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Prologue
1
My eyes flew open. 
Alex’s lips stilled instantly
against my neck. ‘What?’ he
murmured, his hand reaching
automatically for his gun, 
which was lying on the
nightstand. 
I shook my head. 
‘Nothing,’ I said, forcing
myself to smile at him, all
the while trying to throw off
a gnawing sense of disquiet. 
Alex paused for a moment, 
studying me. I turned away
from his scrutinizing gaze
and focused on the semi-
automatic he was gripping in
his hand. With a quick flick
of my eyes the gun went
skidding out of his palm and
tumbled into the drawer of
the nightstand. I slammed it
shut and turned my attention
back to Alex. 
He raised an eyebrow at
me, his blue eyes sparking in
amusement. 
I had tried arguing with
Alex about the need to carry
a gun. We were no longer
being hunted by the Unit
after all, and he was no
longer a Marine employed by
said Unit to hunt people like
me down and contain them. 
Therefore, my reasoning
went, a gun was no longer a
necessary part of our lives. 
But old habits died hard. And
Alex refused to be parted
from it. He kept it on him
night and day, and I’d caught
him several times lovingly
oiling the parts and checking
the firing mechanism when
he thought I wasn’t looking. 
It had reached the point
where I was seriously
starting to envy the gun. 
Although Alex hadn’t said
anything I was beginning to
wonder if his keeping the gun
to hand was less out of habit
and more about something
else. The thing was, I didn’t
want to contemplate what the

something else could be. The Unit was out of action as far
as I was concerned. Richard
Stirling, the man behind it, 
was missing, hopefully
blown to smithereens along
with all his research.  His
daughter was behind bars –
something which made me
smile from ear to ear and do
a little happy dance every
time I thought about it. The
world was full of rainbows
and unicorns and Alex loved
me. Why focus on the
negative? 
Alex’s gaze fell to my lips. 
I cut my eyes in the direction
of his hand, still resting on
the nightstand and tugged it
towards me, directing it to
land squarely on my waist. 
Alex laughed under his
breath, pulling me closer
against his chest. ‘We’ve
talked about this, you don’t
need to force me to do
anything involving you, 
Lila.’
I gave him a look. That
wasn’t strictly true and he
knew it. But I’d given up
trying to argue with him. 
There was only so much
rejection my ego could take. 
With Alex’s body warming
mine and his hands starting
to move of their own freewill
along the length of me, my
ego and every other part of
my body felt soothed. I gave
myself into his kisses, letting
them consume me. 
It had been precisely
eighty three days since our
first kiss in that seedy motel
near Palm Springs, and the
feeling I got each time
Alex’s lips came near mine
(OK, when any part of his
anatomy came near mine)
still persisted. It felt like all
the air in the universe had
been switched for a
combination of helium and
laughing gas. 
But then it was back . . . 
just as I was starting to feel a
groan building in my throat
the niggling sensation
returned – a prickling of the
skin, a tightening of the scalp
– that served to distract me
from the very awesome
pleasure of running my
fingers along the hard slab of
muscle that was Alex’s
stomach. 
With a sigh I rolled out
from underneath Alex and
glanced up at the ceiling. 
‘He’s here. I know it.’
Alex groaned and rolled
onto his front, pressing his
face into a pillow. 
I couldn’t help but smile
triumphantly at his back. It
was infinitely satisfying to
see Alex’s self-control
finally starting to erode. Up
until now his resolve had
been nuclear-bunker tight. 
There was no chink in it
(believe me I’d searched). 
After spending six weeks
sailing the Mexican gulf on a
super-yacht and trying to find
a way past it, I’d finally
resigned myself to the
situation. I was going to be a
virgin until I turned eighteen. 
Alex had started off by
claiming it was to do with
California State Law but
when that excuse had worn
thin (given we were in
international waters) he had
eventually admitted that Jack
might have had something to
do with it too. 
Turned out my brother
held more sway than a
Supreme Court judge when it
came to laying down the law
on Alex laying a finger on
me. I pushed the thought of
Jack away. Dwelling on it
was risky. Last time I’d been
annoyed at Jack I’d almost
caused a tidal wave. 
I hopped out of the four-
poster bed and crossed to the
window. ‘Let me just call and
check then I’m all yours,’ I
said to Alex, already dialling
Nate’s number. 
Alex mumbled something
into the pillow, which
sounded like ‘You’re
paranoid.’
‘No. I just know Nate,’ I
answered ruefully as the
phone began ringing in my
ear. And I knew how far Nate
would go to get a sneak peek
at Alex naked. Almost as far
as I would. Being able to
astrally project out of his
body and fly anywhere in the
world unseen, however, gave
Nate an unfair advantage. 
I pulled the curtain aside
and stared out at the blue
rippling expanse of the
Sound in the distance. It was
strange being on dry land
after six weeks at sea, and
even though I missed seeing
my mum and dad every day, I
had to concede it was nice to
finally have some alone time
with Alex. Whenever we had
attempted to sneak off
together on the boat, 
inevitably Jack would appear. 
It had begun to feel like we
were lovers in a Victorian
novel, with Jack playing the
part of the interfering
chaperone. Now it wouldn’t
be long before the summer
was over and life went back
to normal – whatever that
meant – so I wanted to make
the most of the time we had
left. What luck, I thought, 
admiring the four-poster bed
and the fluffy robes on the
back of the door, that Jack
was a thousand miles away, 
playing Jack Sparrow in the
Gulf of Mexico. 
There was no answer from
Nate, which made the alarm
buzzing in my head double in
volume. I hung up and
dialled Suki. 
She answered on the third
ring. 
‘Hello?’ she said
tentatively. In the
background I could hear
seagulls. 
‘Suki? Where are you?’ I
asked. 
Suki cleared her throat. 
‘Atlanta,’ she said, though it
came out sounding more like
a question than an answer. 
‘Where are you? ’ she asked. 
I narrowed my eyes at the
horizon. Suki could read my
thoughts, even over the
phone, so there was no point
in lying. ‘I’m in Nantucket
with Alex.’
‘What are you doing
there?’ she asked lightly. The
sound of seagulls cawing in
the background grew louder. 
‘We had to come to
Boston. Alex had an
interview at Harvard. So we
decided to spend a few days
in Nantucket before we fly
back to LA.’
‘I thought he was going to
accept the place at Berkeley.’
‘Still deciding,’ I said, 
turning to look at Alex over
my shoulder. He had rolled
over and was watching me. 
My gaze fell to his chest and
I almost lost my train of
thought. I turned back to the
window. ‘Listen, is Nate with
you?’ I asked Suki, 
remembering why I was
calling in the first place. 
There was a pregnant
pause on the line. 
‘Err, yeah, he’s um . . . 
he’s just . . . in the
bathroom.’
‘You sound like you’re
outdoors.’
‘Um, well, he’s peeing in a
bush. We went for a walk.’
‘You went for a walk?’ I
asked sceptically, an image
of Suki in her standard
uniform of six-inch heels and
figure-hugging couture
flashing before me. 
‘Yes. Nate’s grandma was
driving us mad. I am tired of
being Nate’s beard.’
‘His what?’
‘His beard. It’s what they
call a girl who acts like the
girlfriend of a boy who likes
boys to hide the fact he
doesn’t like girls.’ She took a
deep breath. ‘I don’t want to
be a beard any more,’ she
said petulantly. 
She had a point. Nate
clearly needed to come out
the closet to his grandmother. 
‘He’s not in the closet. 
He’s in the bathroom. I told
you,’ Suki complained. 
‘I though he was peeing
behind a bush?’
‘Yes, that’s what I said,’
Suki said, her voice sounding
muffled. 
‘OK, listen I have to go,’ I
said. 
‘Say hi to lover boy,’ Suki
giggled. ‘Oh, and Lila, wear
the green dress tonight, that’s
his favourite. It might even
get you to fourth base. It had
better, because frankly Nate
and I are tired of waiting for
you guys to do the jiggy
jiggy.’
I pulled the phone away
from my ear and stared at it
speechless, wishing my
powers worked long distance
so I could throw something
heavy at her head. 
‘Why am I friends with
you?’ I demanded. 
‘Because you love me,’
answered Suki, sighing
happily, before hanging up
on me. 
I turned back to Alex, 
ready to jump back into bed, 
but he was already standing
by the door, pulling on a T-
shirt. ‘Come on,’ he said. 
‘Let’s go. We’re wasting this
beautiful day.’
My shoulders slumped. 
Alex had obviously located
the chink in his armour while
my back had been turned and
cemented it closed. 
‘Let’s rent some bikes and
hit the beach,’ he said, 
throwing me my bikini. 
Miller’s Bike & Boat Rental
was set a little way out of
town and by the time we got
there it was nearly midday. 
Outside stood a row of bikes, 
and several oars leaned
against the wall. We pushed
open the door, the bottom
half of which was boarded up
with a sheet of wood, and
wandered inside. 
Behind the counter sat a
boy of about nineteen. The
first thing I noticed was that
he was reading American

Psycho, the second that a
heavy-looking wrench sat on
the counter right beside him. 
‘Hi,’ Alex said. 
The boy looked up from
his book, his shoulders
tensing and his hand
twitching straightaway
towards the wrench. Seeing
us though he relaxed, laid
down the book and hopped
off his stool. 
‘Hey, what can I help you
with?’ he asked with a smile. 
‘We’d like to rent some
bikes,’ Alex answered, 
glancing around at the
display inside the store. 
The boy immediately
crossed to the row of bikes
running down the centre of
the store and asked whether
we wanted hybrids or road
bikes, at which point I
switched off, not having a
clue what the difference was. 
I was much more interested
in the pile of books I could
see on the counter so I left
Alex to it and edged over
towards the desk. 
There was a pile of well-
thumbed novels stacked up
beside the till, including my
very favourite David
Mitchell and a few
biographies of musicians. 
Behind the counter was a
door that stood propped open, 
revealing a storeroom filled
with bike paraphernalia and
fishing equipment. A guitar
stood leaning up against a
crate. I glanced over my
shoulder at Alex and the boy, 
who were now busy chatting
as they did something to the
handlebars of one of the
bikes. 
Although generally I only
had eyes for Alex, I would
have to be blind to not notice
how good-looking the boy
was, with dark hair and light-
brown eyes and the kind of
lean but muscled body that
fitted white T-shirts were
made to show off. I could
just imagine him playing
guitar in a band, or posing on
the front of Rolling Stone.  He was exactly the kind of guy
who Nate and Suki would
bust a gut lusting after. I said
a prayer of thanks that they
were in Atlanta, a thousand
miles away. 
I turned back to the
counter and picked up a flyer
from a pile sitting beside the
books. It was advertising a
music night at a place called
The Ship. 
‘Take it.’
I turned around. The boy
was standing behind me, 
wiping his hands on a greasy
rag. ‘It’s tonight. Should be
good.’
‘Is it your band?’ I asked, 
holding up the flyer. 
He gave me a curious
smile, probably wondering
how I’d figured out he was a
musician. ‘It was,’ he said
with a light shrug. ‘I don’t
play anymore but they’re
good. You should go. Check
them out.’
I nodded. I could wear my
green dress. 
Just then the door pinged
behind us. A girl with messy
blonde hair and heavy
eyeliner strolled in, her eyes
lighting up the moment she
saw the boy. 
‘Hey, Jesse,’ she said in a
husky voice. 
‘Hey, Nikki,’ the bike boy
said. He gave me an
apologetic smile and I smiled
back at him and wandered
over to Alex who was busy
filling in the rental form. 
‘What’s up?’ I heard Jesse
ask the girl – Nikki. 
‘Nothing. Was just passing
by and wanted to see if you
were coming tonight.’
‘Sure, yeah, wouldn’t miss
it,’ Jesse answered. 
Nikki glanced over his
shoulder, then walked past
him and snatched up one of
the flyers from the counter. 
‘We’re handing these out all
around town. It should be
busy.’ She paused. ‘You
bringing anyone?’
‘Yeah,’ Jesse mumbled
after a beat. 
‘Who?’ Nikki asked and I
caught the inquisitive tone to
her voice. Jesse was looking
at the ground while the her
cheeks had started to flush. 
‘This girl. She’s here on
holiday. Her name’s Ren.’
Nikki frowned. ‘Ren?’
‘Mmm,’ Jesse answered
looking her straight in the
eye now. ‘She’s nice. I think
you’d like her. She’s really
into music.’
Nikki nodded and smiled a
little sadly. ‘Oh, OK, cool.’
She pushed her hair behind
her ear and glanced over in
our direction, ‘Well, I better
leave you to it. I guess you’re
busy.’
Jesse gave her a brief
smile. ‘Yeah, I’ll catch you
later.’
Nikki walked over to the
door and froze just before she
reached it. ‘Who did this?’
she asked pointing at the
smashed-in door, her tone
unmistakably angry. 
Jesse shrugged. 
Nikki glared at him. 
‘Jesse! Was it him?’
Jesse shot her a warning
glance and her gaze flitted to
Alex and I. 
‘OK, fine, we’ll talk about
it later,’ she muttered and
with one last glance at the
door she strode out of the
store, shaking her head and
muttering something under
her breath. 
Alex cleared his throat and
Jesse turned, forcing a smile. 
He took the rental agreement
from Alex and moved around
the counter to ring it up. 
It was then that I noticed
beneath the pile of flyers a
scrap of torn paper peeking
out. I tilted my head so I
could read the words
scrawled across it in angry
black marker pen:

Next time it’ll be the

whole store, Miller, not

just the door. 
As soon as we spread out our
towels on the sand Alex was
off, jogging towards the sea. 
A row of girls in bikinis all
raised themselves up onto
their elbows to watch him, 
their jaws dropping open like
famished baby birds in a
nest. Once upon a time I
might have blown a
sandstorm in their direction, 
but now I was older and
theoretically more mature I
decided to let it go. If they
decided to follow him into
the ocean and start flirting
with him I could always opt
for the tidal wave
manoeuvre. 
Suddenly something

thunked into the sand by my
foot, diverting my attention. 
It was a frisbee. I picked it up
and looked around. A group
of four boys were standing a
little way off, waving at me. 
One started jogging in my
direction. 
‘Sorry,’ he called as he got
nearer. 
I jumped up and tossed it
back to him, directing it into
the wind with a little help
(because frankly my aim
sucked). ‘No worries.’
He caught it in his left
hand. ‘You want to play?’ he
asked. He had reddish brown
hair, freckles and an easy
grin but my experiences over
the last few months had made
me wary of strangers. 
Sometimes the sweetest-
looking people turned out to
be the most untrustworthy, 
two-faced bitches, and the
scariest-looking people
turned out to be the ones you
could trust with your life . . . 
though not always (Carlos
the mafia boss had been just
as homicidally crazy as he’d
looked). 
‘No thanks,’ I answered
the boy politely. 
‘You sure?’ the boy said. 
He was panting slightly and
squinting into the sun. 
‘Yeah, I’m not much of a
player.’
Just then someone
appeared by the boy’s side. 
‘Neither’s Parker,’ he said, 
‘though he tries his hardest.’
It was another one of the
frisbee four. He held his hand
out to me. ‘Hi, I’m Tyler.’
He had dark hair, the
whitest teeth I’d ever seen
and looked like he’d just
stepped out of an advert for
Tommy Hilfiger swimwear. I
shook his hand tentatively. 
‘Lila,’ I said, introducing
myself. 
‘You here on holiday?’
Tyler asked. ‘I’ve not seen
you around before.’
‘Um, yeah,’ I said. ‘I’m
just here for a few days.’
‘Cool. We’re having a
party Sunday night at
Tyler’s,’ the first one –
Parker – said. ‘To celebrate
fourth of July. You should
come.’
‘Mmmm,’ I mumbled non-
committally. 
Out of the corner of my
eye I noticed the row of girls
were all lying on their
stomachs now, as though
they’d been flipped over by a
short-order cook with a giant
spatula. They were all staring
in our direction. One of them, 
a girl with long brown hair
and a perfect tan, stood up
and strolled towards us, 
flicking her hair behind one
shoulder and adjusting her
bikini straps for maximum
boob exposure. 
‘Hey, Tyler,’ she drawled
when she got nearer. 
‘Hey, Eliza,’ Tyler
answered, taking her in with
an appreciative glance that
rested for an extra-long beat
at boob height. 
‘You want to come for a
swim?’ she asked, placing a
hand on his sweaty bicep
before shooting me what I
guessed was an acid look, 
though she was wearing
sunglasses the size of dinner
plates so it was hard to be
one hundred percent sure. 
Tyler looked down at her
hand, then his gaze darted
over my shoulder and he took
a small step backwards. I
glanced behind me and saw
Alex walking towards us, 
water running in rivulets
down his body. Tommy
Hilfiger could step aside. 
Alex looked like he’d
stepped out of an Armani
aftershave ad. He stooped for
a towel and his hand come to
rest lightly on my hip. I
leaned into him
automatically. 
‘Boys,’ Alex said, by way
of a greeting. 
The girl’s lips parted as
she gazed up at Alex and her
hand slid off Tyler’s arm like
a dollop of wet putty. 
Parker and Tyler shuffled
in the sand, uncomfortable in
Alex’s presence and looking
suddenly really young by
comparison. Alex had a few
years on them I supposed, as
well as a few inches in
height. He also had the hard-
muscled body of a Marine
and I saw them glance at the
tattoo of two crossed swords
on his arm and the Marine
Corps motto – Semper

Fidelis – and swallow
nervously. 
‘Hi,’ Parker mumbled. He
held up the frisbee as though
it was a piece of evidence in
a trial, or a shield. ‘Frisbee,’
he said. ‘We were just
getting the frisbee.’ He
grabbed for Tyler’s arm and
started dragging him away, 
all the while eyeing Alex’s
tattoo. 
One of the many things
about Alex that I loved was
that, while he was protective
of me, he didn’t act like a
caveman about it. There was
nothing threatening or
possessive about his
demeanour. If Jack had been
there he would have probably
punched them just for
looking in my direction. But
Alex was cooler than that. 
We watched Tyler and Parker
run off back to their frisbee
friends, Tyler shooting me a
curious look over his
shoulder as he went. Eliza
stood there for a second
longer admiring the view, 
before throwing Alex a
mega-watt smile and
strutting back to her towel. 
When I looked over at
Alex he was grinning at me. 
His eyes – a striking
aquamarine colour – seemed
even clearer than usual in the
sunlight. ‘Can’t leave you
alone for five minutes,’ he
laughed, whipping the towel
at me. 
‘I had it handled,’ I told
him, dancing out of its way. 
Just then something
blurred in front of my face. 
Alex’s reflexes were quicker
than mine. His hand shot up
and he snatched the frisbee
just before it smacked me in
the head. I saw Parker
standing in the distance
looking horror-struck and
then fearful for his life as
Alex turned towards him. 
I prised the frisbee from
Alex’s grip. ‘Allow me,’ I
said, tossing it to the very far
end of the beach, giving it a
little extra throttle to help it
on its way. When I turned
back to Alex he was giving
me that look – the one that
made me feel like we were
the only ones on the beach
and that skinny-dipping was
totally allowable. 
‘Did I ever tell you how
sexy you are when you’re
doing your thing?’ he asked, 
reaching over and pulling me
towards him. 
Freshly-showered I pulled on
my green dress and turned
my back to Alex. ‘Do me
up?’ I asked. 
Alex crossed the room in
one stride and stood behind
me in front of the mirror. I
smiled at him as he lifted my
hair – growing out now, 
almost to my shoulders and
bleached white in places
from the sun – and did the
buttons up on the dress. He
stooped and kissed the back
of my neck and I shuddered
as his hands slid slowly down
to my hips. 
I laced my fingers through
his, feeling light-headed and
suddenly nervous. Maybe
Suki had been right – maybe
this dress would be the key
that unlocked the bunker, so
to speak. Alex gripped my
waist and spun me around, 
his lips finding mine
instantly. He kissed me softly
at first, but after a few
seconds my pulse was flying
and his kisses became harder. 
His hands moved to cup my
face, to draw me nearer even
as I edged us backwards
towards the bed. Alex lifted
me and lay me down, 
pressing me into the
mattress, resting his weight
on his arms. Maybe we
wouldn’t be waiting until I
was eighteen after all. Hell, I
thought, if I’d known the
green dress was the key all
along I would have worn it
every day, whatever the
weather, never mind the
occasion. I didn’t even care if
Nate was in the room
watching us right now. 
Thoughts were becoming
incoherent, my brain
disintegrating as thousands
of pleasure signals tangled up
my synapses. 
Alex’s fingers were
wrestling with the buttons on
my dress and I was fumbling
with his T-shirt, trying to tug
it over his head when there
was a loud thud on the door. 
At first I thought it was my
heart, which was drumming
loud enough in my ears to
deafen me, but then came
another thud, and the door
rattled on its hinges. 
We both sat bolt upright
on the bed. 
‘Did you order room
service?’ Alex asked, pulling
away from me. 
‘No.’
Another knock shook the
door frame. Alex jumped off
the bed, grabbed his gun
from the dressing table and
stepped between me and the
door. A surge of adrenaline
flooded my system and I
started scanning the room for
objects I could hurl before
the synapses in my brain
untangled themselves and
reason kicked in, telling me
to relax. There was no more
Unit. We were safe. It was
probably just the bell boy. 
Two months ago Alex and
I had been on the run, barely
sleeping, living out of a bag, 
desperately trying to stay one
step ahead of the Unit and, 
although I had thought I’d
dealt with it, clearly the
memories weren’t too far
beneath the surface, because
a knock at the door was all it
took to pitch me right back
into fight and flight mode. 
Another bang. My eyes
settled on the minibar sitting
squatly beneath the writing
desk on the other side of the
room. 
At the same time, Alex
was edging towards the door. 
He glanced through the spy
hole, and I watched his
shoulders sink. Holstering his
gun, he drew a deep breath
and before I could ask him
who it was, he had yanked
open the door. It took me a
second to process that it
wasn’t the bell boy standing
in the hallway. In the next
second, the minibar was
hurtling across the room, the
lead snapping out of the wall
and tearing after it like a
comet’s tail. 
Alex let out a yell and I
brought the minibar to a
flying halt an inch from
Jack’s nose, the cacophony of
bottles and cans smashing
into each other as they
bounced around inside
having drowned out Alex’s
warning yell. 
‘Good to see you too, sis,’
my brother said, ducking and
grinning up at me from
beneath the levitating mini-
bar. 
‘If you’re not careful, this
mini bar is the last thing
you’ll ever see,’ I growled in
answer. 
‘Bring it on. The white
goods are no match for me.’
I clamped my lips together
and with as much dignity as I
could muster sent the
minibar gliding back into
place beneath the desk, 
making a mental note not to
open any of the cans inside it
any time soon. I turned back
and glared at Jack who was
still standing there grinning
at me like an idiot who’d just
lost his spare brain cell. 
It was one of life’s many
injustices that Jack was not
only older than me and
believed therefore that this
put him in charge, but that
his power indisputably beat
mine (though I’d sooner die a
virgin than admit that to
him). Jack could heal from
any injury . . . as far as we
knew. We hadn’t gone as far
as shooting him in the head
or hacking off a limb to find
out – though I had been
sorely tempted on several
occasions. 
I could make fire and
water obey my command, I
could move objects the size
of elephants. I could
probably even move an
actual elephant (one day I
needed to try that). But I
couldn’t heal myself from a
bullet wound or bring people
back from the dead. Jack had
a miracle power. Mine was
just kind of meh by
comparison. 
Jack pushed past Alex into
our room, stopping short
when he saw the mussed up
bedcovers on our four-poster
bed. He shook his head and
shot a pointed look in Alex’s
direction. It was only then I
noticed something red out the
corner of my eye. I spun
towards the door. 
‘Amber!’ I yelled, jumping
off the bed and sliding past
Alex, out into the hallway
where a slope-shouldered
Amber stood leaning against
the doorjamb, her red hair
flaming around her head in
loose curls. 
She smiled wanly at me. 
‘Hey, Lila.’
After spending six weeks
with us on the boat, Amber’s
colour had finally returned to
her cheeks and the haunted
expression behind her eyes
had begun to fade. But grief
left indelible marks, that
much I knew, and I wondered
how long it would take for
her to get over what had
happened, or if in fact she
ever would. I was glad that
she had stuck around though, 
and I guessed a little part of
me was grateful that she was
giving Jack something else to
focus on besides me. He
clearly had developed
something of a crush on
Amber, though I presumed
she wasn’t anywhere near
ready for a new relationship. 
Alex greeted Amber
warmly, hugging her tightly, 
then turned to Jack, his
expression switching to
inscrutable. 
‘What are you doing
here?’ he asked, in what I had
come to recognise as his
friendly interrogator voice. 
Jack shrugged, flopping
down onto the bed. ‘Figured
mum and dad needed some
time together just the two of
them and that maybe I should
check in on my little sister.’
He flashed me his most
winning smile. ‘Make sure
she was OK.’
‘Right,’ I said, holding my
arms out to the sides. ‘Well, 
as you can see I’m fine. 
Absolutely one hundred
percent perfect in fact. Or I
was, until you showed up. So
you can leave now, fully
assured of my health and
general OK-ness.’
‘But we just got here,’
Jack said, eyeing the room
and bouncing up and down on
the mattress, testing its
firmness. ‘May as well stay
now.’
A lightning bolt of panic
shot through me. Was he
suggesting he was going to
be sharing our room? There
was only one bed. I was
absolutely no way making
room in it for him. 
‘You’ve got to be
kidding?’ I hissed. 
Alex’s hand quickly found
my shoulder and applied
gentle pressure, whether in
warning or to placate me I
couldn’t tell. 
‘Nantucket’s a dangerous
place. I just want to keep an
eye on you,’ Jack said, 
getting up from the bed and
walking over to the window. 
‘Nantucket? Dangerous? 
What are you talking about?’
I spluttered. ‘We’re on a tiny
island in the Atlantic. It’s the
least dangerous place
probably in the whole entire
world. Though the murder
count may increase by one
very shortly.’
Jack turned to face me, 
smiling smugly. ‘I can’t die, 
remember?’
‘That’s just a theory,’ I
shot back. ‘I’m happy to put
it to the test.’
Alex was standing to one
side, his mouth pursed in a
sign I knew now to be
bemusement. He usually
chose to stand aside at times
like these and let Jack and I
battle it out on our own. 
‘A girl got murdered here,’
Jack said quietly. 
I opened my mouth then
shut it again. 
‘When?’ Alex asked. 
‘Last year,’ Jack mumbled. 
I rolled my eyes. ‘You
made it sound like there was
a serial killer on the loose.’ I
moved quickly to the door
and held it wide open, hoping
he would take the hint. ‘Jack, 
I don’t need looking after or
checking up on. Alex is with
me and he’s a marine.  And he has a gun.  And hmmm, let
me see . . . oh yeah, I’m fully
capable of LOOKING
AFTER MYSELF. A fact you
seem hell bent on ignoring. 
In case you had forgotten,’ I
almost yelled, ‘I managed to
rescue you and Mum from a
heavily-guarded Marine base
—’ Jack scoffed loudly and
began perusing the room
service menu. I raised my
voice even louder. ‘I took on
a mafia boss and his
henchmen—’
Jack looked up, an
eyebrow arched. ‘Henchmen? 
What are we? Living in a
Marvel comic?’
I gritted my teeth ‘ And I
faced down Richard Stirling

and I blew up an entire

building—’
‘ And you got shot.’ Jack
interrupted. ‘ And I saved
your LIFE.’
I rolled my eyes
heavenward. He was never
going to let it lie. I took a
deep breath and tried to rein
in my irritation. 
I turned to Amber who
looked hideously pained. 
‘Sorry,’ she mouthed at me. 
‘So they only had one
room spare,’ Jack went on, as
though the conversation we’d
just had had never happened. 
‘It’s a twin. You and Amber
can have that one and I’ll
share this one with Alex.’
‘No way!’ I shouted. 
‘Or Alex can share with
Amber?’ Jack suggested. 
A vase wobbled violently
on the desk. Alex moved
swiftly to still it. ‘OK, OK, 
look let’s figure it out later,’
he said, firing me another
warning glare. ‘Let’s all go
for dinner and we can discuss
it there.’ What he meant was
that we should discuss it
somewhere public where it
was less likely I could do any
damage. He was showing a
huge amount of trust in me, 
given my track record. 
I cast around for
something to throw, to help
me let off some steam while
we were still in private, but
there was only the mini-bar. 
So I turned to Jack and
shoved him instead. He
staggered backwards as
though buffeted by a tornado
and fell flat on the bed, his
arms windmilling. 
Amber laughed. Alex put
his arm around me. ‘Come
on, let’s go,’ he murmured, 
steering me towards the door. 
By the time we finished
dinner I was feeling slightly
less annoyed, in fact I was
feeling suspiciously buoyant
and happy. I glanced in
Amber’s direction. She could
manipulate moods and I
could tell by the way she
avoided looking at me and
the blush that seeped across
her cheeks that it was her and
not a spiked glass of soda
that was behind my altered
mindset. 
I wondered if I could get
her to do something about
Jack’s. A few times I caught
him glancing unhappily at
Alex’s arm resting on the
back of my chair and my
hand resting on Alex’s knee. 
It had been two months, 
when was he going to get
over it? Mum had told me to
go easy on him, that his over-
protectiveness stemmed from
the fact he blamed himself
for what had happened to her
and had, as a result, taken it
upon himself to make sure
nothing bad ever happened to
me. I got that. Totally. And I
loved Jack, I really did. I
even loved his protective
streak. But it didn’t stop me
hating him right now. 
Between him and Suki and
Nate always spying on me, it
felt like there wasn’t a place
in the world where Alex and I
could go for some privacy. 
Nantucket town’s main street
was lined with historic
houses, most converted into
shops and restaurants and
upmarket hotels. The flyer
for the gig that we’d taken
from the bike store gave us
directions to an ancient-
looking inn (by American
standards) called The Ship. 
Jack and Amber walked in
ahead of us but Alex tugged
me back, pulling me into the
shadows by the door. 
‘Sorry we aren’t going to
get to spend time together
tonight,’ he murmured, 
wrapping his arms around
me. 
I banged my head against
his chest. ‘Me too,’ I
mumbled. 
His lips pressed against
my ear. ‘Don’t worry, for
your eighteenth I’m taking
you somewhere more secure
than a CIA safe-house. No
one will find us. Not even
Nate.’
I smiled, butterflies
already dancing in my
stomach at the thought. 
Alex’s hand came under
my chin and he tilted up my
head so he could kiss me. 
Our lips touched at the same
time as a giggle erupted from
the bushes beside us. We
broke apart. 
There was a rustling, some
hissed mutters, and then a
shriek, which sounded
unsettlingly familiar. 
‘Suki?’ I half-whispered, 
peering into the gloom. 
‘No,’ the bush answered. 
I stared at Alex then back
at the bush. 
‘Suki, we know it’s you, 
you may as well come out,’
Alex said. 
‘What are you doing
here?’ I demanded as Suki
emerged from the bush like a
butterfly trying to fight its
way free from a cocoon, 
swatting at branches and
picking leaves from her hair. 
From behind her, a skinny
boy with a huge afro
materialised. ‘Nate?’ I cried. 
I don’t know why I was so
surprised to see Nate too. He
and Suki were joined at the
hip. And she was his beard, 
after all. 
Suki smoothed out her
dress and tottered towards us
on huge platform heels. Nate
followed behind, flashing us
all his teeth in a grin that
looked as if it had been
tortured into place. 
‘Aren’t you supposed to be
in Atlanta?’ I asked, though
my scowl was already
starting to crack from the
happiness of seeing them
both. I hadn’t realised how
much I’d missed them. 
‘Well, um,’ Suki said, 
‘Nate just happened to fly
past just as you were getting
on the ferry to come here.’
I heard Alex smothering a
laugh beside me and I gave
up pretending to be mad. I
threw myself on top of them, 
hugging them fiercely. 
‘You just happened to fly
past?’ I asked, letting them
go. 
‘Uh-huh,’ Nate squeaked. 
‘And then we thought we
would come and surprise
you,’ Suki said, fluttering her
spider-leg lashes in Alex’s
direction. 
‘Hi,’ Nate said, waving at
Alex. 
Suki suddenly looked
around. ‘Where’s Jack? I
swear I heard him.’
‘He’s inside,’ Alex said. 
‘Where are you staying?’ I
asked them but they had
already turned and were
making eagerly for the door. 
‘Well, we figured we could
bunk in with you in that huge
four-poster bed,’ Suki said
over her shoulder. I looked at
Alex. I had been right. Nate

had been spying on us after
all, how else did they know
about the four-poster bed? 
‘But maybe Jack would
like some snuggle-time,’
Suki said, her face lighting
up at the thought. 
Jack and Amber were racking
up the balls on the pool table
as we threaded our way over
to them. They both did a
double-take when they saw
Suki and Nate steaming
towards them. 
‘Well, if it isn’t Mr and
Mrs Smith,’ said Jack, 
shaking his head in wry
amusement. 
‘We found them in the
bushes,’ said Alex. 
Suki hugged Amber while
Nate stood happily mute
before Jack like a dog before
its master. 
‘It was all Nate’s idea,’
said Suki, brushing up to
Jack and eyeing the baize. 
Suddenly she narrowed her
eyes and cocked her head to
one side. Jack frowned, his
shoulders tensing and his
brow furrowing as though
through an act of will alone
he could stop her from
reading his mind. 
A furrow appeared
between Suki’s eyebrows. 
She glanced at Amber then
back at Jack, a knowing
smile spreading across her
face. ‘Give her time,’ she
whispered, leaning in close to
Jack, ‘she’s warming to you. 
But stop taking your T-shirt
off whenever she walks by. 
She knows you have a ripped
body.’
Jack spluttered something
and his cheeks burnt red. I
wasn’t sure if Amber had
heard or not but suddenly she
got very busy chalking up the
cue. 
She tossed it to me. ‘Girls
versus boys?’
‘Oh, yeah,’ I answered, 
eager to take on my brother
in something he couldn’t beat
me at. 
‘No cheating though,’ Alex
said, reaching for his own
cue. 
‘Suki, are you playing?’ I
asked, but she and Nate were
no longer paying attention. 
They were staring towards
the bar, nudging each other in
the ribs. I glanced past them
and wasn’t surprised to see
the object of their attention
was Jesse, the boy from the
bike store who was standing
talking to a girl with dark
wavy hair. He was wearing
scuffed-up jeans and a T-
shirt that clung to his body in
a way that was making both
Suki and Nate hyperventilate
with excitement. 
‘I see those two have
found a new love interest,’
Alex murmured, suddenly
behind me. 
‘Well, you and Jack are off
the menu,’ I said, wrapping
my arm around him
possessively. ‘They’re like
heat-seeking missiles. They
need to fix on a new target.’
‘Poor guy, someone should
warn him.’
I laughed and strolled to
the end of the table, ready to
break. Alex took a step back
and I felt his gaze on my butt
as I bent over and took my
shot. It distracted me enough
that I hit the white wide and
the balls bounced off the
baize in every direction but
towards the holes. Cheating
wasn’t in my nature . . . but
there was no way I was
letting Jack win. I subtly
nudged a ball into the end
pocket. And then a second
one for good measure just
because I liked the thunk in g sound it made when it fell in. 
When I straightened up
Jack and Alex were both
leaning on their cues staring
at me with matching
expressions of disbelief. 
‘What?’ I asked, feigning
innocence. 
Jack turned to Amber. ‘Is
she cheating?’ he demanded. 
‘Of course not,’ Amber
said, smiling sweetly at him, 
before turning to line up her
own shot. 
We won. Of course we won. 
And then we ceded the table
to Jesse and his three friends. 
Nate and Suki hadn’t unglued
their eyes from him, not that
he seemed to notice that he
had collected two groupies. 
His focus was on the girl he
was with, who seemed so
flustered by his very nearness
that she reminded me of how
I’d been before Alex and I
had got together. 
I heard her introduce
herself as Ren. She spoke
with an English accent, 
which straightaway grabbed
my attention. It seemed like
eons ago that I’d been living
in London – the memory of
those years was as faded and
distorted now as an
Instagram photo. Who knew
that being mugged at
knifepoint would turn out to
be the best thing that ever
happened to me? If that
hadn’t happened would I be
standing here now? Would I
be with Alex? Would I know
anything at all about my
mum? It didn’t bear thinking
about. Sometimes the worst
events paved the way for the
best. 
I listened in idly to the
conversation the group was
having. The English girl was
a nanny. The other three were
locals. The object of Suki and
Nate’s lust was called Jesse, 
the guy we’d seen at the bike
rental place earlier. 
‘You’re nosier than Suki,’
Alex whispered in my ear as
I watched the boy lean over
the table and take a shot. 
Nate sighed loudly at the
sight. 
‘Just so you know: he
doesn’t like boys,’ said Suki
in a theatrical whisper. 
‘That’s what he thinks,’
Nate answered. ‘If he met me

.  . .’
‘He’d ask you who your
super-cute, astonishingly-
fashionable friend was.’
Nate elbowed Suki hard in
the side and she yelped, 
making the boy start and
miss his next shot. 
Ten minutes later the band
came on and we all stopped
talking and moved closer to
the stage. All except for
Amber who couldn’t stand to
be in confined places with
too many people – all those
emotions flying about gave
her a headache. She chose a
corner away from the crowd
and sat down. 
I scanned the stage, 
wondering what kind of
music the band were going to
play, and it was only then
that I noticed the guitarist
was Jesse, which explained
why Suki and Nate were now
fighting their way tooth and
claw to the front of the mosh
pit. 
‘He said he didn’t play
anymore,’ I shouted to Alex
over the roar of the crowd, 
confused to see him up on
stage. ‘That’s strange.’
I watched him pull the
guitar strap over his head and
start fingering some chords, 
at which point someone
sighed loudly beside me. It
was the girl, Ren, and I didn’t
need to be Suki to figure out
what she was thinking. I
grinned to myself and turned
back to see Nikki of the
panda eyes and smoky voice
saunter on stage and take
hold of the mike. 
Beside me, Alex squeezed
my hand and then the band
started playing and I forgot
all about everything, even
how annoying Jack was and
how many times Alex and I
had been interrupted. They
were good. No, better than
that. They were incredible
and my earlier thought about
Jesse belonging on the front
of Rolling Stone magazine
suddenly seemed more like a
premonition. The whole
crowd went wild and I knew
it was only a matter of
seconds before Suki and Nate
started throwing their
underwear onto the stage. 
So I wouldn’t have to
witness that I squeezed out of
the crowd and went to get
some air. I glanced around
the bar area looking for
Amber to see if she wanted
some company, but she was
nowhere in sight. There was
only the English girl, Ren, 
sitting on her own at one of
the far booths by the door, 
staring into the depths of a
dirty glass as though trying
to divine her future from the
dregs. I remembered that
feeling well and hoped she
managed to figure it out
without too much drama. 
I wandered outside to see
if Amber was waiting for us
there, but the street was
eerily deserted. 
‘Amber?’ I called quietly
into the darkness. 
There was no answer. I
turned to head back inside
when there was the sound of
gravel crunching in the
parking lot, and a muffled
cry made me whip back
round. 
Before I could stop to
consider what I was doing I
had started running, 
adrenaline flash-flooding my
system. The thought briefly
flitted through my mind that
I should be fleeing danger, 
not throwing myself head-
first into it, but something
had shifted in me since the
fight with Stirling
Enterprises. I’d learned that
nothing ever came from
running away. 
As I sprinted, I was
already scanning the lot, 
looking for something –
anything – I could turn into a
weapon. There were only cars
though, rows and rows of
cars. A scream sounded from
somewhere at the far end
where trees pressed against
the starless sky. Was it
Amber? I couldn’t tell. 
Shadows blotted the treeline
– movement blurred out of
the corner of my eye, and
suddenly a burst of red
flamed against the darkness . 
. . I skidded to a halt and
dived between two cars as I
recognised Amber’s hair. 
‘Amber?’ I shouted. 
To my right a shadow leapt
towards me. I ripped a wing
mirror free from a Jeep and
spun it into the sky above my
head, bringing it to a
shuddering halt in the air as
Amber stumbled towards me. 
She fell into my arms. I
caught her, almost collapsing
under her weight and twisted
her away from the darkness, 
looking over my shoulder
into the shadows, trying to
see who was out there. 
‘What happened?’ I asked. 
‘I don’t know, he came up
behind me . . .’ Amber
shuddered. Her fingers bit
into my shoulders. She pulled
away, standing upright, but
her breathing was unsteady
and she was shaking. The
wing mirror hovered above
us still, spinning like a top. 
Just then a branch snapped
underfoot close by, leaves
rustled. Someone was
pushing through the bushes, 
trying to get away. I bolted
after them but Amber caught
me by the arm and yanked
me back. 
‘No!’ she yelled. ‘Don’t.’
I whipped around, blood
roaring in my ears, ready to
argue. But the expression on
Amber’s face stilled me. She
looked petrified and a streak
of blood running down her
cheek brought me up short. 
She shook her head at me, 
her eyes wide. 
‘Lila!’
‘Amber?’
We both jumped. Alex and
Jack were sprinting towards
us across the lot, Suki and
Nate skidding behind them. 
‘I heard you both,’ Suki
panted. 
‘What’s happening?’ Alex
asked, his voice tense. He
and Jack had switched
straight into Unit mode. 
They’d drawn their guns and
as soon as they got close they
took up flanking positions
around us, facing out towards
the dark. Jack cut a glance in
Amber’s direction and did a
double-take at the sight of
the blood pouring down her
face. He grabbed hold of her
and spun her towards the
light from the street, his hand
under her chin. 
‘Who did this to you?’ he
growled. 
‘Some guy attacked her.’
‘Who?’ It was Alex
asking. 
Amber shook her head. ‘I
don’t know.’
‘Is it the Unit?’ I asked, 
suddenly feeling the ground
tilt beneath my feet. 
‘It’s not the Unit,’ Alex
said, his hand finding mine
and squeezing. ‘If it was the
Unit it would have been a co-
ordinated attack with
weapons. Besides, the Unit’s
gone,’ he murmured. ‘They
can’t hurt us any more.’
‘Did you get a look at
whoever it was?’ Jack asked. 
Amber shook her head. 
‘No. I didn’t even feel him
until he was right on me.’
Alex turned to Suki. ‘Suki
– you hear anything? Is there
anybody out there?’
Suki tipped her head to one
side. ‘No. I can’t hear
anything.’
I could feel the tension in
Alex, he was vibrating with
it. Jack’s jaw was pulsing. 
The two of them wanted to
give chase, hunt down
whoever had attacked Amber, 
but I could tell they were
torn. They didn’t want to
leave us. 
Jack took a step towards
the trees but Amber grabbed
for his hand. ‘Please don’t
go. Don’t follow him,’ she
said, her voice barely more
than a whisper. Jack scowled. 
‘I mean it, Jack,’ Amber said, 
staring up at him, her bottom
lip trembling. ‘I know evil. I
know it more than any of you
do. I see it every day. Every time I walk down the street I
pass people who are thinking
such dark thoughts I can’t
believe they’re not behind
bars. But this . . . person,’ she
swallowed again. ‘I’ve never
felt anything like that before. 
I couldn’t fight him off. 
Usually—’
‘Shhh,’ Jack whispered, 
suddenly pulling her towards
him. He placed his hand over
the cut seeping blood above
her eyebrow. Amber winced. 
Jack closed his eyes. A few
seconds later he removed his
hand and I blinked in
astonishment. There wasn’t a
single blemish or mark
visible, just the blood now
dried and smeared a little on
her cheek. Amber pressed her
fingers to her temple and
then held them in front of her
face. Her eyes flew to his and
she stared at him, speechless. 
Jack shrugged, a smug
smile playing on his lips. He
tucked a strand of her hair
behind her ear and let his
fingers linger there. A soft
smile broke on Amber’s lips. 
‘Guess we’re bunking in
with you guys tonight,’ Suki
whispered in my ear. 
I pressed myself against
Alex’s side and closed my
eyes. I’d thought that now the
Unit was gone and life had
returned to normal I was
safe, and that everyone I
knew was safe too. But that
wasn’t the case, was it? 
There would always be
people as bad as Richard
Stirling in the world. 
We stood there in a
subdued circle, none of us
willing to turn our backs on
the darkness. I glanced at my
brother with his arm around
Amber, at Alex who had one
hand on his gun and the other
on me, at Suki and Nate
holding hands and, with a
jolt, I realised that even
though there were countless
bad people in the world (and
I always seemed to cross
paths with them), there were
also good people, people who
were fearless and loyal and
who never turned their backs, 
but who always chose to
fight. 
Three days later
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A girl was attacked on Dionis
beach last night. The girl, 
aged 18, was working as a
nanny for a Boston family
and had spent the night with
friends at popular Nantucket
venue The Ship. It’s believed
she was abducted while
walking home alone later that
evening. 
Police responding to
another disturbance in the
area discovered her partially-
clothed body among the
dunes. She was air-lifted to
hospital in Boston where
doctors describe her injuries
as critical. There is mounting
speculation, that the girl was
attacked by the same person
who murdered 19-year-old
Brazilian nanny Juliana Da
Riva last summer. 
Da Riva’s body washed up
on Dionis beach but police
have refused to comment on
whether there is a serial
killer at loose on the island
targeting nannies. 
I swallowed the lump in my
throat and stared wide-eyed
up at Alex. ‘It’s the same
guy, isn’t it? The same guy
who attacked Amber?’
Alex, reading over my
shoulder, nodded. ‘Looks like
it.’
‘Oh my god,’ I whispered. 
‘What if it was that girl?’
‘What girl?’
‘The girl – the English girl
who was at The Ship. I heard
her introduce herself as a
nanny. What if it was her?’
‘We told the police. We
did what we could,’ Alex told
me, but I knew he was
wondering too whether we
should have done more, 

could have done more. 
‘They’ll catch him, don’t
worry,’ Alex said, pressing
his lips to the top of my head. 
Beneath us, the engines
thrummed angrily. Suki and
Nate stood leaning over the
railing of the boat, throwing
bread to the seagulls
overhead. 
Jack walked over then, 
carrying two styrofoam cups
of coffee. Amber was behind
him. They sat down beside us
on the plastic bench seats and
we stared out in silence at the
choppy waves of the Sound
and Nantucket, receding to a
dot on the horizon. 
Jack nodded at the
newspaper I was holding. 
‘Now aren’t you glad I
showed up? I told you
Nantucket was a dangerous
place.’ He yawned and
stretched, one arm resting on
the back of Amber’s chair. 
‘I’m not letting my little sis
out of my sight from now
on.’
I felt Alex tense beside me
and squeezed his hand. 
‘Allow me,’ I whispered, 
swivelling my eyes in Jack’s
direction . . . and to the
steaming cup of coffee in his
hand. 
Meet Ren, Tyler, Parker and
Jesse this summer in The

Sound,  out August 1st. 
THE SOUND
When aspiring music
journalist Ren Kingston takes
a job nannying for a wealthy
family on the exclusive
island of Nantucket, 
playground for Boston’s
elite, she’s hoping for a low-
key summer reading books
and blogging about bands. 
Boys are firmly off the
agenda. 
What she doesn’t count on is
falling in with a bunch of
party-loving private school
kids who are hiding some
dark secrets, falling
(possibly) in love with the
local bad boy, and falling out
with a dangerous serial killer
. . . 
Prologue
I’m running, running blind. 
Into the dark. Into the woods. 
Ricocheting off branches, 
tripping over tangled tree
roots, gripping my arm as I
stumble on, sobbing. Are
those his footsteps coming
after me or is it the wind? A
bird? An animal? 
I come to a flying halt and
crouch down in the dirt, 
trying to listen. Is he
following me? But my
breathing is so loud and
laboured it’s all I can hear. 
That and the wild drumming
of blood in my ears. My heart
is no longer a caged bird but
a dozen bats trying to burst
free. I close my eyes and try
to sink down into the dark. 
My fingers burrow through
sandy soil, damp leaves. I
want to claw my way deep
into the earth, roll beneath
the leaves and bury myself. I
want to sob and scream and
melt and turn to smoke and
vanish. When I open my eyes
the world spins, recedes then
rushes back in. 
‘Ren!’
His voice yells my name. 
Over and over. Filling my
head with the sound of it and
tearing apart the night. 
I need to stand up. I need
to run. But I’m frozen. My
back is slammed against a
tree. My lungs are beginning
to close down. I try to suck in
a breath but it gets stuck and
all of a sudden the sky looms
darker and larger overhead, 
the stars fuzzing out of focus
and dissolving into the
blanket sky. 
A crunch. 
I shrink back as far as I
can, feeling the bark of the
tree scratch a bloody trail
across my shoulder. I bite my
lip, choking off the scream
that is fighting to burst out. 
He is out there, holding his
breath as I hold mine. Ears
pricked, eyes scouring the
darkness. I can sense him
there waiting, just a few feet
away, his head tilted as he
listens, and I can no longer
balance my weight on the
balls of my feet. My knees
are going to give, my arms
are shaking. 
Tears are slipping
noiselessly down my cheeks
as my eyes dart left and right
strafing the darkness. I can’t
see anything. It’s pitch black
out here. In the distance the
roar of the ocean seems to be
calling to me, whispering my
name, urging me to make a
run towards it. 
A twig snaps to my right. 
I haul myself to standing
in that same second and then
I am running, ignoring the
shooting pain in my arm and
the sting of branches slashing
at my face. All I can hear
now is a roaring in my ears. 
And behind me, coming
closer, his breath, his
footsteps and the heat of him
rising like a mist. My feet hit
something soft. I’m on the
beach. The trees have given
way to sand dunes. The ocean
sounds wild and close. If I
can only make it there . . . 
because where else is there to
run to? And then suddenly
my foot hits something
sharp, a rock buried in the
sand, and I’m flying, falling
fast, and I land hard, my
ankle twisting, and I let out a
yell that I try to smother with
my other hand. I roll onto my
back, kicking at invisible
hands. I try to draw my legs
up to my body, to curl into a
ball, but my ankle explodes
in pain and I can’t move it. 
And I whimper, not because
of the pain but because fear
floods my tongue and it’s as
foul as earth and it’s fear
which is closing up my throat
as surely as his hands sliding
around my neck and
squeezing. 
I want my mum. And I sob
her name out loud into the
darkness, and over the sound
of the ocean roaring I hear
his breathing, loud and heavy
and excited, coming close. 
But the thought of my
mum is enough to push back
the fear and let the rage in. 
And I’ve never felt such rage
before. It almost cancels out
the fear, roaring inside me
now as deep as the ocean. 
I start scrabbling
desperately for something –
anything – to use as a
weapon. 
My hand sinks into the
dune, trying to find the object
I tripped on, and my fingers
close around a rock, heavy
with jagged, sharp edges. I
draw it into my lap and sit
there clutching it as the tears
stream down my cheeks. 
My breathing is coming in
little gasps now. I’m
struggling to force air down
into my lungs – they’re on
fire from the inside, smoke-
filled and layered with ash. 
My fingers are starting to
tingle. My lips are going
numb. 
And then he appears, a
dark shape against the sky, 
and the rock slides out of my
hand and falls with a muted
thud to the sand. I open my
mouth to scream but I can’t
because my throat has
squeezed shut and there’s no
air left in my lungs. 
And the last thing I see, 
before the darkness drowns
me completely, is him. 
1
I’ve never held a baby so
when he hands me this
squalling red thing I just
stare at it. 
‘Can you take Braiden?’ he
says. 
The baby has a name. This
doesn’t make holding it any
less terrifying. But I reach
out and say ‘sure’ and next
thing I know I’m holding a
baby. And mother of all
surprises, the baby – Braiden
– stops crying. He not only
stops crying, he reaches for
my hair with fat little fists, 
tugs on a loose strand and
gurgles happily at me. 
I am holding a baby. I grin. 
The whole way here on the
plane I have been preparing
for this moment. The
moment where my summer
plan of nannying falls apart
like a stage set collapsing as
the people I’m nannying for
discover that my only
experience of children is
having been one once (and
technically, legally, I
suppose, still being one). 
But now I’m holding the
baby and it’s not screaming
and I haven’t dropped it on
its head yet and I’m thinking
as I bounce him up and down
that maybe, just maybe, I can
get away with it so they don’t
throw me out and send me
back to England on the next
flight. 
‘See, he loves you,’ the
dad says. ‘I’ll be back in just
one second.’ And he
disappears. 
I stare after him in a state
of mild panic. It’s one thing
to hold a baby and another
thing entirely to be left
holding the baby. 
‘OK, OK, Braiden,’ I start
to say in a sing-song voice
that I’ve never in my life
used before. ‘I can do this, I
can do this.’ I drop my voice
back to its normal range. The
baby’s face is now
scrunching up and going
bright red and he’s looking
kind of startled. Probably, I
think, because his dad has
just handed him to a
complete stranger and
walked off. 
‘He’s doing a number
two.’
I turn around. ‘Hey,’ I say
to the little girl with red hair
who’s just appeared in the
doorway. ‘You must be . . .’
‘Brodie,’ she finishes, then
points at her brother. ‘He’s
doing a number two.’
I glance back at Braiden
who is now fist-pumping
wildly and thrashing his legs
against my stomach. ‘Oh,’ I
say, as the stench hits my
nostrils. 
Nice. I think of how I am
going to describe this
moment later to Megan. 
Pooed on by a baby within
minutes of arriving. She’d
tell me with a wryly arched
eyebrow that one way or
another I always get shat on. 
‘You need a diaper,’
Brodie informs me, crossing
her hands over her chest and
squinting up at me. 
‘You want to show me
where they are?’ I ask, 
thinking that maybe I can
also get her to show me how
to change it. Because I don’t
have a clue. I should have
YouTubed all these things
before I left but for one
reason or another I didn’t. 
Brodie leads me into a
bedroom – belonging to her
parents, I assume, because
there’s a double bed on top of
which are a couple of half-
unpacked suitcases, a laptop
case, a newspaper and a stack
of folders. 
Brodie reaches a freckled
arm into a changing bag on
the floor and pulls out a stash
of diapers, a tub of
something that looks
alarmingly medical and some
baby wipes. She puts them on
the bed and stares at me
expectantly. 
I clear space, pushing the
laptop far, far out of the way
and wondering silently if the
bed is the right place to do
this. The duvet cover is
white. It feels like I’m
testing fate. 
I lay the baby down
carefully on top of a plastic
mat thing which Brodie has
helpfully laid out for me. 
Braiden blows a bubble out
of the side of his mouth. It’s
kind of cute. And then I catch
another waft and my eyes
water. I do a quick study of
his outfit, locate the handily
placed poppers and peel it
back. There is poo. There is a
lot of poo, oozing like mud
out of the sides of his nappy
(let’s not call it a diaper) and
who knew poo could ever be
that consistency? Or that
colour? I’m stunned. Too
stunned to move. 
‘Do you even know what
you’re doing?’ Brodie asks, 
her eyes narrowing at me in a
disturbing display of
suspicion coming from a
four-year-old. 
I weigh my answer. ‘No,’ I
finally say, glancing quickly
at the open door. ‘But if you
help me out on this one I will
do my very best to make it up
to you.’
She studies me like a
lawyer and then bounces over
to me, grinning. ‘Deal.’
She unsticks the nappy and
opens it and we both stagger
backwards. 
‘You’re cleaning the poop
though,’ she says, handing
me the wipes. 
I wipe and smear and then
I wipe some more. Babies’
thighs have all sorts of
crevices, I discover. And the
instinct I had over not doing
this on a white duvet turns
out to have been correct, so I
end up trying to wipe up the
smears on that too. 
When I’m done, Brodie
hands me a clean nappy and
shows me how to do it up. I
reseal the poppers on the
Babygro feeling more proud
of myself than when I passed
my driving test. 
‘Oh my goodness.’
I spin around. There’s a
woman in the doorway and I
am guessing from the red
hair that she is the mother of
the pooing baby and the
precocious four-year-old, and
therefore my new boss. 
‘Did Mike leave you to
change Braiden’s diaper?’
she says. ‘I am so sorry. And
I’m sorry I wasn’t here to
welcome you when you
arrived. I just had to run to
the store. We only just got
here ourselves.’
‘That’s fine,’ I say. ‘Don’t
worry. Brodie here helped me
out.’ I wink at Brodie and she
grins back at me. 
‘It’s Ren, isn’t it?’ she
asks, putting her handbag
down on the bed and shaking
my hand. ‘It’s so lovely to
meet you. I’m Carrie Tripp.’
‘Hi,’ I say, shaking her
hand. ‘Nice to meet you too.’
‘Did my husband at least
show you to your room?’ she
asks. 
I shake my head. 
‘Mike!’ Mrs Tripp yells at
the top of her voice. She
turns back to the bed and
picks up Braiden. Mr Tripp
walks into the room at that
point. 
‘Hey, honey,’ he says, 
seeing his wife. ‘You met
Ren, then? I was just taking a
quick call.’
Carrie raises an eyebrow. 
He gives her an innocent look
as if to say, what?  And then his wife shakes her head and
laughs and I think to myself
that I’m going to like these
people. I’m going to like
being part of their family for
the summer. Even if poo-
filled nappies are the trade-
off. 
‘Brodie, can you show Ren
to her room, please?’ Carrie
says. 
‘Sure,’ Brodie says and she
slips her hand into mine. 
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