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This one is for all those who remember their own high school crush, and for all the hot drummers too!
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Chapter One

FINN FALCO LIFTED his glass and looked out over the archipelago.

What a sunset! Fiery red, blistering at its fringes into scattered shades of orange and pink and gunmetal grey. It demanded reverence, respect, absolute focus—but how to give it any of those things with all this distracting commotion going on?

The music on its own had been fine, just a throb in the background, but now there was clapping and cheering as well, getting louder, spilling out across the terrace from inside the bar.

Something was kicking off.

Crazy, the tug of it. Anyone would have thought he was a stranger to the sound of applause.

Geez! And imagine even having that thought, but it was somehow true. He was an old hand now, should have been able to absorb the clapping and cheering like blotting paper, make himself not be curious. He should have been able to sit tight, content himself with what he had got right here—spectacular sunset, nice cold one in his hand—but there it was.

No good!

He drained his glass and got up, heading for the bar entrance. He had to go look. It might be a talking dog or some other marvel worth seeing. And it wasn’t as if there wouldn’t be other sunsets. The way things were going with the band, this new album was going to take weeks to record—not that he was complaining.

He felt a rise in his chest. Definitely not complaining! Croatia was the bomb, Hvar island a joy. Myriad little turquoise coves to explore. Crystal-clear water to swim in. And fish that would come right up to your legs if you stood still for long enough. Okay, so maybe the tempting white beaches were gritty in reality, a tad hard on the feet, but they were easy on the eye, as were the Mediterranean pines and the olive trees, the vineyards and the quaint, pale, ancient buildings in the towns.

The best thing about being here, though, the icing on the cake, was not being recognised. Who knew how sweet that could feel after the insanity of the past year, how grateful he could feel that the band hadn’t made it in Croatia yet? For sure, there were still late summer tourists about who might have twigged who he was if he’d had Jaxon and the others in tow, but he didn’t. They had all gone back into the studio after dinner with their producer, Antonio Horvat, to argue some more about artistic direction and about how the new album should ‘sound’.

Not his bag! Whatever the ‘sound’, beats were just beats at the end of the day.

Not true, of course, not what he really believed, but saying it got him off the hook with the others, kept him clear of the fray, and that was the main thing. Keeping clear of the clashing egos. The aggro. Because who needed that? Not him, not after growing up with three brothers and three sisters going at it hammer and tongs all the livelong day, Ma and Pa joining in for good measure. God help him, he loved them all to pieces, loved that he could help them out with money these days, but getting a word in edgeways at home had always felt like too much effort. Easier to smile and bow out, keep his thoughts to himself. And now it had become a habit to take the path of least resistance. Ingrained. As indelible as the ink on his arms.

But it was cool. Let the others thrash it out. Once they had got the ‘sound’ nailed, he would get himself behind his drum kit and smash it as always. Until then, it was downtime central. Playtime! Exploring the island on his motorcycle, swimming with the fish, blissfully indulging every daft whim that seized him, such as checking out what was going on inside that bar.

And now here was the entrance, exhaling its fug and noise. He re-tightened his hair tie, took a breath and stepped through.

Heaving. Muggy. Dim. But not dim enough to conceal the star attraction. Not a talking dog—surprise, surprise!—but a girl—naturally!—in a short, clingy, silver sequinned dress, dancing barefoot on a table, shaking her delectably curvy little rear at a rapt crowd of guys who were cheering her on.

Mesmerising!

He shifted stance. But also unsettling somehow. The spectacle of it…

Those guys.

He swallowed hard. How not to be like them, though? How not to watch her when she was so, seemed so…

Oh God! The way she was moving her body. So sinuous. So uninhibited. Smooth, pale legs, flexing muscles. Breasts rising into the loose cowl of her dress. And what about that slim waist? He could feel his hands yearning to go there, just to feel the fluid swaying motion of her body, her rhythm and beat, all of her lovely heat.

Snaking her fairy arms up over her bent head now, swinging her long, fair hair as she gyrated, lost in the music, in a world of her own somehow. Or maybe she was lost in a drunken haze—hard to tell from here—circling, turning round degree by tantalising degree. And then suddenly, as if she’d just come to, she brought her head up with a toss of her hair, and a spasm shot across his stomach and down to his toes.

Izzy!

He squeezed his eyes shut, shook himself, looked again, but it was still Izzy, up on that table, wearing that dress. Not a dress he could have imagined her wearing in a million years. Then again, it was about a million years since he last saw her, wasn’t it? People grew up, changed. He had, so why not little Izzy Valentine?

Cripes… But this was some transformation. Could it really be her, Carl’s shy twin sister? The girl who had opened up his eyes, rocked his world at that first school show rehearsal they’d done when they were sixteen? The girl he had never really noticed before that, because she and Carl never hung out, didn’t share any friend groups, Carl joking that nine months in the womb with Izzy had been nine months too many! The girl who had been there on the stage, doing that Girls Amok song with two of her friends, hanging back a bit, somewhat reluctant, but hitting the notes, hitting the beats, shining brighter than the other two put together, brighter even than the sun. The girl he suddenly couldn’t stop looking at, noticing, the girl he wanted to get to know, be with, hold, kiss. The one he would hide himself in the wings just to watch. And the one who had come hurrying off the stage that time and barrelled right into him so that he’d had to catch her arms to steady her. She had looked up into his eyes, and he had felt the floor tilting and his body tingling, and it had started to feel like a moment, as if something magical was happening between them. And he had wanted it to happen, from the depths of his ardent, infatuated soul, but then suddenly fear had crashed in, filling his head with thoughts…

Carl’s sister! Are you mad? Carl! The one person who lets you get a word in edgeways, listens to you instead of talking over you. Your best friend, your bud, your bro! You can’t jeopardize that, risk messing up things with him. Forget it, Finn, let it go!

So he had backed away, bolted for the exit, kept his eyes away from hers forever afterwards so she wouldn’t think he liked her, wouldn’t go and start making doe eyes at him in front of Carl and give him away.

He drew her back into focus. Now here she was on Hvar, cavorting on tables, and here he was again, watching her…

His heart paused.

Hang on, though…

Last time he’d spoken to Carl—over a year ago because of all the band stuff and because Carl was married to the hospital—hadn’t Carl said that Izzy had set a date for her wedding? Carl must have mentioned the date, but Finn was damned if he could remember it. Too drunk to lock it in, probably. Drunk because of Janine. And because, why lock it in? Just a wedding, finally, after the longest engagement in history!

He zoned in on her left hand. Gold thumb ring. No other rings.

His heart pulsed. Was that why she was up there acting like a wild child? Was this Izzy, celebrating her freedom?

He looked at her face. No… This wasn’t a celebration. Oh, she was working it all right, partying hard, but there was an edge to her, something desperate going on. Mouth drawn tight. That dress… Fitting for a nightclub, but incongruous here. And those guys watching her… Flushed faces. Hungry, feverish eyes.

He felt a knot tightening inside him. This wouldn’t end well. All this flaunting and teasing could only end up with her in the arms of one of those beer-soaked losers, and maybe that was what she wanted, but could he really stand by and watch it happen, watch—

God Almighty!

Grabby hands, reaching up now, trying to catch hold of hers, jolting the table.

No way!

He launched himself into the crowd, using his shoulders, his height, his stride, keeping his eyes locked on Izzy and on the guy.

The damned idiot was going to pull her off balance, pull her right off that table, hurting her, and he couldn’t let that happen—couldn’t!

He pushed harder, forcing his way through the endless jostle of bodies and then, at last, he was there, able to muscle himself between Izzy’s table and the lumbering grabby-handed guy. He planted his feet wide to fill the space, make a buffer zone, and looked up into the hazy startled beam of Izzy’s wide, most definitely inebriated gaze.

No time for pleasantries. No time for getting over the close-up shock of her drunken loveliness. The rescue was the thing. Only that.

He thrust his hand up, holding it out to her, making his tone urgent so she would wake up to the danger she was in. ‘Izzy, for God’s sake, come down from there before you fall!’



Finn Falco!

Here!

Seriously?

Izzy screwed her eyes shut to block him out, felt her hands curling into tight little balls.

No, no, no, no, no. This could not be happening. Not this! Wasn’t it enough for fate that it had already dealt her the mother of all blows, saddling her with a fiancé who had decided at the literal eleventh hour to bail on her, not go through with the wedding that she had spent the last ten months meticulously planning? Wasn’t it enough for fate that she was humiliated, bruised and broken—needing to let off some angry steam, needing to drink and dance and maybe take one of these nice Swedish lads back to that vast empty honeymoon bed for some hot, sweaty, no-strings sex, just for the hell of it, just to see how it would feel—without it dealing her this cruel, extra little twist?

Finn Falco! Of all people! The one who had stolen her heart back in high school with his amber eyes and tangly red-brown hair, the one who had beguiled her with his lovely face, and his lovely height, and his lovely shoulders. The one she had burned for right to her very tips, the one whose name she had scribbled inside endless hearts in her secret diary. The one who had played drums with his band in all the school shows, looking so hot in his T-shirt with his gorgeous honed arms. The one who had been the only reason she had let her friends talk her into doing the show too when she was sixteen. A silly Girls Amok number. All to see him, be around him, breathing the same air. The one she had longed to talk to. Get to know. The one she had desperately wanted to kiss…

And also the one who had given her that deep, yearning look in the wings that time, then run off, leaving her feeling this small, this inconsequential. The one who had ignored her forever afterwards, even though he was Carl’s best friend and came to the house all the time. The one who had made her feel gauche and pointless, stupid and invisible. Less than invisible…

She forced her eyes to open. And now here he was, somehow, looking up at her, meeting her actual gaze with his actual gaze for only the second time in his whole damn life, reaching his hand up towards her, waiting for her to take it to… what? Save her?

What to make of it? Of him? Of his outstretched hand?

Putting the past aside, it was a noble gesture not lost on her, but neither was the faint look of disapproval in his eyes.

Some nerve!

Where did he get off, disapproving of her having a good time with these lovely guys when he was hardly a paragon of virtue himself? Up to his neck in girls at school, getting up to all sorts with them by all accounts, and now he was still up to his neck in women—every photograph a different story, a different woman. Not that she spent her time poring over his pictures or anything. It was just impossible not to see them everywhere these days—as impossible as it was to switch on the radio and not hear an ‘Olive’ track playing, Jaxon Cairns’s deep, melodious—

‘Hey!’

She blinked. Ruben…? Or was this one Henrich? Names, faces blurring. Whatever! He was rallying, squaring himself up after Finn’s interruption.

‘What’s happening, Izzy?’ He shot a red-rimmed glance in Finn’s direction. ‘Who’s the party pooper?’

Where to even begin…?

‘I’m a friend.’ This from Finn, smiling pleasantly, shifting his shoulders slightly, a gesture that made him seem bigger somehow. ‘And she’s with me, okay?’

With him?

On what planet…?

‘Is that true, Izzy?’ Ruben-or-Henrich was looking at her again, his gaze suddenly wary. ‘Are you with him? Is he your damn boyfriend or something?’

She felt a hot wave pounding up her spine. Way to bring her teenage Finn fantasies thundering back up to the boil, make her cheeks flame the way they had used to whenever he was around. Just as well the pain was rising, too. Pain was armour—something she could use.

She shook her head, managing to scoff. ‘No, I’m not with him.’ And just in case Finn had a notion that she was lapping this up, enjoying this scrap of his sudden, inexplicable, undivided attention, then why not put him straight, launch one back, sting him the way he had stung her all those years ago?

She turned to look at him, raising her eyebrows. ‘And he’s one hundred percent definitely not my boyfriend.’

His gaze rippled, registering the slight, then cleared again. ‘Izzy, please…’ Shaking his head now, moving closer, still holding his hand out to hers. ‘You’re tipsy at best, and these lads are beyond drunk, can’t you see?’ He glanced at the Swede, and then his eyes came back, pleading. ‘This guy… There’ll be an accident if you don’t get down.’

No discernible disapproval now. Only concern etched on his face. An older face, of course, lightly tanned, lightly bearded in the Viking style. Even more handsome… And his hair was still that gorgeous red-brown tangle, but it was long now, long enough that he had got it pulled back and up into a bun. Fine silver chain around his neck. Some sort of pendant just visible below the neckline of his grey marl T-shirt. Silver ring on his thumb. He looked the part, every inch the rock star drummer, with his broad shoulders and honed bicep muscles and thick forearms—inked from wrist to elbow. Almost a cliché, but he was to die for all the same, which she knew, because she had died that death a long time ago. And for that, she wanted to knock his hand away, give him his marching orders. But actually doing it…

She swallowed hard. Too harsh! And ungracious. Especially when he was right about everything. They were all drunk. Horribly so. Rakija shots lined up on the bar. How many…? But the guys had been downing beers as well, dropping in chaser bombs and suchlike. And then they had persuaded the barman to turn up the music, and the beat had felt like magic. And there had been no space on the floor to dance, so she had kicked off her shoes and got up onto the table. It had been the best feeling in the world, dancing out the bitterness and hurt in this glitzy, overpriced, completely inappropriate dress that Eddie’s credit card was paying dearly for. Was he ever going to regret trying to assuage his guilt by giving her free licence with it! But Ruben-or-Henrich had been grabbing for her hand just now, knocking into the table, and she had almost lost her balance which was obviously what Finn had seen, why he was standing here right now, and why she herself did not have a leg to stand on. The grain of a thumping headache, yes, but a leg, no. And so…

She drew a breath. ‘Okay, Finn, you win…’

A momentary relief played over his features and then suddenly, in a single strong swift movement, she was being seized, lifted and lowered back to the floor. For a glorious, muddling second, his arms stayed tight around her and then they fell away, and he was stepping back, raking a lock of hair behind his ear.

‘Have you got some shoes?’

Not So how have you been, Izzy? or Wow! Isn’t this weird? Then again, they didn’t exactly have anything to fall back on, did they? No old conversations to dip into, no shared experiences, except for that moment in the wings, and like hell was she bringing that up, the tingling hope of it, the crushing pain.

No. All they had were shoes. Shoes she would quite like to have back on her feet since without them, Finn was towering above her, making her feel even smaller and more pathetic than she felt already with her rakija breath, and her silly hot face, and her stupid sparkly straps slipping down her shoulders.

She nodded. ‘Yes, they’re around here somewhere…’ She tugged at her dress straps, scanning the floor beneath the table, but Finn was already there, crouching to the task.

‘I see them…’ He stretched, reaching, his T-shirt tautening across his back, leaving nothing to the imagination as far as his musculature went. Then he was springing back up, raising an eyebrow in her direction. ‘Red soles?’ He tidied the shoes together, then handed them over. ‘Very nice.’

‘Thanks.’

So he knew about Louboutins! She bent to put them back on, trying not to wince at the unfamiliar pinch. Then again, of course he would know. Those women he dated probably had cupboards full of designer shoes, unlike herself. She didn’t care about stuff like that. She had only bought these to go with the dress—courtesy of Eddie’s credit card, of course.

Vendetta dress.

Vendetta shoes.

Instruments of torture all round.

And on the subject of torture…what to do about Finn?

Yes, he had saved her from a likely fall, and yes, he had retrieved her shoes, but they weren’t friends, so why pretend otherwise? There was no reason to prolong this encounter. He must have somewhere to go, plans of some sort, and she had Paradise Villa, didn’t she? Not that spending a third sad and lonely honeymoon night in that remote, luxurious, godforsaken love nest was what she’d had in mind for tonight, but none of the Swedish guys was going to be interested in hooking up with her now. She bit back a sigh. Her first ever no-strings fling would just have to wait until tomorrow. As for Finn…

She straightened, scooping up her clutch from the edge of the table, then raised her eyes to his. ‘So… Thanks, I guess.’

His eyes crinkled. ‘Any time, Izzy.’

Any time? This, after ignoring her for years, after never giving her even a single second of his time! This, complete with crinkly-eyed smiling and sustained, normal eye contact.

Quite the turnaround!

But she couldn’t let herself get snagged on Finn’s whys and wherefores. She had come to Hvar for herself—to hide, and to cry, to bounce
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