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  For Ollie.




  You’re golden. My son and my sun.




  





  Chapter One




  ‘We are not breaking up.’




  ‘No? What else do you call disappearing halfway round the world for half a year without the person you’ve spent nearly half your life with?’ Rowena Tipton did her best not to

  let the tears drop from her lashes, but her voice sliding up to soprano was just as telling.




  ‘Not a half-measure?’ Matt tried joking, before seeing the look he knew all too well that told him now wasn’t the time. He rubbed her hands which always felt so small in his.

  ‘I call it a new beginning.’




  ‘But why do we need a new beginning? We had one eleven years ago. I like our middle.’ She hiccupped, letting her hair blow in front of her face as she stared back at him with

  her soulful dark brown eyes – ‘doe eyes’, he’d always said – willing him to see reason. But the omens weren’t good. It would be so much easier to talk him out of

  this notion under a whimsical blue sky, clouds frolicking in the wind above them and daisy chains round their wrists – it would mean her cleavage was out for a start. He could never get his

  way against that. But she was wrapped and swaddled, and the weather was as bleak as his words, the sky as grey as an old towel, the ancient oaks that stood around them like elders still bare and

  budless. Everything seemed lifeless and spent. She strained to hear the first birds of spring on their return migration, scanned the clodded ground for flowers, but the daffodils had made a poor

  showing this year, the bluebells not yet pushing their sharp green tips above the earth. It was mid March but nature seemed suspended. The dormancy had a scattering effect every bit as effective as

  a gunshot and the park was deserted, driving families inside to huddle round the last of the winter fires and leaving the unseen sun to slip from the sky for another day.




  Matt tucked her hair behind her ear, his hand cupping her head so that she could rest her cheek against his palm. His tone, when he spoke, was calming, his eyes steady upon hers. ‘Because

  our middle is flabby. We’re in a rut, baby. We need to freshen things up.’




  ‘Which is code for “see other people”, you mean?’




  ‘No, that is not what I mean. This is not a break-up, Ro.’




  ‘What is it, then? You have to call it something. It’s not something without a name. Nothing’s anything without a name. I mean, how will I explain to

  peo—’




  ‘It’s a pause.’




  She blinked at him, her lashes dewy with poised tears. ‘A pause?’




  ‘Before we commit to each other for the rest of our lives, it’s a pause, an opportunity for us both to be selfish for the last time.’




  ‘But I like being unselfish!’ she wailed.




  Matt nodded, as though he’d predicted every one of her responses. ‘I know you do; it’s one of the things I’ll miss about you. But I also want to miss you, Ro. I

  want to feel that –’ he shrugged, reaching for the word ‘– I don’t know, that yearning for you again, and I can’t if we’re lying together in the same bed

  every night and sitting on the same park bench in the same park every Sunday morning.’




  ‘So you have got tired of me.’ The wail was replaced with a wobble.




  ‘No!’ he laughed, exasperated. His hand dropped from her cheek and he sat back, draping his arms over the bench and looking out over the Ham corner of Windsor Great Park. The wind

  blew Ro’s tangled not-brown, not-blonde hair across her face again as she studied his profile; it was a face she knew almost better than her own, the one that had excited her when she’d

  seen it for the first time among the university library stacks, the one that had soothed her when she hadn’t got the 2.1 she’d craved (and needed) to win a scholarship on the

  post-graduate photography course that was otherwise financially out of reach, the one that made her laugh with its impressive eyebrow flexibility . . . How could she not see this face – those

  blue eyes with the halo of fire round the pupils, the crooked smile that veered left, the cleft chin she could almost rest her thumb in, and that thatch of almost-black hair – for six

  months?




  He looked back at her and for the first time what she saw in that familiar face frightened her: certainty. He was going to do this. He was going to go.




  ‘I could never tire of you. I’ve just tired of our routine. We’ve been doing this for too long already and we’re only just thirty. We’ve been together since uni and

  I don’t really know life without you. I don’t know who I am without you. You’re the love of my life, Ro, but we met too young.’ He stroked her cheek tenderly. ‘I need

  to do this. I want to be away from you specifically so that I get to come back to you. I want us to fall in love all over again – do you see?’ His eyes searched hers, trying to

  see if she did, but it was hard to see anything behind the tears. Panic was overriding everything.




  ‘No, I don’t see! I don’t understand why you want to go back to the “getting there” phase when I already love you.’




  He shook his head. ‘You’re not hearing me, baby. I want us to fall again, get back that feeling of running off a cliff and realizing we can fly! I fell in love with you eleven years

  ago, and I am deeply in love with you now, but everything’s too . . . cosy. I want us to shake everything up, refresh the page, come back to each other with passion. I mean, who said

  you can only fall in love with someone once?’




  ‘Because that’s how it works. Nobody falls in love twice.’




  He dropped his dimpled chin. ‘Is there a law against it?’




  She knew he was taking the mickey out of her, puncturing her earnest words with a faintly mocking, bemused smile. ‘There’ll be some law of chemistry or something that says once a

  chemical reaction has occurred, it can’t be repeated. It either mutates into something else or just . . . dies.’




  They stared at each other. Neither one of them had taken chemistry beyond GCSE.




  ‘And what if you meet someone else?’ Her voice sounded hollow and small, scarcely up to the task of articulating such an apocalyptic thought.




  ‘That’s not going to happen. The whole point of this, Ro, is that I’m wanting to rediscover you again.’




  ‘But what if you change while we’re apart? Or I do? Or we both do?’




  ‘We’ve been together our entire adult lives already. You really think that much can happen in six months?’




  ‘Famous last words,’ she muttered, watching a red deer graze nearby. She felt Matt take her hands in his again. She looked back at him.




  ‘Ro, I don’t want that to happen, and I don’t think it will – on my life I don’t – but if we’re meant to spend our lives together, we’ll pull

  through this.’




  ‘So you’re saying it will be difficult.’




  He rewarded her with a crooked smile. He’d never won an argument against her yet. ‘I’m saying it’s not going to be easy. The reality is, I’m not going to be able to

  call regularly, maybe sometimes for a few weeks at a time.’




  ‘A few weeks?’ she spluttered.




  ‘I don’t think mobile reception is all that great in Cambodia. Anyway, that could be a good thing! We speak probably twenty times a day, but when did you last feel excited to see

  that it was me on the line? Or actually not hear what I was saying because you were listening to the sound of my voice? You always used to do that, but now we just talk about cleaning the fish tank

  or covering the bay trees before the frost. I want you to be desperate to get my call, like you used to be. I want you to blush when I see you naked, just like you did first time round.’ She

  saw a small light ignite in his eyes at the memory. ‘We can get all that back, Ro. This six months is just an adventure that’s going to bring it all back.’ He winked at her.

  ‘It’s sexy, I reckon.’




  Ro blinked at him in disbelief. ‘Six months’ enforced chastity is sexy? Are you mad?’




  ‘Just think how mad for it you’re going to be when I get back.’ He smiled. ‘You’ll be ripping my clothes off.’




  She pouted, but her eyes were dancing. ‘You could just play a little harder to get. You don’t actually need to fly all the way to Cambodia to force me into making the first

  move.’




  ‘You know I can never turn you down,’ he said, his finger tracing down her nose to the tip. His eyes locked on hers. ‘I want you disoriented and desperate without me.’

  She saw the smile twitching on his lips, the look of conspiracy in his eyes. He was joking and yet she could see that the idea of her unsated lust appealed to him.




  ‘I already am.’




  ‘Now multiply it by six months.’




  She swallowed. The thought of even a weekend without him was unbearable.




  ‘And then when I’m back . . . straight to Happy Ever After.’




  Ro looked away. His words hurt to hear – he knew the weight they carried. He knew he was all she had – her family, her love, her best friend. But he was going anyway. He cupped her

  cheek with his palm again and made her look back at him.




  ‘That’s a promise, Ro. This isn’t just about six months off from the rat race. I’m going to take this time and think of a way of asking you that shows you exactly what

  you mean to me. You deserve more than just a bended knee.’




  ‘A bended knee would do me fine.’ After eleven years, frankly a plastic ring and a train ticket to Gretna Green would pass muster.




  He shook his head. ‘Think bigger. Let’s not settle for this.’ He gestured to the park around them, distant cars stopping for the occupants to take photographs of the herds of

  deer grazing by the road, the tower blocks of Roehampton peeping through the tumbling grey clouds. ‘I’ve got grand plans for us, Ro. I don’t want there to be anything humdrum

  about our lives. Let’s take this six months to stretch and really wake up. You’ve got that wedding in New York in a few weeks, anyway. It’s your first overseas commission. You

  never know – it could be the start of you taking the company international! Or transatlantic at least. Why not? Think big.’




  Ro rolled her eyes and huffed crossly. He wouldn’t be saying this if he’d met the bride. He’d never leave SW14 again if he met her.




  He hooked his finger under her chin and made her look back at him. ‘I know that look. Stop being so stubborn. You need to set up the company properly. The website’s too slow, for a

  start. This is your chance to really focus on getting everything just the way you want it. By the time I come back, you could have the company in a completely different place. I’ll be

  refreshed, and we’ll both have our eyes wide open again. We’ll be unstoppable.’




  Ro had lost. She knew she couldn’t talk him out of this. He had played his trump card – promising to propose – and what was she going to do, anyway? Not wait for him? As

  if.




  Slowly she gave a small shrug. What else could she do? ‘Well, it doesn’t look like I’ve got much choice, does it?’




  He swooped down and kissed her gratefully, his fingers winding through her hair as jubilation slowly began to give way to lust.




  ‘Let’s go home,’ he said in a low voice.




  ‘Already? But I thought we were having brunch at—’




  ‘I fly out on Tuesday, Ro.’




  Ro felt her stomach lurch. This Tuesday?




  ‘Shh, shh. I didn’t want to upset you even a week longer than I had to. But six months off from this body is going to drive me almost out of my mind,’ he murmured, running his

  hands up her waist. It was true. What she lacked in height or athletic prowess, she made up for with a naturally curvy, soft pin-up figure. It was camouflaged in her signature boyfriend jeans, but

  gave a knockout punch in dresses at the almost constant stream of friends’ weddings. Even now, after over a decade together, when their sex life had cooled to several degrees below simmering

  and could justifiably be called ‘regular’, Matt couldn’t walk past her in just her underwear. Could he really do without her for all that time?




  She saw the same doubt in his eyes as his hands traced the contours he knew so well. Muscle memory alone led him around her, knowing exactly where to skim and where to pause and explore.




  He grabbed her hand and pulled her up to standing, kissing her more passionately now. When he pulled back, Ro felt her stomach flip to see his eyes so clouded with desire. ‘Home. Now.

  I’ve got forty-eight hours to stock up on six months’ worth of you.’




  Ro giggled delightedly as he suddenly pulled her into a fast run back towards the shiny red Polo parked at the bottom of the hill. Maybe he was right. Maybe it was working already. If they were

  missing each other before they were even apart, this could be the making of them after all. Six months from now, she’d be Mrs Rowena Martin and they’d both have what they wanted: Matt

  his bright new beginning, her the happy ending.




  





  Chapter Two




  ‘Look at me, please . . . And just one more,’ Ro said from behind the camera, her right hand making tiny micro-adjustments on the lens until she found the pin-sharp

  focus she was looking for on the bride’s face. Not that this bride lacked focus. This was a million-dollar wedding if it was a cent, and Ro had several times glimpsed the veins of steel that

  had bagged this bride her groom – most recently, dressing down her own father through gritted, whitened teeth for standing on the hem of her dress.




  Outwardly, everything was as perfect as a Martha Stewart set: the twelve bridesmaids were all dressed in blue-sky silk columns and pearl chokers, with buffed shoulders and upswept hair; the huge

  potted blossom trees were in full bloom, the aisle densely carpeted with pink petals; and the guests had, thankfully, all honoured the cream dress code. Ro had been grateful to have the camera to

  hide behind as she’d snapped away in the bridal suite before the ceremony, shocked and embarrassed by the no-knickers (full Hollywood) look the bride was working under her modest tiered silk

  mousseline dress by Vera Wang. Personally, Ro gave them eight months. She didn’t see this couple getting to a year, not judging by the way the groom kept looking over at the maid of

  honour.




  She walked slowly round the Waldorf Astoria ballroom, her camera dropped by her side as she watched the guests; some were still seated at their tables, but most were beginning to get up and

  mingle again, and the room was starting to throng. She guessed they were mostly around her age, possibly slightly younger – late twenties, rather than early thirties. There wasn’t a

  baby to be seen anywhere, though they may have been banned – probably had been: this bride didn’t do ‘messy’ or ‘unscheduled’ – but she had clocked a few

  bumps. They were likely all still in the throes of wedding fever, that time in their lives when they went to five or six weddings a year as friends and acquaintances jumped on the merry-go-round

  and life seemed like one long party lived out in a marquee and pretty dresses.




  It was interesting seeing the differences to the British weddings she usually covered. She’d never photographed an American wedding before. The commission for this had come through the

  bride’s sister, who’d been a bridesmaid at a wedding Ro had covered in Dorset ten months earlier. She’d taken Ro’s card after seeing her signature colour-saturated filters,

  which lent each image a dreamy, nostalgic vibe. The most obvious difference between the Atlantic cousins was the men all wearing dinner suits rather than morning suits – the strong black and

  white stamping effect looked great through the lens – and the bridesmaids all looked a lot more sorted, professional even, than their British counterparts. None of them was drunk yet, for a

  start. The speeches had been a lot more corporate too, and obviously the couple had written their own vows – something that hadn’t really taken flight back home, where it was considered

  more proper to go along with the traditional King James version and have a reading of ‘The Owl and the Pussycat’.




  Yes, it was interesting, all this – but not diverting. It didn’t matter that she was in the ballroom of the famous Waldorf Astoria in Manhattan, 3,500 miles from home. That only told

  her that she was even further away from where Matt was, now nearly 9,000 miles away in fact. The distance between them had never been greater, and they’d spoken only three times in the three

  weeks since he’d gone (and one of those had been as he’d boarded the plane).




  ‘Not going to be easy’ – his phrase – wasn’t even close to covering it. ‘Devastating’ was closer to the truth. It had been one thing accepting the

  sentiment behind his grand plans in theory, but returning home from the airport to a house full of his absence – his clothes strewn across the floor, his electric toothbrush wet next to hers

  (‘There won’t be any electrical points where I’m going’), his pillow still indented with the shape of his head – had poleaxed her. She’d barely told anyone

  he’d left, and she wasn’t sure the milkman counted, anyway. Matt had kept his plans a secret from everyone, not just her – knowing they’d try to talk him out of it, question

  why he was really leaving her behind – so the phone had sat quietly on its cradle, no offers of rallying drinks at the pub or Indian takeaways or shopping trips to boost her spirits.

  She’d spent the first week dressed almost entirely in his clothes and spraying herself with his deodorant, and the house was so quiet that one evening in the kitchen, she’d actually

  convinced herself she could hear Shady, their long-crested goldfish, moving through the cloudy water of the fish tank.




  But extending her trip here by a few days had been a mistake. Just because the days were dragging by in London didn’t mean they would actually be any shorter over here. Going to bed early

  only made the nights longer instead of the days, taking the boat out to Staten Island didn’t make the minutes tick past any quicker than cycling over to Barnes Common, and walking through

  Central Park may as well have been Richmond Park. The only concession she could make was that spring seemed more forthright here. It was early April and already the trees were fully in bud; the

  grass was speckled with daisies basking in the sun; joggers were wrapped in lighter layers . . .




  Ro watched as the bride – bored, now, of her veil – wandered off to a cloakroom to touch up her make-up, her shoulder blades swishing like scythes above the top of her dress, while

  the groom made a dash for the bar. She rested against the back of a chair for a moment, exhausted and parched, and wondering whether to run to the kitchens to beg a plate of food. She’d been

  on her feet all day and no one had had the presence of mind even to offer her a glass of water, much less a sandwich. Everyone had eaten but her, and the reception was segueing into the

  ‘party’ section of the night, with drinks being drunk at twice the speed and the band tuning up by the dance floor.




  She turned quickly, too quickly, the rubber tip of one shoe catching the other, and she tripped, almost colliding with a waiter who was walking towards her with a tray carefully balanced with

  drinks.




  ‘Whoa!’ he laughed, his arm swaying above her like a tree branch. ‘Easy, tiger.’




  ‘Easy, tiger?’ Ro echoed, mortified and grasping for dignity. ‘You – you can’t speak like that to the guests, you know.’




  His eyes swept over her black trouser suit and red Converses. ‘But you’re not a guest,’ he replied. ‘I’ve been watching you. You haven’t stopped all

  day.’ He grinned and held the tray out to her. ‘Want one of these?’




  She eyed the champagne regretfully. ‘Well, like you say, I’m not a guest.’ Her voice sounded peevish even to her.




  ‘I won’t tell,’ the waiter replied.




  ‘No. Thanks, but I never drink when I’m working. There’s a direct correlation between a blurry head and blurry pictures,’ she said, automatically raising her camera to

  her eye as she saw a line-up of groomsmen behind him lifting one of the bridesmaids in a replay of the shots she’d taken of them all outside the church earlier. Clearly, beer was hitting

  bloodstreams.




  ‘I bet you haven’t eaten either, huh?’




  ‘What? Oh, uh . . . no,’ she replied politely, her finger rapidly depressing the shutter button.




  ‘Tch. They never cease to amaze me, these people. They’ll spend thirty grand on flowers, but not . . . Come on, follow me.’ He put his hand over the lens and she pulled away,

  annoyed.




  ‘Hey!’ She pointedly grabbed a microfibre cloth from her pocket and began cleaning the glass. ‘If I end up with your fingerprints overlaid on the photos . . .’




  ‘What, it might distract everyone from the bride’s mother’s Botox addiction?’ he laughed.




  Ro laughed back. It was true – the bride’s mother had an expression every bit as frozen as a ventriloquist’s dummy and Ro had been struggling to get a ‘natural’

  shot of her all day. In every frame she looked like she’d just hiccupped.




  Ro looked at him properly, this irreverent waiter. He was tall and easy on the eye, his light brown hair closely cropped in not quite a buzz cut but only a grade above, and he was sporting

  week-old stubble. ‘Come on, I’m offering you a once-in-a-daytime opportunity here. Dinner on the house while the bride’s preoccupied with her own reflection. What time are you on

  till tonight? Midnight?’




  Ro bit her lip. She was ravenous. She didn’t cope well without food. Matt always said her appetite was one of the things he loved most about her. ‘Well—’




  ‘Just follow me.’




  He set off at a rapid pace, expertly balancing the tray above people’s heads – one advantage of his extra height – as they wove through the crowd. Several people tried to stop

  him for drinks, but he smiled and told them he was on his way back to the kitchen for refills, even though the glasses on his tray were blatantly full and untouched.




  Ro followed, jogging lightly behind, her camera swinging round her neck.




  ‘Uh-uh, keep right here,’ the waiter said, as he kicked open a right double door just as the left one swung open in the opposite direction. ‘See what I mean?’ He grinned

  as another waiter sped past with an overloaded tray.




  She only just jumped out of the way in time.




  ‘Lethal,’ Ro breathed.




  ‘Yo, José!’ he called out, sliding the tray onto an empty counter. ‘We got any food for the photographer here? We’re not the only ones being worked like

  dogs.’




  A minute later, a medium-rare filet steak with a red wine jus and vegetables was passed through to the serving station. Ro was so hungry she wanted to fall into it face first.




  ‘Over here,’ the waiter said, carrying it over to a small chef’s table in the corner and grabbing some red-hot cutlery from the still-steaming dishwasher. Someone placed a

  glass of water in front of her too.




  ‘Thanks,’ Ro marvelled, sitting down quickly and tucking in without delay. She only had a few minutes before the bride would be back.




  ‘So, you’re English?’ the waiter enquired, watching her follow every hot mouthful with a gulp of water.




  ‘Yup.’




  ‘First time to New York?’




  ‘Second, technically,’ she mumbled, her mouth full.




  ‘Technically?’




  She chewed quickly, not sure she had time to eat and chat. ‘I was born here. My parents moved to England when I was eight months,’ she said quickly, spearing a broccoli

  floret.




  ‘Oh, right. So then you’re American.’




  She shrugged. ‘Well, technically, but I don’t have any sense of it. I feel as British as pie.’




  ‘What – key lime?’ He grinned.




  ‘Steak and kidney.’ She chuckled.




  ‘You’re lucky you belong to both. I’ve always wanted to go to London. Stay for a bit.’




  ‘Mm.’ She glanced at him suspiciously, hoping this wasn’t some warm-up for an invitation to stay.




  ‘You here alone?’




  ‘Yup.’ The video cameraman back in the ballroom was a local freelancer she’d hired on recommendation from a photographer friend but only met for the first time yesterday

  morning: he didn’t count as company. ‘My boyfriend’s travelling,’ she added, just in case this was also a warm-up for a chat-up line.




  ‘Well now, that’s a shame,’ he said, but with such a hapless grin she found herself grinning back again before she caught herself and abruptly stopped – she didn’t

  want it to be confused for flirting. ‘So do you like it here?’




  ‘Mm.’ She made a so-so movement with her head.




  He nodded. ‘Yeah. New York can be a tough place to be on your own.’




  ‘Yo, dude! What you doing sittin’ there, man?’ They both looked up to see a man in a white jacket marching towards them. ‘You can’t be chatting up the chicks! I got

  people with a thirst on out there! Don’t you need the money or nothin’?’




  The waiter stood up with a heavy sigh. ‘Guess I’d better shoot. Nice chatting to you.’




  ‘Yeah, you too,’ Ro nodded, having to place a hand in front of her mouth for politeness’s sake. ‘And thanks . . . For the meal, I mean.’




  He winked and jogged off. ‘All right, I’m coming, I’m coming!’




  Ro watched him go, bemused to notice a flash of lurid Hawaiian-print boxer shorts peeking out between his shirt and trousers.




  She finished her meal quickly, wiping her mouth with the napkin that had also been – thoughtfully – provided and marching quickly back through the kitchen, remembering to stay to the

  right on her way back out through the double doors.




  The bride was on the dance floor – veil shed like a snake’s skin – and had changed into a strapless miniskirted version of her wedding dress, the groom nowhere to be seen. She

  was standing with her hands on her hips, a gaggle of nervous ushers variously trying to persuade her to dance/drink/take a seat. But the more solicitous they became, the more her eyes narrowed.




  Ro’s gaze quickly skirted the room for the groom too. She couldn’t see the maid of honour anywhere either, and from what she’d glimpsed earlier . . . Oh dear, this wasn’t

  good, not good at all.




  She walked quickly round the perimeter of the ballroom. Everyone was waiting for the first dance so that they could get on with hitting the dance floor themselves, and the absence of the groom

  and maid of honour was becoming more conspicuous by the minute.




  Ro reached the doors and looked out into the hallway. Some smaller rooms had also been reserved for the wedding – cloakrooms, bathrooms – including a modest, quiet conference room

  that had been set up specifically for interviewing the bride and groom’s friends and families for the video that Ro would splice and edit back in the UK.




  She padded silently across the hallway in her rubber-soled shoes. A few of the older guests were already collecting their coats, some men checking their texts on the way back from the

  toilets.




  She was passing a mobile photo booth when a sprinkle of flirtatious laughter stopped her in her tracks. The curtain was drawn, the light popping as shots were taken. Just in sight – though

  she’d almost walked straight past them – she saw a white shirt and a pair of black trousers had been stuffed round the back of the booth.




  Ro hesitated. Kicking out below the curtain was the distinctive blue silk hem of a bridesmaid dress. Oh no. No, no, no. This wasn’t happening. No way was this marriage imploding on its

  very first day. There could be no break-up until after she’d been paid.




  Looking around her quickly to check that no one was watching, she bent double, searching for the pair of legs that must be, now, trouserless, and in the booth too.




  They were.




  She heard more laughter from behind the curtain, a low buzz of muted voices. ‘No!’ a female voice screeched delightedly, clearly meaning ‘yes’, as the light popped

  again.




  Ro rolled her eyes and reached down for the discarded clothes – how reckless? – just as she heard the furious rat-a-tat-tat of stilettos on the marble floor behind her.




  She looked down at the clothes balled in her hand and turned in the same instant she switched them behind her back, a frozen smile on her face.




  ‘Have you seen my husband?’ the bride demanded, her eyes scanning the empty spaces of the corridors like a sparrowhawk hunting mice.




  Without visibly moving, Ro threw the clothes behind her, hearing just a soft, muffled thwump as they fell to the floor of the booth. ‘Uh, no . . . now you mention it, I

  haven’t seen him recently. I was just in the loos and he wasn’t there.’ The bride scowled. ‘In the bathroom, I mean . . . obviously.’




  The booth began to hum, vibrating softly, and the bride looked behind Ro, her attention diverted. She looked at the drawn curtain. ‘Who’s in there?’




  ‘In there?’ Ro echoed, her voice an octave higher than usual. ‘Um, no one.’




  ‘The drape is drawn.’ She bent to the side. ‘And I can see legs. Someone’s in there.’




  Ro looked down. At least the legs she could see were encased in black trousers again. ‘Oh yes, of course. And, uh . . . you’re right. Obviously someone’s in there. It’s

  just not . . . your husband.’




  The bride’s eyes narrowed suspiciously again.




  A sudden whirring started up and they both looked down as a strip of photos slid out. The bride reached for them, but Ro got there first, whipping them away before either of them could set eyes

  on the images. ‘Uh . . . I can’t let you see those.’




  ‘Why not?’ the bride demanded furiously.




  ‘Because—’




  But the bride wasn’t hanging around to hear Ro’s story and in the next instant she had flashed open the curtain. Her jaw dropped at the sight of her maid of honour and the waiter who

  had fed Ro only twenty minutes earlier smiling back at her, a sign hanging from the bridesmaid’s neck.




  ‘What the . . . ?’ the bride stormed.




  The waiter locked eyes with Ro, who was looking on, open-mouthed with shock. They both knew he was going to get fired for this.




  ‘It’s not what you think,’ Ro said, hurriedly closing the curtain again, much to everyone’s astonishment.




  ‘Why is . . . why is my maid of honour standing in that booth with a waiter and wearing a sign that reads—’




  ‘It’s a surprise!’ Ro blurted out. ‘For the video.’




  The bride blinked at her.




  ‘Yes, uh . . . I mean, it may not work, but . . . we thought we’d give it a go and . . . if it doesn’t work, I’ll leave it out. It’s just good to have options,

  that’s all.’




  She nodded frantically, smiled manically, her fingers threading through the strap of the camera round her neck.




  ‘But what—’ At that moment, the groom appeared from the men’s bathroom, fiddling with his cuffs.




  ‘Where have you been?’ the bride shrieked as he walked over, taking in the testy scene. ‘Everyone’s waiting for our first dance.’




  ‘Well, I’m ready when you are, baby,’ the groom shrugged, as his bride grabbed him by the elbow and steered him back to the ballroom.




  ‘Hayley!’ the bride snapped over her shoulder. ‘Are you coming?’




  The maid of honour peeped out through the curtain, giggling nervously and mouthing ‘thanks’ to Ro as she skittered past.




  A moment later, the waiter peered round the curtain. ‘Is it safe to come out?’




  ‘Just about.’ Ro turned back to him.




  ‘I don’t know how to thank you. You saved my ass for sure,’ he said, buttoning up his shirt and hurriedly tucking it back into his trousers. He reached over and picked up the

  tray she hadn’t noticed sitting on a side table just a short distance away. ‘You don’t know how badly I need this money.’




  She shrugged. ‘Well, I figure one good turn deserves another.’




  ‘Here. By way of thanks,’ he said, pulling something from his back pocket.




  ‘What’s this?’ she asked as he handed her a small card. She noticed a smudge of dark pink lipstick near his ear.




  ‘A friend’s having a party tomorrow night. Just tell ’em, “Shaddywack”.’




  ‘Huh?’




  But he was already back on duty, walking towards a group of guests with his tray.




  She looked down at the card he’d handed her:




  

    

      Hamptons summer weekends house share




      

        4-bed, 2.5-bath cottage on Egypt Green, East Hampton. 2-acre lot.




        MD–LD $25,000 ¼ share. Responsible professionals only.




        To make the cut, bring a gift that defines you and come to the Pink Room, Penthouse Level, 53rd Street and Broadway, April 10, 7 p.m. to 11

        p.m.




        Contact h.slater@googlemail.com to register for entry password on the night.


      


    


  




  She shook her head, slightly baffled, before remembering the photos still in her other hand. She looked at them and squinted in disbelief: the maid of honour was variously pouting and laughing

  at the camera, her hands in her hair, the waiter bare-chested with a buttonhole rose behind his ear, nuzzling her neck. Ro looked at the hand-painted sign round the bridesmaid’s neck and

  sighed: ‘Get Humped this summer.’ What did it even mean? And, more to the point, how the hell was she going to work it into a wedding film?




  





  Chapter Three




  Eight p.m. and the city was out for the night. Ro leaned against the wall, pretending to text, as the clique in Brooks Brothers suits stopped at the door ten metres further up

  and spoke in lowered tones to the doorman. Rowena followed them with her eyes, her gaze fixed on the magnums in their hands. They were the sixth group to pass her so far brandishing premier cru by

  way of identity. She thought of the ridged glass jar in her pocket. How, in all seriousness, could she hand that over by way of hers?




  Ro sighed and looked away. She’d been standing here for twenty minutes now trying to work up the courage to go in, but she’d seen enough to convince her there was little point. She

  pushed herself back to standing and stared down the long avenue. Tail lights glowed red into the distance even though the traffic lights were green. The milky sky she could only glimpse in

  fragments was leaching into a shadowy dusk, and everyone clearly had somewhere to be, except her.




  She turned a circle on the spot, not sure which way to go. She couldn’t go back to the hotel room, not without losing her sanity. She’d spent eight hours in there already today,

  downloading yesterday’s wedding images onto her laptop and whittling out a first edit, but she couldn’t really scrutinize them until she got them under the magnifying loupe back home.

  There was a gym in the hotel basement, but she had long taken the view that being a DD cup was God’s way of saying she shouldn’t exercise. And she felt too conspicuously alone to sit at

  a restaurant table reading a book and pretending that it was fine, that it was her choice.




  A couple of women, deep in animated conversation, were walking towards her, or rather the door just past her – gold foil bottle-tops clearly visible through their closed fists – and

  she turned in the opposite direction, not wanting to come face to face with what she wasn’t. She wasn’t slick and metropolitan, the kind of woman to walk alone into a party. She

  wasn’t like Matt, bold and adventurous, somewhere in the Cambodian mountains, living his dream and trekking in the Elephant Mountains for fun.




  No. She was standing outside a skyscraper that had a party at the top and she was too scared to go in and chat, even to pretty much the only person who’d talked to her in the three weeks

  since Matt had left. She hated that she couldn’t make herself go in, hated that she was even contemplating it in the first place. Was she really that desperate? How could she be this pathetic

  without him? Since when had she blurred into his shadow, losing her own angles and borders, merging into him and becoming subsumed?




  A cab pulled to the kerb ahead of her and she saw the woman inside handing over notes from the back seat as she continued a seemingly intense conversation she was having on the phone, head

  bobbing frantically in profile. Ro ran over and waited patiently for the busy girl to get out. She didn’t care where she went; she just had to get out of here.




  The door opened and one lean, toned leg swung out with a stiletto heel at one end and a sharp pencil skirt at the other. Ro looked down at her own boyfriend jeans and jade-green hi-tops. Was she

  actually the only woman in New York not wearing heels?




  ‘No, no, that’s not working for me. The pitch is already maxed as it is.’ The girl glanced disinterestedly at Ro as she got out, reaching back for a large A1-sized portfolio

  with her free hand as she kept her other hand – and the phone in it – clamped to her ear. ‘Well, if they can’t go up, they’ll have to go down. There’s no other

  way. They certainly can’t go out.’




  The portfolio behind her jammed between the door frames, pulling her back towards the cab, and she tugged at it, the rigid leather sides bowing slightly. Ro leaned forward to nudge it free at

  one side, seeing – to her astonishment – the far door open on the other side of the bench seat and a pair of dark grey flannel legs bending in.




  ‘Hey!’ she shouted, straightening up to make furious eye contact with the legs’ owner above the cab, but he was already sliding in. She quickly bent down again, just as the

  pointed, metal-capped corner of the portfolio suddenly came unstuck and jabbed her hard in the eye.




  She gasped and reeled backwards, tripping over the kerb and banging her head against a lamp post as she went down. Just for good measure.




  ‘Oh what? Goddammit!’ she heard the girl mutter. ‘Jerry, I’ll have to call you back . . . Yeah, yeah . . . Hey! You OK?’




  Ro, her hand clamped like a patch over one eye, shook her head, trying not to cry. She was seeing flashes of red behind the shut lid as her eye began to stream. It was her ‘working’

  eye, the one she used to peer through the lens.




  ‘What were you doing? Couldn’t you see I hadn’t gotten out?’ the girl demanded in a tone that suggested this was Ro’s fault.




  ‘I was helping you,’ Rowena spluttered. It was impossible to open even the ‘good’ eye: that one was streaming too.




  ‘Helping? You were helping a stranger in Manhattan? What are you, crazy?’




  ‘English, actually,’ Ro replied petulantly.




  ‘That figures.’




  They fell into silence, but even with her eyes shut, Ro could tell the girl was still there, crouched by her. Horns were hooting in frustration at the hold-ups further down the street, and Ro

  could hear people muttering as they had to dodge her on the pavement. How inconvenient of her to hold them up like this . . .




  ‘I suppose the cab’s gone,’ Ro said, trying to scramble to her feet with both her eyes scrunched shut. She felt the girl’s hand on her elbow, lightly guiding her back

  up.




  ‘Yeah. Shall I get you another? Least I could do.’ The girl’s tone was slightly more friendly as Ro’s enduring distress became more evident.




  ‘Thanks,’ Ro mumbled, turning her face down and removing her hand from her eye, but the moment she opened it, it was like being lasered by a sharp white light and she winced in pain.

  She reached out for the lamp post for support, swinging wildly for it and still missing.




  The girl placed a hand on her arm. ‘Dammit, you can’t get in a cab if you can’t see where you’re going. Not in this city. And definitely not with you being

  English,’ she muttered under her breath, making Ro’s Englishness sound like an impediment. Ro heard her whistling through her teeth, trying to work out what to do. ‘Look,

  I’m headed just over there anyway. Why don’t you come with me and we’ll take a better look inside? You can get some warm water on it, do a salt bath . . .’




  Ro thought she might be pointing the way, but with both eyes weeping copiously, she couldn’t be certain. She nodded silently, letting the girl take her arm and lead her towards wherever

  ‘there’ was. It wasn’t like she had a lot of choice.




  ‘Shaddywack,’ the girl said.




  What?




  ‘Second elevator,’ she heard a man reply, and then the acoustics changed and they were inside, Ro’s trainers squeaking adolescently beside the pin-sharp tap of the girl’s

  heels on a marble floor. They stopped again and she heard the soft ping of lift doors opening, felt carpet underfoot as they stepped in.




  ‘I’m Bobbi, by the way,’ the girl said, as they started moving skywards.




  ‘Rowena.’




  ‘How long you in New York for, Rowena?’




  ‘Going back tomorrow night.’ She thought she could hear the faint swish of hair and imagined the girl, Bobbi, was nodding – or checking her reflection. She kept her head down;

  she felt awkward having a conversation with a complete stranger with her eyes clamped shut.




  ‘Your first time here?’




  ‘Pretty much.’




  ‘You like it?’




  Rowena shrugged, wiping her ‘patch’ hand, which was wet, on her jeans. ‘It does what it says on the tin, I guess. Bright lights, big city.’




  ‘You’re not much of a city girl, huh?’




  ‘Actually, I live in London.’




  ‘Yeah? I love London. Whereabouts?’




  ‘A place called Barnes.’




  There was a pause. ‘Down by the river, right? Got a duck pond and a cute little green?’




  ‘That’s the one,’ Ro said in surprise, her mind perfectly conjuring the little whitewashed Victorian cottage with shiny red door that she called home. The orange blossom had

  been on the verge of blooming as she’d left and she wondered whether Matt had noticed before he left her and their life together behind him. It had been the seal on the deal when they’d

  first viewed the house three summers ago.




  ‘Well, no wonder you don’t like Manhattan, then,’ Bobbi said, and from the direction of her voice, Ro could tell that she was indeed now checking her reflection in the

  mirror.




  ‘I didn’t say I didn’t l—’




  But the doors had opened and she felt Bobbi’s hand on her elbow again, guiding her along a corridor. Ahead of them, she could hear the muffled beat of music and raucous conversation. Ro

  slowed her feet as they got closer.




  ‘To be honest, I think I’m fine now. I really don’t need to go in there with you.’ She tried to open the uninjured eye a little and she had just enough time to take in a

  charcoal-grey carpet and pale grey-striped wallpaper before it watered up again.




  ‘But your eye – you look like Rocky! We should try to ice it for sure.’ And before Ro could protest further, a door was opened and they were swamped by the din inside. She felt

  Bobbi hesitate at . . . What? The noise? The wall of champagne that had been built in the past half-hour as everyone arrived with identical gifts? ‘Oh Jeez! You have got to be

  freakin’ kiddin’ me . . .’ There was a long pause and Ro tried to imagine what on earth had made the girl stop in her tracks. ‘Just keep hold of my hand, OK?’ she

  shouted eventually.




  Ro could only nod, one hand still clamped protectively over her eye, as she felt Bobbi’s hand close over her free one, their connected arms outstretched and taut like a mooring rope as

  Bobbi made holes for them in the dense, heaving crowd – seemingly knocking people’s knees with her portfolio, if the number of ‘Hey!’s was anything to go by. Ro yelped as

  someone trod on her foot; someone else splashed her with a drink as their arm was jogged; she could hear people shrieking a lot. The smell of cigars burning wafted past her and Ro knew she had been

  right to follow her impulse to walk away from this. She didn’t need to open her eyes to know she’d be the only person in the room wearing jeans – at least, wearing jeans with rips

  in them and that hadn’t cost $400 – or the only woman not in make-up. (Although thank God for that: she’d look like Frankenstein’s bride if she was wearing mascara right

  now.)




  ‘Watch yourself here – it’s slippy,’ Bobbi warned her.




  Ro frowned – slippy? – but stepped with care, still almost slipping. Against her better judgement, she instinctively opened both eyes and in the second before pain shut them again,

  she saw foam. Bikinis. Waxed, muscled chests. A ball. Then red-pulsing blackness.




  The crowd was less dense over here and she could actually feel space around her now as Bobbi continued towing her through the apartment. And then suddenly the noise was behind them and a door

  closed again.




  ‘Jeez-us,’ Bobbi muttered. ‘Didn’t I just know it would be like this?’




  Ro said nothing: she wasn’t sure Bobbi was actually directing the question at her. And anyway, her own thoughts were racing. A foam party? She thought of Barnes again – the duck

  pond, the orange blossom, the pretty red door – and calculated how many hours it would be till she was back there, safe in the silence of her own home, sniffing Matt’s pillow.




  She heard the sound of water running.




  ‘Here.’ Bobbi placed a warm, wettened corner of a towel in her hands. ‘Press that against your eye while I get a dish and some salt. Lock the door behind me, OK? Don’t

  let anyone else in.’




  Ro nodded, pressing the towel to her eye and finding the lock with her hands. She slumped in relief at the momentary solitude. She wet the towel again and patted it against her eye over and

  over, grateful for the comfort it brought. The good eye had just about stopped watering altogether now and she could at least take in her surroundings without feeling like she was doped.




  The bathroom she was standing in was tiled with dark green slate, the washbasin she was using seemingly carved by hand from a slab of limestone. Cubbyholes made from iroko wood housed grey

  folded towels, and glass bottles of colour-tinted toiletries had been coded to the rainbow. She clocked a generous-headed shaving brush next to a lime-stickered wooden box of Geo Trumper’s

  shaving soap.




  There was a knock at the door and Ro unlocked it, but it wasn’t Bobbi on the other side.




  ‘Hey, you made it!’ beamed the waiter from the wedding with the disarmingly easy smile. He had a beer in his hand and was today wearing chinos with flip-flops.




  ‘You can’t come in here,’ she said abruptly. ‘Medical emergency.’




  ‘I can see that,’ the waiter said again, still smiling. ‘I saw you coming in. Maybe I can help.’




  ‘Not likely.’ She could guess his game. Bikini-clad women frolicking in foam? Hooking up with a bridesmaid at the wedding he was waitering at, minutes after he’d hit on

  her? It was pretty obvious why he’d invited her to this, and now that she’d gone and shown up, he probably thought he was in with a chance, in spite of – or maybe even because of

  – the travelling boyfriend.




  ‘I’m a doctor.’




  ‘No, you’re not! You’re a waiter. I saw you last night, remember?’ Oh God, had he forgotten already? ‘I’m the photographer? We met at the wedding

  at—’




  Just then Bobbi reappeared, carrying a bowl that looked like it had recently held peanuts. Was that what she meant by salt bath?




  ‘Who’s this? What did I say about keeping the door locked?’ she demanded bossily, throwing the guy a dirty look as she barged past. ‘You’re English. You don’t

  know what these frat boys can be like.’




  ‘I think we’re too old to qualify as frat boys,’ the waiter replied.




  ‘Yeah, well, you’d think,’ Bobbi muttered. ‘But try telling that to the flesh mob out there. Come on, fella – move it. This ain’t no pickup. The girl

  needs some first aid.’




  ‘Listen, I’m a doctor.’ The waiter gave a goofy grin. ‘Was a doctor, strictly speaking. Can I see? It looks sore.’




  Ro shrugged, in too much discomfort to argue the toss. He came further into the bathroom. ‘You happy for me to lock the door?’ he asked them both.




  ‘So long as you’re only coming in here to do some doctoring,’ Bobbi said in a steely tone of voice.




  ‘We’re all safe, then,’ he grinned, locking the door and turning towards Ro. ‘So what happened?’




  ‘Her eye picked a fight with the corner of my portfolio,’ Bobbi said quickly.




  ‘Really? Feisty eye,’ he murmured. ‘Do you mind if I try to look at it?’




  Ro shook her head, watching warily from her good eye as he angled her face in the direction of the mirror lights, but not directly at them. ‘Can you open it for me?’




  Slowly, hesitantly, she opened the eye, feeling it fill with tears as the light streamed in like water in a bath. The waiter peered closer at her, his face just inches from hers so that she

  could smell his cologne. She pulled away quickly. The smile left his eyes, if not his mouth, as he registered her evident distrust.




  ‘Well, from what I could briefly see, it looks like there’s a scratch on the retina. You’re going to need to keep it covered for a day or two. It must hurt like

  hell,’ he added.




  Ro nodded.




  ‘I can patch it for you if you like.’




  ‘With what? Your shirt?’ Bobbi asked dubiously, watching the two of them.




  The smiling guy looked behind her and nodded. ‘Well, I’d rather not, given there’s a first-aid kit right there.’




  Bobbi turned. Sure enough a green plastic case with a red cross was stowed in the bottom cubbyhole. She retrieved it and watched as the waiter pulled out a crêpe bandage, an antiseptic

  gauze pad and safety pins.




  ‘So, you having fun?’ he asked, making small talk to fill the silence.




  ‘Not really,’ Bobbi said, folding her arms.




  Ro stood quietly at the basin, watching her assailant/good Samaritan through her now-dry eye. Bobbi was tall and lean, with narrow calves, and judging from her shoes, she clearly had the

  indigenous ability to balance on the balls of her feet for hours at a time. Her shoulder-length hair was top-flight brunette: low lit with plum shades and cut in layers around her oval face, which

  was beautiful rather than pretty. She had gently rounded cheekbones, a pronounced jaw and large, dark, steady eyes that Ro guessed missed nothing.




  ‘No?’




  ‘It’s a complete waste of a cab fare. I mean, a foam party? Seriously? I thought this house share was supposed to be for people who didn’t want to live in an animal

  house? The ad clearly said “responsible professionals” were wanted.’




  The waiter nodded. ‘I guess you have a point.’




  Bobbi stared at his flip-flops suspiciously. It didn’t look like the foam party was such a surprise to him.




  ‘And anyway, what’s with the one-hundred-strong crowd?’ Bobbi continued, warming to her theme. ‘There’s only four bedrooms, right? I reckon this guy’s looking

  to capitalize on his power while he’s got it, if you get what I’m sayin’.’




  ‘I think I do.’




  Ro didn’t, but she didn’t ask for clarification. Bobbi was clearly on a rant.




  ‘I mean, everyone wants a summer spot in the Hamptons and they’ll do anything, anything to get it: inside-trading tips and football tickets from the guys; and as for the girls

  . . . Ugh!’ Bobbi batted a hand disgustedly. ‘It’s not bad enough that it costs nearly half my salary just to get a room there for the summer weekends or that we have to

  compete against each other for them like performing monkeys? I bet he hosts one of these a week. Why wouldn’t he? It’s a sure thing, right? He probably filled the rooms months

  ago.’




  ‘What do you think?’ the waiter asked Rowena. He had placed the patch over her eye and was beginning to wind the crêpe bandage round her head.




  She just shrugged. ‘I wouldn’t know. I’m English. Our seaside scene is somewhat different to yours – there’s no guarantee the sun will turn up, for a start. And

  Cornwall’s lovely, but we don’t have to audition for it. We certainly don’t have to go through –’ she waved towards the door vaguely ‘– that.’




  They all three fell quiet again, listening to the party rocketing along without them. Ro wondered how it was that she could be at the party and still not actually be part of it. How

  pathetic exactly?




  ‘I don’t know your names,’ he said, breaking the silence. ‘I’m Hump.’




  Of course he was! Ro saw Bobbi roll her eyes.




  ‘Bobbi. Winkleman.’




  ‘Rowena Tipton. But everyone calls me Ro,’ Ro added.




  ‘So what did you bring? You know, the gift that defines you?’ Hump asked, still unwinding the bandage ball asymmetrically round Ro’s head. ‘No, wait, let me guess –

  a magnum of champagne, right?’




  ‘Ha! It doesn’t matter now. I’m not staying,’ Bobbi interjected. ‘I’ve seen enough.’




  ‘So? I’m curious – indulge me.’ Hump smiled. ‘What else have we got to do in here?’




  Before he could come up with an alternative scenario, Bobbi immediately reached for the portfolio she’d propped against the wall, pulling out a huge black and white sketch on thick

  artist’s paper of a low clapboarded house with three shuttered dormer windows and a covered stepped-up porch that wrapped round two sides.




  Hump stopped what he was doing. ‘Did you draw that?’ he asked, impressed.




  Bobbi shrugged.




  ‘But how did you even know what it looked like?’




  ‘I Google Earthed it.’




  ‘It’s awesome.’




  ‘It’s a waste of time is what it is,’ Bobbi refuted. ‘I’m not handing it over after this. He couldn’t pay me to stay in his house, not if even one of

  those people out there is going to be my housemate.’




  Hump grinned, clearly amused by her outspoken feistiness. ‘But I don’t get it. That’s someone else’s house. How does it define you?’




  Bobbi blinked at him, as if astonished by the stupidity of the question. ‘I’m an architect. This is what I do. It’s who I am. Know me, know my career.’




  Hump looked back at Ro, finishing winding the bandage and securing it in place with the safety pins. ‘What about you?’




  Ro folded her arms. ‘Oh no,’ she replied defensively. ‘I don’t think so. I wasn’t even going to come in.’




  Bobbi looked surprised. ‘You were coming here too?’




  ‘Not once I saw the cliques walking in. It was pretty obvious I wasn’t going to fit. And I was right – funnily enough, I don’t wear a bikini underneath my

  suit,’ she said with impressive sarcasm.




  ‘You gotta show me what you brought,’ Bobbi said, her almost-black eyes shining with interest. ‘I showed you mine.’




  Ro hesitated – she sensed nobody said ‘no’ to Bobbi – then reached into her coat pocket. Sheepishly, she held up the jar of marmalade.




  ‘Is that . . . ? What is that?’ Hump frowned.




  ‘Marmalade.’




  ‘What?’ Bobbi asked, looking dubious.




  ‘It’s a big thing back home. You have it on toast.’




  ‘With a cup of tea?’ Hump suggested in a bad posh English accent.




  ‘Exactly.’




  ‘It looks home-made,’ Hump said, his eyes on the handwritten sticker on the octagonal jar as Bobbi took it from her.




  ‘People have been known to befriend me just to get on my annual list. My social diary goes mad in the run-up to navel-oranges season. I have to limit friends and family to just three jars

  each,’ Ro replied.




  ‘Power!’ Hump grinned.




  ‘It was all I could think of to bring. I always travel with a jar. I bring my own teabags too,’ she mumbled.




  ‘It’s cute,’ Bobbi proclaimed – if a little patronizingly – handing back the jar of marmalade. ‘You’re a nester, right?’




  Ro didn’t reply as she pocketed it again. A nester. It wasn’t the first time she’d been told that. Her friends at school had laughed as she’d hosted dinner parties at

  fifteen when all they’d wanted to do was try to get into the pub. Making a home took on an urgency those with families couldn’t ever understand.




  ‘So what about you? What did you bring?’ Bobbi asked, turning the tables on Hump.




  ‘Actually, I didn’t,’ he replied.




  ‘Well, that’s not fair!’ Bobbi said, instantly indignant. ‘Why should you—’ Then the penny dropped as her eyes fell back down to his flip-flops. The foam

  party really hadn’t been a surprise to him. ‘Oh. Oh, I get it. He’s a friend of yours. You just come here for the social element.’




  ‘Who? Who’s my friend?’ Hump asked, smiling even more broadly.




  Was he ever not amused? Ro wondered.




  ‘The guy behind all this, the one with the house! Humphrey Slater.’




  Another penny dropped. A bigger one.




  ‘You!’ Ro exclaimed.




  Hump shrugged. ‘Busted.’




  Ro watched Bobbi’s mouth opening and closing repeatedly as she trawled back over the insults she’d unwittingly hurled at their host in the past five minutes. She couldn’t have

  done a better job of doing herself out of the house share if she’d tried.




  ‘Well, I stand by everything I said,’ she said finally.




  ‘And I agree with all of it,’ Hump replied, making both girls frown. ‘That’s exactly why I do this.’




  Ro looked between the two of them. ‘Sorry, you’ve lost me. I’m English – we’re divided by a common language, remember,’ she said.




  Hump leaned back against the basin. ‘The house in East Hampton was my grandfather’s. I need the money the summer season generates for my new start-up—’




  ‘I thought you said you were a doctor?’ Bobbi interrupted.




  He pulled a grimace. ‘I was a doctor. It wasn’t for me. I gave it up last year.’




  ‘You’re saying you just walked away from all that schooling?’ Bobbi scowled, disbelieving. ‘Listen, buddy, I’m an architect and I’ve spent as long in school

  as you, give or take a few years. No one just walks away from that. What really happened? You failed, right? Got thrown out?’




  There was a slight pause. ‘I need to be my own boss.’




  Bobbi stared at him like he’d said he needed to be an amoeba.




  ‘So what do you do now, then?’ Ro interjected, saving him.




  ‘I’m an entrepreneur. Like you.’




  ‘Is that your way of saying “unemployed”?’ Bobbi demanded, and both Hump and Ro shot her annoyed looks. Ro had had comments like that too.




  Hump looked a little hurt. ‘I have some irons in the fire.’




  They all stared at each other suspiciously – three strangers locked in a bathroom, one with a patch, another with an attitude, another with no job.




  ‘So that’s your interview process,’ Bobbi said finally, jerking a thumb towards the party happening on the other side of the door.




  Hump shrugged. ‘Actually, this is.’




  Both girls looked back at him blankly. He sighed. ‘This is my fifth year of renting out the rooms. Initially, I needed the money for med school, so it seemed like the obvious thing to do,

  but I didn’t want the place wrecked, y’know? It’s my grandfather’s house, but it didn’t matter how much I tried to vet people, they’d ace the interviews and then

  turn into animals the second they got off the Jitney. That’s the local coach,’ he explained for Ro’s benefit. He frowned. ‘Finally, I figured the best thing to do was good

  old-fashioned reverse psychology – put people in the kind of environment they were telling me they didn’t want and then see who went for it – and who didn’t. And you

  didn’t.’




  Bobbi narrowed her eyes suspiciously. ‘Are you saying . . . ?’




  Hump shrugged. ‘I can’t pay you to stay there,’ he grinned, quoting her own words back to her. ‘I do need the capital for my next venture, but there are two rooms

  still free. They’re yours if you want them.’




  Bobbi didn’t hesitate. ‘We’d need to negotiate on the price. I work like a bitch and can’t guarantee I can get away every Friday.’ She folded her arms across her

  chest, unrepentant. ‘I don’t want to pay for something I can’t use. Every other weekend would suit me better.’




  Hump pulled a face. ‘I don’t know. That would mean half-rent and I do need to bring in a full season’s income.’ He shrugged. ‘It’s a shame. It would have been

  nice to have you both, given that you’re already friends.’




  ‘Hang on a sec!’ Ro said hurriedly. ‘There’s been a misunderstanding. I’m not looking for a room.’




  ‘Are you kidding me?’ Hump laughed in genuine astonishment. ‘Both of you are turning me down? Do you know what those guys out there would do to be in your

  shoes?’




  ‘I think we’ve already established that,’ Bobbi said, not budging from her tough stance. ‘And I haven’t turned you down flat. We’re negotiating

  terms.’




  Hump looked across at Ro. ‘Why did you come to the party if you didn’t want a room?’




  Ro felt her cheeks flame. How could she admit she couldn’t bear to go another day without speaking to someone? ‘To give you these,’ she said, reaching into her pocket and

  handing him the photo-booth snapshots. ‘And because you invited me.’




  He glanced at the photo strip with a quick smile. ‘But you brought a gift that defined you,’ he said, looking back up.




  ‘To be polite.’




  ‘I don’t believe this. Who knew the Hamptons would be such a hard sell?’ Hump said to neither of them in particular, pocketing the photos. ‘Thanks for these, by the way.

  I was wondering how I could get hold of them.’




  Ro shrugged. ‘I don’t really get all this, to be honest. What are the Hamptons, anyway?’ she asked. ‘I mean, I’m getting that it’s a nice beachside resort,

  but seriously? Auditions? Reverse psychology?’




  Both Bobbi and Hump’s jaws dropped.




  ‘Are you shitting me?’ Bobbi whispered.




  ‘Where exactly is it?’ Ro continued.




  ‘It is a series of villages on Long Island.’




  ‘Long Island . . .’ Ro echoed sceptically.




  ‘Go over Brooklyn Bridge, hook a right and keep going for ninety miles till you drive into the Atlantic. It’s pretty much the single most exclusive enclave of beach villages in the

  whole of the entire US of A.’




  ‘Oh, right, I see.’




  ‘No. No, I really don’t think you do,’ Hump said, shaking his head. ‘Everyone who’s anyone holidays out there. Even the West Coasters – Steven Spielberg comes

  over, Puff Daddy, Martha Stewart, Gwyneth Paltrow, SJP . . . pretty much anyone who’s an aire.’




  Aire? As in millionaire? Billionaire? ‘Do you mean rich?’




  ‘I do.’




  Ro shrugged. ‘Well, I don’t get why you’d think I would want to come here for the summer. You already knew I was English.’




  ‘Yeah! With US citizenship!’ Hump laughed, holding his hands out in disbelief. ‘Why wouldn’t you use that? It’s like you won the jackpot and you don’t even

  know it.’




  ‘My jackpot’s coming in just over five months,’ she mumbled.




  ‘Huh?’ Bobbi asked, leaning in.




  ‘Nothing.’




  Hump stared at her. ‘Give me one good reason why you couldn’t spend the summer here.’




  ‘What?’ Ro laughed. ‘You mean beyond the fact that my entire life is across the Pond?’




  ‘Yeah. Beyond that. Why couldn’t you spend time here? You’re self-employed, right?’




  ‘Well, yes, but—’




  ‘You got sick parents that need you to stay there?’




  ‘Dead ones, actually. Car crash. When I was twelve. I lived with my aunt and uncle.’




  There was a stunned silence and she knew she’d said it too harshly, the words abrupt and cold as she rushed to get them out, knowing they’d come out sooner or later and wanting to

  control the situation. ‘Sorry,’ she mumbled. ‘Didn’t mean to . . . throw that at you.’




  Bobbi was frowning at her – Ro wasn’t sure whether that was her version of sympathy. Hump rubbed her arm.




  ‘Well, you’re not married, I can see that,’ he said more gently, his eyes on her ringless finger.




  ‘Not yet, but—’




  ‘Or engaged,’ Bobbi said quickly.




  ‘Not yet, but—’




  ‘You said your boyfriend’s travelling,’ Hump smiled.




  ‘Yeah? Where?’ Bobbi interrupted.




  ‘Far East.’




  Bobbi’s eyebrows shot up. ‘For work?’




  ‘Pleasure.’ The word was out of her mouth before she could stop it. The sound of it stunned her momentarily, the simple truth of it a hard smack. He was out there for pleasure. He

  was having a great time. Without her. Because he wanted to.




  ‘When is he coming back?’ Hump’s expression had changed. Was that . . . pity she could see in his eyes now?




  ‘September. Listen, I can see where you’re going with this, but really I don’t have time to spend a summer gallivanting on American beaches. I’m in the middle of

  expanding my business.’




  ‘What d’you do, Ro?’ Bobbi asked, hoisting herself up onto the basin unit and crossing her ankles.




  ‘She’s a wedding photographer,’ Hump replied for her.




  ‘Family media, actually. I do weddings but as part of a bigger, longer-term project where I reconnect with the clients every year. Plus, I edit and organize digital videos into short films

  and photos into albums and books. People have literally thousands of pictures stored on their hard drives that they never even see – and more often than not, aren’t backed up. An entire

  life story can be lost with one spilt glass of water.’




  ‘Spilt water?’ Bobbi echoed, lost.




  ‘I’m just illustrating a disaster scenario.’




  ‘Oh. What’s your company called? I’ll look it up.’




  ‘Well, I’m in the middle of changing it, actually. I was thinking something like Tipton Family Media?’ She may as well road-test the name on them as anyone.




  ‘Too dull,’ Bobbi said decisively, shaking her head and crossing her arms.




  ‘Pedestrian, I was going to say,’ Hump agreed. ‘You can do better.’




  ‘Oh.’




  ‘But isn’t it a great idea?’ Hump asked Bobbi, clocking Ro’s disappointment. ‘I bet you have tons of photos you never look at, right?’




  ‘Oh God, like you wouldn’t believe. You don’t even wanna go there.’ Bobbi rolled her eyes.




  ‘Ro’s right, though. There’s no way a business like that would translate over here. I mean, all those cash-rich, time-poor New York families – they totally wouldn’t

  be your target market.’ Hump’s voice was heavy with sarcasm, almost moronic. ‘And I mean, who would want to capitalize upon them all being in one place for the

  summer?’




  Bobbi guffawed next to him and Ro wondered when they’d suddenly become allies.




  ‘My life is in England.’




  ‘Your boyfriend isn’t.’




  Ro glared at him with her one eye.




  ‘You could have an adventure of your own too, you know. You’ve got a summer without him. Why should he have all the fun?’




  ‘It’s not like that.’




  No one said anything and Ro knew they thought it clearly was. She studied her trainers. It wasn’t that the idea was a bad one. If this place really was the summer playground for

  Manhattan’s elite, it could indeed be the perfect launch pad for her business. Why not start it here? Her US citizenship meant she could work in the States, and she’d already

  forecast to grow the business through franchises. Once she’d set it up here, she could sell it to a licensee and then concentrate on the UK market back home. It was back to front maybe,

  but—




  She stopped the thoughts abruptly. It was ridiculous even to think it.




  ‘It won’t work. If nothing else because it’s a weekend share you’re renting out. Where am I supposed to go during the week? I don’t have a place in New

  York.’




  Hump’s face fell. ‘Oh. Yeah.’ He sighed, looking towards the closed door. He was going to have to go back out there.




  Bobbi smacked him on the arm. ‘Unless . . . unless Ro stays at the Hamptons house full-time! That way, she can pay you extra and I can pay you less. Everyone’s a winner.’




  Ro narrowed her eyes, convinced only Bobbi would be the winner in this. She had that victorious sheen about her.




  ‘It’s the perfect solution: you get your full season’s income, I get the flexibility to do every other weekend, and Ro has a full-time base here.’




  ‘Wait,’ Ro protested again, trying to hold back this train of thought that was fast gathering momentum. ‘There’s no way I could afford to live there full-time. I have a

  mortgage back home.’




  ‘Couldn’t you rent it out?’ Bobbi asked simply.




  Ro was quiet. She could – easily: people regularly posted notes through their letterbox asking whether she and Matt would ever lease.




  She looked across at Hump. He was taking in her unruly neither-blonde-nor-brown curls and scruffy tomboy clothes . . . a socialite she wasn’t. In fact, she realized with a bit of a shock,

  she could have passed as his sister.




  He smiled broadly. ‘It seems to me the only barrier to this working is whether Ro thinks she could put up with me all day long . . . I’m out there for the summer

  too.’




  ‘Well, of course I could,’ Ro said politely.




  ‘So then, we’re agreed?’ Bobbi said quickly.




  Ro looked at Hump and Bobbi in panic. She hadn’t meant to imply she would, only that she theoretically could. This whole conversation was pie in the sky. She couldn’t just

  drop her life in London on a whim and hop over the Atlantic for the summer. That was madness. That was . . . That was exactly what Matt was doing.




  ‘I’m in!’




  The words were as much a surprise to her as the vehemence in them.




  ‘Great!’ Hump said, punching the air. ‘Wait here. I’ll get us some beers and we can celebrate.’




  ‘And you can tell those guys out there that they’re frolicking in foam for no good reason,’ Bobbi added.




  ‘What? And break up a perfectly good party?’ Hump grinned. ‘I may not want those guys living in my house, but your assessment of me wasn’t entirely wide of the

  mark.’ He winked and disappeared down the hall.




  Ro felt the butterflies take wing in her stomach. Oh God, what had she done? What had started as a desperate need to talk to someone, even to strangers, had become an agreement to live

  with them? A fizz of nerves surged up inside her as her mind began to process the news: she’d beaten off the sharp suits and champagne-bearing socialites to win a much-coveted summer share in

  the Hamptons! She wasn’t sure whether to laugh or cry. She wanted to tell Matt. She could already imagine his grin, the light in his eyes as he took in that she was doing this for him. She

  wouldn’t just wait; she’d be part of the adventure too. She’d be showing him that she was also capable of change, that she wasn’t stuck in a rut or old before her time. This

  was what he wanted her to do: live, explore, find adventure.




  ‘Well, I guess this means I’m going to get to try your famous jelly,’ Bobbi said.




  Jelly? Ro realized she meant the marmalade and her fingers found the jar in her pocket. ‘I’ll bring a box over. I’m a regular Paddington Bear.’




  ‘A who?’




  ‘Oh.’ Ro pulled a face, embarrassed again. ‘He’s a character from my childhood. It’s an English thing – a bear who travels from deepest, darkest Peru and ends

  up at Paddington Station with a note round his neck saying, “Please look after this bear.”’




  ‘“Please look after this bear”?’ Bobbi shook her head apologetically. ‘We had Sesame Street.’




  ‘Well, Paddington loves marmalade too,’ Ro added lamely. ‘That’s why I . . .’ Her voice trailed away. Why was she talking about Paddington Bear at a party in a

  penthouse with a girl who looked like she sprinkled gold dust on her cornflakes?




  They were quiet for a moment, the silence between them growing more awkward as they considered their new relationship: they’d gone from being strangers – hell, combatants – on

  the street to housemates in twenty minutes.




  ‘But the similarities end there, right?’ Bobbi asked. ‘With the bear, I mean. No . . . excess body hair issues I should know about? ’Cause if we’re sharing a

  bathroom . . .’




  Ro laughed. ‘No, it’s all good,’ she grinned, as Hump burst back in, a beer bottle wedged between each finger.




  But that wasn’t strictly true. There were distinct similarities between her and the famous bear – lots of them, in fact: she was on an adventure now too, relying on the kindness of

  strangers and with a jar of marmalade in her pocket. And if she had had a tag round her neck, it would have read almost identically: ‘Please look after this girl.’




  





  Chapter Four




  ‘Right. Just stay right,’ Ro muttered between gritted teeth, gripping the wheel a little harder as she drove beneath another green road sign that she was, again,

  past before she could understand. Oh God. Was 44E the junction or the road? she panicked, her eyes flicking down to the sheet of paper printed with map directions on the seat beside her, before the

  sharp hoot of the car to her right told her she was drifting across the lanes again. Dammit. Navigation really wasn’t her thing. It had already taken her four circuits of JFK Airport before

  she’d found her way out to the highway – she’d visited the DHL depot twice, much to the security guard’s chagrin – and she had no idea if she was heading towards

  Manhattan, Montauk or, frankly, the moon.




  So much for just hooking a right and keeping going till she drove into the Atlantic. It had looked so easy on the map – Long Island a long, skinny arm that shot out of America’s

  mainland and straight into the Atlantic Ocean, Montauk sitting at the fingertips, East Hampton – where she was headed – more in the wrist.




  But then, all of this had seemed easy before she had actually had to go and do it. It had been one thing sharing her news when she’d flown home in early April, revelling in the shocked

  expressions and envious eyes as she’d casually dropped the bombshell that she – she, who needed moral support getting in a round at the Pig & Whistle – was moving to

  America for the summer. She hadn’t been left behind after all, see? Brenda, her cleaner, had agreed to ‘adopt’ Shady in her absence – it had been depressing to realize that

  the humble goldfish was pretty much her only responsibility tying her there – so that she could have her own adventure too. She’d delighted in recounting how she’d

  ‘won’ a coveted bedroom in Hump’s house from the bathroom, boasting about Bobbi’s sharp ambition and slim ankles, showing off the photos of the white-sand beaches and the

  sunny forecasts that she brought up on the internet. It had been so good being the one with the surprise for once, when she’d spent years listening to everyone else’s of secret weekends

  away, long-awaited pregnancy joys, big promotions, intricate marriage proposals . . . And it had restored a little of her pride. She’d seen the way everyone had looked pityingly at her as

  news got out about Matt’s tour of Asia – alone – for six months. They hadn’t heard her when she’d reassured them that they weren’t actually breaking up; they

  were simply pausing, taking a breather. They’d just nodded politely when she’d said Matt had told her he was going to spend the entire trip dreaming up an original and romantic marriage

  proposal for his return. They hadn’t known that she had repeated his words with a beatific calm she didn’t feel: ‘It’s not the end. He just wants us to have a new

  beginning.’




  So yes, she had enjoyed talking about this ‘adventure’. It had given her a glamour and an edge that had caught her friends unawares. But now, wedged between two monster trucks on an

  expressway in rush hour and unable to remember the laws about overtaking, she wasn’t feeling so confident. The New York suburbs had given way to dense woodland that bracketed the highway,

  occasional dead raccoons in the road reminding her that it wasn’t just the cars and accents that were different over here. Even the roadkill had an American flavour.




  After a while, a sign for ‘27E Montauk’ directed her to take the right-hand slip road and she relaxed her grip on the wheel, grateful for this karmic mercy. She knew the 27 Highway

  ran like a bone down the length of Long Island’s skinny arm, and that she only had to drive in a straight line now, right into East Hampton’s high street – or rather, Main

  Street.




  Still, Hump had promised to keep his phone near him, in case she got lost. He was already at the house. It was the end of May; the summer season officially started this weekend and Greg –

  a lawyer friend of Hump’s brother who was in the fourth bedroom – and Bobbi would be over tomorrow. Ro was looking forward to seeing her again: as the only other person she vaguely knew

  in the whole of America, Ro felt an artificial closeness to the architect – like a gosling imprinting on a panther – that paid no heed to the bolts of terror that flashed through her

  every time she read Bobbi’s tweets: ‘Five a.m. kettlebells. #hellyeah’; ‘To M.I.T. 4 talk on Spatial Strategies of Resistance #bringit’.




  Ro was looking forward to seeing Hump again too. They had communicated with increasing frequency via Facebook for the past six weeks, their messages becoming more relaxed by the day as their

  updates and photo posts educated them remotely about each other’s lives. For instance, Ro already knew Hump could surf (a little bit – the photos mainly showed him wiping out), that he

  changed girls like he changed underpants (every three days), and he considered the lime that came with his vodka to be one of his five a day. He knew that she, on the other hand, was partial to

  ‘box-set weekends’, drank only wine in pubs and bought fish food in bulk (Brenda wasn’t going to have to spend a penny on Shady, even if she didn’t come back for a year).

  Greg was technically their Facebook friend too, but his page didn’t even have a photo of him, and he hadn’t posted anything at all in the six weeks since they’d paid their

  deposits.




  ‘It’s all going to be great. Just great,’ Ro whispered to herself as she drove through Southampton and then Bridgehampton, where preppy-looking men and nautical-chic women were

  clustered round cafe tables, sipping soy lattes and reading the local papers as the Manhattan commuters looked on enviously in their scramble to join them.




  The road had become narrower now, having segued from a dual carriageway to a single-lane road a while back, and was flanked on either side with standalone units housing antiques and contemporary

  furniture shops; long, low, painted wooden deli huts with the shutters pushed up and fresh fruits and vegetables arranged on trays; enormous, grand redbrick schools with pretty white windows, flags

  in flagpoles and yellow buses parked out the front. The houses she could glimpse through the trees were set back from the road, clapboarded and rustic, with no fences or walls to delineate their

  garden boundaries, and she didn’t see any cats, but plenty of deer.




  The road came to a T-junction and Ro followed the traffic round to the left. She knew she was close now. She had just passed the sign for East Hampton Tennis Club and there was a marked shift in

  tone as she rounded the corner – everything tightened suddenly, raised its game.




  A sweeping, daffodil-fringed green (only the leaves left now) with a pond and a windmill on it sat to her right, a ribbon of bucolic, wainscoted and cedar-shingled houses streaming down a

  straight and widened road that was shaded by giant horse chestnut trees. Ro put her foot on the brake, gliding more slowly down the street with an almost reverential wonder. Everything was so neat

  and pretty – the colour palette like a watercolour painting, all misty greys and heathery greens, gardens bracketed with the famous white picket fences as stationary swing seats hung on

  covered porches and carved shutters were pressed flush to the walls.




  Her eyes grew even wider as the homes gave way to shops and she counted Tiffany & Co., Ralph Lauren (not one store but three!), Juicy Couture, Tory Burch . . . Her eyes wandered to the

  people milling around – most of them looking like they were heading to a yoga class or a tennis match – and all shrunken to 30 per cent thinner than the average population.




  She stopped at another set of lights and hurriedly reread the directions. Hump had said to take the next right turn after the cinema, which she could see out of her passenger side window. Then

  it was next right onto Egypt Lane and his house was a quarter of a mile on the left, just by the green.




  The trees grew in girth and height as she moved a block away from the town centre, their canopies interlacing like fingers above her, tunnelling the road, and she could tell from the dazzling

  glare at the end that the ocean lay directly ahead of her. Ro pushed her sunglasses onto the top of her head, her chin almost resting on the wheel as the car idled slowly past houses that were

  rapidly swelling in size and stature.




  She’d never seen anything like it – set back from the wide streets, with no pavement but a wide cycle lane, every single house sat amid a large, manicured plot. Some had barn-style

  hipped roofs, others multiple pretty dormers; some had covered verandas that ran round the perimeter of the house, others stepped porches, loggias and balconies. They all had pools. They all had

  Mexican gardeners riding on sit-on mowers or adjusting sprinkler systems. And every, but every estate was pristine and immaculate. There were no wild brambles winding round the picket fences, no

  flaking paint at the windows or missing shingle tiles, no cars that hadn’t been hand-polished – heck, no cars, it seemed, that were more than two years old. How was it possible for an

  entire community to share the same sense of aesthetic perfection? Did they have neighbourhood meetings where they chose their house colours from a coordinating palette so that none clashed? Maybe

  it was somebody’s job to make sure that newcomers to the area kept to the scheme. This wasn’t a simple case of ‘keeping up with the Joneses’. Out here, even the Joneses were

  keeping up – with the Spielbergs and Martins and Parkers, if Hump was to be believed.




  She saw the triangular green Hump had told her to watch out for, passed it and indicated left as she spotted the red water hydrant. Ten metres on, she pulled into the drive signposted,

  ‘Sea Spray,’ and switched off the ignition with a muffled shriek. She had done it! She was alive!




  She peered through the windscreen at Sea Spray Cottage – her home for the summer. The house was far smaller than those she’d passed further up the street – it was indeed only a

  cottage with three dormers upstairs, a small porch with steps – and there was almost no garden at the front, just a short patch of lawn behind a low, undulating hedge. Why had there been such

  a clamour for a room in this house? There had been at least a hundred people at the party that night, but this cottage was nothing compared to its neighbours (even though she personally preferred

  old-world charm to grandeur). Clad in cedar shingle that had weathered to a dove grey, plain shutters flanked the downstairs windows, and it had a wisteria growing along the porch roof that was in

  full flower.




  Ro stepped out of the hire car and leaned against the door. She could hear the sound of the Atlantic pounding the beach in the distance.




  ‘Hey! I didn’t expect you so soon,’ Hump said, coming round the porch. He was wearing board shorts and carrying a box in his arms. He dropped it on the Adirondack chair beside

  him and vaulted over the wooden railings, landing lightly in front of her, his arms out wide.




  Ro wasn’t sure whether to hug him or shake his hand. She knew him better online than in the flesh, and right now, shirtless, there was a lot of flesh to deal with. She decided to err on

  the side of caution, opting for the handshake – only she caught her own foot as she stepped towards him, and ended up in the next instant with her cheek pressed flat against his warm

  (seemingly waxed) chest.




  Hump grinned as she jumped back in horror and tried to restore composure by thrusting out her hand like a toy soldier.




  ‘You Brits, so formal.’ He laughed, folding her back into a bear hug.




  ‘Sorry,’ she mumbled against his chest.




  ‘And apologetic.’




  ‘Sorry.’




  He laughed again, thinking she was joking. ‘Are your bags in the trunk?’




  ‘Mmm-hmm,’ she nodded, as he opened the boot and pulled out her giant, battered canvas holdall. He peered back round the car at her. ‘That’s it?’




  ‘I travel light.’




  ‘Yeah, but . . . you’re gonna be living here for four months. There’s hobos with more on their backs than this.’




  Ro smiled. ‘Did my stuff arrive?’ She had sent her photographic and computer equipment ahead by air freight several weeks earlier.




  ‘It’s all in the studio, ready for you to unpack.’




  ‘Oh God, I’m so excited – I can’t wait to see it,’ Ro said, biting her fingers.




  ‘Well, you don’t have to. I was just going to stop by the unit before you got here. I’ve got to drop off the ads.’ He pulled a poster from the box on the chair and

  unrolled it. Hayley, the maid of honour, pouted back at her, looking sexy and vibrant and enticing in her glamorously dishevelled get-up with the provocative sign ‘Get Humped this

  summer’ round her neck. ‘Remember her?’




  Ro laughed in astonishment, a hand clapped over her mouth as she took in, at the bottom, what appeared to be a timetable of shuttle runs from Main Street to the beaches. He’d been doing

  ads for his business?




  ‘We could do the tour when we get back.’




  ‘Totally . . . You did get her permission, right?’




  ‘Yeah. And her number,’ he winked. A phone inside the house rang. ‘Listen, I gotta take that call – I’ve been waiting the past half-hour for it. Why don’t you

  check out the beach and I’ll come pick you up in ten minutes?’




  Ro looked down the street towards the band of bright sky. ‘That way?’




  Hump was already barging through the door, racing for the phone. ‘That’s it. Left fork, first right onto Old Beach Lane,’ he called. ‘Three-minute walk.’




  Ro started walking, waking her body up again. It felt good to stretch after so many hours sitting cramped on the plane and then hunched, rictus-like with tension, as she negotiated the traffic.

  A couple of girls cycled past her in the opposite direction, wearing swirled, brightly coloured minidresses and chatting away in high-pitched voices, cars driving past at a leisurely pace, everyone

  relaxed from a day at the beach.




  To her right was a panoramic golfing green, and at its fringe, a sprawling building that Ro could tell was grand from the roof alone. As she passed the car park, she clocked a line-up of

  top-of-the-range Range Rovers, Mercedes SLs, Jaguars and Aston Martins.




  The beach car park just beyond it had cars with a lower spec – SUVs, a couple of saloons and vans. A group of bare-chested teenage boys in baggies were laughing with some girls in cut-off

  jeans and bikini tops sitting on the tailgate of a Chevy, low music pulsing from the dash. Ro walked past them towards the wooden railings that delineated the beach, pulling off her Converses

  without bothering to undo the laces, her eyes fixed on the huge heave of the ocean, which broke and smashed upon the shore, the wind picking sand off the set-back dunes and combing it up into the

  sky, while bending the bleached grasses almost flat to the ground. Either side, left and right, stretched miles of unending blond beach chopped up with footprints, distant dog-walkers and joggers

  silhouetted by the low sun that cast angled rays across the water, making it gleam like cut glass.




  The light was incredible, strong and blinding, and her hand instinctively reached for the camera hanging round her neck. It was always there, like a favourite necklace, ready to point and click

  – not just to capture the moment but make it real. For Ro, ever since her parents had given her a camera for her eleventh birthday – the last one before they died – life was only

  real through the lens: she only felt a moment in the fraction after the ‘click’; she only remembered it when she saw it on film – even her last image of Matt before he’d

  disappeared through airport security had to be confirmed on the display screen before she could actually believe and process that he’d gone.




  She walked down to the shore, camera poised at her eye as she framed the landscape, making sense of it in neat circles, adjusting the focus by single degrees as it pinned on the plovers that

  wheeled in the sky, the dot-dot-dash of the wind over the water. The zoom lens found a dog chasing a frisbee into the surf, and as she tracked its leap through the air, droplets from its coat

  shining like crystal in the blue sky, she picked up on something else beyond: two young children standing by the shore, throwing something into the water.




  They looked like ebony cameos from her vantage point, but Ro could see one was a girl from her dress billowing behind her in the wind. Their chins were tucked down, their hair lifted off the

  backs of their necks as they watched something floating in the water in front of them.




  Ro started clicking automatically, loving the way their silhouettes were picked out in such high definition against the sparkling water behind, tiny ambassadors of childhood with their duck

  curls and plump limbs. The shutter came down repeatedly like a fluttering eyelid – black, image, black, image – the children oblivious to her presence or the way the camera tracked

  their movements.




  But Ro was as lost as they were; she didn’t see the man racing towards her, his fists clenched, the sand kicked up in plumes behind him, and when, in the next moment, everything went

  black, Ro jumped back in alarm.




  The man had clamped his hand across the camera lens and was staring at her with a trembling, pinched fury.




  ‘Who the hell,’ he said quietly and ominously slowly, ‘do you think you are?’




  Ro stared back at him, open-mouthed and too shocked to reply. Who was he? Where had he come from?




  ‘Why are you photographing my children?’




  She blinked at him.




  ‘You think it’s OK to intrude with your goddam camera? A pretty scene, is it?’




  Ro literally couldn’t find her voice. The anger in his eyes was terrifying. He looked wild and barely restrained, his dark brown hair blown forward like a nimbus around his face, which was

  angular and planed, his blue-shock eyes red-rimmed and unblinking.




  ‘Give me the camera.’ His hand was still on the lens and his grip tightened round it, no longer merely obscuring the view but trying to pull the camera away from her.




  That was enough to bring back her voice. ‘What? No!’




  ‘You are not keeping those images. Give me the camera.’




  ‘I bloody well won’t!’ Ro cried, trying to step back, but with the strap still round her neck and a full-grown man attached to the camera lens, she was stuck. Her neck bent

  forward from the jolt and she winced. The man released the camera at once and she stepped back, out of reach immediately, rubbing her neck with her free hand to make a point.
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