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‘Totally gripping... A sympathetic protagonist in Emily, fabulously toxic characters in the repellant Scarmado family, a tense, claustrophobic setting and a sense of mystery from the start all add up to a compelling locked room thriller.’

HARRIET TYCE

‘Glamorous and atmospheric with a cast of brilliantly untrustworthy characters.’

CATHERINE COOPER

‘Deadly glamour on the high seas.’

ERIN KELLY

‘A thrilling read that will whisk you away into treacherous waters!’

LESLEY KARA

‘Wild! I gulped down the gripping twists and turns of this murderous Succession at sea thriller like fine champagne. Loved it.’

ANGELA CLARKE

‘Agatha Christie meets Succession... A compulsive drama.’

JO FURNISS

‘A perfect holiday read but with teeth! Incisive, thrilling and crammed full of deliciously toxic family nastiness.’

KATE SIMANTS

‘Secrets and lies of the rich and privileged – this book is twisty, it's devious, it's fun.’

SAM HOLLAND

‘I was gripped from start to finish, so much so I missed an afternoon’s work because I had to find out how it ended. A complex, fast-paced locked room thriller sprinkled with all the glamour and mystery of the super rich.’

SE LYNES

‘Such a cleverly constructed tale about the secrets families and friends keep. I tore through it in two sittings.’

ROBERT SCRAGG

‘A superbly crafted mystery... beautifully charts a course between classic whodunnit and white-knuckle thriller.’

DOMINIC NOLAN

‘Layered full of suspense and intrigue, with a cast straight out of Succession.’

CAMERON WARD

‘The perfect mix of glamour, intrigue, danger and excitement... Tons of twists and turns kept me guessing until the final pages, which I did not see coming!’

POLLY PHILLIPS

‘I adored this Succession-style thriller... Told with haunting flashbacks and a fascinating cast of characters orbiting a charismatic and mysterious patriarch... Beautifully written and utterly gripping.’

HEATHER CRITCHLOW

‘High glamour, grit and suspense – a perfect locked room mystery with an enviable setting.’

NIKI MACKAY
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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
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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?
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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
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