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Freddie Hunter – talk-show host
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Ron Cox – film director, father of Kurt Cox
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By the time the Land Rover was halfway across the causeway it must have been obvious they were never going to make it. Not at the speed that tide was coming in. Not with that distance still to go. At which point, what do you do? One passing point aside, even at its broadest, the road linking the island to the mainland is only ever about a vehicle and a half wide. Even at its highest, at the lowest tide, the road is only a foot or two above the level of the surrounding mudflats. There is nowhere even to attempt a three-point turn. There is no way you are going to get back to the island in reverse, blind drunk, in the middle of the night, in a borrowed and unfamiliar vehicle.


Behind you, on the island, the party is still going strong, fireworks popping and fizzing. A mile or so ahead you can just make out the silhouette of the village – the orange glow of the harbourfront, a light or two still on here and there in an upstairs window. So what do you decide? Your first instinct is to keep going, to put your foot down. To take your chances at forty, at forty-five, fifty, on this unfamiliar, sinuous track in the pitch dark, the headlights illuminating just one unpredictably curved stretch of the causeway in front of you at a time, black waves already lapping across it, the road ahead rapidly narrowing, disappearing. You could sound the horn, flash your lights wildly – but even if you did manage to attract someone’s attention, even if somebody on the mainland did see you or hear you and call the coastguard, what could the coastguard possibly do, given the speed things are progressing, considering the distances involved?


And then the horror becomes not just what is happening, but how easy it is, numbed and jumbled and fuzzy as you are, to imagine what will happen next. The grimly dawning realization that within minutes the water will be up to your axles, up to your headlights. That at some point, probably sooner rather than later, the engine will suck in water and choke, and the whole vehicle will grind to a halt.


And all this time, the Land Rover’s other occupant is screaming at you from the passenger seat, telling you this is all your fault, demanding you do something, flailing around, panicking.


And it occurs to you that you should call someone, call anyone, but then of course you realize your phone is still on the island, they took your phone, and even if they hadn’t, there probably wouldn’t be any reception out here anyway.


And you wonder how long you would survive out there, in the cold water, in the darkness, if you tried to swim for it, given the time of the year, and the strength of the currents, and how far you are from the shore.


And at some point it dawns on you that whatever you do now, the end result is inevitable.


And at some point it dawns on you that the media are going to have an absolute field day with this.


And perhaps at that moment – but only perhaps, and only for a moment – it dawns on you that this is no more and no less than the ending you so richly deserve.
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Vanity Fair


MURDER ON THE ISLAND


It was the club you’d kill to join; the launch event to which the A-list were dying to be invited. What no one could have anticipated was how tragically things were about to go wrong. In this exclusive investigation, Ian Shields cuts to the heart of the case that baff led the world . . .


The party on the island had been going on for days.


All Friday morning, all Friday afternoon, helicopters had been arriving, departing, circling. Speedboats thumping back and forth across the glittering waves. A steady stream of blacked-out SUVs making their way down hedge-rowed Essex lanes, past bare brown fields and damp black trees, through the narrow streets of the village of Littlesea. At around midday someone counted three Model S Teslas drive past, one after another.


A celebrity wedding, you might have said, if you didn’t know better. Some millionaire’s fiftieth birthday.


All Saturday afternoon, all Saturday evening, from across the water, sometimes louder, sometimes fainter, came drifting the steady doof-doof-doof of distant bass. Here and there over the course of the weekend, in the late mornings, in the afternoons, if your eyesight was good enough or you had a pair of binoculars, you could just make out from the mainland where people had laid big blue and white striped blankets on the foreshore. A head bobbing in the water. A horse kicking through the sand, its rider bouncing along in the saddle.


Now and again, in the evenings, you could make out through the trees the flicker of huge flaming torches, the front of The Manor illuminated in yellow or green or blue. There were even times, if the wind was in the right direction, when it was possible to imagine you could hear the crowd: their cheers, their whoops, their laughter. Their screams.


As well as celebrating Island Home’s grand opening, the lavish event also marked thirty years since the company’s CEO Ned Groom – one of hospitality’s great visionaries – had inherited The Home Club in Covent Garden from his grandfather and boldly set to work transforming it from a dusty and undersubscribed private drinking den for ‘actors, performers and other stage professionals’ into the modishly renamed Home, the most exclusive and talked-about London nightspot of the decade (that decade being the 1990s), whose famous front-door superstars stumbled out of and straight onto the pages of the next day’s tabloids. Kate Moss had her birthday party there several years in a row. Kiefer Sutherland and his entourage were famously turned away one night. The entire cast of Friends took over the roof terrace for their final London press junket.


It was now almost twenty-five years since Ned and his right-hand man, his brother Adam Groom, had crossed the Atlantic to launch their second club, the now-iconic Manhattan Home.


In the years and decades since, the Home Group had become a genuine global brand, a collection of eleven members’ clubs with attached hotel suites, all offering – for a hefty annual fee – the same comforting combination of down-to-earth luxury, effortfully understated cool and absolute privacy to the chosen few. There was Santa Monica Home. Highland Home. Country Home. Cannes Home. Hamp tons Home. Venice Home. Shanghai Home. There were Homes in Malibu, in Paris, in Upstate New York. Each one in a jaw-dropping setting: a former embassy (Shanghai), a grand palazzo (Venice), a deconsecrated cathedral (Cannes), a restored country pile (Country Home, in Northamptonshire; Highland Home, in Perthshire).


Even so, nothing that Ned Groom had ever attempted was on anything like the scale of Island Home. A whole island, two miles across, two and a half miles long, ninety minutes’ drive from London, complete with neo-Palladian manor, acres of woodland and miles of beaches, ninety-seven individual guest cabins, five restaurants, three bars, several gyms, tennis courts, spin studio, spa, sauna, helipad, screening rooms, stables and heated natural outdoor swimming pool. All of it private property, accessible by land only at low tide along a twisting mile-and-a-half-long causeway. Despite the £5, 000-plus-per-night price tag, before a single member had ever set foot on the sand, Island Home was booked solid for an entire year.


It was perhaps only to be expected, given the size of the place, given the ambition of what Ned Groom and his team were attempting, not to mention Ned’s legendary perfectionism, that not everything had gone quite according to schedule. First it had been due to open in the early spring, then the late spring, then the summer, then autumn.


For months, Home had been hiring staff – kitchen staff, front-desk staff, maintenance staff, waiters, housekeepers, a thirty-person events team, an eighty-person security team – and training them all in the particularities and peculiarities of working for one of the world’s most exclusive and discreet cliques, dealing with some of the world’s most particular and precious people.


For weeks, all hands had been on deck, inspecting and snagging and double-checking. To make certain that the cabins scattered around the island – each one composed of vintage timber reclaimed from hundreds of historical wooden barns, huts and sheds the design team had spent years sourcing and acquiring from as far afield as Bulgaria, Slovakia, Estonia – were ready to receive their first overnight guests. To certify that the log-burners were correctly ventilated and weren’t going to suffocate anyone in their sleep. To ensure that all the lights switched on, all the toilets flushed, all the baths ran at the correct, thunderous water pressure, filling each cast-iron, claw-foot tub in under three minutes. To confirm that the winding gravel paths were clear and navigable, whether on foot or by bicycle, electric scooter or chauffeur-driven golf buggy. That sudden sharp drops and deep water and other natural hazards were clearly signposted. That, by the time the first members arrived, all the paint was dry, patches of splintered wood sanded, exposed wires tucked away, and that no one was going to get electrocuted or accidentally impaled.


In retrospect, perhaps any tragedy seems to acquire a sense of inevitability.


‘The final event of the launch, Sunday morning’s brunch, was meant to be the surprise highlight of the entire weekend,’ reports Josh Macdonald, one of six successive head architects to have worked on the Island Home project over the course of its eight-year gestation. ‘Ned was in an expensive arms race with himself – each new Home club had to outdo the last, with at least one extraordinary feature that made it unique: the Perspex-bottomed rooftop pool in Shanghai, the glass cube bar inside the ruined chapel at Highland Home. This time it was the underwater restaurant, Poseidon.’


The idea, says Macdonald, was inspired by a place where Ned had dined in the Maldives: ‘There’s a bar and an entrance at beach level with a view out across the water, over towards the mainland. When it’s time to eat, you cross a polished concrete bridge and then walk through a tunnel and down some steps and find yourself emerging into this vast room, like a giant fish bowl. In the middle of the room is the kitchen and bar, surrounded by tables and chairs, and out through the windows all you can see is the sea,’ Macdonald explains. ‘Shoals of mackerel. Clouds of blue jellyfish. The undersides of boats. The sunlight playing on the waves overhead. Ned wanted all that to be the last thing that guests saw before leaving the party, to ensure a truly lasting impression of Island Home, which everyone would be talking about for weeks to come.’


He certainly achieved that.


According to those who were there, the question most members were asking as they filed into breakfast on that final morning of the three-day party, nursing their hangovers, was: where was Ned? Usually at a launch like this he was omnipresent, telling jokes, making sure everybody was having a good time. Six foot four and solidly built, a former rugby player, a qualified barrister, he had a booming voice and a raucous laugh you could hear wherever you were standing in the room. Now, remarking on his absence, guests found themselves wondering aloud about the last time they had spoken to him. Speculating where Ned might be, gossiping about the events of the night before and the night before that, tucking into their egg-white omelettes, green juices and turmeric lattes, on the lookout for familiar faces, it was some time before anyone noticed anything peculiar out there in the water, beyond the curved plate-glass windows.


It was the sun breaking through the clouds for the first time that grey autumn morning that did it, sending a shaft of light into the gloom of the seabed, illuminating what had previously looked like a cluster of rocks, an indistinct shape in the water.


‘That was when diners began leaving their tables, started wandering over to the window, pointing at it,’ recalls one Home member and party guest, who has asked not to be named. ‘People were laughing and joking. We thought it was a Land Rover publicity stunt and people were impressed, especially as the car was upside down, and about twenty feet underwater, wedged against a big rock. What a way to get us to sit up and take notice! Everyone was asking how they had got it down there, how long it had been submerged.’ Then, she says, people started to realize what was inside the car. Then, she says, someone started sobbing.


Shortly afterwards it was announced that a body had been found on the island.


And that was when the party of the year turned into the murder mystery of the decade.









Chapter One


Thursday Afternoon


Jess


She had made it.


That was what Jess kept catching herself thinking.


Head of Housekeeping, Island Home. Her name was Jess Wilson and she was the new Head of Housekeeping for Island Home.


She still couldn’t quite believe it.


It had all been a bit like a dream, the past week. First the phone call from Home’s head office, offering her an interview – after all those years of applying. All those years of hoping. All those years of being told they would keep her CV on file.


Then the interview itself, down in London, with Adam Groom, Home Group’s Director of Special Projects, the second most important person in the whole company. Her sudden panic about what to wear, what to say.


It would be hard to exaggerate how much she had wanted this, or for how long. Growing up where she had, in Northamptonshire, just down the road from Country Home, she could remember driving with her parents past that long drystone wall, glimpsing through the trees the glinting waters of the estate’s private lake, peeking through the front gates at the long straight drive up to the Elizabethan manor house, experiencing a little thrill every time, trying to guess what it looked like inside. Hearing a helicopter passing overhead and wondering who was on board. Reading about Home in magazines, as a teenager, imagining what it would be like to work there, to be part of something like that.


There was still a very small part of Jess that worried this was all going to turn out to have been a terrible mistake. That she was going to get to Island Home only to be told they’d looked into her references and discovered her to be an imposter. That as soon as she opened her mouth everyone would immediately know – new haircut and new clothes notwithstanding – that she was just not cool enough to work somewhere like this, would never fit in, was not what they had been looking for at all.


That was certainly the impression she had carried away from her interview.


It had taken place at Covent Garden Home, Jess shifting forwards and backwards in an armchair that was slightly too low for the table, conscious that the straining button on her new blouse was in serious danger of popping open, trying to assume a position that looked relaxed yet eager, attempting to work out what to do with her elbows. All the advice her friends had given her about this interview and all the pep talks she had given herself on the journey felt suddenly irrelevant and absurd when faced with an obviously hungover Adam Groom eating a full English.


Between wincing sips from a Bloody Mary, he had squinted at her printed-off CV for what was evidently the first time, telling her random things about himself whenever he glanced up from his scrappy bit of paper, and addressing her chest throughout. The only mention made of the distance she’d travelled down from Northamptonshire to meet him in person was when Adam remarked that the hotel she currently worked at – The Grange – was just down the road from Country Home. ‘I know,’ she had told him, smiling. ‘I’ve actually applied for jobs there quite a few times . . .’ Eight, to be precise. She would have said more about why, perhaps added something about how much she admired all that Adam and his brother had achieved with Home, what a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity working at the launch of one of their clubs would be, but as she was in the middle of talking, Adam had called the waitress (young, slim, pretty) over to ask for a bit more ketchup, and Jess had trailed off.


All the way home on the train – that long, expensive, unreimbursed train journey – she’d been kicking herself for all the stupid things she’d said, all the opportunities she’d missed to sell herself, all the things she would say to Adam if she was being interviewed again now. All the things she would not have said. Knowing that this had been her big chance and she had fluffed it.


That night she had received a phone call asking her whether she was available to start immediately.


‘Of course,’ she’d told them, not even really thinking until she got off the phone – it was so unexpected, the whole thing – what a bombshell this was going to be to her current employers, her colleagues, her friends. Not until even later did it occur to her that she had never asked why her predecessor had left so suddenly, what kind of arrangements, if any, had been made for the handover.


It was hard to believe that had only been a week ago. The past few days had been manic. Frantic shopping expeditions, the last-minute haircut she was not quite sure about (a feathery shoulder-length bob the hairdresser told her would be easy to manage, but was actually impossible to style into anything other than a bird’s nest by herself), a moment of panic late the previous evening when it had looked as if her suitcase wasn’t going to close. A couple of days’ induction at Home’s head office in London. The kind of restless night you always have before a big day, waking before your alarm goes off.


And now here she was, having waited on the mainland for the causeway to become passable, crossing it in a chauffeur-driven electric Land Rover Defender with two other new arrivals, both Littlesea locals, all daunted, all trying very hard not to show it. She would surely never forget that first sight of the road emerging from the sea, surprisingly winding, alarmingly narrow, the way the piles of rocks on either side of the track appeared first, then within minutes the wet surface of the road itself was shining in the early afternoon sunlight, clumps of seaweed still stranded across it in inky scribbles, the island a hulking outline on the horizon.


She would have been a fool not to be a little nervous. How different all this would be from The Grange, the hotel at which she had worked for so long, with its acres of tartan carpets, its formal dining room complete with bow-tied waiters, the saloon bar with its golfing prints, the little plastic bottles of lily-of-the-valley toiletries, the lingering smell of disinfectant in the corridors. How weird it was going to be to move from somewhere so familiar, where she knew everybody, where everybody knew her, to somewhere completely new, completely strange.


It was a bright October afternoon, the cloudless blue sky criss-crossed with vapour trails.


As the wooded island ahead of them loomed ever larger and wider and darker, Jess tried to make out all the different buildings and features that had just been described in their induction. The Manor, or at least a windowed turret of it, was visible first, peeking out amongst the tips of the pines. Then, as they got closer, she could make out their destination: The Boathouse, a two-storey weathered wooden building a hundred metres from the end of the causeway, with an adjoining large car park full of glossy black SUVs next to a glass-fronted reception area where members collected their cabin keys, deposited their phones for the duration of the stay, and sipped champagne in front of a blazing fire while they waited for a porter in a golf buggy. Next to that, further down the pine-lined beach, was a concrete and cedar single-storey building jutting out into the water – this, Jess supposed, was the undersea restaurant Poseidon. Beyond that she could make out a steep road disappearing up a sharp slope into the woods.


This was not the landscape she’d grown up with, but she could see its beauty, even – or perhaps especially – at this time of year. The pale slender trunks of the silver birches. The fierce glow of the beeches. The yellow bursts of gorse and broom. The dark pebble beaches. The white stretches of sand. Springy thickets of sea buckthorn. Banks of browning bracken. The autumn sunlight sparkling on the waves.


For the most part – and for obvious reasons – the cabins and their terraces were arranged so they weren’t easy to spot from a distance, from the water. The spa and tennis courts were on the far side of the island, close to the old listed water tower that was now a revolving Italian restaurant, near the sailing and water sports facilities and the staff accommodation (not visible from the water either, and where about half the island’s employees – Jess included – would be based, the other half arriving each morning from the mainland). It was funny to think how strange all this felt to her now, and how familiar it all would be in just a few days’ time. Her Home.


The people were going to take a bit of adjusting to as well. The Head of Membership, Annie Spark, for instance, an extraordinary vision with waist-length Jessica Rabbit-red hair, in a bright pink jumpsuit, high-top trainers and huge gold hoop earrings, who had greeted her at The Causeway Inn, the seventeenth-century harbourside pub overlooking the exact point the causeway met the mainland, acquired by the Home Group (Annie had explained) as somewhere members could sit and enjoy one of a range of fifteen local ales and ciders or a bite to eat while they waited for the tide to turn and the road across to the island to become passable.


In one of the downstairs bars – a room with a sea view, arranged with low, mismatched vintage armchairs, a pair of crossed logs smouldering in the fireplace – Annie had talked them all through the itinerary for the weekend.


Tonight, Thursday, there would be an intimate dinner for a select five guests in The Manor, hosted by Ned Groom. Annie had listed the members invited. Jess felt her heart jump. All around her, fellow newbies tried to keep their expressions neutral. It had already been underlined, both at interview and in a stern aside from Annie, that you would not last long at Home if you were the kind of person who was easily starstruck.


It had also been made very clear, when she had accepted the job, what a privilege it was as a senior member of the team to be allowed to keep a phone on her while she was working. Indeed, on her arrival at head office, she had been given a brand-new work iPhone and instructed to keep it with her, charged and on at all times, in case she was needed. She had also been told, very firmly, never to take it out when a guest was there – just as all the arriving staff had been instructed to keep an eye out for any member who’d failed to surrender theirs on arrival.


‘This is one of the few places in the world,’ Annie had reminded them, ‘that most of these people can eat a meal or have a drink or just sit around doing nothing and be absolutely confident no one is going to snap a picture of them doing it. Try to imagine what that feels like. Just try to imagine how much you’d be willing to pay for it. And that’s why any member you see with a phone in their hand – because, believe it or not, they’re not immune to the urge – is off the island, immediately, their membership cancelled. And that’s why none of our waiters, waitresses, bar staff or housekeeping crews are allowed mobiles either.’


She could do this, Jess told herself. She had been in hospitality ever since she left school – before, if you counted that first weekend job, making beds in a local B&B. She’d spent ten years at The Grange, steadily working her way up to Housekeeping Manager. She had always got on with her team, always taken pride in her job. She could do this. People were people. Guests were guests.


The rest of the invitees – Annie had reeled off more names, some familiar, some Annie obviously expected to be – would arrive in carefully coordinated waves from Friday morning onwards, and there was a packed schedule to keep them occupied all the way through to Sunday afternoon: boat trips, horse rides, brunches, lunches, dinners, movie screenings. Every cabin would be occupied, every guest one of Home’s most valued members. Nothing – Annie’s tone was gently emphatic, her expression encouraging – would be too much trouble.


While she spoke, Annie’s phone kept pinging and ringing. Every so often she would inspect it and smirk or frown. The instant the induction was over, she had it clamped to her ear and was talking loudly in a bright voice before she was even out of the room.


How Jess envied Annie her confidence, her air of unflappability, the boldness of her style. All that scarlet hair, gathered in a twist over one shoulder, the heavily kohled and fringe-framed eyes. Those great crimson talons. Perhaps it was easier to be confident when you were as tall as Annie was – six foot something, easily. Jess wished she had introduced herself a bit more forcefully, or that she had been brave enough to put her hand up during Annie’s talk and asked just one of the hundreds of questions she had about this island, this weekend, this job.


She was going to need all the confidence and boldness she could muster to get through the next few days.


‘Nearly there now,’ their driver – he wore a tight blue polo shirt and mirrored sunglasses – announced over his shoulder. He gave a little tap on the horn as they neared the end of the causeway. Someone emerged from the glass-fronted Boathouse holding a clipboard, and waved.


This was it.


If only her parents could see her now, Jess thought. All those girls at school.


There was no doubt that this was the opportunity of a lifetime.


Now all she had to do was stick to the plan.









Annie


It could be brutal, this job.


‘My darling, my angel, my love. You know if there was space, I would have you here in a heartbeat! No, no, don’t cry . . .’


For months now Annie Spark had been having conversations like this, or avoiding them. For the past week her phone had literally not stopped ringing from the moment she got up in the morning until she crawled into bed at night. The texts. The Instagram DMs. The voicemails. The texts to see if you had got their DM or had a chance to listen to their voicemail yet. The emails to see if they still had your mobile number right.


At the last count, there were five thousand, seven hundred and sixty-one Home members worldwide. There could only ever be a hundred and fifty of them, give or take, at a launch.


The invitation to Island Home’s Halloween weekend opening party had been couriered to the chosen few on 14 August. For weeks before that, Annie had been adding names, rethinking, removing, making the final adjustments. As soon as the coveted gilt-edged cards had been sent out, nestled in custom monogrammed cashmere bathrobes and silk pyjamas, she braced herself for the onslaught. Annie occupied an odd space in members’ minds – a hybrid of super-fixer, paid best friend and put-upon PA. Somebody you could stay up until 2 a.m. drinking espresso martinis with, someone on whose shoulder you might cry in the midst of a bitter divorce. But also the person you’d bitch to if you couldn’t get three extra friends into Malibu Home for drinks on Labor Day. Or shout at if the roses in your room were droopy, or the table you’d been given on the rooftop in Venice Home was draughty.


When people began to realize they hadn’t made the guest list, they went into overdrive: unexpected dinner invites, insistent suggestions of a quick drink, questions about when would be a good time for a quick phone catch-up all started to roll in. PAs – or lower-tier members pretending to be the PAs she knew they couldn’t afford – began emailing ten times a day just to check there had not been an administrative error, some sort of oversight.


She did have sympathy for these people. She couldn’t have done her job if she didn’t. But equally she couldn’t have done her job if she let herself be swayed by that sympathy. Her loyalty was to Ned and she knew that he trusted her implicitly to make decisions in Home’s best interests. Take, for instance, this actress Annie was on the phone to now, as she paced up and down the cobbled harbourfront outside The Causeway Inn, huge emerald green duvet coat pulled tight around her against the chill October air, smoking first one cigarette and then another.


At the other end of the line? Ava Huxley. British actress, auburn-haired, startlingly thin, Kylie-tiny, next-level posh. Once hotly tipped, she had one very well-regarded Sunday night costume drama on the BBC, then a couple of British thrillers that had not done much at the box office, then starred as a lady serial killer in an HBO series in which she murdered, amongst other things, an American accent. If Ava had applied these days she probably wouldn’t even have been accepted for Home membership – not that anyone who applied to be a member ever really got rejected. Those who did not quite make the cut instead got placed onto a permanent waiting list, queueing in a line that never moved, stuck (as Annie thought of it) in celebrity purgatory. And why was that? Because if this job had taught Annie anything, it was that you could never tell when a career might take off or be revived, and you didn’t want anyone holding a grudge as well as an Oscar.


Even with all that in mind, Ava Huxley was currently nowhere near the level of success that would get her invited. This was not Annie being mean, it was simply the harsh reality of the situation.


Although she would never have remembered it, neither did it help Ava’s cause that she’d been the last interview Annie had conducted before she jacked in her job as a celebrity writer to join Home. A cover feature for OK! – Ava grudgingly fulfilling a contractual obligation to a perfume brand she was the face of – the actress had arrived late and flustered for the fifteen-minute slot, answered every question in a snotty monosyllable and then stormed out angrily muttering something about feminism, after Annie, scratching around for a topic that might engage her, had enquired where her shoes were from. Annie had then been forced to craft a twelve-hundred-word profile piece with precisely thirty-two words from the talent, twenty-three of which were no. ‘Not your finest work, Spark,’ was her editor’s offhand verdict, before she cut it down to a single paragraph and ran an ‘Ava Huxley in One Hundred Dresses’ picture special instead.


Ned had offered Annie the job as Home’s Head of Membership just a few days after the debacle, and it is no exaggeration to say Ava was the reason she’d accepted.


Annie had always been obsessed with shrugging off her utterly unspecial, perfectly pleasant, suffocatingly suburban upbringing and accessing the glossy world of the beautiful, talented, famous few. She had never really interrogated why proximity to celebrity was so appealing – in fact, the only thing she had ever really questioned was why you would not want to be surrounded by stars. But with no discernible skills in that direction – she couldn’t act, dance, sing or play anything at all, although she had tried her best – she decided simply being around them would do. Now she knew there were any number of jobs that got you close – agent, assistant, stylist, florist, masseuse, clairvoyant, life coach, dog walker – but brought up on a diet of Heat and Hello!, journalism was the only way in that she could think of with the talents she had available. What nobody had told her – what was not at all obvious from the outside – was that although an interviewer did get within touching distance of the beautiful people, the beautiful people considered the press an ugly, irritating imposition, to be grimly tolerated at best.


At first it had winded her, how mean they could be. That instead of hanging out on red carpets and being on first-name terms with her subjects, Annie was patronized and ignored, reprimanded and ranted at, treated as if they’d just peeled her off the bottom of their high heels, as if she personally had been following them around shoving a camera in their faces, rifling through their bins or hacking their phones. All those junkets she’d been sent on back in the late nineties at the start of her career, often in a suite at Covent Garden Home, those awful awkward chats, with the agent or press officer lurking in a corner the entire time, ears pricked (‘Oh don’t mind me, I’ll just be here on my laptop, hardly even listening . . . Excuse me, NO! That topic’s off limits. And that one. And that one’). It had shocked her how dull they were too – that people with such astonishing lives were so crushingly bland, had so little to say, so few opinions and anecdotes and interesting quirks (now she knew, of course, that the person she was sent to meet was often as much of an invention as the one she’d seen on screen).


By the time Ned called to offer her the job, this job, she’d simply had enough – the idea of being the person calling the shots, of being the one they sucked up to, or bothered to engage in conversation with at the very least, was simply too tempting. Ava clearly had zero recollection of an event that had changed Annie’s career path entirely. Funny how life turns out, she thought as she listened to Ava explain, between sobs, that she’d had lunch with a gang of other actresses and they’d got talking about what they were going to wear to the Island Home launch and she had somehow, mistakenly, could-you-believe-it, how-did-it-happen, given the impression she’d be there too.


‘I mean, I don’t know what I was thinking, of course I was never even expecting to be invited in the first place, why would anyone invite me to something like this, I would be embarrassed to be invited probably, assume you had made some terrible mistake, but – I’m such an idiot – I think I might have accidentally given them the idea I was coming – please, please, please could you make an exception as I am just so mortified?’


Annie suppressed a sigh. At least the Americans were upfront. Brits could be absolute torture. Was this an all-girls boarding school thing, this performative self-flagellation? Or was it somehow part of your contract with the public, as a British actor or musician, that if you did make it big you had to pretend like the whole thing was some sort of embarrassing accident?


Ava was still talking.


Passing one of the bow windows of The Causeway Inn, Annie glanced in at the lounge bar, where three of her team were sitting around on sofas, hunched over their laptops. She tapped on the window. They all looked up, saw her, and smiled. Annie crossed her eyes, pulled a face and gestured at her phone. Then she cleared her throat, firmly.


‘I’m sorry, Ava. There’s nothing I can do. But do let me take you out for lunch next week and I promise to give you all the gossip.’


There was no need to be any ruder than the situation demanded. After all, there was still some slim possibility that, via some hard-to-imagine sequence of events, Ava Huxley might succeed in reigniting her career, that she might even become one of those members Annie spent her time chasing after and buttering up, rather than vice versa. Ava had better hurry, though, Annie thought. If she remembered rightly, she would turn forty next month.


No sooner had Annie hung up than another incoming call immediately lit up her screen.


Fuck’s sake. Jackson Crane’s PA. No doubt calling – for the third time that day – to update Annie on her very famous, very important client’s progress, his estimated time of arrival, to confirm when dinner was scheduled that evening, to triple-check that Jackson and his wife Georgia had been given separate cabins (they were always given separate accommodation when they stayed at Home, with no questions asked or eyebrows raised). And just as she had on the first and second calls, Annie reassured the PA that both Jackson’s and Georgia’s rooms would be set up to precisely the specifications outlined, down to the exact number and type of bottles in Jackson’s drinks cabinet and the exact brand of activated charcoal on Georgia’s bedside table.


She would get all of this right, as she always did, as Home always did – but there was more to a successful launch party than inviting the Very Important People and making sure they had everything they needed. There was an alchemy to it, just as there was an alchemy to who was accepted as a Home member in the first place. In some ways this was very complicated. In some ways it was very simple.


No wankers.


That was Ned’s sole directive, the sole criterion he had offered Annie when she accepted this position, when it came to how to decide who ought or ought not be accepted for membership. No wankers. On Ned’s confidence in her ability to understand that instruction had rested Annie’s entire career at Home. Wankers was, for Ned, a broad and varied category. It included – for starters – all bankers, all consultants, all lawyers (even though he had for several years worked as a barrister himself). Nobody barking into their phone about being the CEO of an app while tapping away ostentatiously on their laptop. Bad behaviour in the clubs was fine, encouraged actually, it just couldn’t be naff. He never wanted to see an oligarch waving a platinum Amex, ordering a bottle of chablis from the bottom of the wine list and asking for a few ice cubes in it. Because even though that would undoubtedly have kept huge amounts of cash ringing through the tills in the short term, those sorts of overpriced hot-right-now joints had an in-built expiry date. Home’s long-term reputation lived or died on an ineffable, unforced cool – and on the quality of its members.


Obviously, one needed to be at a certain level of wealth to consider joining – but essentially, although a good deal plusher than its original dusty incarnation, Home was still intended as a place for artists, dreamers, creators, performers. That was Ned’s vision. Just look at the five members he’d invited for dinner tonight. One major Hollywood star and his highly successful actress wife. One of the most recognizable (and expensive) artists in Britain. A transatlantically visible talk-show host. A hot young film producer, and son of one of the most famous directors of all time. Forget Gandhi, Jesus and Oscar Wilde. This was the stuff of which dinner party dreams were made. And she, Annie, had arranged it, got to sit in, make small talk. Instead of pre-agreed monosyllables spat out at junkets by celebrities who would rather be anywhere else, she got to hear what Jackson Crane really thought about working with Christopher Nolan. To hear what Georgia’s guest appearance on the Chanel Haute Couture catwalk felt like. To understand first-hand how hard it was on live TV to coax an entertaining anecdote out of, say, a Formula One driver. What Elton really asked for in his dressing-room rider.


And all five of them, no matter how celebrated, were probably a little bit excited about it too. But not one of them had any idea yet, the slightest inkling, what was in store for them tonight, what Ned was planning.


It could be pretty brutal, this job.


Annie absolutely loved it.









Nikki


It had been clear that Ned Groom was revving up for a tantrum from the moment he’d arrived at breakfast.


‘Big day today! This lot had better not fuck it up,’ he’d barked, with a jut of the chin in the direction of the waiters bustling nearby in stiff denim aprons. ‘Got that?’ he added, to the one nearest to him, smiling warmly when the boy nodded in answer, clapping him on the arm, telling him he was sure he wouldn’t be letting anyone down.


Joking. Joking. Not joking. Joking. That was how it worked, with Ned. Everything was a joke until it was serious. Everything was serious until it was a joke.


Their table – their regular table – was right next to the building’s vast picture window. Ned sat down. He glanced briefly through it to the wildflower meadow beyond, the grass still frosted where the shadows of the trees fell, the mist still lingering in the hollows of the ground. He adjusted his napkin on his lap.


‘Now then, Nikki, what’s on the agenda?’


Nikki ran her boss through the morning’s diary between sips of green tea – final meetings, before the first members were due, with the head chef, head barman, head gardener, spa manager, design director and events team. When Ned’s attention turned briefly to the menu, she discreetly dashed off a three-word email with them all on CC: Warning! Bad mood.


‘I need everyone to be match fit. Biggest opening in the history of Home, this. Certainly the most bloody expensive. It needs to be perfect,’ he said, draining the first of many coffees, dabbing at his lips with a folded napkin. ‘Any word from my brother this morning?’


Nikki looked at her watch. It was 6.45 a.m.


‘En route by now I think. I’ve asked him to call and let me know when he’s on the causeway.’


Adam should be on his way, even if he had not yet texted to tell her so. Or replied to either of her texts checking in. She had booked the cab for him, put the pick-up and the driver’s number in his diary, texted last night and again this morning to remind him when it was coming. All he had to do was wake up and clamber into it and fall asleep again. Adam could surely manage that, couldn’t he, on a weekend as important as this one?


Just as every morning for the past month, Ned and Nikki were the only diners in The Barn – the most casual and relaxed restaurant on the island, with its rustic-luxe decor, its couches, its all-day breakfast menu from which you could order a full English for dinner should you so desire. Nikki had ordered the Bircher muesli, Ned the eggs Florentine. Alerted by their snotty wobble, Nikki could tell from about ten feet away (easily) that Ned’s yolks were undercooked. She tried to signal to the waitress bringing over the plate – with a quick grimace, a sidelong glance, a meaningfully raised eyebrow – that she should abort her mission, but the waitress was oblivious. She placed the plate in front of Ned. Without even bothering to prod the eggs with a fork, let alone take a bite, Ned wordlessly lifted up his breakfast with both hands, rotated his torso ninety degrees and let the plate drop to the floor. He was very particular about his eggs, Ned Groom. He was very particular about lots of things, although Nikki was sure it had never been quite this bad before.


‘Why don’t we head over to The Orangery?’ Nikki had suggested, gently shooing the shell-shocked waitress away from the mess before Ned could stand up and start the inevitable dressing-down. ‘You have a meeting with the head chef over there in fifteen minutes – he makes the best poached eggs anyway . . .’


As personal assistant to the CEO of the Home Group for nearly a quarter of a century, Nikki Hayes could always tell when her boss was taking a leisurely run-up at a screaming rage. The jerks in his neck muscles, the involuntarily jaw twitches, the way he fiddled with the bezel of his platinum Rolex. When it was finally unleashed, that temper of his, he could change the air pressure in a room so quickly it would give you the bends.


In the end it was the design team who really got it.


Their 9 a.m. meeting was meant to be Ned’s final tweaks to the island’s refurbished neo-Palladian manor: this lamp-shade is wonky, that bolster would look better over there, swap those Damien Hirst spots for this Tracey Emin squiggle, that sort of thing. Instead, it had turned into a ceremonial defenestration of underwhelming antiques. Nikki winced when – as his opening gambit – Ned lobbed an art deco vase out of the open first-floor window, then watched aghast as he jumped up and swung on the crystal chandelier to demonstrate that it was hung two inches too low.


‘Where did you get all this stuff?’ Ned demanded to know. ‘Are you all just lazy and stupid, or are you taking the piss? Contemporary vintage, that was the brief. What have you come up with? Third-tier National Trust property. Suburban hoarder’s front room. Your dead nan’s house. How much did all this crap cost me and what fucking idiot signed off the spend on it?’


Nikki took a deep breath. He wasn’t expecting an answer, of course, but all seventeen pairs of eyes were silently pleading with her to say something, anything. ‘Well, actually Ned,’ she replied, scrolling through emails on her iPad, ‘It says here it was you . . . About a week ago, I’m sure you said this was your favourite room on the island . . . Perhaps the light in here looks different today? I think that armchair might have been over there . . .’


She trailed off. Ned, as usual, continued as if no one had said anything at all.


‘I asked for statement pieces. STATE-MENT PIE-CES. What statement is this fucking thing making, exactly?’ Ned yelled at the top of his voice, wrestling an oval gilt-framed oil portrait from the wall, holding it at arm’s length for inspection, pulling a reasonable facsimile of the expression worn by the scowling dowager it depicted, and sending it sailing out of the window with a flourish and a shrug.


How many of these scenes had she witnessed? Nikki wondered. How many of these little performances?


All of this gone, that was what he wanted. These knickknacks. That rubbish. Move this Louis Vuitton trunk-cum-coffee table over there. Get rid of all the art, put a Keith Little nude over the fireplace. Think about the overall effect you’re trying to achieve here, for God’s sake. It’s not rocket science. Do I have to do everything myself?


The director of design, a slight man with a silver-white ponytail and cricket jumper knotted around his shoulders, was discreetly rubbing his jaw where he had, some moments earlier, taken a leather-bound volume of botanical prints to the chin. Nikki had watched as he silently picked it up and gently placed it back on the coffee table while Ned continued his rant.


She felt for all of them, gathered in The Manor’s drawing room, then kept waiting for an hour and a half, excited and nervous to show him their handiwork, this being their job, their career, something they had spent years working towards and dreaming about, only for Ned to storm in and immediately start screaming – literally screaming, little flecks of spittle arcing through the air, face puce. Screaming at people who had worked with him for a decade. Designers whose first project at Home this was. Underpaid assistants who had been working evenings, weekends, developing ulcers trying to keep up with Ned’s demands, his brainwaves, his abrupt reversals of opinion. Seventeen professional people who seemed unsure whether it would be better to jump forward and assist with the casual vandalism, or remain where they were and avoid making eye contact.


Nikki did respect her boss, but it could be exhausting, all this. Just because Ned’s rages were frequent, short-lived and utterly indiscriminate – as likely to be triggered by an undercooked egg as a million-pound overspend – it did not mean they did not also upset people. Because really, isn’t that what power is? A middle-aged Rumpelstiltskin, jumping up and down, visibly out of breath, swinging on a chandelier, and no one daring to laugh. A grown man so cross with an oil painting of an old lady he looks as if he is about to burst the buttons off his shirt, and nobody daring to suggest he might be overreacting just a little.


There was one poor girl at the back, nibbling away on the skin of her already gnawed cuticles, pulling with her teeth a single strand of nail on the edge of her little finger in an effort to stem the tears. She must be new, poor love, to be taking it all to heart like that. If you worked at Home for any length of time, after a while you became accustomed to the outbursts, got used to not letting it get to you, stopped taking any of it personally. The rages, the rants, the rows? It was all part of the legend, wasn’t it? Ned Groom the visionary stickler. The volatile genius who had built an empire on taste. The man who could make a career if he chose to (or kill it stone dead on a whim). Nikki had seen him throw a decorative paperweight through a plate-glass window, three feet from a cleaner’s head (days before the launch of Country Home). She had seen him waving a kitchen knife within a few inches of a porter’s face (Highland Home’s opening night). On her own first shift at Covent Garden Home all those years ago, as a timid little coat-check girl, she had watched him literally roar at a receptionist for fluffing a member’s last name.


The thing you had to admit, though his delivery could do with some softening, was that he usually had a point. If those yolks had landed on a member’s table they would have been sent back. Once the details in this room were tweaked to his exact specification, it would undoubtedly look a million times better. And Nikki also knew – they all did, with the possible exception of the poor girl at the back of the room – that after he had vented, Ned would forget about the chandelier and the vase and the art. Everyone would get their slap on the back and their bonus, and get complimented for being a good sport.


‘You!’ Ned hissed, looming over the terrified five-foot-nothing assistant. ‘You look like you’ve got some taste – unlike this fucking guy.’ He jabbed his finger accusingly at her boss. ‘Did you not at any stage feel compelled to point out that this looks like the aftermath of a bar brawl in a junk shop?’ She looked pleadingly over at her superior, who simply shrugged apologetically. Ned looked from one to the other, then back again. No one spoke.


‘Right,’ said Ned, shaking his head, a slight smirk playing around his lips. ‘Who’s going to show me the library, then?’


Nobody looked very keen to show Ned the library.


Nikki excused herself at that point, pointing at her phone and miming making a call. The first floor of The Manor was a series of high-ceilinged rooms with sweeping views out to sea, with restaurants and bars and a glass-roofed orangery on the floor below. She walked along the oak-panelled corridor, peering either side into the various opulent snugs, then down the sweeping central staircase. In the soaring entrance hall, a few of Annie’s membership team were huddled around the front desk, flicking through members’ headshots on their iPads and giggling, while barmen criss-crossed the room carrying boxes of vintage Krug, doing their best to dodge housekeeping who were enthusiastically hoovering the Persian rugs and dusting the pair of stuffed flamingos that flanked the entrance.


It was slightly chillier outside than the brightness of the morning sunshine suggested. Nikki checked the time. Was it too soon to text Adam again? Or to call him? He was Ned’s actual brother. He should be there, dealing with all this stuff too, soaking it up, helping smooth ruffled feathers. ‘Adam,’ she sighed into his answerphone, the third message she had left this morning. ‘Adam, can you text me an ETA please? Ned was expecting you an hour ago and he is . . . not in the best mood.’


Turning back towards The Manor and surveying the smashed and scattered antiques on the lawn and in the flowerbeds and on the gravel path beneath the window, she sighed. Well at least that was out of the way now – on a day such as today, it was not a question of if Ned was going to explode, it was when, and how much damage the blast would do. Exactly, Nikki often thought, like her mother – which was probably why it simply washed over her most of the time.


What a revelation, what a relief it had been to realize, at the age of about twelve perhaps, that her mother’s tempers were not actually something you could prevent. That no matter how quietly you walked or how carefully you cleaned up after yourself, or how studiously you tried to avoid attracting her attention, she would always be able to find something to lose her rag about. That did not make it any more pleasant to be in the eye of the storm of course, but what it did mean was that you stopped internalizing any of it.


She heard a slam, looking up to see the girl who had been blinking back tears upstairs run out of The Manor’s front door, skidding to a halt when they locked eyes. Nikki smiled and beckoned her over. ‘I’m sorry, I should know this, but there are so many people on this island – what is your name?’


‘It’s Chloe,’ she said, almost whispering. ‘I’m sorry. I’m really sorry. This is only my first month here. I was so excited. I thought I would be really good at this.’ She sniffed. ‘Do you think he’s going to fire me? Should I try to apologize?’ Nikki put an arm around Chloe’s shaking shoulders and gave her a squeeze. No, she thought, you’re safe. He doesn’t often sack the pretty ones. He even joked about it, paraphrasing a pretentious and long-sacked Home architect: ‘It’s like William Morris said, Nikki, right? Have nobody in your Home you do not know to be beautiful or believe to be useful.’


As it happened, Nikki was quite aware that her own looks were one of the reasons she’d been a fixture at Home so long. That wasn’t arrogance, it was simply a fact. Because if there was one thing a modelling career – even one as short-lived as Nikki’ s – gave you, it was independent confirmation of your attractiveness, a clear-eyed sense of the doors that it opens and the problems it brings with it.


Nikki was also extremely good at her job.


She enjoyed it too, mostly.


Because if Ned could be vicious sometimes, he could also be incredibly generous, remarkably thoughtful. Some of the birthday and Christmas presents he had given her – ‘Sorry for being such an arsehole the last twelve months’ – had been ludicrous. The wardrobe in her little Victorian terrace in south London was stuffed with expensive apologies: Celine bags, Louis Vuitton boots, Hermès bangles. Ned could be funny and charismatic too. His impressions. His turns of phrase. He was the kind of person you had to literally beg to stop, because you were laughing so hard you couldn’t catch your breath. Chloe would see all that eventually, if she stayed at Home.


‘Oh sweetheart, don’t cry. You’ve done an incredible job, your team – I mean, look at this place! It’s beautiful.’ They both looked up at the perfectly symmetrical house with its imposing Corinthian columns, the honey-coloured stone dripping with the wisteria that Ned demanded be stapled to the front a week ago, at astonishing expense.


‘Deep breaths now though, back in the room – go and ask one of the barmen for a brandy to calm your nerves – Ned will notice if you’re gone a long time and he won’t like it. He wants people who work for him to have a thick skin, to be able to take a joke. We’re all tired, all on a short fuse. It’s nothing personal. He’s always like this in the run-up to a new club,’ she reassured Chloe, the usual platitudes, the familiar excuses, tripping easily off her tongue.


But even as Nikki was saying it, she knew that wasn’t quite true. Ned was different this time. His anger less focused. His triggers less predictable. His patterns of behaviour, the swoop and swerve of his annoyances, far more erratic.


Maybe that was what it did to you, buying an island.


Maybe he was squirming, mentally, under the pressure of how much this place and its redevelopment had cost, how much it had been delayed. The endless emails from contractors demanding payment, the legal letters they’d started getting from suppliers. Ned the perfectionist ignoring them all and spending more money Home did not seem to have getting the details just so.


Maybe.


What Nikki was sure of, when it came to Ned, was that something was spiralling seriously out of control.
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