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PROLOGUE


From where I stand, the moon hangs so low it’s in my direct eyeline. It’s bold in a sky spattered with stars. The shadows in its face are so clear. Makes me wonder what it thinks of us, down here, playing the games we play.


The breeze on my face coming in from the sea is almost warm, despite the late hour. Salt, and something sweet – frangipani maybe. I inhale, deep, to fill my lungs with it and remember why they call this island paradise.


A groan behind me cuts through the moment and I ignore it, distracted by a burst of colour that shoots into the sky and explodes shards of candy-pink light.


Ohhhs and ahhhs come in from the main beach further down, brought here on the wind. The gentle clink of glasses, the titter of indistinguishable conversation and laughter, and I can just imagine them all there down by the water, dressed in gold and white – the theme of the evening. Drinking champagne, gorging on caviar and gold leaf. Wearing their secrets and lies like diamonds and pearls, hidden in plain sight for the world not to see.


There’s a cough from behind me and a gurgled, ‘Please.’


I turn back from the open window to see a pair of cloudy eyes staring up at the ceiling. One hand reaches up to press against the back of their head, hair matted and thick with blood. Red fingertips come away glistening in the dark room, illuminated only by another firework soaring into the night sky, visible through the huge open floor-to-ceiling windows.


A trail of red slips down their forearm.


They’re shivering. Or dying.


Whatever.


‘I think I need …’ Their voice, groggy and broken, much like the rest of them, trails off.


‘What?’ I demand, rousing them one last time.


‘Help.’ The whispered word cracks through the silence, louder than any firework.


‘I’m afraid it’s a bit late for that,’ I tell them with absolutely no sympathy.


This is all their fault, after all.


Breath is a rasp in their throat and I turn back to the view, bored now.


‘Stop moving around so much,’ I tell them as I look out at the rippling sea. ‘You’re getting blood all over the carpet.’


‘Sorry.’ The groggy response almost makes me laugh.


The waves roll back and forth over a crescent shore framed with palm trees so perfect, it could be a painting. The moon spreads silver on all it touches, until there is an explosion of gold in the sky. White dances into the spaces of the night, in between the gold shards that scatter like a dandelion. And suddenly the sky is filled with them; a thousand dandelions exploding with booms so loud, I can feel them pulse in my chest. It’s unstoppable, relentless. Until it’s not.


In the sudden silence, after my ears stop ringing, I realise that there are no more breaths to take. It’s done.


I turn back and stare down at the piece of meat on the carpet. I bend to undo the now meaningless friendship bracelet around their wrist, struggling with the knot. It’s twisted with another one but I’m able to pull it off.


I fist the friendship bracelet in my hand and I begin to lift the body up. My exertion is the only sound in the room until the villa’s door swings open and a jagged question cuts through the silence.


‘What did you do?’
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CHAPTER ONE


AVERY


Avery thrust her hand out to grab the rail of the speedboat, bracing against the violent waves crashing against them.


‘Ohmygodohmygod!’ Nora cried in delight beside her, hands clutched to her chest, as if she wasn’t the one with a fear of water, just as another powerful jolt rocked Avery on her feet.


‘How can you be fine on a boat and still be afraid of the water?’ Avery grumbled, feeling groggy from the flight to Nassau. Nothing at all to do with the number of drinks she and Nora had shared on the private jet.


‘I don’t make the rules, Aves. I just break them,’ Nora grinned.


Sun prickled the haze of sea spray as the boat shot forward and Avery adjusted her sunglasses, hoping to dull the slight ache at the base of her skull.


Nora held her straw hat down against the wind as she collapsed into the seating on the speedboat, her legs folding beneath her. She held out a hand and pumped it open and closed, demanding Avery join her.


Unable to help herself, Avery smiled and went to sit beside the girl who had been a stranger only eleven months ago.


Nora turned the power of her full attention on her and Avery felt it like a beacon. She placed her hands either side of Avery’s face, the slash of silver rings, cool little lines against her heated cheeks.


‘This is going to be the best summer,’ Nora invoked like a spell. ‘It’s going to be everything you need and more.’


After all Avery had been through in the last year – breaking up with her boyfriend, nearly failing her first year, her exams – Nora had been there for her, without judgement. And her support had meant everything. Especially when it had filled the deafening silence left by everyone else significant in her life.


Avery looked over to where her parents sat at the back of the boat, pretending like they weren’t ignoring each other, until Nora tugged repeatedly on Avery’s hand, making them both laugh, until Avery collapsed against her.


‘OK, once more, just so I have this absolutely right,’ Nora said, adjusting the hat, a strand of long bleach-blonde hair getting caught in her soft-pink lip gloss.


Avery didn’t know why Nora had got it into her head that she needed to know everything about everyone. Avery had spent the entire year talking about her friends and the island, which was partly why she’d felt that she couldn’t not invite Nora this summer.


‘So, Sydney and Archie Devereux are twins,’ Nora began. ‘But not identical, right?’


‘Not identical,’ Avery confirmed. ‘Basically opposites. Archie’s, like totally laid back, and Syd? Well, she’s …’


She’s what? Sydney Devereux had been her best friend for the last ten years, even though they only saw each other several times through the year. Living in different states, it had been tricky, but they’d made it work.


Until last year, when, for absolutely no reason Avery could think of, Sydney had ghosted her.


She’d known Syd hadn’t been happy when Avery had got together with Hugo the year before. Sydney had never liked to share. But Avery and Hugo had broken up months ago. And still nothing.


‘Rich, popular, intelligent and a badass,’ Nora ticked off the fingers of her upheld hand.


Avery side-eyed her.


‘What? I checked her out on Insta,’ Nora explained with a shrug.


‘OK,’ Avery said with a laugh. ‘But yeah. Accurate.’


Nora’s head dropped, the wind whipping her long blonde hair into a frenzy. Her pale skin was already flushed pink, despite her hat, and her arms glistening with the factor fifty she’d complained about wearing. ‘She’s gonna hate me,’ Nora groaned.


‘She’s going to love you!’ Avery cried, laughing when Nora shewed her away with her hand. It was Syd’s feelings about her she wasn’t sure about.


‘I know her father, of course,’ Nora said, her head coming back up.


‘Everyone knows Dennis Devereux,’ Avery replied.


‘Tech tycoon extraordinaire, billionaire several times over and household name,’ she reeled off. ‘Husband to Carol Devereux, queen of the charity circuit and setter of all New Hampshire trends.’


‘Yep, yep and yep,’ Avery confirmed. She had always found Carol intimidating, instinctively shying away from a coldness about the woman. But thankfully she’d drawn neither Carol’s interest or disdain.


‘Next!’ Avery commanded, playing along with the game.


‘Hugo Vandenburg,’ Nora said, unable to keep the scowl out of her voice.


They had met once when Hugo had come to visit her at college and it had been …


Nora snarled.


Disastrous.


‘Adopted son of Mark and Darian Vandenburg, the gazillionaire owners of the Caribbean island we are about to spend twelve a-maz-ing days on,’ Nora announced. ‘Captain of the lacrosse team, model good looks, studying government at Harvard and voted most likely to be President. And,’ Nora stressed, ‘a really shit ex-boyfriend to one Avery Finch.’


Avery nodded in agreement.


It was true. Hugo had been a really shit boyfriend. But even thinking that felt like a betrayal. It hadn’t been his fault that she’d never felt the way she should have about him. And she still felt guilty for not being able to feel more. As if she’d failed somehow.


Avery had been so surprised when, a year and a half ago, her and Hugo’s New Year’s Eve kiss turned from friendly into something more. It had been … nice, flattering, fun – her head turning from the power of his attention. And while they’d been together – with the gang all around them – on the island or at various seasonal parties, it was wonderful. But when they weren’t … When it was just the two of them, it hadn’t been right. It was as if they didn’t work when the rest of the group wasn’t there.


‘Avery Finch, Avery Finch, Avery Finch,’ Nora mused. ‘Now, what can I say about Avery Finch?’


Avery groaned, half fearful of what she might say.


‘Avery Finch, daughter of financial investment powerhouse duo Annalise and Jonathan Finch, loyal to a fault, absolute softie, lover of animals and friend to all, but most importantly … college roommate to one Nora Miller: journalism major, future Pulitzer Prize winner and charming AF!’


Avery laughed, the sound eaten by the wind. ‘And Leo, of course. Don’t forget Leo,’ she reminded Nora.


‘Ahh, yes. Leo Walker, son of the island’s private chef who was rumoured to have once turned down a Michelin star on principle. Gotta love a man with a strong moral code!’


‘It’s all true,’ Avery confirmed, looking towards the island, surprised by how much she was looking forward to seeing him. Even though he wasn’t from one of the families, he was their age and had always been on the island at the same time as them, so naturally they’d all come together. And while the others were often loud and brash, there was a steadiness to Leo that she’d really missed over the last year.


Throughout the last six months, she’d been thinking of him more and more. Wondering what he’d been doing, how he’d been getting on with his degree.


Nora’s gasp cut into her thoughts.


‘Is that it? Is that the island?’


Avery shaded her gaze from the sun’s glare and looked to where Nora pointed. And there it was.


Mokani Island.


For two weeks before the summer started properly, and before the island’s paying guests would arrive, the Finches, the Devereuxs and the Vandenburgs – friends since their own college days – would come together to celebrate Mark and Darian Vandenburg’s wedding anniversary on their private island. It was and always had been nothing short of paradise.


Two jagged cliffs faced each other from opposite ends of the horseshoe-shaped island. Lush green foliage hid the dangerous rock beneath it, but the sight was nothing short of spectacular. White sand ringed the entire island.


‘This is going to be so amazing!’ Nora squealed jumping up and down, grabbing on to Avery’s arm and pulling her into Nora’s infectious excitement.


Nora was right. This was going to be amazing. Twelve days on an island so beautiful, so luxurious, only a few of the world’s wealthiest people had ever set foot on it. And this year, it was going to be the best. It had to be, she thought a little desperately, after everything that had happened over the last year.


The boat lurched as it hit the wake of another speedboat making its way towards Mokani Island. A bigger boat. Her mother wouldn’t like that.


The sun bounced off tinted windows and made her blink. She could just make out all four Devereuxs standing at the prow of the boat, laughing and joking together.


Avery looked back at where her mother perched, grim-faced and thin-lipped on the white canvas seating, as if jealousy wasn’t driving her out of her mind.


‘Are you OK?’ Nora asked, concerned, as if she’d noted the change in Avery’s body language. ‘Worried about college finding out?’


The boat swerved again and so did Avery’s stomach as she reached for the rail and missed, banging her fingers painfully against the metal.


‘Nora!’ Avery hissed, a furious blush stinging her cheeks, adrenaline pricking her skin. Fear.


‘No one heard,’ Nora dismissed, turning back to look at the island.


Avery rubbed her hand and looked around to make sure her mother hadn’t heard.


‘Aves. Don’t worry. I’m your emotional support guest, remember?’ she teased, pulling Avery into her side with a strong firm hug.


Avery swallowed.


If anyone found out …


Avery shook her head, wishing for the hundredth time that Nora had never discovered her passed out on the exam paper for a test that no one had taken yet. An exam paper she’d paid an exorbitant amount for.


She’d be kicked out. Her parents would never forgive her. And if the press found out … they’d have a field day. She’d be yet another rich girl trying to game the system.


And could she say she wasn’t?


‘Your secret is safe with me. Pinkie promise,’ Nora said, holding out her little finger for Avery to take in hers.


Letting Nora’s promise soothe the unease at the casual way she’d mentioned her cheating, Avery slipped her finger around Nora’s, feeling the press of her silver rings. They were all shapes and sizes, beautiful and different and not in the least bit expensive, but everything that Avery wanted to be. Carelessly, beautifully, chaotically wonderful. That was Nora. That’s what she was envious of.


They hit another bump and this time Nora whooped and screamed, the sound encouraging the captain to steer them into another oncoming wave. The boat flipped up, salt spray in the air, glistening in the sun. Avery laughed while her parents scowled, and maybe, Avery thought, just maybe, if she pretended, she could be careless too.


LEO


Leo pulled at the collar of his white polo shirt, feeling like a complete idiot. He might have visited his dad here every summer for the last ten years, but this was the first time he was wearing a staff uniform.


Sweat trickled down his back as he shifted uncomfortably at the end of the line of staff, all present and correct, positioned on the grassy lookout just above the marina, ready to greet the guests as they arrived by speedboat from Nassau. He clenched his jaw, feeling Sven’s piercing glare. His dad’s boss, his boss too, managed the staff with a ruthlessness that bordered on brutal.


It wasn’t what Leo had expected when his dad had messaged to ask him to come out a week earlier than he usually did. He’d been surprised. Hopeful even. Maybe his dad was finally making time for him, instead of only giving him the brief snippets of his day between shifts. And maybe, he’d thought, just maybe he could tell his dad about switching uni courses.


But no. Instead of any of that, he’d been handed a uniform and put on the training rotation in order to get to grips with what he’d be doing for the next six weeks: porter, KP, waiter, cleaner, whatever was needed.


You’re not a kid any more. You want to come? You work. Just like the rest of us.


And just like that, embarrassment heated his cheeks. Not because he was angry, or afraid of hard work. But because he’d been foolish enough to think that perhaps this time, this summer, things with his dad would be different. And that was when he knew he could never tell his dad about changing his degree.


Sven inspected the staff line, looking for the single hair that was out of place. Leo was half surprised he didn’t have a magnifying glass. On any other occasion than this, any, the staff were to be neither seen nor heard. Because after ‘the greet’, this first moment where they were lined up to impress, the sole purpose of the staff was to be the invisible hand behind the luxury and indulgence. The guests were to feel as if they were waited upon by magical fairies and were to know absolutely nothing of the sheer volume of work that went into creating paradise.


Oh, Leo would be paid for his work. An eye-watering amount in exchange for servitude and an NDA. Enough to have made him bite his tongue instead of telling his father to go to hell. That, and the way his mother looked at him every time she’d sent him off halfway around the world to spend the summer with his father, was why he was here.


His mother was proud of herself for fostering what she thought was a positive relationship for him. Pleased that Mitchel Walker would, at the very least, provide Leo with a much-needed link to a part of his heritage that she couldn’t.


She did so much for him; making their South London flat a home, raising him – despite financial challenges – to be part of an artistic and supportive community, was what gave her life. His mother had risen to every challenge that his father had failed to meet, and Leo wouldn’t let Mitchel Walker take that away from her too.


‘Eyes front, Walker,’ Sven snapped. One of the staff further down the line sniggered. Leo had walked a fine line over the last ten years, not only as the son of the island’s chef, but also because of his friendship with the children of the Vandenburgs, the Finches and the Devereuxs. The fact that they’d all been the same age had allowed their association to be tolerated by the adults for the two weeks they were on the island. And after they left, Leo had been on his own, often spending more time than not trying to stay out of the way of the island’s other guests and staff.


But now he was walking an even finer line as an employee, especially since many of his ‘new colleagues’ had seen him in the past hanging out with the kids so rich they could topple a small country.


He’d received the piss-taking and the not-so-subtle digs about him being on the wrong side of the island with as much good humour as possible. But every time they teased him, he wrestled with it more and more.


But one thing Leo knew for sure was that whatever the staff threw at him was nothing compared to what Archie and Hugo would do when they found out he was working here this year.


The piercing midday sun glinted off the two sleek speedboats cutting white lines into a crystal-blue sea as they neared the island’s marina – a single wooden jetty reaching out from the highest point of the crescent, purposefully placed so as not to mar the beautiful white curve of the island’s sandy bay.


It was the only way on and off the island. By sea. There were, of course, two helicopter pads. One for guests and one up at what everyone on the island unaffectionately called the Big House.


A sprawling mansion, which far outstripped the four guest villas dotted around the island, the Big House had nine en suite bedrooms, three living areas each with different names, three separate kitchens, four terraces, one eighty-foot pool, two saunas, two plunge pools, three different steam rooms, one massage parlour, a hot tub the size of half a tennis court, an actual tennis court, a chapel, laundry services and private staff quarters.


In between the Big House and the rest of the island was the annex, which was essentially a tricked out media centre with a private cinema, games room with billiards, even a bowling lane and several table tennis tables. It also had a private pool that started in the building and continued outside into an infinity pool surrounded by a lawn, manicured to within an inch of its life, that peaked at the lower part of the island.


Leo knew all this because the staff were made to memorise the entire property brochure in case any of the guests ever needed reminding of how much the Vandenburgs’ wealth outstripped their own.


‘We’re on, ladies and gents,’ Sven warned in a sotto voice that still managed to travel down the length of the twenty-person line, all gleaming in their brilliant-white uniforms. The amount of money spent on bleach was – no pun intended – eye-watering.


But perfection was what Darian and Mark Vandenburg expected, and perfection was what they’d get. Working on Mokani, as had been drummed into him time and time again over the last week, was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. Having it on your résumé meant trust, discretion and unwavering loyalty. A glowing reference from Mokani meant you could work anywhere, no questions asked.


And if you messed up? They wouldn’t find your body.


Probably because of the bleach.


The whirring of a high-speed golf cart came down the track, bringing Mark, Darian and Hugo Vandenburg to the jetty. They did this for every single guest. A near aggressive display of personal ‘service’ that started as it meant to go on.


Someone new to the island might be surprised by the petals in the pools in their villa, the champagne on ice, the caviar, the gifts of exquisite jewellery, fruit and chocolates in their bedrooms and on their terrace. They were certainly unlikely to expect the unobtrusive staff member on hand in their villa twenty-four hours a day.


But the Finches and the Devereuxs weren’t new to the island, and they knew exactly what they were coming to the island for.


‘Is the tennis guy not here?’ Corrine whispered to Leo from the side of her mouth, her French accent tart in comparison to the lyrical lilt of the majority of the staff, most of whom had come from the mainland or nearby islands.


‘He’s part of the big reveal at dinner tonight,’ Leo whispered back, having heard his father and Sven talking about the special guest, an Australian tennis star, earlier.


Leo watched the Vandenburgs exit their golf cart, unsurprised that Hugo hadn’t noticed him standing amongst the uniformed staff lined up behind them. The wind ruffled the thick blond waves of Hugo’s hair, the pink of his shirt pitched like an advert for the Hamptons or Martha’s Vineyard. Not that Leo had ever visited those places. Outside of his trips here, Leo rarely got further from South London than the Watford Gap.


Darian slapped a hand across Hugo’s back just as the deckhands finished tying off the speedboats, allowing the Finches and Devereuxs to disembark. They greeted each other on the jetty with smiles and cries of delight that sounded strained to Leo’s ears.


His gaze quickly catalogued the people that he would be on hand to serve for the next twelve days.


Even from here, he could see the awkwardness between Hugo and Avery and he ruthlessly pushed down the relief he felt at not having to see them together like last year.


After a moment, Hugo shook hands with Dennis and Carol Devereux and then Annalise and Jonathan Finch. Behind him Archie laughed at something and his sister, Sydney, glared at everyone around her.


Annalise and Jonathan were greeted by Mark, but Leo was distracted by the sight of Avery, arm-in-arm with a blonde in a straw hat who looked like she’d just won the lottery. Pretty, without a doubt, but his gaze locked on to Avery.


Long dark-brown hair reached towards her waist in soft layers. A pair of cut-off jean shorts hit mid-thigh, showing off toned legs. And once again he was slammed with a knockout jolt of wanting that had punched him, hard and fast, for the first time two years ago. Something he’d thought he could just shake off. Until he’d realised it hadn’t been that easy.


The group was nearing the golf carts, lined up in front of the staff.


A laugh cut through the air as Avery’s friend’s hat was blown from her head and she chased after it, distracting Annalise, who looked irritated as she tried to speak to Darian. And that was when Avery looked up.


He saw the moment she realised he was there, lined up with the others. The blink. The beginning of a smile. Her hand rising as if she were going to wave …


She’d seen him. She’d been happy to see him.


And then her hand dropped, and one of the staff laughed again.


He clenched his jaw.


‘But why?’ Annalise’s question pierced the moment, her objection clear.


‘Oh, didn’t Mark tell you?’ Darian explained. ‘We’re having some work done on Luna, so we’ve had to put you in Coastal. I hope that’s OK.’


Before she could reply, Darian had turned to the Devereuxs. ‘We’ve made some changes to Solar since you were last here, and I cannot wait for you to see them,’ he said ushering Carol Devereux towards the golf cart as Dennis and the twins followed.


Annalise was left open-mouthed staring after them.


It was a snub. All the staff that had heard it knew it. And she knew it too.


Annalise closed her mouth and went to the golf cart Sven directed her towards, while Jonathan and Avery Finch tried to ignore the awkwardness.


He felt the brush of Avery’s gaze on his as he forced his attention straight ahead, ignoring how it felt to be on the other side of the island. Things were going to be different this year, that was for sure.
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CHAPTER TWO


AVERY


Avery winced at yet another squeal of delight from Nora, knowing it would grate on her mother’s already frayed nerves. Annalise Finch was intolerant at the best of times, and this was not the best of times.


‘Nora,’ Avery whined as she heard her mother pacing around the living room.


‘Sorry. It’s just that this place is so good I could die!’ Nora said, hanging off the doorframe of the en suite of the room they were sharing, before going to finish topping up her make-up.


Tapping her finger against her thigh, Avery crept out into the hallway.


‘They know,’ her mother whisper-hissed.


‘They don’t know,’ her father insisted.


‘Why else would we have been downgraded like this, huh?’ her mother demanded. ‘Coastal is much smaller than Tidal. That’s empty. So why we can’t stay there? And my daughter, forced to share a room?’


‘This is a downgrade?’ Nora whispered from beside her, nearly giving Avery a heart attack.


‘Jesus, Jonathan, this is a disaster,’ her mother pressed on. ‘How are we going to get them to give us what we need, when they’re already not taking us seriously?’


Nora left her side and bounced on to the bed, eyebrow raised.


‘Are the ’rents gonna be OK?’


‘If they can keep it together,’ Avery replied, throwing herself on to the bed beside Nora. She stared up at the ceiling where a rattan fan spun in circles that made her dizzy. Nora’s hand slipped into hers and the sounds of her parents’ argument grew quieter as they retreated to their room on the opposite side of the villa.


Avery turned her head to look out of the large floor-to-ceiling windows, separating them from a deck with a sunken hot tub that looked out on to one half of the curved island and the large rocky cliff at the tip, reaching into the sky.


AI couldn’t have produced a better image of paradise.


Dark wood floors, cream walls, the four posts cornering the handmade bed with draped netting made the villa romantic, historic. Gold, not brass, finished the fixtures and the sofa and armchair looked as if they’d never even been sat on. Rich-green plants dotted around the room dragged the gaze from the interior to the exterior, cleverly and purposely.


Outside of these two weeks, the villas were rented for amounts Avery couldn’t even imagine. She’d tried to Google the island once, but it wasn’t online. Nothing. No pictures, no website. If you didn’t know about it, you’d never find it.


‘Is that real?’ Nora asked, squinting at the painting on the wall.


Avery nodded.


‘Huh. Just a Rothko. On the wall. Fancy,’ Nora teased.


Avery actually preferred this villa to Luna, the villa they’d spent the last few years in. It was slightly further away from the Big House and from the central areas where the guests could gather. At this point, anything that added distance between her and Hugo was a gift.


Her stomach had knotted the moment she’d seen him. Just like that, the last six months had disappeared and she was right back to the last time they’d seen each other – the day she’d broken up with him.


Why? I just don’t understand. What we have, it’s perfect.


But it hadn’t been. And that he’d not seen it was warning enough. But she’d not been able to tell him that, so she’d tried her best with, ‘Things have changed, Hugo.’


And then it had been there. A flash of barely suppressed anger, covered so quickly that if she hadn’t been looking for it, she wouldn’t have seen it. She pressed her teeth together, bracing against a wave of emotion she tried to keep locked down. Guilt, regret – she had wanted it to work with Hugo, but she just hadn’t seemed to be what he wanted. It was as if she’d always been having to pretend.


Beside her, the bed dipped as Nora got up and went to the wardrobe where all their things had been put away.


‘It’s kind of creepy.’


‘What is?’ Avery asked, pulling herself out of her thoughts.


‘Someone touching your underwear.’


Avery looked over to where Nora had opened a drawer and was looking through Avery’s clothes.


‘They weren’t touching it, they were putting it away.’


‘Yeah, but you don’t know who, do you?’ Nora teased.


The thought made Avery squirm. She’d never considered it before. It was just something that happened. Clothes were put away, petals in pools were made to disappear before they wilted and bruised. Candles were snuffed and replaced.


But someone did all that.


A person.


Leo, maybe?


She hadn’t realised that he’d be working here this year.


When she’d first seen him, she’d been surprised – happy. And then, breathless. He looked good. It was his height that had drawn her gaze because for at least the last three years, Leo had been nearly a foot taller than her. The sun had already deepened his light-brown complexion, which was perfectly balanced between the lightness of his mother’s and the richness of his father’s. And the muscles on his arm filled out the white shirt, the belt around the waist of the khaki chinos showed a leaner physique than last year. But it was his eyes she’d sought. The way that honey had poured into hazel to make those molten amber eyes that were almost always startling at first. Not that she’d been able to see them from where she stood.


It had been instinct to raise her hand and wave, before realising that he was working. That he might not appreciate her calling attention to him when he was on duty. And it made her feel … frustrated because the fact that he was working meant she wouldn’t get to see him as much. And she’d been looking forward to seeing him. It was something she hadn’t mentioned to Nora, because she thought Nora might—


‘Can I borrow this?’


Avery raised her head from the bed to look at the dress Nora was holding.


‘Not tonight,’ she replied, eyeing the high-cut black tight-fitting dress that she’d bought on a defiant whim shortly after breaking up with Hugo. He hadn’t really liked to see her in things like that. ‘Think less risky and more graduation.’


‘Sunday school. Got it. I mean … I don’t got it, but you do,’ Nora said with a laugh, fingering the clothes hangers until she reached something more suitable. ‘What about this?’


Avery had planned to wear the dress tonight, but she knew better than to argue with Nora, who would pout, charm and cajole her way into eventually getting what she wanted. Deciding to save them both some time, Avery told Nora it was perfect, before disappearing into the bathroom to have a shower while Nora got dressed.


Avery still hadn’t got used to Nora’s complete lack of self-consciousness when it came to her body, not even after ten months of sharing a room with her at college. Nora would strip down to nothing at the drop of a hat and borrow clothes and make-up like someone who had long ago decided that what was Avery’s was Nora’s. And while thankfully she’d stopped teasing Avery for ‘being such a prude’, it was still there, the smallest of digs, every time it came up.


Avery got into the shower, letting the spray wash away the sea salt and funk from the journey here, wishing she could wash away the knots in her stomach just as easily.


She was nervous about dinner.


Normally it was one of her favourite nights of the whole holiday. Mark and Darian liked to bookend the twelve days with a first-night welcome feast and then the final night with fireworks celebrating their anniversary.


But tonight felt as if it would be different.


Sydney had spent the whole time on the jetty ignoring her, which had twisted her stomach into knots. She hated not knowing what she’d done wrong and knew that she’d have to speak to her at some point. They couldn’t ignore each other for the next twelve days. The island was big, but not that big.


Archie didn’t seem to have a problem, though, and had slung his arm around her as if nothing had changed, as careless as he always was. Things with Hugo had been as awkward as she’d expected.


There was no point hoping that Nora would be able to rein herself in for the dinner either. Nora would never be the quiet, picture-perfect, seen-and-not-heard person her mother would have wanted as a best friend slash college roommate for her daughter. She’d been apoplectic when Avery had told her that she’d invited Nora – only marginally less furious than when she’d found out that Avery had broken up with Hugo.


Avery flinched remembering the howl of anger her mother had made when she’d heard the news.


‘What have you done?! You’ve ruined everything.’


Her mother had planned an entire future around Avery and Hugo.


‘It’s perfect. When you’re married, they’ll be family and it will be amazing. We’ll be invited everywhere. Jonathan – just think of the clients we’ll attract with a daughter as a Vandenburg.’


And for that brief period, Avery could do no wrong. It had been a blessed reprieve from the constant nitpicking and fault-finding that, to her mother, was as unconscious as breathing. But when she’d broken up with Hugo all of that had gone. As well as the access her mother had wanted so badly.


Access they sorely needed right now.


A bang on the bathroom door made her jump.


‘Aves. Come on.’


‘Coming,’ she called back, unsurprised when Nora continued to bang on the door until she opened it, wrapped in a towel.


And there Nora was, hanging off the frame with an infectious smile, before she stuck her tongue out and snapped a pic of Avery on her phone. Avery squealed, reaching for it, desperate to delete it but Nora danced back out of her way.


Avery frowned when she realised what Nora was wearing – the smallest bikini she’d ever seen.


‘We’ve got dinner in half an hour.’


‘No, Aves, what we have is a hot tub on a balcony, with a bottle of champagne!’


‘We do have that don’t we,’ Avery said, feeling excitement fill her veins for the first time since she’d got off the plane.


HUGO


Hugo had been on edge from the moment he’d known that Avery had stepped off the plane. He’d heard Sven tell his dads that they’d been picked up by the car service. But seeing her? For the first time since they’d broken up? It was like a punch to the gut.


It hurt. Like really hurt. He’d felt like everyone was staring at him as they’d met down on the jetty. Mark’s attention, tentative; Syd’s gaze a little too narrow; Avery’s gaze a little too short; Archie’s lazy one-armed hug held just a little too long, an extra thump on his back as if he was someone to be pitied.


But he wasn’t.


Tension clenched his jaw. Half of him wished he could have stayed back in Boston. The other half didn’t. He couldn’t have not come this year – even if his parents would have let him stay behind. He needed to see her. Things still felt unsettled.


When they’d broken up, Avery had said it was because he’d changed. But everyone changes, right? Like, she had. Especially around her roommate Nora. The one who had come with her to the island. And, yeah, there had been other things. Things that he could have worked on, things that would have come with time.


But Hugo knew that if Nora hadn’t interfered, he’d still be with Avery. Because before Nora, things had been perfect. They’d had fun. And everyone they’d met had told him how lucky he was, how great she was. It had been a dream.


Until Avery had started college, and roomed with her. She’d been there non-stop, whispering in Avery’s ear, messing things up. But he had a plan. All he had to do was just speak to Avery. Get her alone. And then she’d see. She’d remember how great they were. And then they’d get back together and it would all be OK.


He grabbed the shirt Darian had left out for him to wear – apparently not trusting him to pick out his own clothes for dinner. He hated the welcome dinner. It was always such a nightmare. It was the one night that his parents had him on a leash.


Because welcoming guests, whether they paid or not, was part of the experience. Of course, his dads shied away from using words like service. No way would Darian Vandenburg ever serve anyone. Scorn burned through Hugo’s veins. Darian was the biggest hypocrite of them all.


There was a knock on the door.


He didn’t answer but Mark gently pushed the door open anyway. Sympathy in his gaze.


‘You doing OK, kid?’ his dad asked.


No.


‘Yeah,’ Hugo replied, doing up his shirt in front of the mirror. He flicked a gaze to his dad in the reflection. Mark edged his way into the room, nodding as if he understood. But he didn’t. He didn’t even know half the things he’d need to understand him.


And then Hugo felt guilty. And sick.


‘After tonight, I could get the helicopter back and you could go home? You just have to say the word,’ Mark offered.


Could he? Should he?


‘That’s OK,’ he said with a shrug. ‘I wanna be here.’


‘Was it hard? Seeing Avery? I know you liked her.’


I loved her and she left.


‘S’fine.’


‘I’m serious about you going home if you need to. I know what Darian said, but if you want—’


‘I said I was fine.’ Hugo’s words filled the room with impatience and anger, pushing Mark out of the room with his hands raised in surrender.


‘I’ll join you on the beach. Soon,’ Hugo conceded, hating that he’d done that to Mark. Mark who was good and kind. Mark who had no idea.


‘If you change your mind at any time, the offer is there. I love you, you know,’ Mark said, as a statement rather than a question.


He did know. But would Mark still love him if he knew the secret he was keeping from him?


His dad closed the door and Hugo wanted to punch something. Because if Mark ever did find out about the secrets he was keeping, it would ruin everything. He’d lose everything that he had. Because how could Mark not blame him?


No. Hugo knew what Mark would do. He’d come to the same conclusion as his birth parents. That he was more trouble than he was worth. That they were better off without him.


Hugo glared at the tie he was supposed to wear that night and, instead, threw it across the room. It was a small act of defiance, and one that wouldn’t go unnoticed. Darian liked everything to be perfect. And if it wasn’t? There would be hell to pay.


He checked himself in the mirror. Dark trousers, blond hair perfectly styled, white shirt showing off the tan he’d already picked up, the perfect pearl-white smile of a successful rich young man. Everything his dads wanted him to be. And the lies continued to claw at his stomach.


He left his room and jogged down the wide central staircase heading for the door. Dusk had taken away the edge of the day’s heat and a cool breeze skittered over his skin as he stalked over to the electric golf cart. He slipped behind the wheel, pressed the ignition and headed down towards the main beach.


There were seven different beaches on the island and with only four villas plus the Big House, it was feasible that every single group visiting the island could have one to themselves. Darian had refused to add more villas – even though it would bring in an obscene amount of revenue.


The harder to get, the more they want.


Hugo’s mind turned back to Avery. And he hated that his dad was right.


The golf cart sped over specialised smooth-set stone pathways that connected each villa to the public areas on the island like the tennis courts and the spa centre – a deceptively simple name for a space dedicated to every conceivable beauty treatment and wellness therapy including, but not limited to, Botox, laser therapy, cryogenic therapy, touch therapy, full microbiome assessment, colonic irrigation and anything else your little heart could imagine. For a very high price.


Always for a price.


He’d loved it here once. He’d been truly, magically, totally in love with it. It was Neverland. It was the impossible for a baby who had been born to drug-addicted parents out in the Ozarks. His life could have been so damn different, a future seen only in his nightmares. He’d read his file; he knew the neglect that the social worker had noted, the malnutrition, the abuse.


And despite that, Mark and Darian had apparently fallen in love with him at first sight and moved heaven and earth to take him home with them. They’d even tried to keep in touch with his birth mother. But she had taken the money they had given her and disappeared.


The golf cart jiggled as it met the wooden slatted path towards the island’s main beach where dinner would take place. He stopped the cart and sat for a moment, the engine ticking, looking out at a scene so luxurious it was ludicrous.


A large banquet-style table sat on ornate silk carpets imported from Turkey. Tall wooden stakes had been driven into the sand at all four corners of the area, with netting hanging in swathes. Firepits had been dug further out but closer to the table were nearly three hundred individual candles plugged into the sand, protected from the winds by wax-paper cylinders, and some poor bastard had to light every single one of them.


He looked over to where his dads stood and caught Darian’s glare.


He’d noticed the tie.


‘Get over here,’ Darian mouthed, as the golf carts bringing the Devereuxs and the Finches arrived from the opposite direction, the painful warning in his voice clear.


Yeah. Hugo wanted to rebel, but he wasn’t stupid.
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CHAPTER THREE


AVERY


Avery fell against the frame of the golf cart as it turned the corner, tipsy from the champagne she’d shared with Nora in the hot tub. Nora laughed at her and Avery giggled until she felt the burn of her mother’s glare.


‘I don’t know what’s got into you two, but it stops right now,’ Annalise ordered.


‘Chill, Mom, it’s all good,’ Avery replied.


‘It is not all good,’ she hissed, glaring at her husband as if it were his fault somehow.


Avery rolled her eyes, something she would never have done had she been sober. The golf cart turned towards the beach and Nora inhaled a gasp. Avery reached out and slapped her hand across Nora’s mouth.


‘I swear, if you say “oh my god” one more time,’ she threatened, but Nora pulled her hand away.


‘Tell me that isn’t worthy of an OMG, Aves. Tell me!’


Avery looked out to the beach and gave up.


Oh.


It was definitely worthy. It looked as if a thousand stars had fallen on to the beach.


And for a moment she forgot. She forgot Hugo, she forgot her parents’ bickering. She forgot college and the mid-terms. She forgot the unrelenting pressure to be more than she could be … and just sank into being in paradise with her best friends with nothing but twelve days of all the sun, sea, sand and cocktails she could imagine.


From the corner of her eye, she saw the Devereuxs come from the direction of their villa and Avery would bet money that the growl she heard wasn’t from the golf cart’s engine.


She watched her mother’s glare morph into the fakest smile that anyone had ever seen, just for Carol and Dennis Devereux, waving as the carts pulled to a stop.


Once everyone had arrived, they were offered glasses of champagne. Avery and Nora hung back while the adults went ahead.


‘Avery!’ Archie exclaimed, his fists pumping into the air, as if they hadn’t just seen each other barely an hour before.


‘Hey, Archie,’ she replied, smiling at his enthusiastic welcome. The only one of all of them who was dressed in jeans and a T-shirt, acceptable solely because combined, his outfit probably cost more than all the jewellery her mother wore that night. He ran a hand through thick, carelessly grown-out sandy brown waves, flopping them from one side to the other as he shot her and Nora a bashful grin. Ink-blue eyes that matched his sister’s twinkled in the twilight from a face so near perfect, it looked airbrushed.


Used to him by now, Avery laughed off his flirting and looked up to find Sydney gesturing her to the side with a nod. Stomach tightening, Avery followed, the brush of Nora’s hand on her arm a reassurance she needed, but something that wasn’t missed by Sydney either.


After an awkward beat of silence as Sydney looked everywhere but at her, Avery couldn’t take it any more.


‘Where have you been, Syd?’ she asked, trying to keep her voice down around the others, and the hurt out of her tone.


Sydney shook her head. For just a second, Avery thought she might have got something sincere. But the mask went up, and Sydney said, ‘Sooooo busy. Look, I’m sorry about being a flake this year. My bad. Friends?’


Avery wanted to say no. She wanted to say that wasn’t good enough. But, instead, she smiled and said, ‘Of course!’


Satisfied, Sydney returned to the group, greeting Nora with a couple of air kisses and a ‘Nice to meet you, babes’, before strutting down on to the beach, slinky gold cowl-neck dress glittering in the dusk and long blonde hair swaying to reveal the sharp blades of her shoulders.


Nora raised an eyebrow. ‘Babes?’ she mouthed, and Avery shrugged and smiled, as Nora pulled her into her side.


Hugo loped over to them and Avery pushed away a spike of discomfort. Forcing a smile, she greeted him.


‘Come on, guys. You broke up. It’s not like someone died,’ Archie whined. ‘Just kiss and make up,’ he said, receiving a hard glare from Hugo. ‘Or don’t. Whatever.’ Archie stalked off towards the waiter holding a tray of cocktails.


‘It’s fine. It’s cool. Hey, Avery,’ Hugo said, leaning in to kiss her cheek.


His aftershave, the feel of his lips … and nothing. Which had been the problem. As much as she wanted it to be different, she just felt numb. And she didn’t want to feel numb, she wanted to feel everything.


‘Hey,’ she said back, wishing it could have been different.


A gong sounded.


Hugo half bowed and gestured them towards the table. Nora half curtsied back and skipped down the path. Archie grinned to follow, his eyes on her ass. When it was just her and Hugo, he held out his arm for her to take.


‘Just as friends,’ he said.


‘Just as friends,’ she repeated.


Hors d’oeuvres were served on platters, while an entire side table was given over to a frozen ice sculpture of the island with half-shelled oysters nestled into crevices and Denia red prawns glistening in the firelight.


But it was hard to ignore the suckling pig being spit-roasted over the open fire barely ten feet away.


Avery hid the shiver that ran across her skin from the sight of the metal protruding violently through the pig’s mouth, and she turned away from the dark spaces where its eyes had once been. The juices dropping from the meat hit the fire and sizzled and snapped. Nora’s eyes nearly popped out of her head, and Avery sent her a warning glare. If she was impressed by this, she’d probably pass out by the end of the evening.
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