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Prologue

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Shifting her shoes to one hand, she let herself in through 
the French windows. The doors were unlocked, as they 
often left them, lazy days at the beach blurring their sense  
of caution, but still, there was the possibility that someone 
was home.
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‘Hello?’ she called, listening, her voice echoing around 
the room. No, nothing but the soft hum of the air con. There 
was no one here. David would still be at the party; they all 
would, drinking champagne, laughing at each other’s jokes, 
smiling politely at boasts about schools and business deals, 
gasping at the latest gossip.

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

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

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

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

Yeah? Well let them talk.
She stepped outside; it was too hot in the house, despite 

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

Like you’d ever get in a boat. She could barely stand to 
be around the pool, never even dangled her feet into the 
water, not even on the hottest days.
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The noise from the beach was getting louder and a crowd 
had gathered on the sand beyond the perimeter of the 
grounds.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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





This summer
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Chapter 1

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Best wishes,
Julia Cowen, Catering Manager

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

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

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

‘Sadly not,’ said Jem.
Rain began to fall from the blanket of heavy clouds 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Finally he looked down at her.
‘Hey, what’s the matter?’
Jem shook her head and looked away. ‘It’s nothing.’
‘It’s something,’ he said, tilting her face towards his with 

a finger under her chin.
Jem felt a stab of desire, despite herself. Nat was hand-

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

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

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

Jem looked up at him and frowned.
‘It’s what I’m qualified to do,’ she said defensively, 

thinking about her years working in the restaurant industry, 
jobs that had led to her setting up a catering business, 
Sparkling Jems, two years earlier.

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

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

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

‘You’re not unwanted,’ he said, touching her cheek. ‘You 
are a brilliant cook. Sparkling Jems single-handedly 
improved the calibre of west London dinner parties one 
canapé at a time,’ he grinned. ‘And as soon as word gets out 
over here about how good you are, you’re going to be  
run off your feet with opportunities. Good opportunities. 



15

But for now, just try and enjoy the fact that you’ve got a bit 
of time off, and that your husband is making twice as much 
dosh as he was back in London.’

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

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

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

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

Her husband looked genuinely confused.
‘How can you be bored in New York City?’
‘No job, no prospect of a job, no friends,’ she said, tick-

ing the points off on her fingers. ‘I shuffle around Manhattan 
and back again all day, every day, shopping, killing time in 
museums – which is costing us a fortune, by the way. You 
really appreciate the amazing free places in London when 
it’s twenty bucks a throw over here.’ She hesitated. ‘It’s all 
so . . .’

‘So what?’
She shook her head. Pointless. Empty. Draining. That 

was what she wanted to say.
If someone had offered her a plane ticket to London right 

then, she would have grabbed it with both hands.
‘I’m sick of waiting around for a job that doesn’t seem to 

be out there,’ she said quietly. ‘I’ve called every catering 
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firm, contacted every restaurant and there’s nothing out 
there, not unless you want me at Wendy’s for minimum 
wage.’

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

‘I got a call from Angela Carter today,’ he said.
Jem frowned. For a second she didn’t recognise the name.
‘Todd Carter’s wife?’ he said. ‘Art director, you 

remember.’
Jem nodded. She had met Todd at one of the few parties 

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

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

Jem nodded, wondering where this was going.
‘Well, a vacancy has come up,’ he said with a grin.
‘Vacancy?’
‘From Memorial Day through to the first weekend in 

September. Imagine it, Jem: our own beach house for the 
whole summer. I know how much you miss living near the 
sea. Well, now you can go swimming every day!’

Jem knew she should feel excited, but she only felt a 
rising anxiety.
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‘In the Hamptons,’ she said slowly. ‘Isn’t that going to be 
really expensive?’

Nat made a dismissive gesture.
‘It’s a bargain. The house belongs to Angela’s godfather 

and he hasn’t put the rent up in a decade.’
‘But there are going to be other people there?’
He reached out to stroke her face.
‘Nice people. Angela and Todd, Joel and Erica, Paul  

and Rebecca, us. It’s going to be fun. And no more lonely 
Jem.’

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

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

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

Nat laughed. Confident, reassuring.
‘Babe, it’s a formality. We’re in. When I told them you 

were a brilliant cook, they couldn’t invite us fast enough.’
Jem laughed. ‘The cooking? You didn’t mention my 

sparkling personality?’
He pulled her into a tight hug.
‘And that, of course.’
He held her for a moment, then stood back and looked 

into her eyes.
‘Look, I know this move hasn’t been easy for you. The 

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

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

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

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

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

Jem laughed. ‘Maybe it is,’ she said. And at that moment, 
she believed it could be.
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Chapter 2

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

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

‘Because it’s an audition,’ said Nat.
‘I thought you said we were in. Isn’t this a formality?’
Her husband shrugged. Even he looked a little edgy.
‘Yes, well that’s what I thought. But I saw Todd at the 

gym and he kept mentioning this other couple they’ve been 
seeing. I don’t know if he was trying to tell me something.’

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

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

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

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

Jem glanced around to make sure they weren’t overheard.
‘Twenty thousand dollars, Nat,’ she said, almost laughing 

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

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

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

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

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

‘I thought you wanted this too. You’ve been so excited.’
Jem nodded cautiously. It was true. Ever since he’d 

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

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

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

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

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

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

Nat gave her a flash of that smile.
‘No way are they going to choose someone else,’ he said, 

taking her hand. ‘Come on, let’s show them what they’d be 
missing.’

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

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

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

He pulled a chair out for her with a flourish of chivalry.
‘Sit down, sit down, both of you,’ said the brunette, 

turning to Jem. ‘I’m Angela, Todd’s wife. I guess we’re going 
to have to be really cheesy and introduce ourselves. Like 
we’re speed-dating.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Angela smiled. ‘I heard you were a really great cook.’
‘Well, that’s kind of what I used to do in London.’
‘Jem had her own catering firm,’ said Nat. ‘They used to 

do a lot of media events, society weddings, that sort of 
thing.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

And everyone started to laugh.


