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			When Dee arrives on the beautiful Île de Ré, she’s hoping to escape the secret that’s been suffocating her for years. And what better way to forget than a lavish holiday with her boyfriend and a family wedding to celebrate?

			 

			Meanwhile, bride-to-be Willa is meant to be basking in a pre-wedding glow. After all, her fiancé’s whole family have gathered on the island to celebrate her marriage to their handsome, wealthy son. But Willa isn’t telling the whole truth – and she can’t wait for this sham to be over.

			 

			By the end of the holiday, two people will be dead, lives will be shattered and no one’s secret will be safe.

		

	
		
			

			 

			For Dan, of course.

		

	
		
			 

			Prologue

			He’s unconscious, vulnerable; anybody could do anything to him and he’d be helpless to stop it. I hope he feels the fear of that when he wakes, the sheer terror of being powerless. I hope it eats away all the happiness he was set to feel in the future – the corrosiveness of what might have happened to him in the dark, numb hours when he couldn’t scrabble his way back to consciousness.

			A tiny hollyhock, embossed in gold, twinkles from the corner of a card that I lean against his glass of wine on the table. I know what you did, the card says. It is unsigned.

			The name he knows me by is no more my own than the adoration I have flashed his way these past months. She has served me well, this persona, but now it’s time to consign her to the pit with the other women I’ve crafted and discarded.

			I’m tired of slipping around inside the skin of a person who doesn’t exist. I want to go home and drink beer and sing Ella Fitzgerald to my plants. I want to stand in my own shower and let the water turn me into a walnut until I’m myself again.

			But before I can do that, I have to use his computer to send a recording. A confession, hard won. And everything else I’ve gathered on him.

			When it’s all done, I take a last look at him, lying on the bed. The drugs have smacked him so hard into sleep that all guile and depravity are stripped away, and he looks almost childlike. There was a boy there once, an innocent who had no understanding of manipulation and sadism. But that child is long gone, so I lean over him, my shadow rippling across his face as I move. And I whisper a name.
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			Dee

			An island is an excellent place to hide, I think, as the landing gear grinds its way into position. Better still, an island in another country, hundreds of miles from home.

			Aaron leans over to see the expanse of blue glass stretching to the other side of the world.

			‘The Atlantic,’ he announces.

			‘Thanks. I thought it was the Nile.’

			He smiles, gives me a playful nudge with his knee. ‘Might be able to see the island if we’re lucky.’ But the plane is banking, tilting the ocean from view.

			‘What about your palace?’ Madhu says, poking her face between our seats. ‘You can probably see that from space.’

			‘Yes, but that’s only because of the sun glinting off all the gold we used to build it.’

			The two of them are laughing, poking fun at his ­family’s wealth. I smile and pretend I’m in on the joke, but I’m adrift from them.

			A prickle runs along my skin – that static burst of nerves that so often escapes down my spine – and I tell myself nobody is watching, but the fear has shown itself. Once it does, it always lingers.

			Somebody out there hates me; somebody is succeeding at ruining my life. They’re exceptional at it; they’ve had plenty of practice.

			Aaron leans over to kiss me, swooping in and delivering me back to the present, and I smile as though I have nothing else to think about in this world but the touch of his lips on mine.

			Madhu’s voice chimes as she talks about how excited she is for a break, and I cling to her warm, familiar sound, taking comfort from her energy.

			The plane slides over houses with red roofs and swimming pools: La Rochelle. I’ve never been to France apart from a single rain-­sodden school trip to Paris. Mads and I have been to so many places, sometimes with other friends, but usually just the two of us – island hopping in Greece, hiking in the Black Forest, even driving around Estonia – but somehow we missed France.

			Aaron squeezes my hand. ‘You look nervous.’

			‘I am a bit.’

			‘They’ll love you. What’s not to love?’

			‘What about you? Worried about seeing your brother?’

			He closes his eyes, relaxing back into his seat with a nonchalant smile. ‘Nah. Bygones and all that. We’ll be fine. Luke and I have spent our whole lives falling out and forgiving each other. It’s what brothers do.’

			I’ve clung to his breezy irreverence since I met him five months ago. Stress falls off his back like water in a shower. I hope his parents are the same way, that they’ll greet me with hugs and kind words, though our lives are so very different. I can’t imagine living in Paris like they do, owning holiday homes all over the place: a ski lodge in Switzerland, a cottage in Devon, the house we’re on our way to now. They’re not ridiculously rich, Aaron claims, just lucky enough to have owned a successful lighting business that made them plenty over the years and which they sold for a small fortune. I wonder if their money has fixed all their problems, and if there’s an amount that could make mine go away too.

			 

			Our luggage thuds off the chute and onto the carousel. Madhu and I wrestle her case to the floor while Aaron grabs hold of my blue holdall and his battered old rucksack.

			As we make our way to the exit, Madhu says, ‘Keep an eye on my case while I nip to the ladies?’

			Once she’s out of earshot, he slips an arm round me. ‘When do you think you’ll tell her?’

			‘When the time is right, I guess.’

			He nods. ‘Okay.’ And maybe I’m frowning, because he scoops my chin with his finger so my head is tilted up towards him. ‘She’ll be happy for you. You know that. We’re doing something amazing, starting an adventure together.’

			‘I know.’

			‘Don’t leave it too late, though. You don’t want to break it to her on the day she leaves and then worry how she’s taking it while she’s on the flight home.’

			Mads is only staying for a week, while Aaron and I are here for another five days after that to attend some kind of party for his brother’s upcoming wedding. She’d be brilliant at charming a load of people we don’t know, but she didn’t want to step on toes by staying longer. She only came because I begged her. We’re missing our usual summer holiday because of my lack of a job, and I melted with relief when Aaron suggested she come along to make up for it.

			‘Think I’ll go powder my nose too,’ he says, wrinkling it like a rabbit, forcing a laugh from me.

			While I wait for them both, I switch on my phone. A text pops up almost immediately, and fear bolts through my limbs until I see the message is from a French mobile carrier. Welcome to France, calls will cost blah, blah, blah.

			I have a new phone number; a blank slate, I remind myself. The only people who can contact me are those I want to be able to. It’s not the first time I’ve told myself that lie.

			 

			We come out of the terminal building into the sunshine. The warmth spreads itself along my flesh, sinks deep into me, making the mess I’ve left behind in England feel almost manageable. The feeling doesn’t last; it’s ebbing already. I cling to it, but it’s like gathering the sea in my arms.

			‘Vive la France!’ Madhu says, her face tilted to a clear blue sky. Her hair is twisted on top of her head, and every inch of her is chic in a billowing green maxi dress. I’m scruffy in comparison, in jeans and a long-­sleeved T-­shirt. I thought about dressing up, but Aaron is himself a jeans-­and-­T-­shirt man, so I hope his family won’t judge me for choosing comfort over style. Madhu never worries about comfort. She’s as happy in a pair of stilettos as she is in flip-­flops.

			Aaron suddenly takes off running across the car park, his rucksack slapping against his shoulder.

			‘Vivi!’ he shouts.

			The woman he’s heading for opens her arms a second before he crashes into her, and they hug.

			I’ve never seen Aaron so animated. She’s the right age to be his mother, but I know this is Geneviève, the family’s housekeeper, here to pick us up.

			They talk in rapid French, and Madhu and I share a look. We’re both terrible with languages and have managed to find our way around Europe mainly by pointing and apologising in English while smiling. Only a few creaking remnants of school French lurk in my memory. Je suis anglaise. Où est la bibliothèque?

			When they break apart, Geneviève turns to me.

			‘Dee?’

			I nod. She kisses me on each cheek and again on the first one. ‘What a pleasure. And very nice to meet you too, Madhu. Bienvenue en France!’

			There’s kindness in her greeting, although she is somewhat guarded. I noticed it when Aaron ran to her. Despite their hug, there’s an element of wariness, a reserve he doesn’t seem to notice.

			‘She basically brought me up. Luke and I are her surrogate sons,’ he said the first time he mentioned her. ‘She’s literally one of the family.’

			Even on the evidence of a few minutes in her company, I can see that the balance of power between them is not in her favour, and that she’s keenly aware of it, even if Aaron is not.

			To him she’s a second mother, but on first impressions, it seems that to her he is simply her employer’s son, someone who could have her sacked on a whim if he had any malice in him.

			 

			The bridge to the Île de Ré is immense, lifting us up on its broad iron back as we dance over the ocean and away from the mainland. Geneviève drives the huge BMW past people on bikes whizzing happily along in cycle lanes either side of the traffic. Hopefully we won’t be cycling everywhere for the next two weeks; I haven’t ridden one in years.

			The brisk, fresh smell of the ocean through the window is reviving, and for a moment I forget everything other than the sunshine and the sense of eternity conjured by the wide expanse of water. The ocean bounces sheets of light off its rippling surface, blinding bright. I don’t look away, because it scorches clean the rotten parts of me.

			‘How long have you worked for the Powells, Geneviève?’ Madhu is next to her in the front, Aaron and I in the back.

			‘Oh, many, many years. Since the boys were very small and they needed somebody to teach them French and push a vacuum.’

			‘We used to spend every holiday here,’ Aaron explains. ‘Mum and Dad bought the Saint-­Martin flat before I was born. We lived between London and Paris almost my entire childhood, but I’ve always thought of the island as home. It’s an amazing place.’

			‘L’île est très belle,’ Geneviève adds, nodding.

			Aaron says, ‘I want to take Luke on a surprise stag do tomorrow. Just fishing on the boat and dinner in Saint-­Martin. Maybe you guys can explore the island while we’re gone. Vivi should be able to sort you out with a map and brochures of things to do.’

			‘Sounds fun,’ I say. ‘We’ll invite Willa.’

			Although I’ve met his brother twice, his fiancée was busy both times, and then there’s been all this tension between Aaron and Luke the past few weeks. He hasn’t mentioned any stag do to me before now; in fact he hasn’t mentioned Lucas much at all in the run-­up to the trip, and I know this is his attempt to improve things between the two of them. From what I can gather from the little Aaron has told me about his brother, Lucas is too stubborn to be the one to make a peace offering.

			I’m hoping Willa will be the easiest person in the family to win over. She’s thirty-­two, only a couple of years older than me, so we must have some things in common, despite the fact that she’s apparently richer than Aaron’s entire family. For a moment I think I’ve got her name wrong, because there’s an awkward silence. Then Aaron clears his throat. ‘Yeah. I’m sure she’d like that.’

			In the rear-­view mirror I catch Geneviève’s expression as she flicks her eyes away and pretends she isn’t paying attention to the conversation.

			‘You sure about that?’ Madhu asks.

			He gives a short laugh. ‘She’s just very different from you guys, that’s all.’

			‘In what way?’

			‘Less fun, for a start. Exactly Lucas’s type, I suppose.’ He leans forward and says to Geneviève, ‘God, don’t tell anyone I said that, Vivi,’ but he’s laughing at the same time.

			She takes one hand off the wheel to mime zipping her mouth shut.

			I let my head rest against the window and close my eyes for a moment. The island is supposed to be a respite, an oasis where anxiety has no place. Now there’s already tension to worry about with a woman I haven’t even met.

			And then my hand is reaching into my hair, fingers probing for a sore spot, and I dig one gently with a nail as if I’m absent-­mindedly scratching my head.

			We’ve left the bridge and pass signs listing destinations on the island: Saint-­Martin-­de-­Ré, La Flotte, Rivedoux-­Plage. Madhu cranes her neck to see around Geneviève. I glance over and spy a stretch of golden sand.

			‘Oh, look at that beautiful beach!’ she says like the devoted sun-­worshipper she is. ‘I’m going to sunbathe on every single beach on this island.’

			‘There’s like twenty of them,’ says Aaron. ‘How are you going to do that in a week?’

			‘Easy, three beaches a day.’ Her grin is infectious, always has been. Madhu was the person at university who made everybody laugh, who got us through homesickness and heartbreak with her cheerful exuberance. The one time I saw her broken it was as if a fundamental part of the universe had shattered: how could the world go on if Madhu would not? But she recovered, over time.

			Since then, my love for her has always been edged with a slick of guilt. I feel it now, curling up from my depths, twisting itself around moments of lightness and joy and choking them.

			Enough, I think. Madhu doesn’t know it yet, but this might be our final holiday together. Thanks to one of Aaron’s old school friends, I’m going to start a new life where vicious words can’t reach me. I want to relax and make happy memories I can nestle inside when we’re far apart. My new phone number is a temporary fix, but it should work for a while. I will enjoy myself, be a good friend, a fun girlfriend. Soon the past will finally be behind me, and the future is what Aaron and I want to make it.

			I force myself to pull my hand from my hair, sliding it into my pocket so Aaron won’t see the crescent of claret-­coloured blood under the nail of my index finger.
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			Willa

			My mother’s voice scrapes at me as I wipe the bedside cabinet. ‘Cleanliness is next to godliness, angel.’ Her soft rasp – coarsened by years of smoking menthol cigarettes – still makes me shudder, even though it’s been a decade and a half since I last heard it. She’s banned from my thoughts, but as tenacious in my imagination as she is – was? – in life, she finds ways to creep in and startle me.

			I straighten the bed sheets, drowning her out with humming as I run my hands down the rich white linen, before carefully folding the blankets back over the top. Now I lift and smooth a pillow, plucking a long dark hair from it that I place in a plastic bag. The ritual is as calming as it is necessary. No matter what situation I find myself in, cleaning is a meditation. I need it now more than ever, because this is beginning to feel never-­ending. I’m spoiling like fruit left in the bowl too long.

			In a moment I’ll have to go downstairs and socialise. It’s almost time for aperitifs, and the arrival of Lucas’s brother. I take a moment for myself, and sit on the chair on the balcony, from where I see the sweep of pine trees beneath the wide-­open sky. The tang of the sea is ever present, mixed with the clean cotton of bed linen and the herbs in the scrap of kitchen garden below; the sharp sting of rosemary and the fresh kiss of mint, spicy punches of basil against a warm undercurrent of thyme.

			What ways would I find to enjoy this beautiful place if I had no other obligations? I rarely let my mind wander from the task at hand, but I have to admit that being here makes me wish I could grab a bike and race from one side of the island to the other, wind in my hair, laughing all the way, pumping the pedals as if the devil himself were chasing me . . . no, as if I were chasing him.

			 

			‘Willa, do you have time this evening to decide on flowers?’ Camille says, looking up from her newspaper. ‘We’re only a week away. Don’t want you to end up with lilies.’

			‘What’s wrong with lilies?’ I take a seat opposite her at the table on the terrace.

			‘Absolutely nothing if you’re at a funeral.’

			‘Tomorrow morning, after breakfast?’ I suggest.

			She smiles. ‘If you can spare me the time. And thank you for indulging me with this party. If I’m not allowed to attend the wedding, this is a small compensation.’

			‘Mum,’ Lucas calls from the pool, ‘it’s not a slight against you. We just don’t want to make a big deal.’ He’s climbing out, grabbing a towel and walking over, hugging me so he soaks my clothes and marks me with chlorine. He’s been doing this more and more recently, showing affection in front of others, trying to convince himself he’s making the right choice in marrying me, as if the soul will follow where the body leads.

			At least that’s what I hope he’s doing. I don’t want to believe his feelings are real. It’s easier that way.

			I lean in to kiss his cheek, my fingers settling on the pulse in his neck, a thundering river beneath the surface of his flesh. He’s handsome – blandly so, I thought when I first saw his picture, as if designed by committee – but he is made of the same gore and gristle as the rest of us.

			Camille adopts a smile too late to hide her flicker of distaste, and buries herself back in the paper.

			It’s been a challenge, becoming the sort of person who could trap Lucas, because he has always been drawn to aloof women, the kind who look down on everybody else, much like his mother. Yet knowing when not to be cold is important, drawing him in, using intimacies like a scalpel to open him to the point that I might snatch slivers of the truth from his filleted soul. It’s a balancing act at which, so far, I have completely failed: I don’t have what I need, and yet somehow, I’ve accrued a diamond ring.

			Aaron will be arriving soon, bringing not just his new girlfriend, but her friend too. Two more sets of eyes to see me. I tell myself it doesn’t matter, that soon I’ll be out of here one way or another and back in the shadows, preferably before this bloody party, but if not, I plan to use it as one last push. By the time we’re due to be married in London in September, I’ll be in another country, rinsing Willa away as my own personality and preferences trickle back.

			The sound of the motorised gate clanking turns our heads.

			‘Oh, wonderful!’ Camille claps her hands. ‘They’re here.’

			I wonder if she’ll greet Aaron’s new girlfriend with as much careful flattery as I was treated to when we first met. ‘Oh, Willa, you look very nice. What an effort you’ve made for us today.’ Not ‘Oh, Willa, how very lovely to meet you.’ Or ‘Oh, Willa, Lucas has told me so much about you.’ She carefully sidestepped any number of standard platitudes to ensure her first words established the power structure between us. Camille wanted to make it clear to both Lucas and her husband, Michael, that a) my ‘nice’ appearance took an effort, and b) by making such an effort, I was lowest in the pecking order, in the position of having to try to impress her.

			Neither Lucas nor his father will ever consider the subtle messaging beneath the surface of her words. They’ve spent decades letting these kinds of exchanges float over their heads, which is exactly what she wants. It’s a code between two women. I’m the dominant one, darling. Drop the tributes at my feet and I’ll tuck my snarl behind this unconvincing smile.

			She’s wrong, of course. She’s playing my game. One day in the near future, when Willa is dust in the wind, Camille will realise who was in control all along.

			I understand that Lucas’s brother has found himself a poor girl, not like orphaned rich girl Willa, or like the real me: a woman who barely exists except for a number of bank accounts in certain financially discreet countries.

			Camille has been wealthy for long enough to incorporate it into her very soul. She is not kind, she is not smart, she is not witty. She is rich. And mean. I despise women like her, who push others down for sport. I hope Aaron’s new girlfriend is too strong to care, or too stupid to realise.

			Aaron is warmer than his brother, though, better able to disarm his mother’s smooth and casual contempt. Perhaps he will protect her more than Lucas does me. Lucas would never admit it, but he’s a mother’s boy, while Aaron is his father’s son: robust, full of life and good cheer.

			We congregate in the hall of the villa, a big space with a corridor leading off it and a staircase at the back. There are doors to the kitchen, living room and Michael’s study, as well as French windows that open onto the terrace and spill the apricot light of late afternoon across our shoulders.

			On the walls are arty black-­and-­white photographs of the Victorian building from which Michael and Camille used to run their business, as well as an enlarged front cover from their first catalogue back in the eighties. It bears the company logo, and a slogan: Helping your business shine bright. The image on the front is a row of glass jewellery cases, the glittering gems inside scattering light like stars. It doesn’t work as a piece of art, even if it’s lit as expensively and tastefully as the paintings around the villa. Like the old catalogues nestled on the bookshelves in Michael’s study, it’s here to let everybody know they were successful in life. A boast. A crude one.

			We hear bags being hauled from a car boot, Aaron and Geneviève talking, and laughter, real, unfettered giggling of the sort that isn’t heard around here: the girlfriend and her friend, two innocent souls unacquainted with the Powells and their easy arrogance.

			The door swings open, and there he is, Lucas’s younger brother, with his shaggy hair, wearing clothes that could have been stolen from a busker.

			Lucas is the serious, corporate brother. Aaron is the rebel. Both are simply slotting themselves into well-­worn stereotypes for the children of rich families. It should irritate me that Aaron likes to pretend he’s a man of the people, but there’s something likeable about him, and perhaps I haven’t lost all my humanity yet, because I’ve warmed to him over the last ten months. He came to Lucas’s flat in Chelsea for dinner occasionally, before they had some kind of argument while out at lunch a couple of months ago, but this new girl, Dee, was all he would talk about the last time I saw him, tenderness softening his expression as he spoke.

			Behind him are two girls. One is sleek and beautiful in the way only blessedly inherited cheekbones can achieve. Her hair is a glossy black coil on top of her head. She doesn’t seem at all fazed by the attention of everybody in the room; in fact, she seems amused. The other girl is so quiet it would be easy to overlook her. Her mousy hair is in a ponytail, eyes hidden behind sunglasses; her figure is clearly lithe, yet ample where it counts, and completely covered in a baggy long-­sleeved top.

			‘This must be Dee,’ Michael says, almost word for word the way he approached me when we first met.

			She steps forward, taking off her sunglasses. My heart stops, then jolts itself back to life so hard it’s like being punched from within, and I can’t remember how to breathe. It’s the most wonderful face I’ve ever seen, one I know almost as well as my own. This is the face that started everything, all that time ago. Her. Here. How is it possible?

			Suddenly I’m a different person, in another country, all the experience and wisdom I’ve gained over the years unwound so that my ever-­burning anger is fresh and raw, and the horror of it scorches me anew every day because I haven’t learned to live with it, to wield it. I’m gazing at her as I did on that day ten years ago, when all I saw was her tears, and the quiet dignity behind them.

			I’ve forgotten myself in the present, and for a moment I fear I may have gasped out loud, but nobody’s paying me any attention, so perhaps it was in my head. She and her friend are smiling, greeting everyone as introductions are made.

			Dee. That wasn’t the name she went by. She’s created a new identity, grown green shoots from the shit she was handed. Look at her: so beautiful, so alive. I want to stare at her, drink her in. But I can’t so much as smile because I must continue to be small-­minded and brittle, so reluctantly I look away, and when Lucas says, ‘And this is my fiancée, Willa,’ I give a little twist of the lips that lets Dee know that Willa believes she’s beneath her.

			But Willa is an idiot, even if I inhabit her skin. They’re already leaving, off up the stairs to freshen up. I wish I could take her hand and make her stay with me, ask her about the years that have stacked up between our encounters, but she won’t remember me.

			I was invisible then.
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			Dee

			‘You look lovely just like that,’ Aaron says, as I pull everything out of my bag in search of the top I want to wear for dinner.

			‘Sure, this would be the ideal way to make an impression on your family.’ I strike a coquettish pose in my jeans and bra.

			‘Makes a good impression on me,’ he says, giving me an appreciative once-­over, his gaze stuttering as always over the trio of round scars on my stomach, each smaller than a five-­pence piece. My hand instinctively moves to cover them, but I divert it to swipe a rope of hair from my forehead instead. It’s one of the many ways Aaron is good for me; he accepts my flaws, physical and other.

			‘Never be ashamed,’ he said the first time he glimpsed the scars, carefully tugging my hand from my stomach. He didn’t ask what they were, how they got there, though he must realise they were self-­inflicted. I don’t like to keep secrets from him, but I couldn’t tell him the whole truth without confessing to Madhu first, so my scars will always be a moment of silence between us; a story untold, written in fire on two inches of pale tummy parchment.

			I finally find the top tucked at the very bottom of my bag. As I pull it on, I notice Aaron is lost in thought.

			‘Everything okay?’

			‘Thinking how I’m going to break the news to them.’

			‘Quick, like pulling off a plaster?’

			There are times when it feels like the perfect opportunity – an escape to New Zealand, a chance to start again – and times like now when it feels like what it is: running away.

			‘How do you think they’ll take it?’

			‘Mum and Dad? Not sure. Luke will probably laugh. He never takes me seriously anyway.’

			‘He seemed okay when we arrived. Good sign?’

			He gives a non-­committal grunt.

			‘What happened when you fell out? What did he do?’

			It seems as if he’s about to wave it away, as he has done every time we’ve almost addressed the subject, then he blows air from his lips with a resigned sigh. ‘He thinks I’m a joke, and he didn’t mince his words telling me.’

			‘You’re not a joke. Why would he think that?’

			‘Because I’m not loaded like him. Because I didn’t take my inheritance and put it into a magazine and somehow sell it for a nice profit.’

			‘He didn’t say that, did he?’

			‘Yeah, but in a far more patronising way. We weren’t even talking about money. I don’t know how he twisted it around to his favourite subject, but he was in a foul mood, I think he’d had a fight with Willa or something. He said all kinds of things he didn’t mean, but that’s Luke all over. He doesn’t mean most of the things he says when he’s in those moods, and . . . part of being his brother is finding a way to love him in spite of it.’

			I stroke his hair from his face. ‘I think you’re amazing.’

			He gives me a soft kiss.

			‘So what was that about in the car, what you said about Willa?’ I ask.

			‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’ A sly smile flicks at the corners of his mouth.

			‘Liar.’

			‘That’s a terrible accusation.’ He pulls me in, kisses my neck. ‘You’d better make it up to me.’

			‘Are you trying to change the subject?’

			He sighs. ‘Not successfully. Look, I was being honest. I really don’t know her that well. She can be a bit . . . I want to say precious, but that’s probably cruel, considering.’

			‘Considering what?’

			‘Well, Luke told us this in confidence, me and Mum and Dad, so don’t mention it to Mads, but Willa had some problems with her ex. He was a psycho. A stalker.’

			‘Oh, God, that’s terrible.’

			He nods. ‘She’s a bit prickly and weird about people taking her photo, or talking about her on social media.’

			‘Is that weird? Isn’t it kind of understandable?’

			‘Don’t be surprised if she doesn’t warm to you straight away, is what I’m saying. I’m going to freshen up.’

			He drops a kiss on my cheek before disappearing down the hall to the bathroom.

			I apply two swipes of nude lipstick in the mirror on the dresser. There’s a little tray of travel-­sized toiletries there, and a Cire Trudon candle, as if we’re in a luxury hotel.

			The whole house feels like a hotel, if I’m honest. The decor is expensively neutral, designed not to offend, but without personality. Even the art dotted everywhere doesn’t draw attention to itself, despite the accent lights on arms that peek from the top of each frame, settling every picture in its own ghostly aura. They’re all abstract landscapes in shades of green and blue, like a job lot bought from the artist that says nothing about the person who created it or the one who bought it.

			Aaron said not to expect a mansion, and he’s right, it’s not huge – I understand that, I live in London, I know a lot of money can magically look insignificant in a desirable location – but it’s by no means small either.

			There’s certainly nothing domestic about it: no shoe rack by the front door or coats hanging around, no piles of laundry waiting to be ironed or recycling bins loitering outside. All that gloomy normality is hidden beneath a glossy veneer and the smell of sandalwood and gardenias.

			Our room has a window overlooking the drive and a small balcony opening onto a garden with a twisting path through beds of sprightly hollyhocks and drooping fuchsias. I see Aaron’s brother out there now, carrying two drinks to a small table at the far end of a glittering turquoise pool, Willa following, stepping serenely in his wake.

			I’ve seen photos of Lucas before, but he’s different in the flesh. Where Aaron’s face is open, almost verging on elfin, Lucas’s is angular and stern. I think of the elegant flow of Willa’s features in contrast: dark almond eyes above a slim nose that drops to the perfect cupid’s bow of her lips, but it’s as if something doesn’t sit right with her face, like there’s a disconnect. She’s a china doll ready for battle, or Snow White about to beat the hell out of the evil queen. Her beauty is both intense and classic; she would be equally at home in a painting at the National Gallery as she is in the modern world.

			I wonder if it’s because of what Aaron has just revealed to me; whether her emotional battle scars are responsible for this fascinating duality. I only spent a couple of minutes in her presence, but I’m intrigued. There’s something about her I like, some spark behind her eyes that makes me hope she’ll like me too, that she might be my ally in a family I’m ill equipped to understand.

			A gust howls through the trees at the bottom of the garden, and her long skirt billows around her legs in a way that would have me clumsily swatting it down. She’s simply standing there, a pop star facing down a wind machine knowing it only serves to emphasise every curve of her body. When she sits, accepting the drink Lucas hands her, it’s with such a sense of confidence: this is exactly where she should be in life, by a swimming pool in a multimillion-­pound house with a fiancé who passes her champagne like it’s a cup of tea.

			I wonder if that confidence is in the genes, if that’s why people like her end up rich, or if money floods your veins with self-­assurance.

			I look beyond Willa and Lucas, towards the pine trees shifting in the breeze. It’s so peaceful, which is a surprise; the road onto the island was choked with traffic, the little towns we passed bustling with tourists. I should feel unseen in this secluded spot, safe, but I don’t know how to be anything other than afraid.

			 

			We’re sitting at a long wooden table under an awning on the terrace with Camille and Michael at either end. I find myself between Aaron and Madhu, opposite Willa. I catch her eye and smile. There’s a current buzzing between us, and I see that curiosity in her again before she looks away. It’s there one second and gone the next, like a flash of quicksilver, a fish flitting downstream.

			I listen to the family chatter, watch how effortlessly Aaron talks to his parents and his brother, even though I know he must feel awkward. He’s told me before that it’s an open secret how Lucas is his mum’s favourite; he laughs it off, pretends it doesn’t affect him, but I see the momentary sadness in his expression whenever he shuts down a family video chat, the way the smile he plasters on for them disappears before he plasters another on for me, not wanting to bother me with his pain.

			Geneviève brings out a platter of huge orange prawns and a basket of fresh bread.

			‘So, Dee,’ Aaron’s mother says, as we help ourselves, ‘you’re between jobs.’ Her tone is friendly, but there’s a directness that’s intimidating.

			‘Actually, I’m freelancing.’ No need to add that I’ve earned only a hundred and fifty pounds in total from proofing an old lady’s rambling memoirs.

			She nods. ‘A self-­starter. I wish more people were like you.’ She glances at Willa. I gulp down the wine that’s appeared before me, unprepared for the dynamics around this table while sober.

			‘What made you leave your job?’ Michael asks.

			It’s a perfectly reasonable question, but I stall by sipping my wine again, because every time this subject comes up, my throat goes dry.

			‘Time for a change.’

			Madhu next to me says nothing, even though she knows I loved my job, and that I’d only had it for less than a year. She knows I’m lying. We’ve been over it many times since I quit; she asks why I suddenly cooled on my career, and I spew some vague rubbish that she doesn’t believe.

			‘Then you and Lucas should have plenty to talk about,’ Camille says, one eyebrow raised in a manner that suggests it’s a dig at Lucas.

			‘You left your job too?’ Mads asks.

			‘Lucas sold the magazine he owned,’ Aaron said.

			‘Well, that’s totally the same,’ she says. I seem to be the only one who picks up on her sarcasm. ‘What was it called?’ she asks, as if realising that her manner should be less biting.

			‘The Wilder,’ Lucas says.

			‘Wasn’t that a big thing in the eighties?’

			The magazine was apparently once a spiky dose of pop culture for young people in the capital reared on punk and rebellion, but the current issues that Aaron has lying around his flat are focused on property prices and chichi bars that charge more for a cocktail than I’d pay for a good meal. It was as if they’d stuck with their readers from the early eighties and held their hands into a middle age where the fury that once burned inside them had fizzled into indigestion.

			Lucas pours more wine. ‘You know, Dee, I used to want to work in publishing,’ he says, clearly hoping to change the subject. ‘Books, I mean.’

			‘Did you?’ Camille’s eyebrows are raised.

			‘Oh, years ago. Thought it would be great to read novels all day. I take it there’s more work involved than that, though.’

			‘Same as any job, really.’

			‘What about you, Madhu?’ Camille asks. ‘What do you do?’

			I’m so relieved to be out of the spotlight that I down half the glass Lucas has just topped up. Mads puts her hand over her own glass to signal she doesn’t want any – she rarely drinks, and runs every morning with a dedication I have always admired – so he swings the bottle back my way.

			‘I work for a newspaper in south London.’

			‘A reporter?’ Michael asks.

			She nods. ‘A dying breed at my level.’

			‘Nobody’s crying tears for journalists without jobs, I’ll bet,’ Michael says.

			‘Dad!’ Aaron warns. ‘He’s just pulling your leg, Mads.’

			Michael sends a little wink her way, and she laughs. He has a warm manner that’s hard to resist, despite his penchant for teasing. He’s tanned and weather-­worn, but his eyes and smile belie his age. Thirty years ago, he would have been every bit as handsome as his sons.

			‘Don’t worry about it,’ Madhu says. ‘We’re the second most-­hated profession for a reason, right?’

			‘What’s the first?’ I ask.

			‘Estate agents.’

			‘Well,’ Camille says, stretching out her plate so her husband can add a chunk of bread to it, ‘thank God we don’t have any of those around the table.’

			‘How about you, A?’ Michael says. ‘You still stuck with that house in Reigate?’

			Aaron shrugs. ‘Working on it. Some properties take longer than others, you know that, Dad.’

			‘You flip properties?’ Willa asks. ‘When Lucas said you were in property, I assumed he meant surveying or management.’

			‘I like the flexibility,’ he tells her. ‘It gives me a chance to do things outside of work, you know.’

			She gives a small, vague smile, and I realise she doesn’t know. She doesn’t have a job, because she doesn’t need one.

			As dinner continues, I’m so nervous that I eagerly knock back the wine that flows freely. It doesn’t take long before my concentration becomes slippery and ineffectual, weakly seizing on the threads of conversation around the table but failing to properly grasp them.

			Willa hardly talks, which seems to irritate Camille.

			Neither is the kind of woman I really understand. Camille wears diamond drop earrings and a silk wrap. She is in her sixties, but could pass for twenty years younger, with her shoulder-­length blonde hair and skin barely troubled by wrinkles. She looks good for her age, but she also looks expensively maintained and preserved, doused in high-­end creams and serums and oils, scrubbed and retextured by facials and cold-­laser treatments and whatever other assaults on the flesh promise to keep age at bay while lightening your bank account.

			Willa is swathed in the same veil of affluence. The dress she’s wearing probably cost more than I pay in rent each month. But the two women are starkly different in how they present themselves to the world. Camille wears her wealth like theatrical face paint, designed to make an impact all the way to the cheap seats, whereas Willa has the natural look that’s the result of hours of subtle highlighting and artful concealing. They are both, however, a contrast to me, with my ASOS top, Uniqlo jeans and DIY haircut.

			I would continue feeling sorry for myself, but as I reach for my newly refreshed wine – the white having transformed to red – I clumsily fumble the stem and the glass teeters for an agonising second before toppling onto the table with a clunk, sending an arc of Saumur in Aaron’s direction.

			He scoots his chair back, but not before his T-­shirt is splattered.

			He laughs. ‘Good shot.’

			‘I’m so sorry.’ I try to soak it up from the table, but as I do, I realise that the crisp white napkin in my hand is likely very expensive and now ruined.

			Vivi has appeared with a kitchen roll decorated with pictures of artichokes and onions, a domestic anachronism in this house full of expensive things, and I try to help her clean up, but she pats my hands.

			‘Ne vous inquiétez pas. Relax, relax.’

			‘I’m sorry,’ I tell her, my face burning with embarrassment.

			Aaron dabs his T-­shirt. ‘What gets out red wine stains? Salt?’

			‘Why don’t you throw a glass of white wine over him?’ Willa says.

			I smile like I’m in on the joke, but I can’t believe this is their first impression of me.

			‘Sorry,’ I mumble to Aaron again, and he leans in and kisses my forehead.

			‘Don’t worry. I’ve sent plenty of drinks flying in my time. Fell over a table in the pub one New Year’s Eve and took about five strangers’ pints down with me.’

			‘Never mind,’ Camille says, as if she finds the subject matter distasteful. ‘Vivi will get it out for you. Let’s move on.’

			‘Leave it outside your room tonight,’ Vivi says. ‘I’ll see what I can do.’ Removing the sour-­smelling bundle of sopping pink kitchen paper, she starts cutting up a glossy strawberry tart.

			She puts a plate in front of me, and as I turn to thank her, I see that her smile has vanished now that everybody’s attention has drifted.

			‘Bon appetit!’ she says, and her voice is kind, but creaking with exhaustion.

			Madhu catches my eye. ‘Okay?’ she mouths.

			I nod, but I haven’t been very convincing, because she grabs my hand under the table and gives it a squeeze, leaning in to whisper, ‘It’s just a bit of wine, don’t worry.’

			‘Hey, Luke,’ Aaron says. ‘I hope you don’t have plans tomorrow, because I thought we could go out on the boat with a few beers and have dinner in town. For your stag.’

			Lucas doesn’t show much enthusiasm. ‘Sounds good.’

			‘You should stay at the flat,’ says Camille. ‘Vivi will get it ready.’

			Aaron nods. ‘Thanks, Mum. That’s a great idea.’

			‘The flat?’ Willa, who has been stabbing idly at her tart, snaps to attention.

			‘In Saint-­Martin,’ Lucas says. ‘Where we used to stay before Mum and Dad bought this place.’

			‘I thought that was rented out.’

			‘It became unrented, if that’s all right with you.’ Camille’s tone is ice cold.

			Willa returns to picking at her food. I’d been hoping to catch her after dinner to ask if she’d like to join Madhu and me tomorrow, but perhaps if I reach out now it might lift the tension.

			‘Madhu and I are going to explore some of the island tomorrow. Would you like to come with us, Willa?’

			She stares at me. As the silence becomes awkward, she looks away. ‘No, thanks.’

			Camille laughs. ‘Good Lord! Where are your manners? Of course she’ll go with you, girls.’

			Willa whips her head up. ‘I said no.’

			Lucas lays a hand on her arm as if worried she might lunge for his mother.

			Camille is unruffled. ‘And I’m saying yes for you. I want a peaceful day in my own home without being a hostess.’

			‘It’s settled then,’ says Michael, genially. ‘A girls’ day out. And I’ll tell you what, why not make a night of it too? If the boys are off having fun, you girls shouldn’t have to sit with the OAPs. I’ll call one of the restaurants in La Flotte and book you in for dinner. On me. Drink as much Bordeaux as you can. See if you can impress me with the size of the bill, all right?’ He looks to Camille. ‘Romantic night in for you and me, Mills.’

			‘I’ll call the ambulance service, make sure they’re on standby,’ she says.

			‘Christ! That’s the most horrific thing you’ve ever said.’ Aaron claps his hands to his face, though he’s laughing.

			The conversation moves swiftly on to the party that’s being held in honour of Lucas and Willa’s upcoming wedding. Camille explains that she’s rented a local fort as the venue. She seems far more excited about this than the happy couple do. I sit quietly, sipping water, sobered by the spilt wine.

			When I glance up, I catch Willa staring at me. In the low light from the candles, her skin glows, her dark eyes reflecting the dance of the flames.

			I give a tentative smile, an apology for the way she was strong-­armed into coming with us. After a second or two, she looks away.

			Perhaps I only imagined she has any interest in me because I’m so desperate for a friend in Aaron’s family. One day, even if Aaron and I are still on the other side of the world, we might become sisters-­in-­law, and I would like for us to be close. But after tonight, it feels inconceivable that we’ll ever be anything more than grudgingly tolerant of each other.
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			Willa

			Lucas slips an arm around me as we go upstairs. ‘Everything okay?’

			‘Yes.’ Everything is not okay. Not at all.

			It would be easy to blame Camille for suggesting the flat, especially after her charmless attempt to belittle me, but this is my fault. My research covered all their assets, and yet I dismissed the flat as irrelevant. It’s been rented out for years as a holiday let through an agency, and the family has shown little interest in it other than for its sentimental value. And now it’s empty, waiting to witness everything that happens tomorrow night.

			Heavy drinking is a miraculous thing; it opens up parts of the brain that people have nailed shut, shines shafts of tipsy light on memories their sober selves keep bound in darkness. What might Lucas say while he’s with the brother he trusts and alcohol has loosened their tongues? If he does stumble into even a hazy kind of admission, a simple hint at guilt, then I would have what I need to justify the next step: the extraction of a confession.

			Everything else has failed. Now I’m hurtling towards a party where dozens more people will see my face. If I haven’t proven my case by the wedding day, I will need to leave, and I will never know the truth. That’s unacceptable.

			And now Dee’s here too. I was never supposed to see her again. She lives in my past and in my memories, the light that shines through my darkest times. My first. The one who made me cast away my doubts ten years ago and step forward into a future of helping women like her. Why has fate brought her here? Is she a flash of former glory to help me stay the course, or is she a warning? My past coming back to haunt me?

			Lucas kisses me as we step through the door to our room; not a peck, but a full-­bodied manoeuvre with intention. I respond in kind, because it’s necessary to maintain our intimacy and the bond of trust I’ve worked hard to establish.

			I can feel his muscles soften, the tension of being in company – even when it’s simply that of his own family – always dissipating once we close the door on the world and seal ourselves into our own bubble.

			When he pulls me onto the bed, he doesn’t start removing clothes, or seeking out erogenous zones like a horny schoolboy, he just holds me close.

			I listen to his heartbeat, my head floating up and down with the rise and fall of his chest.

			I could assume that neither of them will mention anything of relevance tomorrow night – and possibly Lucas will be busy with another woman anyway, a carnal adieu to his bachelorhood – but I know it will eat at me, never knowing if I missed the moment I’ve been waiting for.

			‘I’m sorry about my mother earlier,’ he says.

			I sit up and turn around, my astonishment not an act. ‘Are you?’

			‘You asked a perfectly reasonable question, and she attacked you for it. She can be like that to people outside the family. But you are family . . . my family, at least. Having Dee around tonight and the difference in the way she treated the two of you made me see it more clearly. I was always raised not to make a fuss, not to stand up to her, because she believes it’s rude when people contradict her, but I should have.’

			Where has this come from? Yes, it was a surprise she was friendly to Dee, but that it’s sparked this contemplation in Lucas is far more astounding.

			He’s holding my hand, working his fingers around mine, stroking them, squeezing our slender bones together as if he can meld us into one.

			‘I didn’t even notice,’ I say.

			‘You did.’

			I realise this is an opportunity. If he cleaves closer to me and pulls away from his mother maybe it will loosen something in him and his secrets will come tumbling out. A girl can hope for a late-­in-­the-­game miracle.

			‘She does upset me sometimes, but what’s worse is the way you react.’

			‘What do you mean?’

			‘Maybe I was rude in turning down Dee’s offer, but I’d rather get to know them over a couple of drinks one night than spend an entire day with two people I’ve never met, and that’s my choice to make.’ I push back a swell of guilt at how I treated Dee at dinner – a sadly necessary part of my act. ‘Your mother completely overrode me, and when I spoke up for myself, you put your hand on me as if to hold me back.’

			‘Did I? I’m sorry. I didn’t even notice.’

			‘That’s the point. You don’t hold your mother back when she takes aim. You bristle at my reaction, not at what she says to provoke it.’

			He’s quiet now, staring at his hands.

			‘I’d just like to feel you’re on my side, because I’m not the one starting hostilities. I’m just . . . awkwardly enduring them.’

			‘Yes, of course. I’ve spent years keeping my head down. I suppose I need to retrain myself. Or maybe she’ll mellow when she gets to know you.’

			I shake my head. ‘There’s something about me she doesn’t like, and if I’m honest, I’m afraid of what it might be.’

			‘What do you mean?’

			‘This is going to sound stupid . . .’ I pause for dramatic effect.

			He brings my fingertips to his lips, grazes them with a kiss.

			‘What if she’s right? What if there’s something about me that’s just . . . unlikeable. Cold. I do struggle to trust people. You’re one of the few I’ve ever . . . You’re the only one I’ve been right to let in.’

			There’s a tear running down my cheek. Previously, I’ve struggled to cry on command; usually, in order to draw on that well, I have to think about my past, the two pieces of my heart that are dead and gone, but Willa is the performance of a lifetime. I know instinctively how to use her like the marionette she is to draw people in and warn them off. If I need Willa to cry, tears will flow.

			‘Will, you’re not cold. Don’t think that.’ He rocks me like a child.

			He’s very aware of the tragic backstory I crafted for Willa: parents both dead by the time she turned seventeen, her now-­estranged uncle stealing from her trust fund, the abusive ex who’s the reason she has no social media and why she politely asks people not to put photos of her online.

			‘If you want to leave, we can. We could go home, or anywhere else.’

			‘What about the party?’

			‘It’s not important.’

			I lift my hand and stroke his face, searching for a clue in his expression and his dark eyes as to whether this is part of his own act. He doesn’t love Willa, just her money; that’s what I’ve told myself since he said those three little words when we’d been together a month. Now I’m not so sure.

			I’ve seen Lucas’s particular set of tells when he’s being insincere, but never in moments when it’s just the two of us. Our moments together feel genuine, tender. And though it is an act on my part, I don’t think it can be for him. I’ve spent more than ten years mastering how to lie; I do it not just with my mouth, but with every muscle in my body. Even the best-­disguised fakery smells like weeks-­old milk to me, and there’s none of the stench of it around Lucas.

			I kiss him, a soft exploration becoming probing and urgent. Sex is an essential tool. Men find it hard to hide their true nature when they’re naked and panting. He responds immediately, and we undress and sink into each other.

			It’s never unpleasant with Lucas; he’s not grabby, or selfish. He knows how to use his tongue, and he responds to my touch graciously. He has never, for example, unzipped his trousers and given my head a little push to indicate what he wants.

			But I know only too well that a man can treat his woman like the sun one day and beat the hell out of her the next. Some wait years to reveal the monstrous side of themselves. What about Lucas? What’s the specific nature of his ugliness? I know it’s there, lurking like a spot of mould on the lining of a silk suit, but is it what I’m here to root out? The longer I go on without unearthing a single hint of guilt, the more doubt creeps in.

			If only I’d known about Aaron’s idea earlier, I could have planned for this. But how could I have predicted it? They haven’t even been talking recently, due to reasons that Lucas refuses to explain; a carefree night of drinking and bidding farewell to his bachelor days was not something I saw coming.

			I wish there had been some clue, though. I could have hired somebody to approach Lucas, to poke at his character and morals in a way I’ve tried myself without success. Men behave differently with a woman who’s a one-­night-­only commitment than they do with a fiancée. It’s possible they’ll find women themselves when they hit the bars – it’s a stag do, after all – but I don’t want that. I need to have control. If there’s another woman, she needs to be briefed on how to approach him, and of course, she needs to know what to look for, when to leave. She needs to know how to be safe.

			And there’s Dee. From what I know of Aaron, he wouldn’t cheat on her. He’s certainly infatuated, and everything I’ve seen of him suggests a sensitive type, a believer in true love, unlike Lucas, the cynic. But there’s no evidence that Lucas is a cheater either. I’ve met plenty of unpleasant yet faithful men in the course of my work; they cling to fidelity as if one virtue can scrub away the blackness in their souls. I have to be careful with assumptions. There are times when I’m tempted to paint wickedness onto him so I can remain repulsed and effective. That’s not my code.

			Right now, I’m not repulsed by him, not while we’re moving together. Willa might be my creation, but there’s a point where the border between our identities begins to weaken and her emotions bleed into mine. That would have frightened me at one point, that I could do this and not feel hatred every step of the way, but it’s simply a side effect of being in his orbit too long. The brain resists change – the amygdala clinging to the familiar – and this is the longest I’ve spent with anybody in years. It’s natural to want to hold tight to a constant in a life like mine where I have nobody but myself. Ultimately, it’s unimportant; at the most, I have three weeks left with Lucas, and then I can cleanse Willa’s emotions from me.

			I let my mind drift, enjoying our motion, the gentle breeze from the window cooling our bodies. Tonight, I will carry out research while I’m in the bath. Tomorrow will be trickier. Thanks to Camille insisting I spend time with Dee and her friend, I’m going to have to be creative.

			For now, I take enjoyment for myself, not just for Willa. I climax quietly, as always. I want to see his face, to read it at the moment he comes, but he gathers me close into him so I see only his shuddering neck.
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