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Chapter 1

 

XAVIER 

 

“One woman, for life. Hell, no.”

Xavier waited until his brother Tobias was well out of earshot to state his observation. They were sitting outside on leather couches, on the rooftop terrace of The Oasis, the bar his friend Luke owned.

Tobias was flying Luke and his team to his wedding on Kawaya, his three-hundred-acre private island in Fiji. The bar owner and his staff were taking care of the drinks for the four-day wedding extravaganza.

“He’s your brother. Be happy for him,” Luke drawled.

“I am happy for him,” Xavier insisted. Tobias seemed more relaxed these days, and it was all due to Savannah and Jacob. “It was about time he met someone. I could say the same about you.” He glanced at his friend, but Luke kept quiet.

“Not me.” Luke shook his head. “I’m too busy running bars to be dealing with women.”

Girlish laughter bubbled around the room making Xavier glance over his shoulder. Even though it was late evening and the night sky had darkened to a rich navy-blue, the soft lights from the lamps made it easy to see everyone. He raised his glass to the group of women who sat around a table scattered with jewel-colored cocktails. A couple of them acknowledged him with an interested smile.

“Know them?” he asked his friend. Luke seemed to know everyone who came here.

“Lawyers and legal eagles, celebrating an engagement. That’s all you need to know.”

Xavier eyed them slowly, his gaze lasering in on a woman with long wavy hair and what looked like a big and beautiful pair of breasts. His mouth watered at the sight of her hard-to-miss nipples poking through her silk dress. He flashed a smile at her, appreciating the view.

Even with the slight chill in the air—a promise, in this last week of September that fall was around the corner, it wasn’t that cold because of all the heaters Luke had placed around the terrace. Or maybe the woman wasn’t cold and was just excited to see him. 

“Quit bugging my clientele.”

“I don’t see them complaining.” Xavier lifted his beer bottle to his lips. 

“That’s because they don’t complain to you.”

“Bullshit.” Xavier looked at his friend dubiously. “Nobody’s ever complained to you about me. You’re making that shit up.”

On second thoughts, he decided it was probably better not to risk anything while Tobias was around. With his wedding to Savannah a week away, his brother was easily irritated. In fact his family, especially his parents, seemed to get annoyed when it came to Xavier and his love life. He didn’t understand why. He was young. Maybe not so young. But twenty-seven wasn’t exactly old.

Tobias was going to celebrate his thirtieth birthday the day before his wedding. Talk about hitting two major milestones one after the other.

Luke’s gaze drifted to the table of women before returning to him again. “Is Xavier-The-Stud-Stone in action again? Won’t your girlfriend mind?”

Xavier rolled his eyes at the mention of the nickname Luke had given him many years ago. “I’m only looking.” Gisele wouldn’t like him ogling other women, but she wasn’t here, and he wasn’t about to do anything silly. He wasn’t that much of a douchebag. “You all set for the wedding? All set to show off your mixologist skills?” he asked, his fingers curling around the glass bottle. 

“Don’t call me a mixologist. I don’t need any fancy, stupid labels.”

“Okay, calm down.” But Xavier guessed that his cocktail making skills behind the bar helped him pick up a lot of girls. Not that the dude needed to be behind the bar. “Think of the shit ton of publicity you’re going to get from it.”

“That’s not why I’m doing it,” Luke protested.

Xavier snorted in disbelief. “It’s not as if you would have turned this opportunity down.” It was Tobias Stone’s wedding, for fuck’s sake.

“Tobias doesn’t want any press,”

It was true. Tobias was an intensely private person. “My brother’s anal like that.”

Luke leaned forward. His sleeves had been turned up, revealing hard, tattooed forearms that had Xavier wondering if he should get a couple of tattoos himself. Chicks loved that stuff. And that, along with the handful of bars and clubs Luke owned in and around New York, made him a babe magnet. Xavier envied him a little, and for having a thriving business which didn’t seem like that much hard work.

“I don’t blame him. He wants no paparazzi and nothing leaked. I respect that, and I haven’t told anyone outside of my team. My staff is discreet, and they won’t leak anything to the press. I’m honored that Tobias asked me.”

“He’s asked you based on my recommendation.”

“He’s been here plenty of times without you.”

Xavier scratched the side of his jaw. “When?” Tobias wasn’t a party animal. “He’d rather watch the stock market than hang out in a bar.”

“He’s been here a few times with Savannah.” Luke’s eyes twinkled. He seemed to enjoy telling this news. Xavier angled his head. Yeah, well, things were slightly different now that his brother had met Savannah. These days Tobias was a changed man who had gone from spending most of his time in the office, to having a life outside it.

Another shriek of laughter bubbled across from the table behind him, forcing him to cast another look over his shoulder. He quickly scanned around the table and zeroed in on the same woman again. His gaze settled on her a moment longer than usual, until she returned the stare, and then he turned his back on her.

Show interest, but not too much. Raise their hopes, get them excited, and then pull back.

“His fiancée seems like a nice girl,” Luke remarked. “He seems very happy.”

“He is. He never used to go out much. I had to drag him out so he could mingle and get some pussy.”

Luke slanted an eyebrow. “That was considerate of you.”

“I thought so, too.” Xavier leaned in, eager to know, “Are you getting any?” Luke’s mouth twisted as if he was trying to formulate an appropriate reply. “For a twenty-seven-year-old, you still talk like a teen.”

“I’m being serious, dude.”

“I am too. Quit the pussy talk.”

Quit the pussy talk? It made him wonder. “Are you batting for the other side?”

“You idiot.” Luke gave him one of his you’re-a-shithead-looks. “Some of us don’t like to talk about it as much as you do.”

“Where were we?” Tobias rejoined them, slipping his cell phone away.

“You were about to order a glass of whiskey,” Xavier replied, then raised his hand to summon a server. He should have ordered Tobias a drink while he was taking his call.

Tobias turned to Luke. “Do you have everything under control?”

“It’s all taken care of,” Luke assured him. “I’ve met with your security guys.  We arrive the morning of your birthday, and I’ll be there to oversee everything. You don’t have to worry about a thing.”

The server placed the whiskey glass down, and Xavier slid it over to Tobias. “Here you go, bro.”

Tobias dismissed it with a wave of his hand. “No thanks. I’m good.”

“Since when did you give up drinking?”

Tobias gave him a hard stare. “I haven’t. I don’t need one now. Get me a Coke will you?”

“Coming up.” Xavier caught the server’s attention again and ordered the drink before turning to Tobias. “You need to loosen up.”

“I still have work to do before we fly out. We can’t all work from home in our PJs.”

Luke sniggered. “What is it that you do again? I’ve never been able to figure it out.”

Tobias grinned back at him. “Let me know when you find out, because I still can’t figure it out myself.”

“He drives a 488 Spider, though,” Luke remarked casually. “He can’t be doing too badly.”

Xavier bit his tongue. It pinched his nerves, the two of them talking about him like this. “I’m here, guys. I’m right here. And I’m doing fine.” He raised his bottle and waved it at the two of them for ganging up on him. Tobias and he were opposites. His brother was far too rigid, far too organized. But then, he was a billionaire running a hedge fund. People assumed that because he was Tobias Stone’s brother, he was as successful and as wealthy. But Xavier was nowhere near being a billionaire, and never would be, though he’d almost made it to millionaire status a couple of times.

Sad thing was, a million was nothing in today’s world. It took at least ten mill to get by. “Not all of us get Daddy’s trust fund.” This was aimed at Luke.

“I gave my old man the middle finger,” Luke shot back. “And I’m building my empire with my own blood, sweat and tears. I haven’t taken a cent from Daddy.”

Tobias listened and nodded his head, keeping silent. He was a self-made billionaire who counted politicians and captains of industry as his friends. Not particularly close friends, Xavier assumed, but close enough that he could call them up if needed.

It wasn’t that Xavier was jealous, but he couldn’t rival that. He had never been as smart or as astute as his brother, and he was painfully aware of the fact.  “Laugh all you want, but I’ve been creating and running businesses ever since I graduated from high school,” he said, a little too defensively. “And I can afford the Ferrari just fine.” He lifted his chin in defiance.

“To confirm,” said Tobias, ignoring him and turning to Luke again. “Have you got the agenda?”

Luke nodded.

“And you’ve signed the agreement?”

“Yes. No talking to the press, no pictures, no exclusives for any of the papers or magazines. Understood and noted.”

Xavier suppressed his breath. His brother’s paranoia bordered on OCD at times. He took a swig of his drink and listened to Tobias and Luke discussing the wedding details. He felt like a third party in a business meeting for two.

He was happy for Tobias—of course he was—and it was about time things turned around for him, especially after what had happened with Ivy. But honestly, apart from that huge life-changing event, things had always gone smoothly for his brother.

Unfortunately, for himself, things weren’t so easy. Business was slow lately. He didn’t have the smarts and the genius to run a hedge fund, but he’d had to find his own way.

He wasn’t living off of Tobias’s generosity, nor did he want to. The problem with starting and running lots of small businesses, trying and failing many times over before finding a few that worked, was that it wasn’t consistent. He was always looking for new business opportunities. But when he made money, and sold a business off, or made good with the stock market, he did well. Well enough to afford a Ferrari and a loft conversion in Tribeca. Well enough to easily afford thousand-dollar bottles of champagne when he needed to impress.

But things hadn’t been as great ever since he and Petra had broken up. She’d been his lucky mascot but ever since the split, at Tobias’s party back in July, he hadn’t seen her. A week later he'd heard she was doing the rounds with a quarterback from the Miami Dolphins. 

Not that he'd been lonely for long. Shacking up with Gisele, a cute B-list actress, had relieved him of too much wrist action.

He looked up as a gorgeous woman swept past their table, then stopped and stepped back, placing her hand on Luke’s shoulder and greeting him. Xavier eyed her butt as she talked to Luke, flirting with him like a nymph. Her hand slid down his arm, fingering his skin and tracing over his tattoos. “Come on over and say ‘hi’, when you’ve finished, stranger.”  Her pomegranate red nails squeezed his friend’s bicep as a parting gesture. Xavier watched her until she was out of sight, and then turned his attention back to the conversation.

“I think we’re done.” Tobias got up shook hands with Luke. “See you in Kawaya.”

“Thank you, for the opportunity.” Luke looked chuffed as he got off from his stool then excused himself.

“Lucky son-of-a-bitch,” Xavier sniped, watching Luke and the woman talking. “I bet he has everyone’s number.” It seemed like a waste because for all the phone numbers Luke might have had, Xavier hadn’t seen him with anyone for a long time.

Tobias gave him another one of his steely looks. “You’re like a walking hard-on.”

“This place is full of beautiful women, what do you expect?” The brunette on that table was giving him the come on. His mind was already in the gutter, and he could see by the way she licked her lips that hers wasn’t far behind.

“You haven’t confirmed if your girlfriend is coming.”

“Would you mind if she did?” His mother would give him a hard time, and he’d have to make sure she didn’t get her claws into Gisele for too long. 

“I don’t care if she does or not,” replied Tobias, icily. “But if her coming stops you from hitting on all my guests, then go for it.”

“You have the wrong impression of me, bro.”

“Do I?” Tobias sounded testy. “If she comes, she’d better stick to my privacy policy.” That’s what Xavier was worried about. He wasn’t sure Gisele could keep her mouth shut. She was easily impressed, and a little too text-happy. Each time they went out she’d take pictures and post them to her social media accounts before they’d even had dessert. “If she’s not on Vivian’s list, she’s not getting in.”

Tobias and his goddamn lists.  Xavier didn’t envy Vivian, Tobias’s new PA, the task of organizing the list of attendees. This ‘small’ wedding was turning out to be a security nightmare, and Xavier was still none the wiser as to what had happened to Candace, Tobias’s previous PA. 

He’d had her once, in the supplies cupboard in The Vault, Luke’s club in the basement. He’d had her up against the door with her legs wrapped around his waist, and her panties around one ankle. Maybe he shouldn’t have, what with her being Tobias’s PA, but the girl was a flirt, and she’d wanted it. And he’d been single at the time.

It had been a simple case of supply and demand.

Maybe it was as well that she had left, or had been fired, or whatever. Even Matthias, who’d been a close friend of his brother’s for as long as he could remember, had gone at the same time, and Xavier was still none the wiser as to what had happened to either of them. Tobias refused to discuss it. 

Xavier ventured another try, at the risk of getting shot down, as he had on the other occasions. “Are Candace and Matthias coming?”

“No.” The tone of Tobias’s voice warned him against probing further.

He could take the hint. He knew that if someone pissed Tobias off, his brother would cut them off and be done with them.

“You’re flying with mom and dad, right?” Tobias asked, indicating that the topic was done with.

“Yup.” Xavier’s insides tanked at the thought. Gisele had to come, if only to be a distraction. The seventeen-hour flight from New York to Fiji, with a stop in LA, was tough enough, and if his parents were going to be on the same flight, it was going to be hell on earth. On landing, they had to take a small plane or a boat from the main airport to Kawaya. 

The thought of being stuck on the flight made his stomach churn. “Shame you decided to go a few days beforehand.” Otherwise they could all have traveled on Tobias’s private jet, and it would have made the journey bearable.

“It’s my wedding, and I’ll do whatever the hell I want.” Tobias was traveling a few days earlier with Savannah and Jacob. Everyone else was coming a few days later, on commercial flights all paid for by Tobias.

With it taking almost an entire day to get there, then four days on the island and a day to get back, it was going to be nearly a whole goddamn week. He had to make sure Gisele came along because, in that heat, with his parents and God knows who else, on an island that was remote; he’d go crazy unless he had something to do. And doing Gisele would be the best way of passing the time.

Tobias gulped down his drink and announced that he was leaving.

“Already?”

Xavier had been hoping to hang around The Oasis for longer, and spend some increasingly rare time with his brother who he barely got to see much these days. It used to be the case that he could convince Tobias to come out every few months. Xavier used to insist on it just to get his workaholic brother out into the world of the living. But ever since Savannah and her young son, Jacob had come into Tobias’s life, his brother no longer seemed to have much time for anyone else. Xavier missed that, a little. 

“Has Savannah ordered you to be home for dinner?” The idea of domestic bliss bored the hell out of him.

“I promised Jacob I’d be home early.”

Xavier’s eyebrows shot north. Pretty soon Tobias Stone’s household would be like The Waltons. Saccharine bliss. 

Enough to make Xavier want to puke. What the hell had happened to the man once dubbed New York’s most eligible bachelor? Not that Tobias had ever been a player but, as Gisele had shown Xavier on one of those stupid online celebrity websites, his brother still held strong on the list. It didn’t seem to matter that Tobias Stone was getting married. What irritated Xavier was seeing that he was number seven. And what pissed him off even more was finding out that Luke was number four.

Number fucking four.

And the man didn’t even seem to be interested in chicks.

As for himself, he knew why he was so far down the list. He was nowhere near as wealthy as Tobias.

He wasn’t a billionaire.

Yet.

And if truth be told, he wasn’t so sure he wanted to work that hard to become one. He was doing pretty well as he was.

 

 


Chapter 2

 

IZZY

 

“Tobias Stone seems like a nice guy.” Cara flicked through the pages of her magazine and showed Izzy the center pages. “See.”

“Then it must obviously be true.” Izzy ran her hand through her dark hair. She flicked her bangs away from her face, but it would only take a shake of her head to have them falling back over her eyes again. 

“He’s not a creep, Iz. He’s New York’s hottest bachelor.”

Izzy turned to her in consternation. “I didn’t know Gideon Shoemoney was a creep either.” Otherwise she would never have agreed to baby-sit for his two young children during summer. 

The Shoemoneys had paid her well for covering evenings and on weekends while their au-pair had gone back home to France for the summer. Izzy’s parents hadn’t been too happy when she’d told them she couldn’t come home for the holidays, but she’d never intended to anyway. Pittsburgh didn’t have the same buzz about it that New York did, and after her first year at Columbia had flown by, she was keen to stay here for the summer before entering her sophomore year. 

By the end of this college year, she wanted an internship at a top firm. Even a middle one would do. But a top one would be better. 

“You need to let it go, Iz. Shoemoney can’t get to you now, and not everyone is going to be a pervert like him.”

“Yeah, well ...” Just because she’d left their employment didn’t mean she was over it. And just because she had fought back didn’t mean she wasn’t afraid of something like that happening again. He still owed her some outstanding wages, but she had written those off. With the way she had left, she had no desire to go back and ask for it, though she sometimes wondered what Shoemoney’s wife had made of her abrupt departure. She had been away on business, that last time, and was often away each time her husband behaved inappropriately. She hadn’t called Izzy to ask why she had left, and it sometimes made her wonder if she knew what went on.  

“We’re marching aren’t we?” Cara reminded her. “And when we march with thousands of other women, we’ll be sending out a powerful signal that men can’t do this and get away with it. Not anymore.”

“Maybe.”

Cara flicked through the pages, and stopped. “His brother looks hot,” she squealed, examining the article as if it were an exam paper. “And he’s dating Gisele Steiner!” 

Izzy shook her head. “Never heard of her.” Nor did she care. What concerned her more was whether she was doing the right thing by accepting the job which Savannah had offered her—to babysit Jacob on weekends, as and when needed. But, before that, Savannah had asked her something that had taken her breath away. 

How would you like to spend five or six days keeping Jacob company so that he doesn’t get too bored at our wedding?

Izzy had  had to ask Savannah to repeat the request, because she wasn’t sure she heard right. Cara had nearly had a seizure when Izzy told her later. 

“You’re going to Fiji? To the wedding of the year?” Cara had yelled, “That isn’t work, girlfriend, that is a dream!”

“It’s not Fiji. It’s their own—his own—private island. Kawasaki, or something.” Izzy couldn’t remember what it was called, even though Savannah had told her enough times. 

“Staten Island is the closest I’ll ever get to an island,” whined Cara. “I don’t care if it’s Tobias Stone’s private island or his shed.” Cara airquoted the last few words. “If it’s in Fiji, then who cares?”

And so she had decided ‘yes’. Yes, she would gladly accompany Jacob to the wedding. The rest, working for them, weekends and maybe evenings, babysitting, she’d have to think about. She had to go and see Savannah now, to sign the paperwork. 

“I wish you could take me with you,” Cara said, yet again. “I’d ask you to put me forward for that role, but I hate kids. Can’t stand the brats.”

“Jacob isn’t a brat,” Izzy protested. “But you might have been, once.”

Cara swatted her butt gently. “You don’t even look excited.”

“I am.” She was. But what if Tobias Stone was like Gideon Shoemoney?

“I couldn’t tell,” quipped Cara, drily. “You get to fly in his private jet!”

Izzy grinned. She hadn’t told her parents yet. Flying to a billionaire’s private island, on his private jet would be the last thing her parents wanted to hear. She didn’t want to send her dad over the edge again. She wasn’t sure what he would make of it. 

“Are you going to accept her other offer?”

“I don’t know,” Izzy replied, bunching her hair into a ponytail. “Creeps don’t have that name branded on their foreheads.” 

“You said Savannah’s nice, down-to-earth and honest. She wouldn’t be about to marry Tobias if he was an asshole, would she?”

“Some women don’t know the men are assholes until it’s too late.” But Cara had a point. Savannah was nice, and the two of them got on well when Izzy met her that first time at the engagement party. It was a few weeks after that when Savannah contacted her to ask if she would like to babysit Jacob for a few hours every so often. Savannah expressed concerns about having someone look after her son and told her that she didn’t trust anyone, but that Izzy was the exception. 

At that time, Izzy had been busy working for the Shoemoneys, but a month later, after what had happened in the laundry room, she left. 

Luckily, she still had her other two jobs, one as a virtual assistant to a guy rolling out online courses, and the other taking care of ad campaigns for a mom-and-pop home business. It was steady money, and good money, and better than working at a fast-food place, or a bar. Plus, she could do it in her own hours, once her college work was done. 

Needing to fill the gap in income, she’d called Savannah on the off chance and it turned out that luck was in her favor. Savannah was delighted to have Izzy on board. 

She picked up her cell phone and handbag. “Am I doing the right thing, Cara? Do I need the money that bad?” 

“You need the money that bad.”

She swallowed and shook her head. Being broke was an awful situation and studying for her Media and Communications degree wasn’t the thing to do, not from the small town she came from. 

But federal grants, juggling the three jobs—two now that she’d left the Shoemoneys—careful spending, and eating noodles and bread more than was probably good for her, meant she had her best shot at making something of her life. 

She needed to get that degree, then land a great job at a hotshot company, and she was going to do it all by herself. She wasn’t going to take a cent from her parents, not that they had much in the way of financial aid to give her. Studying was her way of breaking away and going to the city, and standing a chance of getting a corporate job. She intended to dazzle New York with her smarts and her drive—the kind of drive her father had once had. Seeing him broke, and so low, with his dream in tatters was more than enough ammunition for her to pursue her dreams and make a good life for herself, and, in due course, help her family. She’d make her parents proud, and show her father that it was going to be alright. The poor man had suffered enough. The family had suffered enough. 

“Iz.” Cara came up to her. “Don’t beat yourself up about what happened. It wasn’t your fault. I don’t think Tobias Stone is anything like that perv.”

She shrugged. “I hope you’re right.” 

“If you’re not sure, use the week of the wedding to decide. Tell Savannah you’re not sure and you’re worried it might impact your studies, but personally, I don’t think you need to worry much about Tobias Stone. If there’s anyone you should worry about, it’s his brother. He’s hot stuff. A player, and ohmigod, he’s a looker. They both are, but he’s still—”

“Seeing someone, remember? And I’m not interested.”

“Okay. I’m just warning you. Go and sign your contract.”

“I’m going to.” A private jet to an island in the South Pacific—she knew because she’d looked it up on the world map, and an invitation to the wedding of the year? 

She’d be insane not to. 

 

 

Savannah, she learned, was just like her—a girl from a small town. Not a city girl by any means. 

How had she ended up falling for a billionaire? 

“Don’t you find it crazy?” Izzy asked. They were sitting in the huge living room of Tobias’s Upper East Side apartment, a place, Savannah casually mentioned they’d soon be leaving because Tobias was having their new home completely refurbished, and the extensive building work was still underway. 

“I find the media circus crazy. It’s too intrusive for my liking. I’m a private person so the adjustment has been hard. But Kay keeps me grounded, tells me not to read any blogs or comments, or the papers. She says she’ll check them for me.”

That cousin, Kay. Izzy had met her that one time at the party. “It’s good of her to look out for you like that,” she said, her voice tight. 

“But at times, when she can’t hold back, she’ll tell me some nasty piece of gossip she read about, of Tobias having an affair because he’d been photographed with someone. It’s ridiculous what people can print.”

“People can be nasty.”

“Yes they can,” Savannah agreed. “I can see why, though. Tobias was a catch, and then I turned up and caught him, so to speak, and now that we’re getting married, I’ve ruined the fantasy for some of these women.”

“You’re a catch too,” Izzy retorted. Savannah laughed. “You are,” she insisted, hating the way some women played themselves down. “You’re down to earth, and honest, and nice, and probably nothing like the vipers he comes across.” According to Cara the billionaire had been a workaholic, and had suffered tragedy years ago. “Hey, Jacob.” She greeted the young boy as he walked in. 

“Hey, Izzy.” He gave her a wide smile. “We’re going to have fun, you and me,” he announced, sounding older than his years.  

“We sure are,” she replied, looking at his cheeky and adorable face. He was so different now to the first time she’d met him. “I expect nothing less, Jacob.”

“Don’t forget your swimming costume. I’ve got my Iron Man swimming trunks ready.”

“I won’t.”

“Tobias says we’ve got the whole place to ourselves, and the entire sea.” His eyebrows lifted as if he couldn’t comprehend the enormity of the sea belonging to one man. “And there’s a pool. Or was it four pools, Mommy?”

“It doesn’t matter if there’s one or ten you can only ever go in one pool at a time,” Savannah replied. 

This seemed to satisfy Jacob. His eyes widened. “Can I sit next to you on the plane?” 

“I don’t know.” Izzy looked at Savannah. She had no idea about the travel plans. All she knew was that it was some place in Fiji. 

“Honey.” Savannah opened her arms as Jacob came in for a cuddle. “I need to discuss a few things with Izzy. Why don’t you go and play for a while?”

“Okay, Mommy.”

“Are you sure you’re fine about taking a few days off college?” Savannah asked her. “I’d hate to impact your studies, and your semester has only just started.” Savannah had obviously picked up on her hesitation, and it couldn’t have been that difficult because Izzy hadn’t exactly gushed like a prepubescent teen when Savannah had first made her the offer. 

Rich men were crooks and creeps and she didn’t trust them. The only reason Izzy even considered taking those few days off, with a weekend in the middle so it wasn’t that much time away from her studies, was because she needed the money, and because she would be surrounded by people. Savannah wasn’t going to leave her alone with Tobias, the way Cassia Shoemoney had. Still, it would be an easy few days, and Cara would never forgive her if she turned the opportunity down now. “I’ll be okay,” she insisted. She’d work like crazy and make sure she was all caught up as soon as she returned. “I adore Jacob and, like he says, we’re going to have a lot of fun.”

“Good. Jacob feels so comfortable with you, and that’s important to me. I find myself trusting people less and less these days.”

“I understand.”

“It’s not as if my parents wouldn’t take care of Jacob, they would, but I think he’d get bored. And I want them to enjoy the wedding. I want you to enjoy the wedding and your time there as well. I just feel that Jacob would have a better time with a younger person running around with him. I was hoping Rosalee would come—she used to look after Jacob before, but her daughter-in-law is about to have another baby, and she doesn’t want to miss it.”

“Don’t worry about me, or my studies,” Izzy rushed to reassure her. “I’m really looking forward to it. I’ve never been to Fiji.”

“Me neither,” Savannah confessed. She bunched her hair over one shoulder, and sat back, looking happy and worried at the same time. “There’s so much to do. Sometimes I get so overwhelmed.”

“I can imagine.” Izzy was worried about spending a few days on the island, but Savannah’s whole life had changed. It was a gigantic leap. No wonder she looked slightly flushed. “But you’ll be fine. It’s normal, a new bride feeling anxious.” She smiled at her, and Savannah returned the smile.

“I have some paperwork for you to sign. I’m sorry to make it so formal.”

“Don’t be. I understand.” 

“It’s just that Tobias is completely paranoid about his privacy, especially when it comes to personal matters.” 

“It’s fine with me. Where do I sign?”

“Here,” said Savannah, pointing. “And you’ll consider my offer to be available on weekends? I just need a little help, what with the house move, and other things …” 

“Can I think about it and give you my final answer once we get back?” 

“Once you get back?” Izzy sensed that this wasn’t the answer Savannah wanted. “Okay …”

“Ummmm.” Izzy cupped her chin. “Where do we get the … uh… plane?” Did she go to the airport?

“I’ll get Morris to pick you up, and take you to the airfield.”

“Morris?”

“He’s the chauffeur,” Savannah explained. “Oh, and you’ll have to get used to the bodyguards.”

Bodyguards?

“They’ll be following you, us, everywhere. It’s a bit daunting at first, but you soon forget about them.”

“Cool.”

Bodyguards? A chauffeur picking her up and taking her to the airfield, and then boarding a private jet? 

Cara was going to hyperventilate when she told her.

 


Chapter 3

 

IZZY

 

A week later she was lying on a recliner around an aquamarine, kidney-shaped pool, with sun-loungers and cocoon pods dotted around. 

It was surrounded by tropical gardens, and a small walkway led to sun-kissed white sandy beaches.  Tobias and Savannah were in separate hammocks under the palm trees and Jacob was further away, near the sand.

“Izzy, come and see this!” Jacob yelled.

She got up from her recliner and held her flat hand against her forehead, like a shade from the sweltering sun. Staring at him, she couldn’t help but admire the scenery. It was like a snapshot from a luxury holiday brochure.

“Look!” Jacob held up something she couldn’t make out. 

“I’m coming!” She got up and sauntered over, barefoot. 

“He’s not letting you have a moment’s peace, is he?” Savannah, in her two-piece brilliant blue bikini, looked up from her book.

“He’s excited. I’m excited!” Izzy waved at him. Kawaya was a picture-perfect paradise straight out of a movie. It was a world away from her lectures and the bustle and chaos that was New York. 

Even stepping foot into Tobias’s private plane had her spell-bound, and no matter how much she tried not to be dazzled by such wealth, she couldn’t hold back her amazement. The interior of the plane was fancier than anything she had ever seen in real life. It was luxurious, and stylish, with large cream leather seats, huge, shiny, TV screens, sleek wooden tables and vases of flowers. 

Vases full of flowers on a plane?

They arrived yesterday and went straight to bed, exhausted after the long flight, but this morning was her chance to see exactly what Kawaya was like. Tobias had given her a map of the island. It was huge, with a sprawling huge main house where the immediate family stayed. Savannah had insisted that Izzy also have a room there, next to Jacob. For the rest of the guests, there were lots of small cabins dotted around, further along the beach. 

The island had a waterfall and in the main, it was unspoiled, still in a state of natural beauty. The bodyguards were discreet. Every now and then she caught sight of them in their black T-shirts and black trousers, and felt sorry for them, wondering how they kept so cool in the heat. Though a gentle wind kept the edge off.

“What have you got there, Jacob?” He was squatting, in his Iron Man swim trunks, which he’d put on soon after waking up.

“Seashells. Look.” He fished one out with his tiny hands and put a shell to his ear. “I can’t hear anything.” He made a disappointed face. “Lenny says you can hear the sea but I can’t hear nothing.” 

“Anything,” she said. “You can’t hear anything.”

“I can’t,” he agreed. “You try.”

She did, and couldn’t hear anything either. “We need to find a shell that has more curvature.” She looked around, until she found one. “See,” she said, “This one has more of a curve.” She put it to her ear and smiled. “I can hear something now. You try.” She knelt on the soft powdery sand, like sugar but golden, and held the shell close to Jacob’s ear. “Listen,” she whispered. “It’s very, very, very quiet. Like a ‘sssssshhhhhhhhh’. Hear it?”

He frowned, then his eyes opened wider. “Yeah … yeah, I do! I hear it!”

She let him enjoy the moment.  After a while, he put it into his plastic bucket. “I’m collecting them,” he explained. 

“Shall we walk around the beach seeing how many we can find?”

He shook his head. 

“Then what do you want to do? We could go for a swim or—”

“Let’s go swim in the sea! Race you!” And he rushed off into the water before she could reply. She followed, and noticed that one of the bodyguards stepped forward. There were two of them—discreet, yet visible, and always around. Being here gave her a taste of what it was like to be a part of Tobias Stone’s world, being constantly shadowed by men who never spoke. Men who were there to guard your life. 

The Shoemoneys were relatively normal compared to this. 

 

 

The next day, Tobias and Savannah were still lying in their hammocks and relaxing.

With three days to go until the wedding, Izzy made sure to keep Jacob occupied. He was a bundle of energy, and while she didn’t have a hard time keeping an eye on him, she could see why Savannah had asked her to come along. 

They spent the rest of the morning building sandcastles and playing in the sea. After lunch, Tobias suggested they could explore the island. 

“Alone?” Savannah looked horrified. 

“It’s safe enough, Savannah,” said Tobias, reassuring her. 

“But it’s so big. What if he gets lost?”

“It’s an island. He’s not going to go far, and it’s only us here.” 

Izzy listened, keenly aware of Savannah’s fear. She recalled that time when she found a scared looking Jacob in the shopping mall. That episode was over, but clearly this fear was never going to leave Savannah. 

“Can we go there?” Jacob pointed behind in the distance. 

Savannah gasped. “To the waterfall? No. No way. Not unless we all go, and I’m not feeling up to it right now. Do you mind waiting, honey? We could go tomorrow?” 

“I can take him,” Izzy offered, stepping forward. Jacob wasn’t the type of child to jump up and down and throw a tantrum. He listened to his mother and went along with anything she or Tobias said. His downcast face, and his silence, was enough to move her. “I’d like to explore the island, and the waterfall doesn’t look so far away”

“They can take the jeep,” Tobias offered. “But it’s not far. I’ll go with them, if it puts your mind at ease.”

“We’ll be fine,” Izzy insisted, knowing that Savannah and Tobias needed time to unwind before their big day. 

“They will be, Savannah.” Tobias held his fiancée’s hand. “One of my men will go with them.” This seemed to satisfy Savannah. “You’ll need to wear sneakers, Jacob. It’s rocky around the waterfall. Be careful,” she told her son. Jacob whooped with joy and soon they were on their way.

They spent hours exploring the other end of the island, walking along the velvety, golden beaches fringed by palm trees and lush vegetation. 

Izzy couldn’t wait to tell Cara and wished she had her cell phone with her, but one of Tobias’s bodyguards took it from her as soon as they had arrived. 

“Mommy wasn’t sure that you were going to come with us,” Jacob told her as they walked. 

“She wasn’t?” Izzy slipped her hands into the back pockets of her denim shorts. 

He stared at her with concern in his eyes. “Didn’t you want to look after me?”

“Huh? No. That’s not the reason I wasn’t sure about coming here, Jacob.” She stopped, and turned to him, then bent down to his level, glad that they had both changed into their sneakers. “I have college, and I didn’t want to miss too many lessons, that’s all.”

The boy’s expression softened, as if the news cleared some misguided notion he held. “It wasn’t because of me?”

“No! Why would you think it’s because of you? You’re pretty cool, and I’m super excited to be here with you.”

“Yeah?” 

“Yeah.”

They walked along the beach and could see, set much further inland, lush vegetation—giant ferns and huge, towering trees swaying majestically in the soft breeze. Jacob announced that they were mango, coconut and breadfruit trees. 

They talked about school, and his friends and his favorite Marvel movies and superheroes. Every so often, they would stop, while Jacob examined shells along the seashore, or chased after one of the tiny crabs which zig-zagged along the sand. 

“It is a cool place, isn’t it?” she said, looking around. “We have to make the most of it, before everyone else gets here.” It was going to be painful having to share the island with everyone. 

Savannah had told her that the wedding was small, around a hundred people. 

Small?

A few of the guests would start arriving tomorrow, both of their families and close friends. It would mainly be the same people who’d attended the engagement party. At least she knew what to expect.

“It’s Tobias’s birthday tomorrow.” Jacob told her.

“It’s his birthday?” Savannah hadn’t mentioned a word of it. “I didn’t know.”

“Mommy said Tobias doesn’t want to make a big deal of it. I don’t think old people like birthdays the way we do.”

She laughed. “Old people? I guess they don’t. Do you think I’m old?” 

“Not as old as Tobias.” 

“Do you think your Mommy is old?” 

“Mommies never get old.”

She smiled. “They’re having a celebration for Tobias’s birthday?” Probably a dinner, she assumed, and some cake, and drinks, under the stars. That was the thing that amazed her about this place. The stars were so clear, so sharp, so easy to see, and there were so many of them. It took her breath away looking at the sky. 

It was beautiful. 

Only last night, she and Jacob had climbed into hammocks and tried to count stars. 

“Yeah.”

“Do you know who’s coming tomorrow?”

“Mommy said Grandma and Grandpa, and Tobias’s mom and dad and Xavier and Kay.” He counted off on his fingers. 

“Kay and Xavier?” The way Jacob said it made her wonder if they were an item. She’d met Tobias’s brother at the party and remembered him specifically because his girlfriend bumped into her spilling her drink all over Izzy’s jacket. And Savannah’s cousin Kay was hard to miss in that blood-red dress she’d worn. 

Izzy had been wary of going but Tobias told her that Savannah was desperate to meet her, and they both wanted to personally thank her for stepping in and rescuing Jacob from the clutches of the woman who was trying to take him away. 

“Are they together?” she asked, wondering if Jacob had intel that Cara and her magazines weren’t privy to.

He looked up at her with a puzzled frown. “You mean ‘is she his girlfriend?’” He screwed up his nose as if the idea of a girlfriend was disgusting. 

Izzy nodded and glanced over her shoulder, wondering if the bodyguard could hear. For some reason, she felt as if she was being nosey, prying into other people’s business. She was curious. That’s all. 

“Dunno.” Jacob shrugged. “Tobias says Xavier has a new girlfriend every week, and Millicent said it was about time he stopped making wild toast.”

“What did she say?” Izzy asked. 

“I dunno. Toast, or oats, or something like that.”

She grinned. Sowing his wild oats, probably. 

As they approached a clump of trees and shrubs, the bodyguard took charge and led the way. They followed him down a flight of rickety wooden steps then through a clump of trees and shrubs. The flowers blossoming around them had a sweet smell, like honey. 

She heard the loud gushing water as they edged out into a clearing. 

And there it was. 

A wall of blue silk threaded with crystal, surging and thundering down the mountain. Izzy put her hands on Jacob’s shoulders, not because he was in any danger of falling, but because she was cold, and thought he might be too. The temperature was cooler here.

“It’s beautiful isn’t it?” she said, raising her voice above the sound of the water. Jacob nodded. They watched the water swishing over the rocks and collecting into a bluish-green pool at the bottom. It was stunning. She inhaled deeply, admiring the view, feeling soothed by the sound of the water. 

She wanted to be still, and to make the most of this moment. It was amazing how calm and free she felt after a few days without her cell phone. Kawaya was such a huge contrast to her daily, normal life. There were no horns blaring, no sirens screaming, or traffic growling. 

The sound of nature was soothing in comparison.

She’d done the right thing by coming here, and now she wished Tobias and Savannah had come a few days earlier. Tomorrow, with the guests arriving a day before the wedding, the peace and calm of paradise would be lost forever and they would not know this calm again. 

 

 

 

 


Chapter 4

 

XAVIER

 

“Take it easy, pal. You need to stay sober for tomorrow.”

“I’m getting over my jetlag.” Xavier held the glass up to the midnight blue sky against which the stars sparkled like jewels. “I’ll be sober tomorrow, I swear.” 

“Go and spend time with your family,” Luke urged. “You don’t have to hang around here.”

“Nothing beats the bar area.” Besides, he was hiding. Tobias had glared at him when he’d stepped off the boat late. It wasn’t his fault Gisele had chosen yesterday of all days to split up with him. What was he supposed to say when she told him the producer had asked her to turn up for her casting in her bikini? 

“Who the fuck has an interview in a hot tub?” he’d argued. He was no prude, but even he could see that it didn’t seem right. 

“Why are you so jealous?” she’d screamed back. “It’s no big deal!” 

They’d argued, then made up, then argued some more—until he missed the plane and had to catch the next one out. He couldn’t wait to get out of New York fast enough.

He nodded at the sky. “Kinda neat out here, isn’t it?” 

“I’ve been to many beautiful places,” agreed Luke, “And I’ve seen a few private islands in my time, but I’ve never seen anything like this place.”

“That’s my brother for you,” Xavier murmured under his breath. “Trust Tobias to get the biggest and the best fucking island he could get his hands on.” He eyed Luke, again. “Come on over to this side, dude. When my brother told you to take care of the drinks, he didn’t mean for you to be working all night.” 

Luke shook his head, then was briefly interrupted by one of the waiters who had brought over a crate of clean glasses. “I don’t call this work,” he said, pulling the glasses out one by one. 

“Should you be doing that? Why not let your people take care of the glasses and you enjoy the party. Plenty of pussy to admire around here.”

Luke finished emptying the crate. “Tobias hired me to take care of things, and I’m taking care of things.” He rested his hands on the countertop. “Tone down the vulgar talk. You’re not at The Oasis now, and Xavier-The-Stud-Stone doesn’t need to make an entrance. Besides, aren’t these people your close family and friends?”

“Not my friends.” There were plenty of familiar faces, and a couple of guys he’d met through the mastermind group Tobias belonged to—a bunch of wealthy New York businessmen who met every other month to talk about how to make more money and play golf all day long. He’d finally caved in and gone with his brother a few months ago. It hadn’t been his thing. The men he met here were a mixture of mostly old money, and a few, like Tobias, who were hotshot wonder boys who’d made good. 

Xavier’s friends were more entrepreneurial—like Luke—more fly-by-the-seat-of-their-pants, and all new money. They were the kind of guys who bought companies then sold them quickly at an inflated price, guys who dabbled in cryptocurrencies, and the stock market, and who believed that if enough shit was thrown at walls, eventually some of it would stick. 

Hell, no. He didn’t want to end up in a boring conversation with any of Tobias’s mastermind friends. 

At least he had Luke for company. He’d have been lost if the guy wasn’t here, especially now that Gisele hadn’t come along. 

By the time he’d arrived, sometime after seven o’clock, the island was already teeming with guests. 

At least he didn’t have to suffer the long-ass journey with his parents. They’d already cut Tobias’s birthday cake by the time the boat dropped him off. 

“Why aren’t you spending time with your brother?” His mother’s voice behind him had the ability to freeze the blood in his veins. “Dirty martini, please,” she said to Luke.

“He looks busy,” Xavier replied. No way did he want to go anywhere near Tobias. 

His father sidled up on the other side. “It’s his birthday, son. Go and talk to him.”

Xavier groaned inwardly, his head dropping down so that his chin touched his chest. “About what?” he asked, lifting his head. This was typical of their parents. They were always walking on eggshells around Tobias—the genius, the son who became a billionaire, the apple of their mother’s eye. 

“About the wedding, about his feelings, and maybe even apologize for missing his birthday celebrations,” his mother said. “Was Petuna? Petroleum? Petris to blame?” She held the cocktail glass to her lips, taking great joy, it seemed, from mocking him on purpose. 

This was going to be a goddamn prison sentence. Four days on a remote island with his family. He couldn’t even swim to safety. 

“I believe her name was Petra, Milly, and they split up some months ago.” At least his father kept up with the latest. 

“It’s not like Mother doesn’t already know.” Xavier took a gulp from his bottle, then eyed his mother. 

“Who’s your latest girlfriend?” His mother pointed a long, leathery finger at him. 

“Gisele.” His voice sounded like an echo. 

“Is she here?” His mother looked around; her head spinning round almost like an owl’s.

“We split up.”

“Already?” His father banged down his glass of scotch. 

“Wasn’t she the one you went to Miami with last month?” 

“Jeez.” He pushed off from his stool. “This is getting way too creepy.” 

“What’s getting creepy, son?”

“This.” He pointed the empty bottle at his parents. “This unhealthy interest the two of you have in my love life.” He had to get the hell away from them and mingle. 

“Is that Oliver Rothschild?” His mother stared towards the barbeque area. “Come on, Ellery. Let’s go and talk to him. I want to know how his mother got a write-up in August’s issue of Vogue.”

Xavier watched his parents leave and let out a breath he didn’t even know he’d been holding. At the other end of the bar, Luke was serving a woman, and from the side profile of her, he recognized her at once. That chick had been eyeballing him ever since he’d gotten off the boat. The night was still young, and given the severe lack of hot babes on the guest list, he could do worse than end up with Savannah’s cousin. 

He walked over to the other end, ignored the babe and spoke to Luke.  “Thanks for deserting me,” he drawled, settling himself on the stool. 

“Looked like your parents wanted to spend some time with you. Another bottle?” Right now, he needed one, but he was Tobias’s best man, and he couldn’t risk screwing up tomorrow.

“No, save it for tomorrow.”

The woman sitting next to him turned to him, as he knew she would. 

“Have we met before?” he asked, knowing perfectly well that they had, but curious to see how well she remembered him. 

“Yes.” She held out her hand. “I’m Kay, Savannah’s cousin.” It was always so easy to tell when a girl was interested, not because of what she said, but because of what she didn’t say, or the way her sidelong glance might linger a fraction of a second longer than necessary, as Kay’s did now.

As if to further confirm her interest in him, she flicked her highlighted blonde hair away from her face, drawing his attention to her glossy French Manicure and her long lashes in one fell swoop. 

“Savannah’s cousin,” he said, slowly, as if he had only realized now. 

“I didn’t see you earlier.” There was a hint of a question in her words. Her mouth was a giveaway, the way she started chewing on her lips. 

“And here I am.” His gaze settled on her lips, before lifting to her eyes. “It’s turning out to be a good night.” He knew, as sure as he knew there was air in his lungs, that she was interested and he would bet, if he flirted with her long enough, if he gave her the usual long stare, that she would soon want to take that interest further. 

“It sure is.” She leaned forward, her elbow resting on the bar and her hand cupping her jaw. 

She was flirting six ways to Sunday, and had no qualms about being so obvious about it. He liked that—a woman who knew what she was doing, and knew what she wanted—and without all the pretense that usually led up to the mating ritual. 

Because after all the posturing, and preening, and flirting, and staring, it always led to that. He wondered whether he could take her to bed tonight, or wait until the wedding was over, at least.

“Only for a short while, Jacob.” He heard the voice before he noticed the legs—as someone else slowly came into view over Kay’s shoulder. Tanned slim legs in shorts, not as high cut as he liked, but not bad. They had frayed bits hanging from the bottom. His gaze traveled north and settled on the pert breasts encased in a lime-green colored bikini top. Before he had a chance to see her face, to see who those breasts belonged to, she’d already turned her back to him. 

“You’re going swimming now?” Kay shouted out after her. 

He leaned forward, eager to find who she was. “Great rack,” he said, the words escaping his mouth before he had a chance to stop them. 

The woman must have heard because she turned around—a pissed off expression on her face. If looks could kill, he’d be lying stone cold on the floor. She took Jacob by the arm and sashayed away, allowing him to admire her rear until she was out of sight. 

“Who the hell was that?” he asked. 

“Izzy,” Kay replied, in a flat voice. 

Izzy? What the fuck kind of a name was that? Where had he seen her, because she seemed familiar.

“Someone Savannah hired to look after Jacob.”

He sat back. “Jeez.” She was smokin’ hot. Kay threw him a hard stare, and he pulled out the pack of cards he had in his pocket as a way of changing the topic. “Want to see some tricks?” Card tricks always came in handy and helped break the ice.

His island vacation was suddenly starting to look interesting. 

 

***  

 

IZZY

 

Nice rack?

Izzy hated assholes like him. Xavier Stone, Tobias’s asshole brother. What did he think she was? A piece of meat? The only reason she hadn’t answered back was because Jacob had been by her side, otherwise she never let sexist putdowns go by without a sharp rebuke.

“Can we play tag?” Jacob asked.

“Your mom said only half an hour, Jacob.”

“Aww.” 

“Half an hour, then a shower, then bed.”

“Can’t I stay up longer?”

She would have let him, but she understood Savannah’s wish for Jacob to be fully rested for tomorrow. It was her big day after all.

“Maybe tomorrow night. I’ll do my best to persuade your mom to let you stay up as late as you want.” 

Jacob gave her a big grin, then jumped into the pool. She was thankful that most of the guests were milling around further along the beach and away from this area. 

Tables, chairs and Chinese lanterns were laid out on one side of the tropical gardens, overlooking the beach, and effectively separating the pool area from the beach front. 

Apparently the wedding would be held here. Savannah preferred it as it would be easier to walk on grass, than sand. And having the aquamarine ocean as a backdrop was breathtaking. 

Most of the guests hung around on the grassy area, and some spilled out onto the soft sand. She liked the privacy this afforded her. She wasn’t comfortable walking around, even in her shorts and a bikini, or being ogled by guests, some of whom had had a bit too much to drink. 

And while she knew Jacob needed to go to bed soon, it didn’t seem fair to have him go to bed now, when so much was going on outside. 

“Aren’t you coming in?” Jacob asked.

She peeled off her shorts and padded into the water, watching Jacob as he scooted around with a boogie board. Poor kid. He was bored, being the only child around. No wonder Savannah had wanted her to come along and keep an eye on him. Keep him company, more like. 

She hated that they’d had the island to themselves for only two days. It was no longer nice and peaceful. The place was beginning to fill up, and most of the guests had arrived today. 

Jacob’s fingers skimmed her hand. “You’re it,” he squealed, then swam away, splashing water everywhere. 

“You’re a good swimmer!” she shouted. “But I’m bigger and faster.” She launched after him. It was too easy, almost one-sided. Jacob giggled and squealed as she approached, and he tried desperately to wade away, his movements slow and labored as if he were wading through a vat of treacle.

“We should make it fair, Jacob.” She was within touching distance. He giggled, his expression vigilant, as if he couldn’t work out why she wasn’t tagging him. “I think I should only be allowed to walk and tag you.”

“Okay!” He raced away, the water splashing madly around him. She walked towards him, deliberately taking her time, letting him rush this way and that way, trying to tire him out on purpose in the hope that he would want to go to bed soon. 

The guests would be outside, enjoying the night for a few more hours yet. Savannah had told her to come back to the party, and to enjoy the rest of the evening once Jacob was asleep, but she wasn’t so sure. 

Apart from Savannah and Jacob, the only other people who seemed down to earth and on her wavelength had been a guy called Luke, and a couple of his colleagues. 

The bar area was a good size, and the champagne and cocktails flowed freely. Tobias had spared no expense, just like at the engagement party. He had the best drinks, the best food, the best decor all on his own private island paradise. 

Izzy wished Cara had been here—at least she would have someone to talk to once Jacob was asleep. 

“You can’t get me, you can’t get me,” Jacob sang, mocking her, teasing her, and giving her no choice but to wade towards him. She couldn’t help but smile because his squeals were so infectious. 

“It!” she shrieked, tagging him with her hand and then waded away as fast as she could. In the next second Jacob lunged towards her, a moving waterfall of splashes as he neared her, and then, tagged her in a clever underhanded move where he swam underwater and came out behind her, surprising her with his prowess. 

“Gotcha!”

“Jeez, dude.” A man’s voice on the deck behind her made her skin bristle. She turned around. 

“Xavier!” Jacob cried. “Wanna play?”

She stared at the tall, dark figure before her. With a beer bottle in his hand, he stared back at her. She’d seen that look many a time, and she didn’t like it. She let out a quiet groan under her breath and prayed that this letch wasn’t about to join them. 

Jacob swam up to the edge. “Wanna play tag?”

“Me?”

“Yeah.”

Xavier’s gaze passed to Jacob and then met hers again. “I don’t know,” he said, as if he was testing her resolve. “I’m not sure your friend wants me to.”

Jacob looked at her. “Can he play, Izzy?”

Hell, no. There was no way she wanted this guy near her. “It’s time to get out, Jacob.” 

“But we’ve only been here for—”

“Now, Jacob.” There was no negotiating this. She waded closer to Jacob and, lowering her voice, said, “It’s your mom’s big day tomorrow, Jacob. It’s time to go to bed. I promise I’ll ask her if you can stay up late tomorrow night, okay?”

“You promise?”

“You know I will.”

“Okay.” It wasn’t a sullen ‘okay,’ either. The kid was gold. Only, she now had the uncomfortable task of getting out of the water without letting the letch stand and stare at her like he’d never seen a woman in a bikini before. It made her wish she’d worn her tankini and shorts in the water. 

“That’s where you are!” 

Izzy’s heart leapt with relief to see a woman coming towards the asshole, only, he didn’t look so pleased. 

Phew. Close call.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter 5

 

XAVIER 

 

Savannah’s cousin was like a leech. Hard to shake. 

“That’s where you are,” she said, her smile wide, and annoying. 

“You found me,” he mumbled, dragging his gaze away from Lime Green Bikini, abandoning the kid’s request for him to get into the pool. It wasn’t for the kid that he considered playing ‘tag’. It was for that babysitter of his. 

It wasn’t often he came across someone who didn’t give him the eye, and he was certain that this girl didn’t know who he was. So he was even more intrigued by her. 

Kay flashed him an I-want-to-get-to-know-you-better smile. It was a tell that most of the women he met had. A lowering of the head, a looking up at him with an angled head, a smile—not too wide, and not cheesy; presumably their best impression of sultry. He knew it well. 

He acknowledged her with a simple nod. 

“Are you going in?” Her voice lifted as if the idea of getting into a pool excited her. 

No way. “No.” He turned to see Jacob and his babysitter coming out. The babysitter had her back to him, and was toweling herself dry. 

“What are you doing here?” Kay asked, the tall stem of her champagne flute between her fingers. “The party’s on the beach, and you were in the middle of a card trick.” 

“So I was.” But he had no desire to finish it off. Some time back in the day, he’d learned a couple of card tricks which kept some of the girls entertained. Kay seemed particularly easy to entertain, but he’d soon lost interest and left, intending to find out where Jacob and his babysitter had gone. 

“So …” Kay fingered her necklace and licked her lips. “Savannah says you’re the best man tomorrow.” Her cleavage was on full display, and what he could see was round and luscious, and big. The visual was like a powerhouse of electricity straight to his manhood. He followed her as she walked away from the pool and over to the recliners dotted around outside the main villa. “You didn’t finish off your card trick,” she said, sitting on one of the recliners. He sat on the recliner next to hers, and they both faced one another as she held out the pack of cards he’d left at the bar. He took the cards and shuffled them. Some girls were so easy to entertain. It wasn’t that the card tricks were particularly interesting, they were just a hook, and even a kid would tire of them eventually. He put away half the pack, and held the rest of them out for her. 

“Pick one,” he said.

She giggled. Her perfectly manicured fingers hovering over the cards as she made her choice. 

“Okay.” He shuffled the pack. “Put it at the bottom.”

“What if I don’t want to put it at the bottom?”

Then the fucking trick wasn’t going to work. “You have to.”

She shrugged, the movement drawing his attention to her breasts. He felt a stirring in his loins. 

“Goodnight.” He turned to see Jacob walking by and next to him, his babysitter. “You going to bed, kid?”

“Izzy says I have to.”

“Spoilsport.” He couldn’t help but stare at the babysitter. Then, wanting to get on the right side of the babysitter, “Your Mommy says you have to, Jacob.” But they didn’t stop to make conversation. “Goodnight!” he called out after them. 

“An early night for some,” said Kay.

He turned his attention back to her and to the card game he was in the middle of. But something didn’t feel right. That chase, that hunger, had disappeared. “Yeah.”

Kay jiggled forward in her chair, and if she continued to jiggle like that, he was sure her breasts would pop out of her low-cut, flimsy dress. The sound of distant laughter and music from further along the beach rolled gently in the background. He went through the motions of shuffling the cards, and moving them around, and a few moments later, picked out, magically, the card that was hers.

“How did you do that?” she gushed. 

He grinned. “If I told you, I’d have to kill you.”

“It’s clever.”

“Yeah.”

“And predictable.”

“Yeah.” He shuffled the cards some more. “Want to see some more?”

He spent the next half an hour showing her a couple of other card tricks he’d learned, and then ended up showing her how to do them. 

“I’ll have to remember them for the next party I go to,” she said, when he finally put the cards away. “So that I can impress.”

“I wouldn’t have thought that someone like you had to try too hard to impress,” he said, staring back at her. She looked at him as if she wasn’t sure what to make of that. 

It was a perfect night, warm and balmy, with the chrrrp-chrrrp of crickets all around, perfect for staying put and talking to this girl who didn’t seem in any hurry to leave, perfect for getting down to business, here, under the stars with nothing but the sound of crickets and music, and laughter. 

Easy times. 

He would have had his tongue down her throat, on an ordinary day, and it was so predictable how the rest of the night would play out. She’d be on her knees in no time, looking up at him with a smile. But instead he now looked at her and debated what to do. Sometimes, it was almost too easy. 
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