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An Invitation from the Publisher


Prologue

The invitation had landed on the doormat with the bills, pizza take-away fliers and the reminder that the car tax was coming. Amongst all the flimsy envelopes, it stood out: crisp, thick, ivory. Expensive – a luxury cruise leaving soon. The promise of an escape to somewhere else. Somewhere better. I knew before I picked it up who it would be from, even though it had been three years since I’d seen her.

Will you go? Dad had said as I dropped the post on the kitchen table. I’d shaken my head, flicked the kettle on for coffee, trying to stop my hands from shaking.

Belle had got in touch. I think I’d thought, deep down, that she was gone for good.

The text arrived, only moments later. I read it, feeling the ground shift slightly. Things were going to change and I wasn’t sure I was ready:

Please come, Em. I need you. The cabin’s all paid for. The ship is incredible. Portsmouth to New York. I’ll book an airline ticket for you to fly home. First Class. Please, Em. Come x

I thought of Belle and me three years ago, crewing on yachts in big oceans under the hot sun. Those images are sticky and bright, and I’d tried to wipe them away. To forget what I’d done. The whole thing. But no matter how much I try to refocus, I think they’ll always be glued behind my eyes as a reminder of how great we had it, for a while.

Now, at twenty-eight, my best friend had married Sir Mattia Scarmardo, the billionaire, and I’d fled home to Dad.

I’ll go if you don’t, Dad had said, and grinned as he’d shaken cornflakes into a bowl, standing on the old lino of the kitchen floor.

I’d looked out into the fenced garden through the kitchen window, looked at the hazy, remembered figures of Belle and me, at the bottom of the green square of grass, playing in a blow-up paddling pool when summer arrived and our town had lit BBQs and people had lain out on rugs behind their houses, flat and pink, turning pinker.

Once upon a time, I’d have bitten your hand off to leave it all behind. I’d been desperate to see beyond our back garden. Desperate to find the big wide world. Not now.

Despite being terrified, despite wanting to let the past sleep, of course I’d go, in the end. I would go despite knowing I shouldn’t. Despite knowing Belle and I were broken. I owed it to Belle. I owe her more than five nights. I owed it to try and become us again.

Would I have gone if I’d had a glimmer of how badly it would all turn out?

We’ll cope, Dad had said. Go on, love. You work too hard. You haven’t had a holiday in years.

I’d done nothing about it all day, pushing the invite out of my mind. But when I’d kissed Finn good night, and stroked his brow, I’d watched him sleep and realised that Dad was right. They would be OK. He’s almost three now. Dad could easily look after him. I couldn’t hide behind him anymore.

I owed Belle. For her to reach out, she must need me. After what I did, I couldn’t refuse. There was a time when we lived like we were glued together.

Paddling pools, school holidays, growing up side by side. On our eighth birthday, we copied a blood brothers pact from an old movie using Dad’s penknife, and Belle spent two days in bed on antibiotics. The site of her cut swelled up angry and red. Blood sisters.

I couldn’t refuse.

So after I’d locked up for the night, I’d packed a bag and wondered how, in my cheap clothes and cheap shoes, I could slot into a luxury cruise.

I had no idea what was coming.


DAY ONE


1

The port is busy. A line of passengers look up at the new ship gleaming white under the heat-wave sun, one of the hottest Junes on record for Portsmouth. The sea is blue and stretches out flat, not a ripple in sight.

I’ve been talking to the couple in front of me for a few minutes now as the line inches forward. The woman must be in her late fifties; she wears a huge hat, blue and bright, and she has gold hoop earrings and bright-red lipstick. She’s as shiny as the new ship.

She smiles at me. ‘Is it your first cruise, dear? Emily, you said your name was?’

‘Yes, Emily. First time as a passenger. I like your hat,’ I say.

She beams, touching it as she replies, ‘It’s new. I’ve heard the Scarmardo family themselves will be on board.’ She speaks in an awed whisper.

I open my mouth to comment when the husband says, ‘Well, they do own the bloody ship! It’s the first voyage! Why he went into ships I have no idea. Don’t like his washing machines much myself. He sells billions of them but they’re always breaking down. Cheap, but you get what you pay for. I hope he builds these things a bit better.’

We all look up. Beautiful. So huge I can barely breathe.

‘Wow,’ I say, and the woman nods in agreement.

In my bag, I have the crisp, white invitation. And I have the note that arrived in the post the day after. Covered with thick black marker pen, it read: STAY AWAY FROM THE SHIP. I KNOW WHAT YOU DID. No name. A warning from someone who wished to stay anonymous.

I’d thrown up after reading it. The guilt suddenly as fresh as it had been three years ago. I’d felt sick and hollow all day.

Someone knew.

That decided it. The warning hadn’t put me off coming. If anything, it had made up my mind. I might be terrified to see Belle again, but if someone knows, then I can’t run from that.

Coming has meant ripping myself from the safety of my life with Dad and Finn. I’m still not fully healed, even three years later. I’m not ready to go forward, or to look back. My life has become predictable and stable. It was what I needed after the horror of the yacht. Maybe this jolt out of my routine of work and looking after Finn and Dad is what I need, even if I’m not prepared.

I have to find out who else knows the truth, our secret.

I should have called Belle, but I’d put it off. After three years, I need to see her face to face. There’s too much to say.

I promise myself again I will keep Finn safe – he’s all mine. Someone is threatening me, and I need to sort it out to secure our future.

‘You’re very pretty,’ the woman says, and I snap back to reality and smile.

‘Thank you.’

She digs me with her elbow. ‘You know the eldest son, Jimmi, is single?’

For the first time in a while I laugh but the woman is still speaking. Her eyes widen and she grins, digging me again. ‘I might get a selfie.’

‘Don’t go anywhere near them! They’re all awful. More money than sense.’ The husband twists the top from a Coke bottle and it fizzes down his arm. ‘That Mattia Scarmardo looks pretty heartless to me. You know his first wife drowned on their private beach? So sad – but then he up and marries again in five minutes, to someone half his age. His new wife is younger than his oldest son! I’m only here because you talked me into it. I hope we don’t see those bloody immoral kids – all fast cars, too much money and booze.’ The man takes a drink from his Coke bottle and wriggles in his shirt. ‘This new material you got me is itchy.’

The wife starts talking almost before he finishes, ignoring the grumpiness of her husband. ‘Well, I for one can’t wait to see them! All five of the children are going to be on board. The youngest – Chloe – she’s in this magazine, look.’ The woman’s hat brim flaps as she scrabbles in the blue-and-white striped tote bag hanging off her arm. ‘Here!’ Pulling it out, she opens it to a double-page spread and there, Chloe Scarmardo, twenty-one years old, looks out at us. Dark roots, bleached, bobbed hair, purple streaks, gold necklaces hanging low over a pink vest top.

‘She can’t sing for toffee. Pressure’s on for her now, though. I heard a rumour Mattia Scarmardo is delaying retiring. That new wife of his must want his coffers properly stocked. Means the kids might not inherit the company this year like he announced they would. All that inheritance withheld.’ The husband shakes his head. ‘I wonder what she sees in her billionaire husband? Certainly, not his age. He’s almost seventy, isn’t he?’

‘Oh my gosh, he’s only sixty-four, and he’s very handsome. She’s very beautiful, though. Belle, she’s called, isn’t she?’ The woman looks to me for confirmation and I nod.

I have no idea if the Belle I knew is the Belle I’ll see today. How much can someone really change? And she’s married into everything that reminds me of why I ran back home. I still have bruises from three years ago. Scabs I keep picking at. This week could open them up with one swipe. To step back into the past, to confront the possibility that someone other than Belle knows what we did. What I did. There’s part of the story the world knows, and part only we know. And now maybe someone else.

I need to do this.

I want to tell this friendly woman in the hat that I know Belle, that she can be the kindest person you’d ever meet. That she’d once stood in front of me in the playground, when the whole football team had been laughing at my unbranded trainers in PE, and she’d shouted them all down and made them apologise. I want to tell them that I can’t believe Belle married just for money. She’s so much more than that. I want to say that if Belle married because she feels like she needs a place of safety, then it’s my doing. I want to say all of this, but I don’t, because what good would it do now? I need to save it for later. I need to say it to Belle, and there’s nothing this couple in the shiny hat and the itchy shirt would do with the guilt I carry. I’m here to put that right.

‘Oh honestly, you’re being such a downer,’ the wife says, eyes rolling at her husband. ‘Now, don’t go embarrassing me if we meet them. Lordy!’ She clutches her hand to her chest. ‘Look at those cars. I bet they’re all inside!’

‘That’s one way to arrive,’ I say as a line of black SUVs with tinted windows pull up, the heat of the day making them shimmer. Drivers leap out and open doors as ship crew rush to open the red rope that leads to the VIP entrance.

Out climb the family that the whole world knows: the Scarmardos. The eldest exits first.

‘Oh, Jimmi is so handsome, isn’t he? Even better in the flesh! And a bit mysterious. You never see him with anyone on his arm – not for years. He’s worth a fortune; he’s got his own business in Italy.’ The wife clutches my arm excitedly.

I look over at him. Tall and dark. They all wear sunglasses. Aloof. ‘I’ll keep that in mind,’ I say, smiling.

‘There’s that Xander,’ the woman purses her lips. ‘Whatever you do, do not go anywhere near him. A new girlfriend every week. Oh my God, there’s his twin, Lila! She’s the brains apparently. Never smiles though.’

Both tall with short, cropped, blond hair and olive skin, the twins are striking. Jimmi lifts his hand but not his arm, half waving at the line of passengers. Some shout his name, wave excitedly.

The doors to the second car open up, and Chloe climbs out. Jimmi kisses her and she heads immediately to the line of passengers, already leaning in for selfies.

‘That one’s Ben, but they call him Bean,’ the husband next to me says, drinking his Coke. ‘I think because he’s small. Not as good-looking.’

I smile at the husband, who is clearly up to date on the Scarmardos, despite his attempts to appear disinterested. I wonder if he reads his wife’s magazines when she’s not looking.

We look at the brother who follows Chloe out. He’s shorter – must be about five foot eight. Unlike Lila and Xander, he has mousy hair and is very pale. Even the huge sunglasses he wears don’t make him seem any bigger.

‘I heard they call him that because he’s allergic to baked beans,’ his wife says.

‘My God, woman, the things you read!’ The husband splutters Coke down his nose and I bite back a laugh.

The last car door opens and out climbs Mattia Scarmardo. Even the husband next to me stands a little straighter at seeing him. Born in the North East of England to an Italian taxi driver father and his mum a cleaner from Newcastle, Sir Mattia Scarmardo had set up an electrical production company at the age of sixteen that is now worth billions. He was knighted a few years ago. The last yacht Belle and I crewed was owned by his company, but I’d never met him in the flesh, only ever seen him in magazines.

‘You know what they say about him,’ the husband says, lowering his voice as though the family can hear. ‘That he sees with a microscope and a telescope all at the same time. He sees where things are going, and nobody ever slips a detail passed him.’ He sniffs. ‘I’m a bit the same, myself.’

Jimmi Scarmardo greets his father, and after ducking his head to look in the back of the car, he turns to the line of passengers, where I’m standing. I wonder if Belle is in there. He points in answer to something and nods. Then he strides over, heading straight for me.

‘Oh. My. Actual. God.’ The wife clutches my arm. ‘Is he really coming towards us?’

All eyes look in our direction.

He’s now only a few metres away, and he’s even taller this close. He takes off his sunglasses and smiles – more mouth than eyes – and looks straight at me.

‘He’s looking at you. I think I’m going to faint,’ the wife whispers. Her fingers are still dug into my arm.

‘Emily!’ Jimmi says, as though he says this every day. Like he’s known me for years, he kisses both my cheeks and lifts up my bags.

It’s clear Jimmi Scarmardo doesn’t know who I am.

‘Jimmi,’ I say, with all the cheeriness I can muster as I flinch a little when his face comes close to mine. Belle must have asked him to come and get me. She must have pointed me out. I wonder why she didn’t come herself.

The flattening heat hits me afresh for a second, and I square my shoulders. I’ve got this.

I feel myself flush. Nerves like tiny pins prickle all over, and my mouth is dry. My feet won’t lift. The card is burning a hole in my bag. I KNOW WHAT YOU DID.

People raise their phones my way, a swivel of interest.

‘Belle can’t wait to see you. Let’s go!’ Jimmi turns and walks towards the roped-off VIP line, where crew stand waiting.

‘Who is she? Who have we been talking to?’ I hear the husband say as I force myself to race after Jimmi, aware that the entire line of passengers is staring at me. My cheeks burn. A man with an old Blur t-shirt, grey hair and a press pass round his neck lifts a camera and points it straight at me.

There are almost three thousand passengers boarding today. All eyes right now are on us. After years of keeping to myself, I am vulnerable again.

Why did I say I’d come? What have I done?


2

I follow Jimmi up the gangway and onto the ship; music plays and there are crew members dancing, holding trays of champagne for all of the passengers as they board. Whether this is usual or an inaugural cruise gesture, the sheer glamour of the whole thing is like another world.

‘Hey! Ready for the cruise of your life?’ sings out a dancing crew member, spinning as he flashes the biggest smile.

I laugh as I lift a glass and take a big swallow.

‘Just come to me,’ the smiling crew member shouts, ‘if you need anything! But I doubt you will; this ship is the best there is!’

Jimmi walks slightly ahead. I don’t know whether he makes no effort at conversation to move through the communal areas quickly, or whether he just can’t be bothered. I feel a buzz of anticipation at seeing Belle again, but the beauty of the ship is a distraction. It doesn’t give me any space for doubts.

I slow to take it all in. We pass through a huge lounge area, with brightly coloured coffee tables and slick chairs; the Scarmardo green – like sunlit grass – races around the ship in lights and colour. The scale of the whole thing is out of this world. A few passengers are already on board, drinking champagne. No one is moving to their cabin. There is sparkle everywhere. Glass shines, and I see a bright aquarium running up the centre of the ship, showcasing multi-coloured fish, vines and lights. The mood in this huge lounge is high. It spreads over two levels, with spiral stairs leading down to an even wider lounge area. A group of performers dance at the other side of the bar. The party has already started.

Details about the ship had come with the itinerary: eleven restaurants, four pools, a spa, a basketball court, casino, nightclub, arcade, basket swings which arc out over the sea. Adults only. This ship is more than a holiday; it’s a lifestyle choice, a bucket list. I think of the couple I’d been talking to in the queue – the big, blue hat and the itchy shirt. I imagine their delight with this energy and vibe. The wife will love it.

There is still the crush in my chest at the thought of seeing Belle again, but I shake it off for a second more to enjoy the music, the bubbles, the atmosphere. After soggy tents and caravans dripping with condensation, this holiday is like walking into how the other half live. I could get used to it. I feel the tiniest spark of desire for something else. A better life. It used to burn like a fire in me. Maybe it had never gone out and has been quietly smouldering for three years.

I see Jimmi heading away and I run to keep up with him. I just catch him as he stops to speak to Xander and Lila, waiting by the lifts. He nods to me as I arrive. I’m uneasy that Belle didn’t come to greet me – the rest of the family must already be on board. Why would she leave it to Jimmi? What does it mean?

‘Who is she?’ Xander says, looking me up and down, then turning back to his siblings.

I grip the champagne I’d been handed. I open my mouth to reply but then realise he’s not actually speaking to me.

Jimmi presses the lift button. He hasn’t spoken to me since we were outside either. I wish Belle was here. Maybe she’s as tense about the meeting as me. Maybe she’s in her cabin, waiting to see me, feeling nervous too.

‘She’s Belle’s friend,’ Lila says.

‘Hello,’ I say, brightly, to garner some reaction, but they ignore me completely.

‘Hello?’ I say again, but not one of them turns. I put out my hand to Xander, who is the nearest. ‘I’m Emily.’

‘Do we have to be nice to her?’ Xander says to Lila, standing barely three foot away, ignoring me flat, and I laugh out loud. Jimmi gives me half a distracted smile, looking at his phone.

‘I’ll take you to Belle in a bit,’ he says, as though I’d asked, as he looks at his screen.

I’m standing, waiting for a lift, with Jimmi, Lila and Xander Scarmardo, which is the closest I’ve been to people I’ve only ever seen in magazines. Is it going to be like this all week? I bite my tongue. Stay quiet. They’re Belle’s new family, so there’s no need to piss them off. I need to watch them. I don’t know what’s going on with Belle, but if I’m going to fix us, there’s no point winding up her new family before I even say hello.

Belle would have told me a few years ago that I’m the hot-head. I’m the lit match. I’ve changed somewhere along the way. I’m more measured. That girl is like a fragment; she’s a ghost.

‘Ignore them.’ A voice to my left makes me turn. ‘I’m Ben.’

‘Bean,’ Xander says. ‘At some point you need to start introducing yourself with your real name.’ He sounds bored.

Bean replies, ‘Finished in court with your speeding fines, Xander? Or was it a drugs charge, or maybe drink driving? I almost thought you were going to miss the launch. But you wouldn’t want to disappoint dearest Daddy again, would you?’ Bean lifts an eyebrow, turning to me. ‘You said your name’s Emily? Nice to meet you.’

‘Hi,’ I say.

Xander is still ignoring me, and rolls his eyes at Bean, saying, ‘Well, at least one of us actually manages to have some fun. Anyway, just a load of bullshit. Why are we here, again?’ Xander drains his champagne glass. ‘Five nights on a boat. With a load of civilians. Surely cruises are for the newly wed or over-fed? Christ, I don’t think I’m going to leave the cabin.’

‘Please don’t. The only thing that would make this better is knowing you’ll be out of sight,’ Bean says. ‘Back in Dad’s good books yet?’

‘Did someone say something? No? No one?’ Xander says, staring over Bean’s head.

Jimmi glances at his phone. ‘Dad says if he hears Xander swear once on the ship, he’s cutting his allowance for another month. You know how much he wants this to succeed. He has to be a model citizen. So play nice, Xander.’ The lift counts down to our floor. God, this ship is huge.

For the first time since meeting me in the queue, Jimmi looks at me directly, nodding towards the lift. ‘I’ll take you to your room.’

Belle. I’ll see her soon. My pulse races. I wish she’d met me herself. The waiting is worse now I’m on board.

‘He’s right, play nice,’ Lila says to Xander. ‘The company’s money is holding this together. Remember how utterly fucked we are if it fails. It’s just one trip.’ She hasn’t lifted her head from her phone. She’s taller than me, and she wears a silky summer dress, which looks simple but is cut too well to have come off the peg.

‘The bloody Belle,’ Bean says. ‘Did you see her name on the side of the ship?’

‘Didn’t you know?’ Xander says. ‘Keep up. Can you imagine her not having her name on the side? The boat was Belle’s idea, after all. We’re here by royal command.’

I ignore the comment about Belle and store it for later. It’s interesting that Lila seems so tense about the company and money. I thought the Scarmardos were loaded.

Still, no one even glances in my direction. I wonder if they care that I listen to all this. They clearly don’t care if I relay it to Belle. I’m not surprised she needs my help if this is her new family.

‘Well like it or not, it has to succeed. So put some effort in this week,’ Lila says, her head staring down as she swipes at something on the screen. ‘We need to keep the company from burning down.’ Her phone buzzes and she swears. ‘Jimmi, we’ll need to do a call with the investors. They’ve still not committed and are threatening to pull some of the funding. Meet me in my cabin in ten?’ She steps away from the lift, talking on her phone through some hidden blue-tooth device, her London vowels switching to perfect Italian. Her voice and perfume fades quickly.

‘Emily, shall we go?’ Jimmi asks me as the lift slides open. Business-like, he holds the door open with his arm, half glancing at his phone. I don’t know if he’s very distracted or just rude.

I don’t mind either way. The less he gives me, the less I need to hand over. I don’t want them knowing anything about me, Finn or Dad. I’m here for Belle, but to them I’ll be invisible.

As though he can read my thoughts, his head tilts as he looks at me, studies me.

‘I can find my cabin. I’ve got—’ I hold up a wrist band that apparently opens everything I need. ‘I know the number.’ I make sure I greet the indifference with the same tone; I need to blend in.

Xander is clearly bored, saying, ‘Oh, leave her. The butlers will be on the deck when we finally get there; they’ll look after her. I’m assuming if she’s Belle’s friend, Dad will have rolled out the red carpet.’

‘You’re being rude again, Xander,’ Bean says.

‘There’s that niggling noise. Did someone say something? Such a whine in my ear,’ Xander says, stepping past me, into the lift. He elbows Bean out of the way. ‘I hope this cabin is big. I’m not used to cattle class like you, Bean.’

I move forward, but from beside me, Bean charges in, shoulder dropped, and pushes Xander up against the mirrored wall. Xander smashes against the glass, then pulls out of Bean’s hold, and spins his arm around his back.

Xander is a good six inches taller than Bean and much broader.

Bean yelps, swears, and I watch as the lift door begins to close, rebounding against Jimmi’s arm. I wonder if I should just ditch them now and take the stairs. The shift from the public harmony to this private in-fighting is too quick. Bean swears again, pulls forward and lands a blow, but Xander grabs his arm and twists it up behind his back.

Jimmi doesn’t even glance their way. He still has his arm on the lift door, and he looks deep in thought, watching his phone closely.

This can’t be the first time the brothers have fought.

Bean elbows Xander in the stomach, grabs him from behind and holds him in a choke hold. Xander thumps Bean in the stomach, then leans down over Bean and bites his hand.

I glance around but there’s no one else here. I imagine they’d pull it back quickly if there were passengers nearby. Public harmony, private fighting.

Jimmi gestures to me, as though his siblings’ behaviour is entirely normal and something to be ignored. ‘Come on. You’ll want to get to your room before all the passengers arrive. There’s a welcome speech in the bar soon, so we’ll have to be ready.’ He sounds impatient.

I want to ask what’s so interesting on his phone, and what did Lila mean about the company needing money.

I want to ask Xander if he read the magazine expose last month, and was it true he spent thousands on a bag of icing sugar he bought in the loos of some swanky LA bar?

I want to ask why Belle hasn’t come to find me yet.

I line up all these questions for later, when I get used to the rocking of the ship, and remember that nothing is ever as stable as it seems.

Xander finally releases Bean from the headlock he’d slipped him in, and Bean rubs his neck, red-faced. His sunglasses have fallen from his head and are caught on his shirt. One of the arms is twisted as it hangs. No one gives them a second glance. Hundreds of pounds gone in a blink. I feel sick.

‘Ignore them,’ Jimmi says, nodding to his brothers. He finally seems to realise that watching the fight unfold must be unnerving. ‘I told Dad I’d look after you. Belle’s asked if you’ll visit her cabin once you’re cleaned up.’

I step forward, instinctively pulling away from Jimmi slightly as I walk past him. I stand with the now quiet brothers. As Jimmi walks in and the doors begin to close, Bean lands another blow on Xander, who side steps into me. Partly as a reflex, and partly because I want to, I lift my elbow. As he falls against me, I deliver a sharp blow to his ribs which makes him double over. Since the attack on the yacht three years ago, I’ve taken self-defence courses, I work out in the gym. I can look after myself. But I fake a shocked expression and a stumble.

‘Watch it!’ he shouts, scowling at me.

Jimmi speaks sharply, ‘It’s you who needs to watch it, Xander. You fell into her. Are you okay, Emily?’

‘Yes, I’m fine. Just a surprise. So sorry, did I catch you?’ I say to Xander, and I’m pleased to have finally garnered some response. I watch him touch his ribs gingerly, and Jimmi half smiles at me, looking concerned, his eyes on me for a few seconds.

The doubt I’d tried to keep from my face about being here must be luminous as Jimmi says, ‘Your butler will show you where Belle’s cabin is. Dad won’t be there; he’s busy with the ship. It will just be Belle.’ His half a smile widens. ‘You’ll meet the wolf later.’
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I catch my breath as I explore my cabin. It has more floor space than our house. Two reception rooms and a guest bathroom, a private balcony with an enormous hot tub and an outdoor sofa suite – I’m given a tour by the butler: a tanned woman about my age, with short, dark hair, a smile neat and smooth like her uniform. She is impeccably clean, even the uniform is cut better than the clothes I wear.

‘Let me know what kind of coffee or tea you like in the morning. Any special requests, you can text or call me on this number. Let me know if you need your hot tub filled or cocktails to the room. I’ve arranged a massage for you in a few days, to try out the spa. Call me any time, night or day, with any requests.’ She hands me her card, still smiling. It’s not wavered once, like she’s been trained not to drop it. She holds it as carefully as a tray of drinks. ‘My name is Mirka.’ Her voice has a touch of an accent, something close to European, and the whole thing feels wildly glamorous.

I take the card, feeling railroaded with luxury. I’m pleased she’s repeated her name; when she said butler earlier, I’d heard nothing else.

I manage, ‘Thanks.’ Do I tip? How much?

Instead, I grip the card she’s given me like it holds me up and I will her to vanish so I can go and see Belle.

‘Oh, and this was under your door. A note.’ She hands me an envelope with my cabin marked on the front before leaving; a quick nod, the scent of lemon hanging in the cabin.

It suddenly hits me that I’m about to see Belle for the first time in three years. We’d gone from inseparable to not speaking overnight. I thought she’d still be angry, but her text had sounded forgiving: Please, Em. Please come. I need you.

Here, with all the bright lights of the cabin, the ship, Belle’s lavish lifestyle, I see how far I have retreated in the last three years. Belle’s name is on the side of this ship, and mine is on the mortgage of our tiny house.

I’d missed Belle like I’d had a limb sliced off, but I’d learnt to ignore it. I’d put that part of my life in the past. I needed to build a steady future for Finn. I visit the gym, I go to work, I take Finn to the park.

I’m nervous about disturbing all of that – that someone who knows what I did could undo all the work I’ve put into stabilising life for Finn.

But I couldn’t let Belle down. Not twice.

At some point, I suppose I’d known I’d face her again.

I grew up next door to Belle Myrtle. She was there on my first day of nursery; there when my mum died when I was ten. There when my dad lost his job as a builder after being injured and I went to school in charity-shop clothes and to the foodbank at the weekend. Her parents both worked in the office at the local factory where Dad finally started work again, and we all lived in a housing estate near the industrial park.

She asked her dad to find me a job at the factory once I was sixteen, during the holidays, earning money for cinema trips and then, later, for a Saturday night out. We bought cheap nail polish and applied it to each other. We gave ourselves highlights with lemon juice in the summer and stole the fancy white wine from her mum’s fridge, which we’d drink under covers on sleepovers while answering the quizzes in teen magazines about what kind of boy we should be with, learnt lyrics to our favourite songs.

She was there for every crush, my first date, to discuss my first kiss. Tongues? No tongues?

She was there when we plotted our escape. We would leave this town with its decaying hope fallen beside the empty crisp packets that blew up against the concrete seawall. The cold sand, dotted with beer cans and broken glass. We were going to conquer the world.

Her parents were killed in a car crash the day after our university graduation. They’d been driving home. So, once all the paperwork was signed, and the funeral was over, raw and loaded with grief and student debt, we put aside plans for world domination and instead got onto boats aged twenty-one, and decided to see the world by working our way round it, by crewing for the holidaying rich. Up before dawn to prepare breakfast, to wash down the deck. The Indian Ocean, the Caribbean, the Mediterranean, the Aegean Sea, the Java Sea.

It had been magic.

Then there was that one day.

I shake my head out of the memory, and text Dad and Finn, taking a photo of the bed to include with the message. I think of Finn jumping up and down on it shouting, ‘Again! Again!’ with his pink cheeks and red t-rex who is dragged everywhere. I wish he was here, but I wouldn’t risk putting him in the path of any danger. And someone is threatening me. This trip isn’t about relaxing.

My bedroom is like a palace! Wish you were here. Will let you know when I get to New York xx

I press send but I’m not sure it goes through – the reception is wobbly. I’d said I’d be in contact to let them know I’d arrived.

Enjoy yourself, love, Dad had said. Don’t be on the phone. We’re fine. Bring back lots of chocolate. Do they make sticks of rock in New York?

There’s open champagne on my ultra-modern coffee table, which fizzes up my nose as I take a sip and wander outside, staring up at the sun. The day is baking and I feel its burn quickly.

I slide open the envelope, blank on the outside, expecting maybe a note from Belle, an itinerary, or information on dinner.

The fizz in me dies.

White card. Black marker pen. No name.

THE SHIP LEAVES PORT 7 P.M. TONIGHT

GET OFF WHILE YOU CAN
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‘Emily!’

Belle opens the door and there’s a second of hesitation before she hurls herself at me.

Her arms tighten around my shoulders, and the worry I’d felt at seeing her is crushed and vanishes. I hug her tight and quick.

Belle: energy which bursts out of her like fireworks, determined, dry witted – so funny she could spin anything for laughs. Raw. Vulnerable. My other half. The better half of me. Three years has been an age, but right now it feels like no time at all.

‘I’m so sorry, I’m so sorry,’ I say into her hair, and her arms pull tighter still.

‘No – fuck that. We aren’t doing that. No raking over the past.’

My throat hurts with tears that threaten in that raw, raspy way.

‘Come.’ Belle pulls me down into her ring of sofas. Her room is almost identical to mine. I’ve been given the fanciest type of cabin, clearly.

There is open champagne on her coffee table too, and she pours me a glass. I almost take her hand, but I take the champagne instead. I think of when I used to grip her fingers tightly on the way to school when we were four years old, or unsteady on heels after a night out. The same height as me, she’s thinner now, as I am. Long, dark hair where I’m blonde. I know her face better than I know my own, and I search it for clues, for the truth of where we are now. What we’ve become.

After all the anticipation of seeing her again, I feel both strangely at home, and also utterly displaced. I struggle for some normality.

‘Mrs Scarmardo,’ I say, and I lift my glass. ‘How did that happen?’

She clinks my glass, and I take in the diamonds in her ears and the rose-gold watch, discreet and sparkly, the new air of authority. ‘You must have read the papers. I met him at a charity event, not long after his first wife died. I was speaking about what happened – being a hostage, what it was like.’ She shrugs a little. ‘He was there to put right what went wrong on his own boat. It was love at first sight.’

‘Really?’ I laugh, noting how she glosses over what happened as though she’d lost her car keys. I think of the violence of that morning. The days of waiting to hear if she was alive. We haven’t even touched on that yet and I feel like until we do, I can’t relax. ‘You mean his billion-dollar empire meant nothing to you?’ I aim at light teasing, but my delivery is off.

Belle lifts a hand. The intimacy of a second ago dissipates like smoke. ‘I get it. Everyone wants to believe I’m a gold-digger. Especially his satanic children. You know one of them leaked a photo to the press of me coming out of Cartier laden with bags? Everything I’d bought that day were gifts for their Christmas presents – and they knew it. But they’ll stoop to anything to get a rise out of me.’ She talks tough, but I notice that her skin looks pale and she’s very thin. Beneath the diamonds and fancy clothes, on closer inspection, she seems to be disappearing before my eyes.

‘You know that’s not what I mean,’ I say, floundering. ‘I’m glad you found each other. He’s a lucky man.’ I take a deep breath. I have to ask her. ‘But, Belle, look. We have to talk about what happened. I haven’t seen you in three years, and your invitation came so out of the blue, and I just want to say—’

‘No, Emily. Sorry, but I haven’t got the strength for emotional re-hashings. You’re sorry, I’m sorry.’ She waves her hand, and this gesture is new. ‘But can we start afresh? We’ve known each other for too long. And I need you, Em. I’ve always needed you, of course, but I especially need you now. More than ever. Give me a minute to explain. So, no difficult questions, at least not tonight.’ The authority slips to a plea, and she ends with a megawatt smile and a laugh. That smile was one of the reasons she’d shone so brightly back home.

I bite back the questions I want to ask. I mustn’t show irritation. Of course I will have to work at the friendship, and we’ll talk about it eventually. We’ll have to. But I’d forgotten this about Belle: that she was able to cut straight through anything to get to the next scene. I focus on everything. I obsess.

‘OK,’ I smile despite myself. She doesn’t want to look backwards, and maybe that’s for the best. ‘God, I’ve missed you. No tough questions. But this…’ I gesture to the cabin. ‘You have to tell me, what’s it like being constantly surrounded by all of it?’

Her shoulders drop a fraction; she must have been holding them high. ‘It’s crazy. Totally crazy.’ She takes a swig of the champagne then puts it down. ‘There. I said I’d have one swallow with you, then nothing. I’ve been off the booze for two years now.’

I look at her again – it’s more than her just being pale and skinnier. Her eyes are dull. Her hair is pulled off her face but it looks thinner.

‘Belle, are you ill?’ I put my glass down.

‘Not ill, no. I’m pregnant.’
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Belle takes me into the cavernous bathroom, with its expensive soaps and scent of wealth. She pulls out a drawer, filled with boxes with the unmistakeable blue logo on the front.

If we’re going to talk babies, can I tell Belle about Finn? No. I need to find out who is sending these notes before I trust anyone with that. Even Belle.

‘You brought all these with you?’

‘This last year I’ve been doing about six a day on a good day,’ she says, staring at the drawer. ‘I shouldn’t have talked Mattia into building a ship, I should have told him to invest in pregnancy tests.’

‘Oh, Belle!’ I reach for her hand now. ‘Have you been trying long?’

‘Trying?’ She laughs without humour. ‘I have a window; a condition. And it all happened with Mattia so fast – it was like I blinked. And he’s been…’ Her head disappears into her hands. ‘Oh, Em, he’s been amazing. Ignore all the press. That man is one in a million. I don’t know what you know. What you think. I don’t care, not right now. We’ve had so many rounds of IVF. I’ve been pumped with drugs, needles, I take my temperature, I do these diets.’ She waves her hand at stacks of glass bottles covered with names of vitamins and supplements. ‘A few days ago, one was positive.’

‘Belle!’

She bites her lip.

‘Not getting too excited. I’m still doing the tests. I check all the time. At the weekend, I’d left the positive test in the bathroom at our London house, to show Mattia, and it disappeared.’

‘What?’

‘We’d had a family lunch on Sunday – a pre-cruise thing. Mattia likes to assemble the family when they’re all in the same city. One of them snooped, took the test. So one of them knows I’m pregnant. Maybe all of them.’ She waves her hand again – dismissing it. ‘I can’t think of that now. But since I’ve been with Mattia, they’ve been watching me. They hate me. And they’ll hate this more. This is why I need you. I’m sure one of them is planning something. Mattia has suggested we announce early, but I’m scared – of what will happen, what they might do.’

I think of the notes and shake my head. I feel sick. What are we up against? I go to ask her what else there is to know – there’s clearly more – but I hold myself back, try to let her tell it in her own time. I think of the fight in the lift – how things became physical quickly. Would they be violent with Belle?

Her voice falls to a whisper. ‘And they hate me. All of them. Even Jimmi and Chloe. I get it. We married within six months of Viola dying, and they blame me. It was her dying that made Mattia look back over his life and decide to change, but they think it’s me. This ship – he’s trying to build something beautiful that will last. He’s trying to bring some fun into our lives. He’s reinvigorated. Life has bitten into him. But they all blame me. When he retires, they will inherit their fortunes and their share in the business. They’ll be rich, independent. Now he’s considering delaying his retirement, they blame me for stretching out their dependence. But they’re rich enough – they just can’t see it. They could make their own money. Be their own people.’

‘Surely they’ll get over that?’ I lift a hair that has fallen on her face and tuck it behind her ear. ‘Surely they’ll come round?’

It’s fear I see in her eyes. ‘They can be vipers. Mattia said that since she died, they’re the angriest people. Be warned. They will explode. If – if, if, if – it sticks, then they will have to deal with it.’

She pauses. ‘I worry how far they could go. They tried to warn me off, before the marriage. One of them offered me money. Five million dollars. My price to fuck off. They didn’t approach me directly – had a lawyer do it – so I still don’t know which one it was.’

‘No!’

‘It’s their inheritance. They’re so protective of their father, the company, his wealth. To bring another heir into the mix, it’s like I’m vying with them.’ Her hand goes to her stomach.

‘But—’

‘Watch them, Em, they’ll sneak off later, go into my room, run through my clothes, my jewellery. I worry—’

She stops, and across her face drifts a shadow.

‘Go on.’

‘I think,’ she says slowly. ‘I think one of them might be trying to…’ She stops again. ‘I was in the car recently, driving out of London. The wheel was loose. I was lucky – someone flashed me and I stopped. But…’

‘Belle!’ I feel sick. I think again of the two threatening notes, now stuffed in my toilet bag. If her stepchildren are plotting against her, could one of them know what we did? What I did? Have they dug up details I’d hoped were buried forever to use against us? I doubt they care about me, but if they know what happened, they could use it against Belle. I’d be collateral damage.

I open my mouth to tell her about the notes, but I find myself closing it again. She has enough on her plate. I’ll tell her later. This will just scare her more.

Waving her hand, she changes tack.
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