

Then Federico sat back in his seat.

There was someone standing in the aisle now, on the other side of him. Making their way to the empty chair to his left. Pretending not to have noticed him.

Impossible, thought Rachel.

‘Feddy!’ came a squeal from the woman as she suddenly looked in their direction.

He stood up to greet her, ever the gentleman.

The woman wrapped her tanned arms around his neck and her diamond-paved jewellery winked in delight.

Victoria Cole.

Gaia was a good enough actress to be able to stifle her gasp.

Rachel’s throat was Death-Valley dry. Why had she brought water for her boss, but none for herself?

Federico stepped back, introduced them both.

But there was no need.

Rachel researched everything – the reason she’d got this ridiculous job in the first place – and Gaia was all too aware of who Victoria Cole was, she just couldn’t believe she was the woman who was wearing her dress.

But it did look stunning on her, thought Rachel. The fabric clung to Victoria’s supermodel figure as though the silk was one with her flawless skin.

Gaia seethed in serene silence.

Rachel swallowed.

Victoria gave them all a perfect pearl-toothed smile, then twisted to air kiss a guest on her left – and showcase the plunging back of her gown.

Oh my god. Rachel put her hand to her mouth.

It wasn’t a duplicate of the dress Gaia had been going to wear at all. It was far more dramatic and daring. The front might have been very nearly the same, but the back bore no resemblance: it had been designed to upstage Gaia and steal the spotlight – and possibly her fiancé.






Chapter 3

Dominik wasn’t there to see the apricot dawn kiss the mountains good morning. But Anna was awake, watching the hills come to life in the early spring light. She went to the window, a frame for the ever changing view beyond. A mercurial masterpiece more mesmerising than anything man-made. Today, Derwentwater was painted in a peaches-and-honey palette. At the moment, anyway. It would shift with the minute, time reminding her that nothing stayed constant. The world always moved on.

Downstairs, Anna set the kettle to boil. Dominik’s day had always begun with a cup of black tea with lemon and sugar, and now that was how she started hers, too. She reached for the mug with his initial hand-painted on the side, herbs entwined around the capital letter. Forever inseparable from his garden.

It had been the only element of the hotel that they could wholeheartedly agree on, too. While bedrooms and communal areas were good-natured battlegrounds, and kitting out the restaurant was clearly Anna’s domain, the kitchen garden was a shared passion, and the part of their joint venture where their visions aligned.

She took a sip from her steaming cup, looked out over the box hedges towards the raised beds beyond, bare squares of brown soil at this time of year. It was hard to believe vibrant vegetables had been thriving there a few months before. The cycle never ceased to amaze her, even though the pattern of the seasons was something she was well versed in.

These continually tended patches of earth supplied almost all of the plant-based produce for the hotel’s restaurant, Moy. Anna had come up with the name, which meant ‘mouth’ in Cumbrian dialect, vetoing Dominik’s idea of the Polish term ‘Usta’. A different word, for exactly the same thing. So much of the world was like that: underneath the surface, people’s feelings, hopes and dreams didn’t differ all that much. Since then, she often wished she’d gone with his suggestion, but it was too late for that now. She should have been less stubborn and admitted it was better at the time, that it linked well to the sister restaurant in Buttermere, Hesta, it sounded similar on the tongue; cemented the past as something to be proud of, not a period of time to be pushed aside.

She had the final say, he’d said, she was the one with the restaurant-running experience, the half of the partnership who’d put up the money for their project.

But Anna had long since hung up her whites, she’d passed her Head Chef’s apron to Jackson three years ago now, swapped the buzz of service for the hush of the garden, the precision of the kitchen for the unpredictability of the outdoors. Screened off from the rest of the hotel by the pleached fruit trees that divided the space, it was where she felt happiest. Yes, that plot of land she and Dominik had planted together had become the beating heart of the whole place. And working away there with soil-stained hands, surrounded by all they had built, was when she felt closest to him. Almost content.

Anna pulled her wool cardigan more tightly around herself. Her breath clouded the cool glass, misting the scene before her. Everything could alter in a second. She thought of the hotel. All their efforts so far. It could all be swept away in an instant. Such a delicate balance, a careful equation. Enough customers and the right attitude. Attention to detail plus a dose of pragmatism. She sighed. Always so much to do – a list the length of the lake.

Derwentwater was shrouded in cloud on the other side of the pane: a temperature inversion. Hot air confronted with cold. The beautiful result of normality being turned upside-down.

She wrapped Dominik’s cashmere scarf around her neck as she left their annexe in the grounds of the hotel and headed for the kitchen garden. Productivity was the key. No point sitting there, feeling like it’s all piling on top of me, she thought to herself, keen to make the most of her early start. The sight of a robin resting on top of the greenhouse made her smile. She was never alone on the island, not really. ‘Keeping me company?’ she said, as its chocolate-drop eyes glinted back at her.

Inside the glasshouse, her neat rows and ordered shelves made her feel as though everything was under control. All was as it should be. Whatever was happening inside the hotel, in here, she could find comfort in the way the seasons came around like a clock. Predictable. Each quarter bringing its own set of rituals to keep her busy.

Spring was Anna’s favourite time of year. Sowing seeds her favourite task. Such an optimistic act. The fruit always proof that miraculous things could grow from only a tiny kernel of hope. She needed to start off the sweetcorn and spinach. Plant the parsnips and leeks. She pictured the bright colours of the vegetables that would soon begin to flourish in the soil, as she worked away. Peppers and pumpkins. Kale and cauliflower. Gardening made you look forward to the future, marvel at everyday wonders: the amethyst skin of a ripe aubergine, the ruby-like spheres of sweet cherry tomatoes, rich baubles of beetroot.

And then Dominik was there beside her. She wasn’t sure when she felt his presence, didn’t need to look up from her job of planting chilli seeds in soft compost to know he was there next to her. ‘First time trying to grow these,’ she said with a smile. She pictured the fruit being ready to pick come the summer, as though positive thinking was as crucial as heat and light. Perhaps it was. ‘Hope they’ll be okay in the Lake District,’ she added with a chuckle. The cold, wet climate wasn’t what you associated with exotic chillies, but with a bit of love and a watchful eye, hopefully they’d thrive. Or at least survive. She heard Dominik’s soft laughter as she flattened the compost with her fingers.

Two hours dissipated like mist.

The next time she looked up, she saw Katrine, making her way towards the hotel’s back door, arriving for her shift. Soon guests would start coming downstairs for their breakfast. Anna stood upright, set down her tools. ‘Right, that’ll do for the moment,’ she murmured, though Dominik had already disappeared. Anna started to walk back to the annexe, boot-soles crunching on the gravel path, birds greeting her with a good-morning song.

‘Everyone happy?’ Anna asked Katrine as she passed through the lobby a little while later with a basket of logs.

Her stepdaughter nodded. ‘No complaints so far –’ she flicked back the cuff of her jacket – ‘though it is only ten past nine,’ she added with a grin. ‘The day is young.’

‘Unlike me,’ quipped Anna as she carried the wicker container of wood through to the lounge, though at sixty years old she was fitter and healthier than she’d ever been. In the three years the hotel had been open, she’d spent her days outdoors, keeping both her mind and body busy by striving to get to grips with the rhythms of the garden – a far cry from her previous life where she hardly ever left the stainless-steel interior of Hesta’s kitchen.

Maybe she should have looked up sooner, she wondered as she stooped to restock the log pile by the hearth. Searched for Dominik before. But maybe if that had been the case, they wouldn’t have had the courage to take the plunge and plough their combined efforts into establishing this place. When they’d finally been reunited, time had seemed extra precious, and what better way to spend it than making their dream come alive.

She remembered something from the night before as she stood up and walked back through the entrance hall. Dominik wasn’t around to tell, so she shared her recollection with the next best thing: Katrine.

‘You know, I dreamed we had to paint the whole hotel pink last night.’

A frown formed underneath Katrine’s fringe. ‘I do hope that’s not some sort of premonition,’ she said.

Anna shook her head, thinking of the booking they’d had yesterday. ‘Me too. Can you imagine?’

‘Yes, but I don’t really want to,’ replied Katrine, eyes wide. Being the manager meant being on top of everything at all times, and always anticipating the next issue, big or small. That would be a thousand times worse if this famous guest that was due to come in summer was a complete diva. The excitement that had stirred in her the previous day seemed to curdle in her stomach in an instant.

‘The entire hotel,’ Anna continued, not helping the matter. ‘Every inch. Vivid magenta.’ She chortled. ‘Wouldn’t that be total madness!’

Yet across the ocean in LA, such an instruction would have seemed quite normal to Rachel had it come directly from Gaia’s red-glossed lips. In fact, she was used to turning far more preposterous requests into reality, had got used to her employer’s increasingly outlandish demands in the past six months. Even on a day-to-day basis, Rachel knew that Gaia always needed her hotel suite scenting with three freshly lit rose-petal-fragranced candles, equally spaced, and that a vase of exactly twenty-six cut stems of white floribunda – one for every year her boss had graced the earth – should be displayed in each room, in a precisely described dome arrangement. Gaia was a self-proclaimed ‘English rose,’ and she’d be damned if anyone was going to forget it. But these everyday idiosyncrasies were nothing compared to what she was capable of when the mood truly struck her.

Rachel had heard Gaia wondering out loud whether to have a completely gold-themed wedding when she married Federico the following year, featuring a handcrafted carriage and a specially commissioned thousand-thread carpet, and part of her felt guilty that all of that would be the next PA’s problem. They’d have all of this to look forward to. As soon as the recce to Cumbria was over, then Rachel would be out of there. The new assistant would still have twelve full months to sort everything before the big day next summer. And Rachel would be free, released from worrying about whether a particular make of champagne was the right shade of gold to be served to Gaia’s guests.

The sound of her boss’s voice brought her back to the present. ‘I’m hungry,’ Gaia said, like a two-year-old who’d just learned to talk. They were outside the venue now, standing on the sidewalk, and the early hours air was cool on Rachel’s skin – a welcome change from the false warmth of the afterparty.

Rachel felt her jaw tense with the effort of trying not to scream in response to her boss’s statement. She’d carried a bagful of Gaia’s favourite snacks around for the whole evening, for them all to be refused, and she hadn’t touched a single canapé at the reception or any of the food at the afterparty. Rachel looked at her watch: quarter past two in the morning. Her exhausted brain tried to come up with a plan. She’d thought all that remained for her to do was corral the happy couple into the waiting blacked-out limo and then she could call it a night. She unlocked the phone that was permanently clamped in her hand. ‘I’ll order you something now. Japanese?’ she asked, feeling a rising panic at the probability of finding a vegan sushi establishment still serving after midnight that wasn’t a million miles away from Hollywood Boulevard.

‘Hmmm, I don’t fancy that,’ said Gaia, her pear-drop earrings trembling as though they were the ones in trouble.

Rachel bit her lip.

‘It’s okay,’ said Federico to them both. ‘I know a place that’ll still be open.’

He was a superhero not a movie producer, thought Rachel.

‘They do the best pizza,’ he said to Gaia, as though being able to source one at any time of night was all part of being Italian.

Gaia smiled at him. He seemed to have the ability to please her whatever he said – a power Rachel would never possess.

‘Would you like to come?’ he said to Rachel, his manners as impeccable as his tuxedo.

‘No, thank you, I’ll leave you to it,’ she replied, as Gaia shook her head at her.

As if I’d want to voluntarily extend this night even more? thought Rachel to herself.

‘You can go,’ said her boss, and Rachel felt like doing a fist-pump. Finally.

‘If anyone can make chillies grow in the Lake District, it’s you,’ said Jackson to Anna when they caught up later that afternoon. They were sitting at a table in the restaurant, empty now it was three o’clock and the hotel guests had finished lunch. She and her head chef were updating each other on developments on both sides of the kitchen’s solid stone wall, which separated it from the orchards and growing beds beyond. They discussed planting schedules and crop production, as well as ideas for new cultivations and future recipes.

From the start, Anna’s concept for the hotel’s restaurant was to showcase Cumbrian ingredients in simple yet delicious ways, but Jackson revelled in coming up with ever more exciting twists to delight their diners. Their collaboration continued to go from strength to strength and she couldn’t be prouder of him for all he’d achieved – in fact, she was hardly able to believe he was the same boy that had once railed against Hesta and the style of cooking they employed, before performing a complete turnaround and becoming the best apprentice she’d ever had. She’d never imagined stepping back from the stove before she reached sixty, or that she herself would never cook in the kitchen she and Dominik had created, but there had been something satisfying about handing the baton to the next generation, someone she’d mentored from the start, who’d begun at the bottom at Hesta and worked his way up the culinary ladder. Jackson was innovative and enjoyed experimenting with different flavour combinations and thinking up new ways to celebrate the fresh, seasonal food Anna grew in the garden.

‘But enough about cooking for now,’ said Jackson suddenly, looking up from his scribbled-on notepad. ‘I hear we’ve got a celebrity coming!’ He raised his eyebrows as though that would help elicit their name from Anna’s lips.

‘How do you kno . . . ?’ She trailed off. News always travelled swiftly on the island, as though secrets bloomed in the soil here, bursting forth before their very eyes.

‘Harry told me,’ admitted Jackson with a grimace.

Of course, thought Anna. The two of them had become firm friends; the hotel staff formed a close-knit family, the only people on the island apart from the guests.

‘I won’t say anything to anybody,’ promised Jackson solemnly. He mimed fastening his lips together like he was closing a zip. ‘Katrine’s emailed us all a form to sign this morning.’

Anna nodded.

‘Not that I actually know anything,’ he added with a shrug.

‘We’ve only got a pseudonym so far,’ she replied.

‘And you’ve absolutely no inkling at all?’ he whispered, as though the hotel itself could hear.

She shook her head. ‘I don’t see the point of speculating either.’

‘I just want to know who I’m cooking for.’ Jackson’s eyes shone in the restaurant’s lights.

‘We’ll find out soon enough. But any information will be on a strictly need-to-know basis. And I’m sure I can count on you to be professional.’

Jackson hadn’t let her down once since he’d started as a commis chef at Hesta all those years ago.

‘What happens on the island, stays on the island,’ said Jackson with a mock salute. There was something about the hotel seeming to be removed from everyday life that set it apart from the rest of the world. A sanctuary from reality. It was surely why their enigmatic guest had chosen to come here – wanting somewhere secluded from prying eyes and away from the gossip and chunter of somewhere more accessible.

‘Right,’ said Anna, satisfied. ‘Then let’s get back to these starters, shall we?’ she said, spreading her palms across the scrawled-on menu in front of them.

‘Just one more thing before we do that,’ said Jackson.

Anna glanced up. She had little time for rumour or hearsay. Whoever was coming to visit was no different to the regular guests that usually graced their doors, in her eyes. Everyone deserved the same respect and attention to detail. ‘What?’ she said, letting out a sigh.

‘How are you?’ asked Jackson, to her surprise.

‘I’m fine,’ she replied, so fast he knew it was a reflex.

He frowned. ‘Really, how are you?’ he asked again, refusing to focus on the menu till she looked at him.

Anna swallowed, for there was another big day looming that none of them would celebrate.






Chapter 4

The day broke in great cracks of pink and scarlet; broken-hearted colours befitting the occasion. The anniversary of the event none of them could have seen coming. Here again, another four seasons and 365 turns around the sun later. Three years in total since it had happened.

As the morning sky bled red beyond the mountains, Anna flung back the covers, determined not to feel sad. The hotel was a place of happiness, that was what she and Dominik had wanted right from the start. She didn’t intend her emotions to get the better of her, especially not when the hotel was fully occupied and the restaurant was booked to capacity. People were here to enjoy themselves; her staff were depending on her. There was no way she was going to dampen the atmosphere being maudlin.

The first rays of dawn turned the dust motes in the air to glitter. The garden was calling; nature always knowing when she needed it most. She left her phone on the bedside table, on top of the stack of books Dominik never read, and made her way downstairs.

The stretched-out branches of the trained fruit trees were like arms reaching to envelope her, and the soaring birdsong of the early morning chorus lifted her soul. An hour or so outside, cocooned in the island’s beauty, was exactly what she needed to root her to the present.

‘Oh,’ she exclaimed as she saw a figure in front of her, over by the far wall. Goosepimples prickled her neck: a mixture of the cold air hitting her skin and the shock of seeing someone unexpected in her garden haven.

It was Will from Fell View Farm across the water in Buttermere.

What is he doing here? She usually knew everyone who was booked to cross over to the island each day – staff, visitor or supplier.

He had his back to her, was crouched down on the frost-dusted ground.

She walked towards him, wellies scrunching along the stone chippings, but he didn’t look up, was too busy constructing something on the gold drenched grass on the very edge of the garden.

‘Good morning,’ she said as she came to stand beside him.

He pushed himself to his feet with a huff. ‘Anna, hello.’ His cheeks were flushed a rose colour like the clouds. He indicated the pile of what looked like cedar-wood planks. ‘Um . . . I wanted it to be a surprise . . .’

It appeared as though he’d been assembling something, but she wasn’t sure what.

He scratched his stubbled chin, shuffled his boots on the gilded grass.

‘I was . . . er . . .’ he said, to the espaliered apple and pear trees that surrounded them, instead of her. His blush deepened to match the sky.

Anna scanned the patch of land where they were standing, looking for the answer. This was perhaps the warmest, most sheltered spot on the whole island. Here, protected by the garden wall, was the place where the sun spent the most
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Sometimes a holiday can change your life .






