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			About the Book

			A SUMMER TO DIE FOR

			To Jem Chapman, it’s the chance of a lifetime. An invitation to join an exclusive Hamptons house-share, who could say no? But when she discovers what happened last summer, Jem can’t help but feel a chill.

			A young woman was found drowned in the house’s pool. The housemates said Alice was troubled. She’d been drinking. She couldn’t swim.

			A SECRET WORTH KILLING FOR

			As Jem gets to know her glamorous new housemates, she realises each has something to hide. What really happened last summer? And who would go to any lengths to keep a person quiet?

		

	
		
			For Steph, who liked to read

		

	
		
			Prologue

			The sand under her feet was still warm, but Alice didn’t feel it as she ran. She swiped at the tears as she crossed the beach, leaving the lights of the party behind, glad of the darkness as it swallowed her. When she felt sure she was out of sight, she sank to her knees and sobbed, hugging herself, listening to the drips as they hit the sand.

			Crying in the Hamptons, she thought. This is all I ever wanted. Shouldn’t I be happy?

			But then why had she ever thought she could find happiness here, of all places? The Hamptons. Ever since she was a little girl, that name had resonated with her, a byword for wealth, privilege and a charmed life. In her mind, the big houses on Long Island would be an adult Disneyland where movie stars danced with billionaires and where a little girl from Indiana might meet a handsome prince who would change her life.

			She’d been half right, she thought, wiping her face and brushing herself down. She had paid a small fortune for this dress; she hated the idea of getting sand all over it.

			Heels in one hand, she walked slowly along the beach towards the house. Even though Midsummer’s Eve had passed, the sun had fallen completely beneath the horizon and the sky overhead was speckled with stars. She caught the sweet-harsh whiff of woodsmoke; some kids were dancing and laughing around a bonfire down by the water’s edge, its flames glinting on the ink-blue water. Oh to be that young and carefree, she thought. Instead here she was, standing in the dark, her fifty-dollar mascara running down her face. She stifled a moan, leaning against the rail of the weather-beaten boardwalk leading to the house. Their house.

			Alice knew that she had got married too early. The truth was, she probably shouldn’t have married at all. She had no reason to believe in happy-ever-after, not after her upbringing. Her mom . . . Christ, was it any real surprise that Alice kept screwing up after having her as a role model? The endless procession of men, the revolving-door stepdads, the days and days when Momma was too hung-over or too badly beaten to get out of bed. ‘I can’t help loving all the wrong men,’ her mom had once said. And Alice, still believing in Disneyland, had told her that she would find the one. But Alice had been wrong. Momma never did find a prince. Who ever did?

			Steadying herself, she unlatched the gate and walked through the bushes into the garden. There was no denying that the house looked magical, strings of lights swaying over the deck and two glowing upstairs windows making the weathered clapboard building look like a particularly benevolent pumpkin.

			How could anything in such a fairy-tale castle be wrong? she thought for a split second, before the nausea collecting at the base of her throat reminded her how very wrong things were.

			Shifting her shoes to one hand, she let herself in through the French windows. The doors were unlocked, as they often left them, lazy days at the beach blurring their sense of caution, but still, there was the possibility that someone was home.

			‘Hello?’ she called, listening, her voice echoing around the room. No, nothing but the soft hum of the air con. There was no one here. David would still be at the party; they all would, drinking champagne, laughing at each other’s jokes, smiling politely at boasts about schools and business deals, gasping at the latest gossip.

			She went to the fridge and took out a bottle of vodka. Alice was in the mood for spirits, not the weak fizz they had served at the party. Champagne made her giddy, giggly, but right now she wanted to lose herself completely.

			She dropped ice into a glass and poured a large measure, hissing through her teeth as it burnt down her throat. Maybe she had been too harsh on David. He was a good husband; not perfect and not what she needed, but a decent man. He’d never hit her or lied to her or even asked very much of her as a wife. As for herself, Alice had responded in kind, giving him as little of the real her as she could manage.

			She picked up the tumbler, pressed it against her forehead, taking comfort from the cold, trying to still the noise in her head.

			What had people seen back at the party? she wondered. What had they heard? Was she the one they were all talking about back there, the whispers going from one person to the next, the shame spreading outward like ripples.

			Yeah? Well let them talk.

			She stepped outside; it was too hot in the house, despite the climate-controlled fans, and far too claustrophobic. She wanted to feel the breeze on her skin and look out over the endless sea. She still had that, at least. Maybe she could just jump in a boat and sail away.

			Like you’d ever get in a boat. She could barely stand to be around the pool, never even dangled her feet into the water, not even on the hottest days.

			The noise from the beach was getting louder and a crowd had gathered on the sand beyond the perimeter of the grounds.

			Alice shook her head. She didn’t need that, not tonight; the sights and sounds of young people having fun. Instead she walked to the right-hand side of the house, taking slow, steady sips of her vodka as she went.

			She didn’t come to this part of the property much; it made her shiver. She had successfully avoided the pool all summer, made her excuses when everyone else went swimming, and no one had ever asked why.

			It was enclosed in a walled garden, with tall hedges that shielded it from the rest of the property. She pushed the white picket gate and went inside, shuddering as she stared at the sheet of turquoise water shimmering in front of her. She forced herself to look at it; she wasn’t sure she could feel any more pain tonight, even if the sight of the pool dislodged unwelcome memories. She carefully skirted around the edge of the water, sipping the vodka as she went. It would be so easy just to end it right now, she thought, her eyes focusing on the intense blue. Just one step and a non-swimmer who’d had too much to drink would be gone. That would teach him, she thought bitterly.

			The hedges had muffled the sounds from the beach but she could still pick out the rhythmic beat of drums from the bonfire party, the tempo steadily quickening to a frantic climax that reminded Alice of that day, that crazy afternoon in the rain, the wet cotton sticking to her skin, his hands on her . . . She tipped back the rest of her vodka, closed her eyes and let her hips sway.

			If only all days could be like that, if only she could have the life she had imagined. If only . . .

			Her eyes snapped open when she heard the scrape of the latch, the creak as the gate swung open behind her. Her heart jumped as she turned to face the figure, dark against the inky sky.

			‘Hello, Alice. I knew I’d find you here. I think it’s time we had a talk.’
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			Chapter 1

			‘Skinny macchiato for Jim!’ shouted the barista, holding a white cup aloft.

			Jem Chapman pushed her way through a sea of skinny gym-kit girls and claimed her coffee. They always got her name wrong, even though she came here every day.

			Balancing the drink and a paper sack of groceries, she struggled back towards the door. Although the Blackberry Café was about to close, it was still packed and the only seats were on the sidewalk outside. Brooklyn was buzzing, even this late in the day.

			She put her grocery bag on the last empty table and sat down, glad to finally take the weight off her feet. She’d been yomping around New York all day: a trip to the Metropolitan Museum of Art, then window-shopping on Fifth Avenue before another cancelled lunch date with her husband Nat. Sorry, babe, work thing x was all the explanation she’d got. So she’d meandered back to Brooklyn via Trader Joe’s, swinging by Blackberry on Park Slope’s 6th Avenue in what was coming to be a late-afternoon ritual.

			She watched a puff of steam rise from the top of her cup. The March air had a cold crispness and it was beginning to get dark. When she and Nat had moved to Brooklyn three months ago, she’d been staggered at the vast array of cafés, juice bars and gourmet kitchens catering to the most fashionable tastes of the day. She had decided to try every single one of them. So why did she keep coming back here?

			She turned at a sharp cry. A young mum with a pixie haircut was at the next table, struggling to get her toddler into a stroller without spilling her coffee.

			‘Do you need a hand?’ asked Jem, reaching out to steady the stroller, which was threatening to overbalance.

			‘No,’ snapped the woman, pulling the buggy out of Jem’s reach. ‘I got this.’

			‘Sure, okay,’ said Jem, sitting back. What, did the woman think she was going to snatch her baby? Maybe she did; this was New York after all. London had its share of weirdos, but over here they seemed to make a profession of it.

			The woman turned her back, but her little girl peered around her mother and grinned at Jem, who gave a careful wave. For a moment she wondered why she felt so upset by the woman’s reaction, and then it came to her: this was why she kept coming here. Deep down, she was hoping to make friends. Nat worked in the city and the nature of his job as associate editor on Form, the men’s fashion magazine based in Manhattan, meant he had to stay late at parties and events. The truth was, Jem was straight-up lonely.

			The irony was that it was babies just like this one that had persuaded her to come to New York.

			‘Just think of it, Jem,’ Nat had said. ‘Two years in Manhattan while everyone else is changing nappies in Kensal Rise.’

			And it was true: over the past eighteen months, their friends had all started having children, and those boozy girls’ nights out she’d so loved had been replaced by NCT meetings and antenatal reunions to which Jem was not invited. So why not move to glamorous New York? A Sex and the City whirlwind of cocktails, chic apartments and yellow cabs, where turning every corner would be like stepping onto the set of all her favourite movies: Annie Hall, Desperately Seeking Susan, An Affair to Remember. It was exactly what she and Nat needed. Or at least that was what she had told herself.

			A buzzing in her pocket pulled her from her thoughts. She pulled out her phone: an incoming email.

			We are sorry to inform you that your application for the job as sous-chef at Buckley-Clinton School has been unsuccessful on this occasion. We will keep your résumé on file and contact you if anything suitable arises in future.

			Best wishes,

			Julia Cowen, Catering Manager

			She looked down at the phone, her stomach churning. Damn. The little girl on the next table dropped her brownie on the floor and started crying.

			I know exactly how you feel, thought Jem, shoving the phone back into her pocket and picking up her groceries.

			‘Are you leaving?’ asked one of the skinny yoga girls hopefully, placing her coffee cup on the table to stake her claim.

			‘Sadly not,’ said Jem.

			Rain began to fall from the blanket of heavy clouds above. She gripped the paper sack tighter and strode briskly towards their apartment, a five-minute walk from the café. Somewhere a siren pierced the background roar of traffic, and a yellow flash of taxi reminded her that this city moved so fast, it certainly put a spring in your step.

			She ran up the five flights of stairs to the top floor, glad to be out of the cold. Their apartment was four hundred square feet under the eaves of an elegant brownstone. It was a beautiful building – straight off a Brooklyn movie set – but Jem had preferred the flat they had seen in the less fashionable area of Crown Heights, close to the Botanic Gardens. Yet Nat had pushed for fashionable Park Slope, arguing that New Yorkers didn’t spend much time in their apartments. Easy for him to say, when he spent all day in a huge shiny office and most evenings at glittering parties.

			She dumped the groceries on the tiny kitchen work surface and yanked open the door to the solitary storage cupboard, already overflowing with things she had brought with them from England: Marmite, marmalade, Oxo cubes. She stopped as the sight of a box of PG Tips made her feel almost dizzy with homesickness.

			Here she was in the greatest city in the world, with her smart and handsome husband, and yet she felt as if she was floating in space without a tether. ‘Who’d have thought it?’ she whispered, closing the cupboard door and leaning her head against the cool surface.

			In Cornwall, where she’d grown up, people spoke of ‘that London’ with suspicion, dismissing the capital as too fast, too impersonal, too selfish. But Jem had loved it from the first. She loved the wide-open spaces of the parks, the grandeur of the stuccoed buildings, the red phone boxes, the black cabs, and the blue plaques reminding her how many great people had once lived there.

			Most of all, she loved their home, a two-bedroom terrace in Kensal Rise with a glass extension that made it feel light and airy. Cornwall would always be home, but that cottage was their home, a place crammed with things that made up their history: skis, hiking boots, books, photo albums, furniture they’d bought together from flea markets on the Portobello Road. And then there was all the stuff. Their friends always laughed that Nat was an arch-blagger, an expert at using his charm and status as a style columnist to acquire free clothes, shoes and products. The juicer and the coffee machine jostling for space in the kitchen were freebies, and the spare bedroom was an Aladdin’s cave of things he had brought home like a hunter back from the kill. Jem knew that he was proud of the designer names printed on the boxes and bags; she knew he wanted to show her how far they had come. But she was beginning to think it had been a step too far.

			Emotion swelled in her throat and a single tear trickled down her cheek.

			There was a rattle behind her and she turned, wiping her face with her sleeve.

			‘Hey, babe,’ smiled Nat, flinging his arms wide. Nat didn’t just enter a room; it was as if he had walked on set. ‘Guess who managed to sneak off early tonight? I had a meeting in Williamsburg and it wasn’t worth going back into the office.’

			He threw his arms around her, kissing the top of her head.

			‘I’m sorry about lunch. Editor pulled a last-minute meeting on us. Some advertiser wasn’t happy and wants more editorial. Thought we could go for dinner instead . . .’

			Finally he looked down at her.

			‘Hey, what’s the matter?’

			Jem shook her head and looked away. ‘It’s nothing.’

			‘It’s something,’ he said, tilting her face towards his with a finger under her chin.

			Jem felt a stab of desire, despite herself. Nat was handsome, with high cheekbones, wide grey eyes and a mop of dark bad-boy hair. She had never quite been able to believe that he’d be interested in her, let alone want to marry her – and consequently she had never really been able to say no to him. She pulled away from him and walked over to the window. It was the one advantage of five flights: there was a great view over the trees down the avenue. On a good day, you could even see the twinkle of the river.

			‘I got turned down for another job,’ she said with a sigh, glad to be able to discuss it with her husband. ‘Sous-chef job at the Buckley-Clinton School. You know, the private school on the Upper East Side?’

			Nat put his hands on her shoulders and turned her around. ‘Well, maybe it’s a blessing in disguise,’ he said gently. ‘I know you want to get back to work, but surely you don’t want to go back to working in kitchens?’

			Jem looked up at him and frowned.

			‘It’s what I’m qualified to do,’ she said defensively, thinking about her years working in the restaurant industry, jobs that had led to her setting up a catering business, Sparkling Jems, two years earlier.

			‘Jem, you’re a businesswoman, not a bloody dinner lady, and it’s probably why you didn’t get the job; you’re way too qualified to spend all day making chicken nuggets.’

			‘Goujons,’ she said, with a rueful smile. He was being as supportive as he could be, she knew that, and New York was a big opportunity for him; she didn’t want to look ungrateful. But it didn’t change the way she felt.

			‘I’m good at what I do, Nat,’ she said, looking back at him. ‘The catering company was doing well before we left, people loved my food, so now it’s tough feeling redundant and unwanted.’

			‘You’re not unwanted,’ he said, touching her cheek. ‘You are a brilliant cook. Sparkling Jems single-handedly improved the calibre of west London dinner parties one canapé at a time,’ he grinned. ‘And as soon as word gets out over here about how good you are, you’re going to be run off your feet with opportunities. Good opportunities. But for now, just try and enjoy the fact that you’ve got a bit of time off, and that your husband is making twice as much dosh as he was back in London.’

			He pulled her into an embrace and she let herself relax on his shoulder. Nat had so much natural confidence, Jem felt anything was possible when she was with him. After all, it was how he had persuaded her to come to New York in the first place. For all the appeal of the city, it had still been difficult giving up her friends and her business.

			‘Let’s go and rule the world and have the time of our lives,’ he’d said, taking her hand as they’d boarded the flight to JFK, and she had been light-headed with excitement at the possibilities that lay ahead.

			Thing was, Jem didn’t want to rule the world. She just wanted to have a few people to talk to during the day, and a job, something to occupy herself, that she enjoyed.

			‘I’m lonely, Nat,’ she said, knowing it was the right moment to speak up. ‘And I’m bored.’

			Her husband looked genuinely confused.

			‘How can you be bored in New York City?’

			‘No job, no prospect of a job, no friends,’ she said, ticking the points off on her fingers. ‘I shuffle around Manhattan and back again all day, every day, shopping, killing time in museums – which is costing us a fortune, by the way. You really appreciate the amazing free places in London when it’s twenty bucks a throw over here.’ She hesitated. ‘It’s all so . . .’

			‘So what?’

			She shook her head. Pointless. Empty. Draining. That was what she wanted to say.

			If someone had offered her a plane ticket to London right then, she would have grabbed it with both hands.

			‘I’m sick of waiting around for a job that doesn’t seem to be out there,’ she said quietly. ‘I’ve called every catering firm, contacted every restaurant and there’s nothing out there, not unless you want me at Wendy’s for minimum wage.’

			She expected Nat to get angry, to raise his voice, tell her she was being ungrateful or selfish. Instead he looked at her and smiled. A smile that said ‘I’ve got a solution’. It was one of the things she loved most about her husband: his can-do attitude. In Nat’s mind there was never a problem that couldn’t be solved. He believed in himself, and although Jem sometimes had doubts, he believed in her too.

			‘I got a call from Angela Carter today,’ he said.

			Jem frowned. For a second she didn’t recognise the name.

			‘Todd Carter’s wife?’ he said. ‘Art director, you remember.’

			Jem nodded. She had met Todd at one of the few parties Nat had got her invited to. He wasn’t a suit kind of guy; he had a mop of dark hair and trendy horn-rimmed glasses, but even in his sweatshirt and jeans he still had that polished, preppy look about him. He had at least been friendly to Jem, chatting to her about Cornwall and growing up near the sea.

			‘Todd and Angela rent a beach house in the Hamptons every summer. It’s an amazing place, ocean-front, great location, and they usually share it with three other couples, split the rental costs.’

			Jem nodded, wondering where this was going.

			‘Well, a vacancy has come up,’ he said with a grin.

			‘Vacancy?’

			‘From Memorial Day through to the first weekend in September. Imagine it, Jem: our own beach house for the whole summer. I know how much you miss living near the sea. Well, now you can go swimming every day!’

			Jem knew she should feel excited, but she only felt a rising anxiety.

			‘In the Hamptons,’ she said slowly. ‘Isn’t that going to be really expensive?’

			Nat made a dismissive gesture.

			‘It’s a bargain. The house belongs to Angela’s godfather and he hasn’t put the rent up in a decade.’

			‘But there are going to be other people there?’

			He reached out to stroke her face.

			‘Nice people. Angela and Todd, Joel and Erica, Paul and Rebecca, us. It’s going to be fun. And no more lonely Jem.’

			Jem hadn’t met any of them apart from Todd, and she had to admit she was intimidated by these high-flying society people. Nat seemed to sense her hesitation.

			‘Listen, Angela suggested we meet everyone for dinner this weekend, and you can see whether you like them. But you will.’

			‘And what if they don’t like us? I mean, they’re obviously checking us out.’

			Nat laughed. Confident, reassuring.

			‘Babe, it’s a formality. We’re in. When I told them you were a brilliant cook, they couldn’t invite us fast enough.’

			Jem laughed. ‘The cooking? You didn’t mention my sparkling personality?’

			He pulled her into a tight hug.

			‘And that, of course.’

			He held her for a moment, then stood back and looked into her eyes.

			‘Look, I know this move hasn’t been easy for you. The flat’s small and you’re feeling isolated and – yes – I’m not here as much as either of us would like. But I’m just getting bedded in at the magazine, showing them how good I am, and I’ll be able to take my foot off the gas soon.’

			He turned her towards the window. ‘And look at the lights, Jem! We’re in New York, summer is around the corner and we’ve got a house at the beach. It’s all looking good, right?’

			Jem smiled, carried along by his enthusiasm. And why not? Why couldn’t it be a good thing? That was what they’d come for, wasn’t it?

			She saw their reflections in the dark window. A young couple, arm in arm, in love. Nothing could go wrong.

			‘This is going to be the summer of a lifetime,’ said Nat. ‘Believe me.’

			Jem laughed. ‘Maybe it is,’ she said. And at that moment, she believed it could be.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Her legs didn’t want to work. They were stiff as she climbed out of the cab and shaking as they walked towards Santiago’s, SoHo’s latest fashionable eaterie.

			‘I’m nervous,’ she whispered, squeezing Nat’s hand. ‘Why am I so nervous?’

			‘Because it’s an audition,’ said Nat.

			‘I thought you said we were in. Isn’t this a formality?’

			Her husband shrugged. Even he looked a little edgy.

			‘Yes, well that’s what I thought. But I saw Todd at the gym and he kept mentioning this other couple they’ve been seeing. I don’t know if he was trying to tell me something.’

			Jem looked at him in disbelief, wanting to grab him by the lapels and yell, ‘Now you tell me?’ But they were here, walking into the cosy glow of velvet and gold of Santiago’s. It was too late to back out now.

			Jem took a deep breath and forced a smile as the attendant took her coat. She caught her reflection in a mirror and had to admit she didn’t look too bad. She had never been a glamorous or girlie girl; would choose jeans and a top over a sparkly dress any time, but tonight, her chestnut hair pulled back into a high ponytail and some gloss on her full lips had given her an outdoorsy prettiness. It wasn’t exactly the standard Manhattan look – sometimes she felt as if every woman in New York looked as if they were going straight from the blow-dry bar to a cocktail party – but at least it didn’t make her feel a complete outsider.

			‘Well, maybe it won’t be so bad if we don’t make the cut,’ she whispered more playfully.

			Nat frowned. ‘What do you mean? This is an amazing opportunity, Jem.’

			Jem glanced around to make sure they weren’t overheard.

			‘Twenty thousand dollars, Nat,’ she said, almost laughing out loud at the astronomical sum. ‘Twenty thousand bucks. It’s such a lot of money. I mean, it’s all our savings – for a handful of weekends at the beach.’

			Jem had been incredulous when Nat had told her the price for their share of the summer rental – even if they did get through the audition. He had told her it was a bargain, and by the look on his face now, he hadn’t changed his opinion.

			‘You do know some of these houses cost a quarter of a million bucks to rent for the season,’ he said, keeping his voice low.

			‘Maybe, but that doesn’t stop it being absolutely mental that people are prepared to pay it.’

			The maître d’ was beckoning to them, but Nat held up a finger to him, turning to Jem.

			‘I thought you wanted this too. You’ve been so excited.’

			Jem nodded cautiously. It was true. Ever since he’d mentioned the possibility of the Hamptons house share, she’d spent hours on the internet researching the Long Island towns like Southampton, North Sea and Water Mill, places that looked so chic and stylish, yet sounded so familiar. The sound of gulls wheeling overhead, the smell of salt in the air; she had forgotten how much she missed it. And a summer in the Hamptons would come with all the glamour of Americana that had made her want to come to New York in the first place. But the cost! That one glorious summer could doom them to a tiny top-floor flat forever.

			‘You know I was reading about the Adirondacks the other day,’ she said. ‘You can get a house on the lake with a dock and a boat for a fraction of the cost.’

			Nat shook his head. ‘The Lakes are a four-hour drive away, Jem. We could never get there and back in a weekend. And besides, what goes on in the Adirondacks?’

			She nodded. What he meant was ‘Who goes to the Adirondacks?’ Nat’s reasons for going to the Hamptons were very different to hers; and if she was honest, Jem had to admit they were more practical. It could be a way out of that top-floor flat for them.

			‘Look, I have a job where it’s vital to know people,’ he said. ‘Everyone who’s anyone goes to the beach over the summer, you know that. The best parties are there, the best networking opportunities. This could be a way to move up the career ladder much more quickly.’

			‘I know,’ she said, aware how much his work meant to him. It wasn’t the safe option; it was a risk, it could bankrupt them. But then if they wanted a normal safe life, why come to Manhattan in the first place? ‘I just don’t want us to be disappointed, you know, if they decide to go with someone else.’

			Nat gave her a flash of that smile.

			‘No way are they going to choose someone else,’ he said, taking her hand. ‘Come on, let’s show them what they’d be missing.’

			They threaded their way through the restaurant. Although it was just past seven o’clock, the place was pumping, the bar clogged with scantily dressed twenty-somethings sipping cocktails and picking at green olives the size of ping-pong balls.

			‘Hey, Nat, over here!’

			Todd raised a hand as the maître d’ showed them to a corner booth that appeared to be slightly raised above the rest of the diners. A confident-looking brunette with red lips and big dark eyes stood up and embraced Nat. Nat air-kissed her, then turned back to Jem, giving her an encouraging smile. It was broad and white, but Jem saw a flicker there, a tiny flare of insecurity. No one else could have seen it; no one else knew Nat that well. Her husband was not from a wealthy background; he was a scholarship boy at a public school who’d kept up his work ethic and found himself at Cambridge. He had grown a Teflon coating that eased him through any situation, ingratiated him with every social class, but even Teflon could develop the odd ding and nick. He’d admitted to her once that he’d been taunted at school for being on financial assistance, and how much it had hurt him, and sometimes Jem wondered if everything he did was to prove that he was every bit as good as those from more blue-blooded backgrounds, because their approval still mattered.

			‘Everyone,’ he said, ‘this is my wife Jem. And Jem, this is everyone.’

			He pulled a chair out for her with a flourish of chivalry.

			‘Sit down, sit down, both of you,’ said the brunette, turning to Jem. ‘I’m Angela, Todd’s wife. I guess we’re going to have to be really cheesy and introduce ourselves. Like we’re speed-dating.’

			Angela’s warmth put Jem at ease immediately, and to her immense relief, she felt included – welcomed even.

			‘You know Todd, of course,’ said Angela. Jem nodded and waved at the man with dark hair and black-rimmed glasses. Todd was friendly and was something of a mentor to Nat. They had met the previous summer on a two-week secondment to the magazine’s New York office and bonded over Doctor Who; not that Jem had ever known her husband to have any great interest in the Time Lord, but that was Nat all over: never one to miss an opportunity.

			‘Joel, you go next,’ said Angela, pointing to a man with cropped hair and a thick neck.

			‘I’m Joel,’ he said, raising his bottle of beer. ‘I went to college with Todd, and to school with Rebecca. Wall Street,’ he added, as if that explained everything Jem needed to know.

			‘My name’s Erica,’ said a redhead with a sing-song voice. ‘I’m married to Joel and I work at Elite magazine.’

			‘The beauty department,’ said Angela in a stage whisper behind her hand. ‘If you ask her really nicely, she’ll get you nail polish and UTI test strips.’

			They all laughed and Jem found herself laughing along. An elegant, languid woman with a short blonde bob and a sharper dark suit introduced herself as Rebecca, then turned to her husband. ‘And this is Paul.’

			Jem raised her eyebrows. Paul was telling her he was an architect but not to hold that against him, but she wasn’t really listening; she was noting his Hollywood good looks. Even Nat looked a little shabby next to him.

			‘Well, that’s everyone,’ said Angela. ‘Now’s the time to run while you can.’

			‘We did ask the cab driver to keep the engine ticking over,’ said Nat, but Jem could tell they had passed the first round of the test.

			They ordered food and cocktails named after baseball terms – the slider, the loaded base – triggering a rash of good-natured jokes at the expense of the dumb Brits. Nat gossiped indiscreetly about various celebrities he had met since the move, while Angela took Jem under her wing, giving her views on the latest world events; as a producer with one of the afternoon news shows, she had fascinating insights. Even Rebecca, who seemed the most aloof, was interested in Jem’s talk of home in Cornwall, declaring herself ‘the biggest du Maurier fan’. Just as Jem was beginning to relax, Angela switched to business mode.

			‘So Nat has explained the arrangement to you?’ she said.

			‘Yes, it sounds great,’ said Jem, trying not to sound too eager. ‘Tell me more about the house.’

			‘It’s a five-bed, six-bath place in Wainscott, a five-minute drive from Bridgehampton Main Street, not absolute beachfront, but we have private access. It’s not as fancy as some, but the room sizes are good, the shower pressure is great . . .’

			‘And the company second to none,’ said Todd, leaning across with a wink.

			‘So why doesn’t your godfather use it in the summer?’ asked Jem with interest. ‘If it were mine, I think I’d be there all the time.’

			‘He lives in France.’ Angela shrugged. ‘Bought it years ago, before the Hamptons was quite so fashionable. He cares enough about the house – or should I say about how much it’s worth – to not sell it, but not enough to visit or spend any money on it, which I guess would limit the rental. Anyway, as we’re sort-of family, he trusts that we’ll treat it like our own place and will paint the fence at the end of summer. And for that we get a really good deal.’

			‘And what’s the kitchen like? I’m imagining Diane Keaton’s kitchen in Something’s Gotta Give.’

			Angela smiled. ‘I heard you were a really great cook.’

			‘Well, that’s kind of what I used to do in London.’

			‘Jem had her own catering firm,’ said Nat. ‘They used to do a lot of media events, society weddings, that sort of thing.’

			Jem nodded, although she barely recognised his description. She had been a one-woman operation most of the time and the majority of bookings had been supplying summer parties with tasty buffet food.

			‘I’m no Martha Stewart,’ she said, trying not to blush. ‘And I’m still trying to work out what cilantro is. Do you know, I bought a persimmon in Trader Joe’s thinking it was a fancy tomato.’

			Laughter rang around the table and it was only then that Jem realised how much she wanted this to work. Not just for the beachfront house with the fantasy kitchen, but for the camaraderie and the banter; she felt welcomed and accepted for the first time since they had been in New York. She knew she had been in denial about just how much she had missed having friends, even friends who wanted to talk about breastfeeding. God knows she had tried, joining Pilates classes and hanging around the juice bars of Brooklyn. At the Blackberry Café they still didn’t remember her name, but here, at this table, she felt as if she suddenly belonged.

			Angela put her hand over her husband’s and looked at Nat and Jem directly.

			‘Listen, I think – I hope – I speak for all of the group when I say that if you like the sound of the house, we’d love you to join us this summer.’

			Jem watched them all nodding and felt herself swell with happiness, all thoughts of the twenty grand forgotten. Nat grabbed her hand under the table and squeezed it. She knew he felt it too.

			‘We’d love to come,’ she said, not waiting for Nat to speak.

			‘Excellent,’ said Todd, raising his glass. ‘That’s settled then. Any last questions before we ask you to sign your souls away?’

			Jem frowned. ‘Well there is one,’ she said. ‘Why would anyone possibly need more baths than they’ve got beds?’

			And everyone started to laugh.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			‘You. Are. Kidding me!’ gasped Jem. ‘That’s amazing!’

			They had stopped the car at the gate of the beach house and Jem was getting her first view of their home for the summer.

			‘Nat, it’s beautiful!’

			Looking over the white fence down the long drive, she could see a wide shingle house with dark blue shutters and clouds of white flowers – honeysuckle or possibly jasmine – curling around the porch.

			‘I told you so,’ said Nat with a self-satisfied smile. Jem hooted with laughter and threw her arms around his neck.

			‘It’s so . . .’

			‘I know,’ laughed Nat, reaching across to key in the security code that triggered the automatic gate. ‘It’s pretty good.’

			Jem had to admit she was shell-shocked. She’d never been to the Hamptons before, and the hours – days – she had spent on the internet had prepared her for something beautiful: beautiful people, beautiful beaches and beautiful homes. But she hadn’t quite grasped how manicured and pristine everything looked out here. Every bush seemed sculpted, every lawn spray-painted the perfect shade of green. Even the few parts that looked worn and peeling looked as if they’d been artfully distressed by Hollywood set designers. She had read about the area’s origins as a community of whaling towns and its historical links to New England and Rhode Island, but from its more recent reputation as the playground of the very, very rich she had been expecting something a bit flashy. Instead, the Hamptons just looked, well, perfect.

			Nat parked up in front of the house and they stepped out for a first look at the huge hydrangea bushes and the wide beds of foxgloves and delphiniums. Everything here seemed in bloom, with barely a petal out of place.

			‘I can’t believe we have wangled this,’ said Jem, still stunned by the beauty of the property. ‘I’m amazed all of Todd and Angela’s friends weren’t fighting over our room.’

			Nat didn’t answer; instead he pulled their bags from the boot and nodded towards the house.

			‘Shall we have a look inside?’

			Jem was almost too nervous. It was so lovely from the outside, she didn’t want anything to break the spell.

			‘Apparently Paul is going to be here. He better had be, because we haven’t got a key . . .’ Nat walked up to the front door and knocked. There was no answer.

			Jem stayed on the path, inhaling as deeply as she could, filling her lungs with salt and floral-scented air. The air in New York had been so muggy lately, so stale and lifeless even by the river, but here the light breeze that came off the ocean felt warm and freshly laundered.

			‘Hey, the door’s on the latch,’ said Nat, pushing inside. ‘Come on.’

			Jem crossed her fingers behind her back and followed. Angela had warned them that the beach house was not luxurious. Her godfather had done no maintenance in years beyond a retouch of the shutters in the spring, she had said, so Jem had feared the worst.

			Wow. As she stepped into the huge hallway, the first thing that struck her was the light that flooded in from a skylight overhead. Long before the celebrities and the bankers had migrated to the Hamptons, it had been a community for artists, and Jem could see why: the peachy light reminded her of St Ives in Cornwall, where the sun sank low and late, flooding the town with a warm glow. She immediately felt at home and she grinned at Nat, who had dropped the bags to turn and give her a thumbs-up.

			‘Pretty good,’ he said.

			‘Pretty good,’ she agreed.

			The floorboards were stripped and the walls, perhaps once white, now faded to cream, were lined with framed old maps of the local area. Jem went to inspect one of them, her finger tracing over names like Canoe Place and Indian Settlement, reminders of an even older time before the painters and the whalers.

			‘Let’s look out the back,’ said Nat, crossing the hall to a set of French windows. It led to a wooden deck and beyond it a long garden framed by bushes – and beyond that, the sea. Jem felt her heart jump as she saw the sparkling white and blue.

			‘Hey, guys, good to see you!’

			Jem turned to see Paul crossing the lawn, wiping his hands on the hem of his white T-shirt. She tried not to look at the tan underneath or the bare legs beneath his paint-spattered shorts. He looked as if he was in a Calvin Klein photo shoot. He ran up the steps to greet them.

			‘Summer starts here, my friends,’ he said, winking at Jem. ‘How was the journey?’

			‘Too hot, too long. I think we’ll skip the hire car next time and take the Jitney.’ She nodded at the paint on his hands. ‘You’re painting the fence already? I thought you only had to do that at the end of summer.’

			Paul smiled. ‘Getting a head start. Because I’m an architect, the others think I’m the only one who knows how to use a brush, and it takes longer than you’d think to go all the way around the house.’

			‘Well, we can grab a couple of brushes and help,’ offered Jem.

			‘No, no. You guys settle in. You’re in the blue room,’ he said. ‘Give me a minute to wash up and I’ll show you around.’

			He led them inside to the kitchen, which made Jem almost want to cry. White tile floors, scrubbed oak worktops, gleaming copper pans hanging over a range that looked like the bridge of a steam-punk Starship Enterprise.

			‘You like?’ said Paul with amusement at her reaction.

			‘It’s like I’ve died and gone to heaven.’

			‘That’s good, because I think the most I’ve ever made here is microwave popcorn.’

			He pointed out the pool area, set off to the side of the house surrounded by a hedge; the garage where shiny road bikes were kept; and the all-important wine cellar. Upstairs he opened a door and pointed inside.

			‘And this is your room.’

			Jem had to stifle another gasp. It was larger than their entire apartment in Brooklyn, with French windows that opened onto a Juliet balcony. Not much furniture – just a double bed with a chintzy cover, a wing-backed chair and an armoire – but the eye skated over the details, always being pulled back to the view.

			‘Now that was definitely worth the drive,’ said Nat, hands on hips, looking out of the open windows. Beyond the garden was a stretch of pale sand, then the grey ocean edged with breaking white foam.

			‘Is that really the Atlantic?’ asked Jem. It barely seemed possible that this was the same moody, heaving ocean she had looked out on as a child.

			‘It’s perfect now,’ said Paul. ‘But it can get pretty fresh out there in winter. That’s why the sand is so good; it’s a real ocean beach. A thousand miles south to the Caribbean, three thousand miles east to Europe. There’s a whole lot of nothing out there.’

			‘But what nothing,’ said Jem, looking out towards the fluff of clean white clouds on the far horizon.

			Paul nodded, following her gaze. ‘Yep, I love this place too. Every year I tell myself I’ll try and work out a schedule to only do three days in the office in summer so I can come out here on Thursday night and not go back until Monday, but it never works out.’ He turned to Jem. ‘Of course, you might be able to go one better.’

			‘Me?’

			‘Well, it sounds like you’re pretty flexible about where you work, so if you’re not tied to the city, you could stay all week. We do have the house all summer and I always think it’s such a shame that no one uses it except at weekends.’

			Nat flashed Paul a look and put a hand on Jem’s shoulder. ‘Don’t give her ideas. I don’t see her enough as it is.’

			Jem had unpacked and settled in by the time the others began to arrive. Wanting to make a good impression, she had come armed with the ingredients for iced tea and open sandwiches: loaves of rye bread, ripe avocados and Alaskan smoked salmon. She had guessed right: they all arrived parched and starving after a hot, dusty journey from the city.

			Jem positioned herself on the deck and let it all flow around her. She had never been to boarding school, never set foot in one, but this was a little as she imagined it would be: the clatter of multiple feet running up and down the stairs, the noise of running water from different bathrooms, the excitable babble of new arrivals. A long Memorial Day weekend, the start of term.

			The rest of their new housemates also made themselves busy. Todd fired up the charcoal pit, Nat and Joel went to the supermarket for meat, Paul and Rebecca mixed cocktails that seemed to go very heavy on the vodka, and slowly the light disappeared from the sky, fading to a cool dark twilight that settled in purple streaks over the ocean. Jem could barely believe she had hesitated over coming here.

			When everyone had eaten their fill, the group settled into the blue Adirondack chairs set around the fire pit, Brazilian jazz floating down to them from the house.

			‘I think it’s about time for the first s’mores of the season, don’t you?’ said Todd, producing a cooler bag and a fistful of toasting forks. He speared the first of the pink marshmallows and settled it over the flames.

			‘Jem, grab the Graham crackers and we can start the production line,’ he said.

			Jem had never tasted a s’more before and had to admit that they were terrible for the teeth but delicious all the same. She tucked her feet under her and picked at the marshmallow sandwich contentedly.

			‘So who was it that had our room last year, or was it just the six of you?’ she asked casually. A hush descended around the fire pit and Jem looked up, frowning. ‘I only ask because I can’t believe anyone would want to give all this up.’

			She looked around the firelit faces, but no one seemed to be meeting her gaze.

			‘Another couple joined us,’ said Angela finally.

			‘So what happened? Did they move away from New York? Start a family?’

			‘David didn’t want to summer in the Hamptons this year,’ replied Todd, putting down his toasting fork. ‘His wife, Alice . . . she passed away.’

			‘Oh, I’m so sorry,’ said Jem, her face flushing.

			‘I thought . . . we thought you knew,’ said Todd. Jem looked across at Nat, but he just gave a small shrug. Clearly everyone else had known.

			‘I didn’t know the details,’ said Jem, feelingly horribly awkward.

			‘Alice drowned,’ said Todd gently, grasping the situation and glaring at Nat.

			‘Drowned? Gosh, that’s horrible,’ said Jem. ‘Where? Not at the beach?’

			‘She was found here in the pool,’ said Angela quietly.

			No one spoke, the tension of the moment somehow made all the worse by the incongruous jollity of the jazz coming from the speakers on the deck. Jem was glad her back was to the pool area, otherwise she was sure she wouldn’t have been able to stop herself from staring.

			‘We almost didn’t come back this year,’ said Todd. ‘That’s why it was all a bit last-minute, filling the house.’

			For a moment Jem watched the six faces of her housemates, once confident, now crumpled in embarrassment. She had been to look at the pool when they had arrived, of course. It was set away from the house in a section walled by thick privet hedges. She had even trailed her hand in the water and she remembered how cold it had been, as if no one had been in there for a very long time. Now she knew why.

			‘It was an accident, though?’

			Jem looked around. No one seemed eager to speak up.

			‘Alice was troubled,’ said Angela finally. ‘We all knew that, but I don’t think anyone knew how much. She drank a lot. Last summer . . . well, we tried to help her.’

			‘I told her about a great AA programme in East Hampton,’ said Paul.

			‘Was she drinking by the pool?’ said Jem. She knew she should drop it, that clearly it was horrible for everyone, but for some reason she had to know everything.

			‘There was a big party a few hundred yards along the beach,’ Angela said. ‘The owners, the Dobermans, always invite the neighbours, so we’d all gone down. For some reason Alice came back to the house on her own. The next thing we know . . .’ Angela’s voice started to break up. She puffed out her cheeks. ‘Sorry, I thought it would be easier to talk about . . .’

			Todd leant across and patted his wife’s knee. ‘David, her husband, came back to look for her and found her in the pool,’ he said.

			Jem didn’t need to ask if she had been found dead. The group’s sombre expressions told her how the story had ended.

			‘Most likely she fell in. She couldn’t swim and was three times over the legal limit. It’s not a combination that ends well.’

			Erica sat forward, angrily poking a fork into the dying embers of the fire.

			‘Can we not talk about this any more?’

			‘I think Jem should know,’ said Angela, looking up. ‘We asked David, Alice’s husband, if we should come back this summer, of course. He agreed it was what Alice would have wanted. This was always a house of so much fun and happiness. For all her problems, Alice loved it here. She wouldn’t have wanted it to become the house where that happened.’

			‘I didn’t really know Alice. But I agree,’ said Nat, finally speaking up, glancing around the group for reassurance.

			For a few moments no one said anything. The crashing of the waves seemed louder than they had done even just a few minutes earlier, and a sudden cold gust of wind made Jem shudder.

			‘Not quite warm enough for al fresco drinks,’ said Erica, getting to her feet and wrapping her cardigan around her slender body.

			‘Yes, let’s go in,’ agreed Rebecca, draining the remaining wine in her glass. ‘We should probably unpack.’

			Jem found herself nodding. Suddenly she didn’t feel too sociable.

			Jem went upstairs to her room, taking her glass of wine with her. She shut the French windows and perched on the end of the bed. Nat followed a few moments later and shut the door behind him. He kicked off his shoes and began unbuttoning his shirt.

			‘You look at home here,’ he said. ‘Want me to bring a bottle of wine upstairs?’

			Jem didn’t move or turn her head to look at him.

			‘Why didn’t you tell me about Alice?’ She was trying to control herself; their housemates were on the other side of the wall and would hear a row, and she was so furious she didn’t trust herself not to start screaming. She was angry at him for not having told her, but also hugely let down because what had begun so well seemed to have gone so badly wrong this evening.

			‘You can see why I didn’t,’ he said.

			‘Actually, I can’t,’ she said feeling more and more angry. ‘Aside from making me feel stupid out there, and making everyone else wonder why the hell we can’t communicate properly with one another, I feel a bit uncomfortable with it all, if I’m honest.’

			‘Uncomfortable with what?’

			She looked at him incredulously. ‘With what? With this. The house share. Someone died in the swimming pool just out there. This was her room.’

			‘Which is exactly why I didn’t tell you,’ he said, a little annoyance creeping into his voice. ‘I knew it would give you the willies, make you not want to join the rental.’

			‘Exactly!’ she snapped, then lowered her voice. ‘It would have been nice to have been able to make a bloody choice.’

			‘Listen, I realise it’s a shock,’ he said, sitting down next to her, ‘but you heard what Angela said. There’s no point in abandoning the place. Alice loved it and a lot of people have happy memories here. Yes, it’s a tragedy, but you have to move on. It’s still a great house, whatever happened.’

			‘It’s a great house for you, that’s what you really mean,’ said Jem, surprised at how fierce she sounded. ‘It’s great for you to be around these people, so screw anyone else.’

			‘Thanks for making us all sound such heartless bastards,’ he said, sitting back.

			Jem rubbed her eyes. She couldn’t believe he hadn’t told her. No, the truth was she could believe it; in fact, she wasn’t at all surprised. It was Nat all over – business before anything. They sat in silence.

			‘So you knew her?’ said Jem finally.

			‘Who?’

			‘Alice, of course. You said “I didn’t really know her”. But you had met her.’

			‘Once,’ said Nat. ‘When I came to New York last summer. I went to some party with Todd and met her there.’

			Jem watched his face, trying to picture him at the party, talking to the dead woman, but she couldn’t. That was the problem: so much of Nat’s life was a mystery to her. She knew it was how his world operated, one party after another, Nat charming his way into the good graces of everyone he met, but she still didn’t feel comfortable with it, though she couldn’t say why exactly. Perhaps it was Nat’s blasé attitude to this tragedy. He might have met this woman, but if he was sensitive about lying in her bed – this bed she was sitting on, she thought with a shiver – he had a funny way of showing it.

			‘Tell me about her,’ she said.

			Nat gave a small sigh. ‘She was a bit younger than us, a yoga teacher or something like that. David Holliday, her husband, was a lecturer at Columbia. It was their first, their only, summer at the beach house.’ He shrugged. ‘That’s all I know.’

			Jem paused, trying to picture them, David and Alice, on their first night at the house. She imagined them sitting by the fire, just as she and Nat had done that evening, chatting, laughing and dreaming about their plans for the summer, and felt an enormous wave of sadness.

			‘Does it really not bother you?’ she asked. ‘Being here? Sleeping in her bed?’

			Nat looked down at his hands before glancing back.

			‘I probably won’t be hanging out around the pool any longer than I have to. But think what it must be like for Angela and the others. Of course it’s easier for me, I wasn’t here, but they were. Can you imagine?’

			She closed her eyes, exhaustion taking over. She didn’t want to think about it. Not now and probably not ever. Perhaps that was the only way to deal with it: put it out of your mind. Nat was right: it must be tough for Alice’s friends to be back here. And if they could stand it, she should be able to as well.

			‘I’m going to take a bath,’ she said, walking into the en suite and splashing water onto her face. In the mirror, she could see Nat still sitting on the bed, his expression sad, wistful, his gaze fixed on something outside the window. Maybe she was doing him a disservice; maybe he was as freaked out by this as everyone else.

			She closed the door, turned on the taps and sat on the edge of the bath, listening to it slowly fill. As the water rose, she touched it with her fingers. Hot, just hot enough to stand. She slipped off her clothes, feeling the cool breeze from an open window brush against her bare skin. This was usually her favourite part of the day, slipping into the water and feeling her whole body relax, but tonight she could hear the boom of the ocean, the twenty-million-dollar soundtrack that came with the house. For a second she wondered how many people would love to be in her place right now, at the start of summer, in the Hamptons, in one of the most chic houses on Ocean Road. It was amazing. The house was amazing. Her life was amazing.

			But as she slipped down into the water, letting it rise up to her chin, all she could think about was the swimming pool outside, a plate of glimmering water in the night sky, and Alice Holliday’s body floating lifelessly in the middle.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			Alice wasn’t mentioned for the rest of the weekend. The group went swimming in the ocean and played Frisbee on the beach, and, keen to impress her new housemates, especially after the awkwardness of the first night, Jem cooked. A chicken salad with feta and mint and a yellow watermelon she had found at a roadside farm stall; fudge brownies topped with salted caramel and pecans; sticky ribs glazed in honey that fell right off the bone. She’d made the ribs and brownies many times before – they were a favourite with clients back in London – but the reception from her housemates was even more enthusiastic. Todd was already talking about next year, which made Nat’s face light up like a lantern, whilst Angela suggested that Jem start a blog documenting her cooking at the house.

			‘You could call it “The Beach Kitchen”,’ she enthused, already talking about brand expansion and long-term merchandising. Jem was glowing; she felt the faux pas by the fire pit had been completely forgotten.

			Monday was Memorial Day and everyone had the day off work, even workaholic Joel, who kept muttering that he should make an appearance at the bank but was persuaded to stay by Rebecca. In the evening they’d gone for clam chowder and steamers at Bostwick, a roadside restaurant outside Amagansett, which was humming with new arrivals, the Hamptons’ summer congregation. By the time they got back to the house it was past ten o’clock and drinks on the deck were passed over in favour of an early night. Jem sensed this was a routine the housemates were used to: the last night of the weekend, mentally preparing – anticipating or dreading – for the crack-of-dawn start and the long commute back to the city.

			She herself was exhausted and had fallen asleep quickly – she’d often rolled her eyes when Nat muttered that socialising was draining, but the moment she’d slid between the crisp sheets she was out, only stirring when she reached over to find Nat’s side of the bed empty. The bedroom was dark, just a crack of light coming from the en suite, where she could make out Nat’s outline in front of the mirror.

			‘Wassatime?’ she mumbled, her voice thick with sleep.

			‘Five fifteen,’ whispered her husband, sitting on the edge of the bed. ‘I’ve got to take the hire car back and I’ve got a nine-thirty breakfast with a PR I’m guessing hasn’t got a beach rental this summer.’

			Jem groaned. ‘When do we need to leave?’

			‘Twenty minutes, latest,’ he said, patting her hip.

			‘Can you roll me out in my pyjamas and carry me to the car?’ she said with a sleepy smile. Nat chuckled.

			‘Look, it won’t be this bad every weekend. Next time we’ll get the Jitney. Todd says the six thirty gets you into the city in plenty of time.’

			Jem yawned as there was a gentle knock at the door. Angela peeped in, already immaculately groomed and camera-ready.

			‘Morning, sleepyheads. We’re ready to go when you are,’ she whispered.

			‘I offered them a lift,’ said Nat, turning to Jem. ‘That okay? Angela has to be at work early too.’

			‘Sure,’ said Jem, stretching and sitting up.

			‘Hey, why don’t you stay?’ suggested Angela, taking a step into the room. ‘It’s so early. If you don’t need to be back, I’d enjoy a quiet day at the beach.’

			Jem had to admit that the idea sounded appealing, especially from this position in a warm bed.

			‘Good idea. You can start your blog,’ said Nat, picking up his overnight bag.

			Angela waved to Jem and stepped out.

			‘I think I will stay,’ said Jem, yawning again. With all the excitement of the weekend, she hadn’t realised how dog-tired she felt. For months she had spent most of her days alone, and being part of a noisy social knot where you always had to be switched on had been a shock to the system.

			‘Are you sure?’ said Nat. ‘We can wait for you if you’d rather.’

			‘No, you go. I can try out the Jitney this afternoon. I’ll report back.’

			He leant over and brushed his lips against hers. He felt warm and soft and for a moment Jem wished that he would climb back into bed.

			‘I’ve got the Ralph Lauren dinner tonight, remember.’

			‘Is it going to be a late one?’

			‘I think so,’ he grimaced. ‘Sorry.’

			‘Don’t pretend you don’t love it,’ she smiled.

			‘You get some more sleep,’ he whispered.

			When she woke again, the house was in silence. All she could hear was the sound of her own breathing and the roar of the waves on the shore. She put her dressing gown on and went downstairs. The house seemed cavernous with no one in it, her footsteps echoing from wooden floor to high ceiling as she padded into the kitchen. She went straight to the kettle; still English among all this Americana.

			Out on the deck, it was already beginning to warm up. The Yanks would have dialled up the air con, she thought, but she preferred the feel of fresh salty air blowing into the house and opened the folding door.

			Feeling creative, she rifled around the fruit bowl, pulling out a mango and a blood orange, which she sliced up and mixed into some Greek yoghurt from the fridge. She found a jam jar in the cupboard and poured the yoghurt into it, topping it off with some pistachio nuts and a drizzle of artisan honey she’d found at a farm stand along the Montauk highway.

			There was something about cooking that had always made Jem feel happy. She’d fallen into a career in catering, but really her love affair with food had started many years before. Her family hadn’t had much money when she was growing up, but her mum had always made her housekeeping stretch far enough to put delicious food on the table each night. Jem remembered hearty sausage casseroles, and mopping up the peppery sauce with thick chunks of home-baked bread; sweet fruit crumbles laced with cinnamon and walnuts and made from overripe fruit sold off cheaply at the local greengrocer’s.

			She smiled, wondering what her thrifty mother would think of the $10 bunches of heritage tomatoes, and the kale ice cream stashed away in the freezer. She could hear her mutter of disapproval even across the ocean.

			‘Eat your heart out, Jamie Oliver,’ she said to herself as she wiped a smear of yoghurt from the edge of the jar. ‘The Beach Kitchen is open for business.’

			She pulled her phone out of her dressing-gown pocket and took a photo of her creation. She had to admit it looked pretty good; the clear Hamptons light that flooded through the windows made the image look as if it was straight out of a cookery book.

			After she’d finished eating, she cupped her hands around her tea and wandered outside. The rumble of the sea was somehow subdued during the day, but it was still wonderful to see it smiling there beyond the low line of hedgerow. She took a moment to soak in the view, then turned back to face the house.

			It was impossible not to see the walled garden that winked at her from the corner of her eye, the line of tall hedges that framed the east side of the property. Apparently whoever had owned the place before Angela’s godfather had been inspired by the great English country houses – and for a second, Jem was grateful that this design conceit kept the place of Alice’s death out of sight.

			She’d tried hard to forget what she’d been told by her housemates about what had happened the previous summer, but she could not. With everyone studiously avoiding the subject since it was first discussed around the fire pit, her imagination had filled the gaps, picturing Alice as a lonely figure. She had no idea if that was correct and she suspected it carried with it more than a little projection of herself onto a blank canvas. After all, the only facts she had were that Alice had left the party down the beach and walked back to the house alone.

			Had she had an argument with her husband David? Or perhaps the sheer boredom of being at a fancy event where people looked over your shoulder for someone more connected to talk to had made her want to leave. Jem knew exactly what it was like to feel disconnected at big extravagant parties. The rare times Nat invited her to a luxury launch or a premiere she almost always felt like a spare part; an anonymous invitee no one cared to talk to or even acknowledge, save in reference to her charming husband.

			So into the void she created her version of Alice, picturing her sloping off back to the empty beach house, imagining her pouring a drink to settle her anxiety or annoyance. Was she relieved? Angry? Upset? Or had she simply drunk too much? Jem had been there too; it was all too easy to fill the awkward silences with another drink.

			Morbid curiosity stirred inside her. Gripping her mug a little tighter, she started to walk towards the pool garden, her heart beating faster as she approached it, dew on the grass numbing her bare feet.

			She opened the picket gate and stepped inside. Remove the tragic story and the pool was actually lovely, a quiet and tranquil spot with a small white clapboard pool house strung with fairy lights, giving it the air of an undiscovered enchanted grotto. But it was impossible to remove the story, wasn’t it? Impossible to look at the glassy surface and imagine . . .

			Jem bowed her head instinctively. She hadn’t specifically come to pay her respects to Alice Holliday, but now she was here it seemed like the natural thing to do.

			‘What happened, Alice?’ she whispered.

			The group had said that their housemate was troubled and hinted that her death might not have been entirely accidental, but Jem could only imagine her coming out here to find peace, not to do something so terrible and decisive. At what point did the night turn sour? What had drawn Alice to the edge of the pool? What had made her slip?

			‘Was it a slip, Alice?’ she wondered. ‘Or did you step in?’

			She shivered, feeling suddenly mawkish talking to a dead woman. And a little disrespectful too, her mind added.

			She wrapped her dressing gown tighter around her body and hurried back to the house to dress. She wanted to get away from the house. ‘I’d enjoy a quiet day at the beach,’ Angela had said, but Jem was suddenly claustrophobic. She wanted to get out and fill her lungs with air, so she put on her trainers and went to find the bicycles Paul had mentioned.

			She threw her phone and purse into a backpack, locked up the house and set off down Ocean Road, past the rows of smart houses, long driveways and expansive gardens that, now the weekend was over, were dotted here and there by staff busy with clippers and rakes. It didn’t happen by magic after all.

			She and Nat often joked about the different ways they liked to spend their vacations. To relax from his hectic day-to-day – attending expensive lunches and swish parties, she thought with a wry smile – Nat liked nothing better than to laze by a pool or on the beach. Jem hated doing nothing, preferring to potter around a coastal town or a hillside village. She loved searching out local artisan products; even though she did not have a particularly sweet tooth she had amassed quite a collection of jams and honeys from her travels.

			The sky was a clear blue and a soft breeze took the edge off the heat. She pedalled hard, trying to distract herself from her earlier morbid thoughts. But it was hard going. She had chosen the bike for its cute straw basket, but the frame was heavy and as she approached the village of Bridgehampton, she felt red in the face and desperate for a drink.

			It wasn’t what Jem would call a village, more a collection of galleries, restaurants and high-end boutiques along a quaint manicured stretch of the Montauk Highway, but it was the nearest outpost of retail civilisation to the beach house. As she hit the intersection of Ocean Road and the main street, she spotted a pretty coffee shop, Barb’s Beans, all bleached wood and seaside shabby chic. Perfect; it even had big ceiling fans instead of air con.

			The queue was short, the breakfast crowd gone, the caffeine-hungry commuters departed on the Jitney for the city. Jem ordered an iced latte and a glass of water and couldn’t resist a poppy seed lemon muffin for a sugar fix.

			She crossed to a long bar table at the end of the store and, one hand holding her tray, tried to hook her bag over the stool, but the weight made it tip. Grabbing for it, she watched almost in slow motion as iced coffee went sideways, spilling across the table.

			‘Bugger,’ she said, grabbing her solitary brown napkin, which was wholly inadequate to mop up the lake of coffee beginning to drip onto the floor.

			‘Here,’ said a voice, a hand passing her a wedge of napkins.

			‘Oh God, thank you,’ she gasped, smiling up a fifty-something man sitting two bar stools along. He didn’t smile back at her, too busy airlifting his laptop as the coffee trickled in his direction.

			‘I’m so sorry,’ said Jem, doing her best to staunch the flow. ‘I didn’t splash you, did I?’

			‘Don’t worry,’ he said, standing up and brushing at his chinos with another napkin.

			‘Oh crap, this is totally my fault,’ she said, grabbing more napkins to dab at the man’s trousers. He stepped back with a slightly alarmed look. Obviously, thought Jem, cringing inside. When a crazy woman is pawing at you.

			‘Are you sure it hasn’t gone on your laptop?’ She felt another flutter of panic. It looked expensive; a top-of-the-range iMac she couldn’t afford to replace.

			‘Still working,’ he said.

			‘And your trousers . . .’

			A smile finally crept onto his face. ‘My pants are fine.’

			Jem felt her cheeks flush. There was a quiet confidence about the man that made her more nervous. His crisp off-duty clothes told her this was someone with money.

			‘Look, you must let me pay for dry-cleaning. I don’t have a business card or anything, but I can write down my number.’

			He smiled again and she noticed his blue eyes behind tortoiseshell glasses. He was handsome in a rugged, outdoorsy way, and for a moment Jem was reminded of Out of Africa-era Robert Redford, a little past his prime but still magnetic enough to remind you of it.

			‘It’s fine,’ he said as she handed him back a napkin. ‘Could have been worse.’

			Jem winced. ‘I could have destroyed your computer just when you were putting the finishing touches to the great American novel.’

			‘Chance would be a fine thing,’ he laughed, then looked back at her, making Jem feel as if she were being observed and assessed.

			‘You know there’s a British author, Jilly Cooper, who once left her novel on a bus,’ she said to fill the silence.

			The man nodded. ‘She told me that.’

			Jem’s eyes opened wide as his words sank in.

			‘You’ve met Jilly Cooper?’ she said. ‘How come?’

			‘I’m in the business.’

			‘Publishing?’

			‘I’m a writer too.’

			‘Wow. What sort of stuff?’

			‘I guess you call them thrillers.’

			‘Well, I’ve got time on my hands at the moment; maybe I’ll buy one.’

			‘No, really,’ he laughed, his eyes dancing. ‘You don’t need to buy one of my books just because you’ve ruined my chinos.’

			Jem’s smile faded, suddenly remembering why she was talking to this interesting man in the first place. She began to apologise again, but was interrupted by a waitress bearing a mop.

			‘I’m joking,’ he said. ‘What were you drinking?’

			‘Decaf iced latte.’

			He turned to the waitress. ‘Can you get this lady a refill when you’re done, Em? And another Americano for me.’

			‘Of course,’ said the girl, and Jem noticed the way the young woman seemed nervous and eager to please. She wondered if that was what money did around here. Or maybe it was the twinkle in his eyes.

			‘I’m Michael, by the way.’

			‘Jem,’ she said, extending her hand.

			‘Jem from . . . ?’

			‘London. Well, Cornwall originally. I moved to New York in January; it’s my first summer at the beach. But at this rate I’ll be blackballed from anywhere that sells coffee before the end of my first week.’

			The waitress brought over their drinks and Jem settled back onto her stool.

			‘London’s my favourite city,’ Michael said, sipping his drink.

			‘Really? Why?’

			He glanced at her with bemusement. ‘You really need an explanation? The history, the architecture, the creative energy, the sense of space.’

			‘Ah, an Anglophile,’ said Jem, beginning to relax.

			‘I’m from Boston originally. I think every New Englander has a little place in their heart for the mother ship.’

			‘Where do you live now?’

			‘Here. Just down the road in Amagansett.’

			‘All year round?’

			He nodded. ‘Although God knows why I hang around in the summer.’

			‘What’s wrong with the Hamptons in the summer?’

			‘The people who come to the Hamptons for the summer.’

			‘Ouch,’ said Jem with a wry smile.

			‘Well, at least you apologised,’ said Michael. ‘On the way over here I almost got run over by a gold Bentley with the number plate “PWER HUNGRY”. No irony at all.’

			Jem was laughing out loud now.

			‘I’m not joking, it didn’t even stop. She was so fixed on going to buy her $20 kale and cashew smoothie, while I was almost squashed on the road.’

			Jem noticed the way his eyes crinkled when he spoke. She had a sense he didn’t spend much time with people. Join the club, she thought.

			‘The only time I leave the house in the summer is during the week,’ he said, almost in answer to her thought. ‘Although I guess I should go away myself. Europe maybe, or South America . . .’

			‘Well, when we move back to London, you can do a house swap with us in the summer.’

			‘So you like it here then?’

			Jem nodded, feeling a pang of guilt for admitting how much she had enjoyed the weekend, enjoyed the result of the Hollidays’ absence from the house.

			‘I just need to find a job before I lose my sanity,’ she said, surprised at how much she was revealing to a complete stranger. ‘You never told me what name you write under,’ she added, rapidly changing the subject to something safer. ‘I can download it onto my Kindle for the Jitney ride back to the city.’

			‘Michael Kearney.’

			She swallowed hard, resisting the urge to say, ‘The Michael Kearney?’ He was famous. Well, he wasn’t quite Stephen King or Tom Clancy, but she’d certainly seen his books in the racks in the supermarket. And she’d just offered to exchange their two-bedroom cottage in Kensal Rise with him. He probably lived in one of those massive houses with gardeners on Ocean Road.

			‘So you were writing the great American novel,’ she asked, looking across at his laptop.

			He smiled. ‘Writing, yes. Great, no. I generally work from home, but I’m finding that a little slow going at the moment, so I thought I’d try a change of scenery.’

			‘J. K. Rowling wrote the Harry Potter books in a coffee shop,’ she pointed out.

			‘Lots of authors do that sort of thing. It’s a lonely job. You know your literary trivia,’ he added, smiling.

			‘I’m sorry I didn’t recognise you,’ she said, looking down at her coffee cup. She realised now why the barista had been so attentive.

			‘Perk of the profession, relative anonymity. I can phone up a restaurant and generally get a table, but I’ve never been asked for a selfie.’

			He had a great voice, thought Jem, just enjoying listening to him speak. It was deep and rich and considered; it was the voice of confidence and experience.

			She noticed that he had finished his coffee.

			‘I should go,’ he said.

			‘Sure,’ she said, disappointed. ‘I’m sorry. You know, for disturbing the flow of the writing.’

			‘I wasn’t getting much done.’

			He held out his hand formally.

			‘It’s been nice to meet you, Jem. Good luck with everything.’

			‘And you,’ she said, cursing her social ineptitude.

			He picked up his laptop and got up to leave, and Jem was surprised at how sad she felt to see him go.
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