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        No troubled mother gives her child to another to raise in exchange for decades of a hollow soul. That’s the ultimate self-sacrifice and expression of love.

        Helen Swan
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      Deep breath. 

      There were moments over the past twelve months when the young woman had thought this time would never come. It was strange how time slowed down when you wanted something so badly that nothing else existed. The long days spent overseeing renovations. Contractors letting her down. Others going above and beyond what she was paying them to do, adding the tiny finishing touches that were little more than images in her head and rough sketches in notebooks. Bad weather making work virtually impossible through the winter. Those were the toughest times. The roof leaked, and inside, the building gathered mold and damp, murky puddles turned the carpets to mulch.  

      She’d almost given up on the dream then. 

      The woman smiled to herself in the gentle darkness that had settled while she’d been busy ticking items off her list of final things to do.  

      Sure, it had been hard. She’d watched her bank balance dwindling down as she sent off payment after payment, getting nowhere with the plummeting temperatures and the rainstorms and the corroded pipework. Ceilings had caved in. Drywall had blown, leaving gaping holes between rooms through which she watched carpenters lay new pipes and cables, their slickers keeping the steady drips from their heads and hands and tools. Roof tiles had blown away in the gales. How many times had she stood outside, staring at a jagged hole in the roof that shouldn’t have been there? 

      She might’ve cried herself to sleep some nights. She might’ve yelled at disinterested assistants on their phones when she took delivery of the wrong furniture or received no delivery at all. She might’ve even have climbed into her truck on a couple occasions and followed the highways until she was lost, the radio blasting out Def Leppard and Rolling Stones tunes, cramming chocolate into her mouth until she felt dizzy from the sugar rush.  

      But she never gave up on her dream.  

      Never.  

      When she was a little girl, she would go to work with her mother and follow the comings and goings of the guests at the grand city hotel she managed, open-mouthed with wonder. The lobby was like every Thanksgiving and Christmas rolled into one. Giant chandeliers hung from the ceiling; their glow so dazzling that it made her eyes water. Palm trees decorated every corner. Cozy couches were strategically placed to catch the daylight through the windows and encourage conversation. Guests faced each other across gleaming coffee tables laden with snowy-white cups and trays of delicate sandwiches and cakes. Fairy lights were strung between columns.  

      It was so magical that she knew, even then, it was what she wanted to do with her life. She wanted to open her own hotel. She wanted to greet guests from behind a polished mahogany desk. She wanted a bellhop in a smart, red suit carrying luggage to rooms. She wanted to hand over brass keys to her guests with a smile and say, “Enjoy your stay,” knowing that they would because hers was the best hotel in town. 

      While her friends were riding bikes up and down the street, dressing their dolls, and playing with pretend makeup, trying to make themselves look like grownups, she was learning how to check people in and out of their rooms. Other kids from school aspired to be astronauts or ballet dancers or actors. Other kids chose colleges before they could read and write. Other kids watched TV in their leisure time, or played board games, or met at the diner for milkshakes and fries. While she learned everything there was to know about the hotel industry, saving her tips in a homemade box with the label HOTEL FUND written on the side in black felt-tip.  

      It wasn’t even the chandeliers or the plump cushions or the fairy lights that had made such an impact on her as a child. It was the smiles on the faces of the guests when they walked into the lobby. What she saw then was anticipation, joy, a sense of freedom only experienced when people leave real life behind and step into a world where anything is possible. If she could’ve bottled that expression, she believed she could’ve made a fortune. Instead, she imprinted it on her mind as an incentive to pursue her lifelong dream. She knew that one day, when she flung open the door to her own hotel for the first time, that was what she wanted to see.  

      Her heart did the funny fluttery thing it always did when she walked into a hotel, and she stopped, pressing a hand to her chest, and catching sight of her reflection in the window. She was tall, her dark hair scraped back into a ponytail that snaked across her shoulder, her jeans pulled in at the waist with a gold-buckled belt. Her outline was hazy, fracturing and becoming distorted with the headlamps of the vehicles passing by on the highway outside. But her eyes were bright as the full moon high up in the velvet sky.  

      Smiling, she walked closer to the window and peered up at the stars. It was exactly how she’d always pictured it: a starry sky, moonlight turning the world silver, the smell of new carpets and furniture polish filling the air. It may not have been the grand hotel of her childhood, but it was hers, and her chest swelled with pride as she turned her back to the window and allowed her gaze to roam around the lobby. Her lobby. 

      There was the mahogany front desk with her leather seat behind it. The ledger open on the worktop was hers, as was the gold-lidded fountain pen with which she would write the name of her first guest. Behind the desk, through the open door, was the kitchen stocked with coffee, sugar, cream, and enough food to feed breakfast to her guests for at least a month. To her left was a couch and a coffee table. Sure, it wasn’t spacious enough for fifty guests to sit comfortably and watch the world go by. There were no chandeliers overhead. And snacks would be served on vibrant, hand-painted plates sourced locally rather than fine, silver-edged porcelain. But it belonged to her. She did this. She purchased a rundown building with her inheritance and turned it into a place where strangers would walk in with smiles on their faces, and hopefully leave as friends. 

      It meant more to her than anything in the world that this should be a place for people to become friends. Family even. She might’ve filled more notebooks than she could carry with sketches of how she wanted her place to look when it was finished, but when she stripped it back, what she wanted most was to make people happy. She wanted her guests to feel comfortable. She wanted them to think of it as home. 

      Making a mental note to herself to drive into town the next day and buy the wooden sign she’d spotted earlier in the day with the inscription HOME SWEET HOME in bold red font, she took another breath, and flicked the light switch on the wall beside the door. 

      Outside, a neon sign flickered to life, casting blue and yellow patterns across the freshly laid walkway leading to the entrance. The world looked different now with the sign switched on. Brighter. Happier. Welcoming. People would see it, and their faces would light up, the way her face had lit up whenever she entered the hotel lobby with her mom as a child. They would slow down their cars, check the kids dozing on the backseat, smile at each other, and murmur, “Let’s stop here.” 

      Her reflection, turned golden in the neon glow, smiled back at her. 

      “Welcome to the Crescent Motel,” she whispered to herself.
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      “Even the ice is losing the battle today.” Su Fang raised her tall glass of iced tea and pressed it against her rosy cheek, closing her eyes in a moment of short-lived bliss. “Four cubes and they’ve melted just like that.” She sipped her drink and peered out at the heat shimmer across the rarely used highway.  

      Darrell waited for Alice to complain that the other woman should think herself lucky because she only had three ice cubes in her homemade lemonade, but she remained quiet. A sideways glance at her, and he saw that Alice’s hair was crazier than usual with the humidity, making it look like a frizzy halo around her head. He kept it to himself. Alice had lost much of her abrasiveness since she started dating Spam, but despite his lack of relationship experience, Darrell knew enough about women to understand when to keep quiet.  

      Su flipped open an ornately decorated Chinese fan and waved it in front of her face. Darrell caught some of the cool air on his own sweaty forehead; he kept quiet about that too. On the ground at Su’s feet, her pug Bao was laying on his side, panting even in his sleep to help regulate his body temperature. The dog was almost the same color as the pavement, and Darrell had a momentary mad vision of him melting into the ground. He shook the image from his head before he said something he would later regret. 

      He didn’t remember the summers being this hot when he was a kid. Sure, he practically lived outside during summer break, all the kids in his neighborhood taking full advantage of the long days and the lack of rain, but the heat was never unbearable, not like this. He couldn’t figure out if it was the effect on climate change caused by the end of the world, or if he was simply getting older. It was so hot, his brain didn’t seem to be functioning properly, and for the first time ever, he was grateful that he didn’t have to check in any new guests. 

      “Perhaps you should fill some tubs with ice and bring them outside,” Su said.  

      Alice shot her friend a glance, brow furrowed, but still didn’t muster the energy to speak.  

      “What for?” Darrell asked. Sweat trickled down the back of his shirt and made him feel even more uncomfortable.  

      “We could stick our feet in ice,” Su said. “It will help to cool us down.” 

      “Only until it melts,” Darrell said. “Then we’ll have puddles of water outside the lobby.” 

      “I’m sure Bao will be happy to lay in a puddle.” Su gave Bao a gentle nudge with the tip of her flip-flop. The dog’s ears twitched at the mention of his name, but he didn’t even raise his head to grab the attention while he had the chance.  

      “How long did Ernesto say it would take?” Alice asked. She drained her lemonade as though the few words she’d uttered had left her parched. 

      “He didn’t,” Darrell said. 

      Ernesto was fixing the air conditioning unit situated in the walk-in cupboard between the lobby and the kitchen. Darrell hoped it would be a quick and easy fix. They’d had teething problems with the air conditioning when they first converted the generator to run on vegetable oil, but it had been fine since. Until this heatwave. If he was honest, he wasn’t surprised it had packed up—the unit had been running non-stop for a couple of weeks now, and it had been practically ancient when he took over the motel. He was keeping his fingers and toes crossed that Ernesto wouldn’t come outside and tell him it was time to buy a new refurbished one.  

      “Isn’t there something you could do to the porte-cochere?” Su peered up at the structure providing them with the small patch of shade in which they were currently camped, her fan still swishing back and forth in front of her face. 

      Darrell followed her gaze. “What do you suggest?”  

      Without the shade, they’d have been forced to sit inside with the doors and windows open, praying for a breeze to cool them down. They’d have had more luck praying for someone to come along towing a swimming pool filled with chilled water behind their truck. 

      “Can’t he line it with something to deflect the sun’s rays?” Su waited for Darrell to tell her that he had a roll of solar protective fabric sitting in the lobby just waiting for someone to suggest using it. 

      “Why don’t you ask him when he comes out?” Darrell said.  

      Bao dragged himself onto his feet, shifted a few inches away from his owner as if bored with the conversation, and settled back down on his other side in a cooler patch. Within moments, he was snoring again.  

      Darrell guzzled what was left of his lemonade and closed his eyes. The cicadas were out in force, and the sound, coupled with the heat, was making him feel drowsy.  

      His mind drifted back to the river near where he lived when he was a kid. He and his friends would spend long summer days swinging from a tire attached to a grand old oak tree and jumping into the river, taking bets on who could make the biggest splash. If he concentrated, he could almost feel the cold water dragging him down, the reeds clawing at his legs, water filling his ears and muffling the sounds of his friends squealing and yelling. He loved those few moments when he was completely submerged. When it was just him and the river, and nothing else existed. What he wouldn’t give for a river running behind the Crescent Motel right now.  

      He smiled to himself. They’d been fearless back then, in the way that all kids were. If there happened to be a river behind the motel, and it was still filled with water, he wondered if he would still be brave enough now to swing from a tire, raise his knees to his chest and plunge right in. He liked to think that he would—that some small, innocent pleasures you never outgrew. His mind kept drifting, and he tried to imagine Su and Alice jumping in with him. Would they resist the temptation, hampered by their grownup inhibitions, or would they abandon themselves to the pure, unadulterated joy, act like kids again, laughing and splashing each other? He hoped the latter. Not that it was ever going to happen, but dreaming was about all he had the energy for right now. 

      “Nance, aren’t you hot?”  

      Su Fang’s voice woke him from his half-slumber state and dragged him back into the sweltering heat of their patch of shade beneath the porte-cochere. Had it gotten even hotter? It was impossible to tell because his thighs were sticking to the plastic seat of the chair, and his arms felt like they were glued to his sides.  

      Nance glared at the guest whose face flickered in and out of view from behind the fan. The housekeeper was pushing her cart filled with cleaning products and clean towels, and somehow, she still looked remarkably cool. Her curly hair still bounced around her face, and there wasn’t a sheen of sweat to be seen anywhere. “Some of us still have to work.” This comment was followed by another glare, this time aimed at Darrell. “Enjoying your iced tea, are you?” 

      “Yes, thank you,” he said, because it came out before his brain could formulate a witty response. “Why don’t you come and sit in the shade until Ernesto is finished?” 

      “Are you going to replace the dirty towels in the rooms?” Nance asked. 

      “I’ll help you later. We’ll crash out the work together once the rooms have stopped resembling saunas.” He smiled at her. Nance knew it made sense, but she was probably the most obstinate person he’d ever met, and he also knew that he was wasting his breath suggesting it.  

      She watched him for a couple of beats, then, “It’s fine. I’m almost done.” 

      “Is that fine-fine, or not-really-fine-I’m-just-saying-it-to-be-polite?” 

      This time, Nance grinned at him. “Fine-fine. You know you’ve gotten it all wrong, drinking iced drinks to cool down. You should be drinking hot coffee instead.” 

      Alice almost choked on her lemonade. “Are you trying to kill us?” 

      “You’re making it up,” Su said, her fan poised mid-swish.  

      “It’s true.” Nance was already wheeling her cart away. “It raises your internal body temperature and then you feel the benefit when it starts to cool down after.” 

      The two women looked at Darrell. “I’m not trying it,” he said.  

      As the housekeeper disappeared inside one of the rooms, Ernesto poked his head out through the open lobby door. Sweat was beading across his tanned forehead and shimmering across his bare chest and shoulders. Darrell almost felt sorry for him being stuck inside working in this heat. Almost. He needed that air conditioning up and running if they were going to survive the summer. 

      “All done.” Ernesto grinned at them and mopped his brow with his forearm. His gaze travelled to the metal-reinforced truck that he used for transport, and the smile faded. He’d melt in that thing with the sun so high in the sky. 

      The two women were already on their feet and heading back inside, Bao trotting along beside his owner, head down and looking rather forlorn. “Thank God,” Alice said with a sigh. “I don’t know how much longer we’d have survived out here.” 

      Darrell rose slowly, folded the camp-chair he’d been sitting on, and said to Ernesto, “I’ll fix you a nice cold glass of lemonade. Plenty of ice.” 

      “I’ll take you up on a coffee instead,” Ernesto said. “Best way to cool down in this heat.”
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      Later that day, Alice darted into the lobby, the door swinging shut behind her, and tapped the side of her empty glass tumbler. “Any more of Nance’s lemonade going?” she asked. Her hair was still wild, but with visible signs of drooping around her face, which had almost resumed its natural color with the air conditioning up and running again. Only faint pink patches high on her cheeks remained.  

      “Sure, help yourself.” Darrell smiled and gestured to the kitchen behind him.  

      As Alice went through, he heard her say, “Bruno, you’ve got the right idea, boy, laying on the cold kitchen tiles. I wish I’d thought of that.” 

      Darrell wished he’d thought of it too. He could imagine them all now, prone on the kitchen floor, the freezer door open and blasting cold air over them, a steady supply of lemonade and iced tea in the refrigerator. 

      Alice kept up a steady stream of conversation while she fixed her drink and smashed ice cubes with a rolling pin and a dish towel. “We should try growing mint in the garden, Darrell. Lemon and mint are the perfect combination of flavors. Do you think we could find some mint to grow? Maybe I should ask Spam. They see more people at the Red Rooster than we do here.” 

      Since the youngsters had moved on a month ago, the organic farm was looking a little neglected. If Darrell was honest, he was missing the kids. Johnny, Lexi, Amanda, and Ruben had become a permanent fixture in the motel, and Lexi had been invaluable with watching the motel lobby when Darrell was busy. He missed their ready smiles and their banter. Johnny and Ruben bounced off each other, and Darrell, reminding him of when he was a teenager, and responsibility was a word that only applied to adults.  

      He understood their need to keep moving though. They’d performed small miracles transforming a section of the parking lot into the organic farm that it now was, and even though they’d used it partly to grow cannabis, he would be eternally grateful to them for the tiny seed of hope they’d given him. They’d proved that nature was still there for humans even though they’d tried their hardest to destroy the planet. Plants would still grow. The planet continued to thrive. Humans would find a way to survive, and Darrell was proud to own a tiny part of that future right here. 

      So, the kids had moved on to spread their cannabis ethos, and Darrell was tending the farm in his spare time, although he was struggling to keep anything alive in this heat. The soil was dry and cracked, and the plants were wilting. 

      “That farm is looking as withered as I feel.” Alice reappeared in front of the lobby desk and peered at the patch of brown soil through the windows. “We can’t let the plants die, Darrell. We might never bring them back to life.” 

      “Perhaps I can be of service.” 

      Darrell had been so consumed with thoughts of how to rescue the farm from the relentless heat, that he hadn’t even noticed the strangers approaching the motel or registered the door opening. He was more exhausted than he’d realized. 

      Alice stepped aside, and he studied his new guests. The man was tall, slender framed, his loose khaki shirt hanging from his shoulders. He had thick black hair, dark skin, and wide brown eyes, reminding Darrell of a young Omar Sharif. He wore beige silk pants that Darrell thought Su would fall in love with, and his hand, when he shook Darrell’s was cool, his grip firm.  

      “My name is Taamir Kashani,” the man said, “and this is my wife, Tika.” 

      Tika stepped out from behind her husband, and Darrell had to suppress a gasp. Tika also had the same abundant, black hair as her husband, pinned up into a neat coil on top of her head. Her features were exquisite: wide brown eyes elongated by flicks of black kohl, high delicate cheekbones, and a smile that revealed perfect white teeth. She was considerably shorter than her husband—possibly even shorter than Nance, and that was saying something—which gave her an air of vulnerability that made Darrell want to protect her with his life. Like her husband, Tika was dressed in a silk robe in vibrant emerald-green trimmed with gold. 

      “Welcome to the Crescent Motel,” he found himself
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