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      “Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to Denpasar Airport. Local time is two thirty-five P.M. The temperature is twenty-eight degrees and it’s a beautiful sunny day. For your safety and comfort, please remain seated with your seat belt fastened until the red light has been turned off.”

      Lily woke up startled by the captain’s announcement. ‘Have we already landed?’ It seemed like only ten minutes ago since she had cried herself to sleep for the second time during the journey. She stretched in the comfortable business class seat, wondering when the headache would kick in. Her mouth felt dry and her eyes heavy. There were several bottles of water left in her mini bar and she downed two of them, hoping they would hydrate her enough to get her through customs without falling over. She tried to stand up, still hazy from the Valium in her system. “I’m okay,” she told herself, looking for her handbag in the overhead compartment. She studied her fellow passengers, making their way out of the cabin: loved-up couples, locals, holidaymakers and business travellers. ‘What am I doing here?’

      Suddenly, it seemed more enticing to go back to sleep in the warm comfort of her cocoon chair and spend two weeks on a plane than to venture into Bali by herself.

      The air was warm and humid when she entered the gated arrivals area and Lily tried to focus through the noise and the chaos. Drivers and tour guides were lined up on both sides, welcoming their guests. She spotted an older man holding a sign for the White Resort and waved at him. He was dressed in white linen pants, a white shirt and brown leather sandals. His sleeves were rolled up to his elbows, revealing tattooed arms.

      “I’m Ketut,” he said whilst casting Lily a friendly smile and taking the suitcases and her heavy handbag from her. “Welcome to Bali.” After he had neatly stacked her luggage onto a trolley, he looked over her shoulder and hesitated. “And where is Mr Banks?”

      “Mr Banks is not coming,” Lily answered with a sneer and immediately felt sorry when she looked into his kind eyes.

      He nodded. “Very well. Then please tell me how I may address you?”

      “Lily. Just Lily is fine,” she said, and tried to produce a smile.

      They walked down a short hallway, lined with moneychangers and tourist booking operations, leading out into the parking area. The heat from the burning sun hit her hard as she followed Ketut to his car. She hadn’t expected the sun to be so violently bright. Prior to her departure it had been raining in London for weeks on end, with dreary mornings and starless nights, and although there was now sweat dripping down Lily’s back, the change of weather felt good on her skin.

      Lily snuggled up on the back seat and opened the window to adjust the temperature in the air-conditioned Mercedes. As they drove out of Denpasar, the busy roads turned into smaller, bumpier ones and the high-rise buildings were replaced by villages where life seemed to be at a slower pace. The lush and tropical backdrop of rainforest was vividly green and there was a hint of recent rainfall in the air. She inhaled deep, taking in the scent of barbeque and spices from the roadside restaurants. Lily hadn’t eaten much since she’d left London and she suddenly felt hungry for the first time in weeks. At least she wouldn’t have to watch her waistline. Lily was a good-looking woman, or so she was told. Her long, dark brown hair fell across well-defined shoulders and she had arms that gave her an athletic look, as well as an air of authority in the work environment. She was tall and naturally slim. Her face was delicate, with large brown eyes and slightly pouty lips, although lately her lifestyle and lack of nutrition had taken its toll on her features. There were dark bags under her eyes—now puffy from crying—and her slightly sunken face made her look every one of her thirty years of age.

      They drove down a long mountain road, overgrown by vegetation and overshadowed by the mountains and hills on either side. Ketut drove carefully, trying to avoid the pieces of rock that were scattered across the asphalt. He took a sharp turn, spiralling down a hill.

      “Here we go, Lily. Welcome to paradise,” he said.

      Blinded by the sun, Lily blinked her eyes when the rainforest opened up like a stage curtain. In front of her, endless strips of white sandy beach and clear blue sea appeared from out of nowhere. It was breathtakingly beautiful and even in her sorry state, Lily smiled at the sight.

      The main reception area was minimalist, square, open and tasteful. It was built in the middle of a large pond, filled with water lilies and goldfish and was accessible by four bridges, one on each side. It was decorated in different shades of white and the wooden furniture looked like it had been hand-carved. The reception desk was a rectangular piece of white concrete with lush flower arrangements at each end.

      Ketut left her waiting there while he seemed to be having a serious conversation with the general manager and Lily understood the dilemma they were discussing.

      “Don’t worry about the room,” she told them. “Mr Banks is not with me, but I’ll take the flowers, the Champagne and the welcome lunch, there’s no need to change anything in the accommodation. And thank you, Ketut, you’ve been very thoughtful.”

      The manager, a tall handsome man with boyish dimples in his cheeks, seemed relieved.

      “Well in that case, welcome to the White Resort, Miss Taylor,” he said glancing at her name in the passport she’d handed over. “Maya will take you to your villa and make sure you have everything you need. Should there be anything else you require, please give us a call and we’ll make it happen.”

      A young woman dressed in traditional Balinese attire ordered the bell boy to take Lily’s luggage and led the way over a limestone path sunk deep into the thick lawn. The lawn looked soft and inviting and Lily was dying to take her shoes off. The villa was surrounded by high, floral hedges and palm trees providing shadow and privacy.

      Her home for the coming weeks was an entirely white, open plan bungalow with a large veranda at the front, overlooking the beach and the sea. Inside, a tall bunch of pink lilies decorated the dining table, whilst matching pink rose petals formed a heart shape on the bed. Next to the bed was an ice-filled cooler with her favourite Champagne, accompanied by two crystal flutes and a large bowl of fresh fruit. Lily tried not to think about the petals as she walked straight to the bottle and opened it, pouring herself a generous amount in a large burgundy glass from the dining table, ignoring the flutes. Maya didn’t flinch. She smiled politely as she made her way back outside.

      “Please dial nine if you need anything else, Miss Taylor. A late lunch will be ready in twenty minutes on your veranda.”

      “Actually Maya, can I buy cigarettes here?”

      Maya nodded. “We can arrange that for you.”

      “Great,” Lily sighed. “Could I have two packs of anything menthol please?”

      Lily changed from her skinny jeans and t-shirt into a simple black bikini and dropped down on the sun lounger, which could easily have passed for a twin bed. She placed the bottle next to her in the bucket and let the afternoon sun warm her. It was quiet. There were only twenty villas in the resort, ensuring privacy and peace for their guests. They operated a strict no-children, and no-pets policy and the only sounds she could hear came from the waves and the sea breeze, gently caressing the palm trees above her. When she closed her eyes, her mind drifted off to the man she had left behind, and rage welled up inside her, weighing on her stomach like a rock that only grew sharper and heavier the more she thought about him. Lily had never been cheated on before. Or not that she knew of, anyway. She always thought it was one of those things that would never happen to her, that she was too smart to be with a man who would mess around behind her back.

      “Here you go, Miss.”

      A bellboy appeared at her side carrying a tray containing two packs of cigarettes, an ashtray and a lighter. Lily studied the boxes, decorated with horrific pictures of rotten teeth and corpses before opening one. Then she lit her first cigarette in six years, inhaling deep.

      “Fuck you, Edo,” she said.
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      “Hey, Mum. Is that you?” Lily slurred as she pulled herself up from the sun lounger.

      “Yes, it is dear. How are you, Lilybug? How are you holding up? You haven’t been drinking, have you? What time is it there?” Minnie Taylor’s image was blurry while Lily walked around, trying to get a better signal. Lily could have spotted her mother’s silhouette from a mile away, though. Her signature blonde perm peaked high on top of her head, framing her face like a helmet.

      “Five P.M.” Lily lied. “And I’ve only had a couple of glasses. Small ones.”

      “All right then.” Her mother didn’t seem convinced. “So, tell me everything. How are the resort and the island? Is it just like on the postcards? Have you seen any temples or wild animals yet?”

      Lily couldn’t tell her much. She hadn’t really left the resort for three days. She walked around with her phone, showing her mother the beach and the gardens full of bright pink flowers, even though it caused the connection to break up every now and then. There was a big swing made out of rope and a piece of driftwood under one of the largest trees close to the shoreline. It hung over the water when the tide was high, and it was the perfect photo spot for the loved-up couples that passed there during sunset. Minnie screeched in excitement each time Lily changed the angle of her camera. She made sure to avoid the empty wine bottles next to the door that she had left for the staff to pick up earlier that morning.

      “It’s beautiful Lily. I wish I could be there with you.” She pulled a sorry face, frowning and biting her lip. “If only I wasn’t so…”

      “Don’t worry,” Lily interrupted her. I know that you’re terrified of flying and it’s probably for the best that I’m here on my own right now.” She swallowed hard, fighting back the tears that started to well up again when it suddenly hit her how lonely she felt. She turned the camera away from her face, focusing on the dogs that were playing on the beach. “Look, I’ve made some friends.” She tried to sound cheerful, zooming in on the leader of the pack whom she had named Minnie.

      “I named her after you, Mum. You two have the same haircut, can you see?” Minnie squinted her eyes to catch a better view of the dog in question and broke out in hysterical laughter. It was true. The resemblance was remarkable. She was blonde and short-haired, possibly some kind of Labrador mix. But the top of her head was covered in longer locks that frizzed up each time she’d been in the sea to cool down. It was so comical that Lily still laughed whenever she saw her, no matter how miserable she felt.

      “I’ve been feeding them breakfast and they’ve kept me company in the evenings. There are three of them, sometimes four.” She sighed. “I wish I could take them home with me.”

      Minnie laughed again. “Well maybe you should wait a bit if you’re going to be living with me. I don’t think I’ve got space for a bunch of dogs in my two-bedroom house.”

      Lily shook her head. “I know. Thanks for reminding me, Mum.”

      “I’m sorry, Lily,” Her mother said.  “I know it’s not easy for you moving back with your old mother at this stage of your life, but it will get better, you know. Believe me, if anyone understands the way you feel right now, it’s me. And I’m happy to have you around again.” She paused. “You know you can always talk to me, right?”

      Lily nodded, although she couldn’t remember a time they’d had a serious conversation together and she didn’t think they ever would.

      “Listen Mum, I really need to go now. They’re picking me up for a boat trip in ten minutes and I need to get changed,” she lied again, feeling a pang of guilt wash over her.

      “Oh, I’m so happy you’re getting out and about,” her mother sighed. “You already sound a lot better than last week. And please send me some pictures when you get back tonight, I can’t wait to see them.”

      A silent ‘fuck’ escaped Lily’s mouth after she’d hung up. Why did she always make up excuses to get out of conversations with her mother? She walked back inside to put her phone on charge, picking up the clothes that were scattered around the floor along the way. As she did so, her eyes fell on a brochure, partially hidden beneath a kaftan. She studied it with one eye closed, not quite sober enough to read it casually. ‘Escape to Paradise,’ the tagline said. It showed a panoramic picture of a deserted island, surrounded by clear blue water. On the back were a couple of underwater pictures of people snorkelling in the coral reefs, holding two thumbs up to the camera. Maybe it wasn’t such a bad idea after all? At least it would keep her from drinking for a day, and that certainly couldn’t hurt.
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      Lily had packed a small bag with a towel, some sunscreen and her phone. Her hair, slightly messy from the sea breeze, was pulled up in a topknot and as she slipped into a simple white cotton t-shirt dress in front of the mirror, she noted she already looked a lot better than when she’d arrived. Her tanned skin looked smooth against the white fabric and her eyes had lost their dark circles and their puffiness.

      The drive to the small village pier was only ten minutes but Lily enjoyed the hustle and bustle after the silence she had experienced at the resort. People were carrying cases of fish from the pier to the beachside restaurants where the staff were getting ready for their lunch shift, setting up tables and chairs in the sand. A lady was selling temple offerings from a small stall and the outdoor massage salon next door seemed to be fully booked. Lily and her fellow guests climbed down from the hotel minibus and the driver beckoned her to follow him to the end of the pier, where an elegant white shiny speedboat with camel leather seating awaited them. Greyhound was printed on the side, in a simple black font. Lily had expected something larger and certainly not as smart. She felt a hint of panic creep up on her when she realized it might not be a group excursion after all, but knew it was too late to chicken out now.

      A blonde woman was stocking the fridge with water bottles, hanging lazily over the front seat as if climbing in the back was too much effort in the burning sun. She turned around when the driver called her name, and as they approached, she jumped onto the pier and gave him a friendly pat on the shoulder.

      “Good to see you, Agus.” She turned to Lily. “Hi there, you must be Lily.” Her American accent surprised Lily, perhaps even more than the fact that her tour guide was a woman. She had expected a local fisherman, doing tourist work on the side after his daily morning catch.

      “I’m River.” She reached out to shake Lily’s hand with a firm grip. Her arms were toned, her muscles well defined. Her sun bleached messy bob, longer at the front, danced nonchalantly around her face as she moved closer. Under her life jacket she wore a bikini, a white tank top and a pair of denim shorts, which showed off her long legs. She was tanned, and her light blue eyes and neat white teeth stood out as she gave Lily a broad smile.

      “I thought this was a group tour,” Lily stuttered quietly.

      “Nope, this is the honeymoon tour, hon. Part of the package you booked with your hotel. I heard you were here on your own but don’t worry. We’ll have fun you and me. Come on, hop in and put on a life jacket.”

      Lily took her hand and climbed in the front next to the captain’s seat. She looked behind her, not sure if she was supposed to go in the back.

      “You’re good here. Best seat in the house,” River said with a grin, cocking her head towards Lily. “Ever been on one of these before?”

      “No,” Lily answered. “Only on a ferry.” She cringed at her own words as soon as she had spoken them out loud. “Is it fast?”

      River nodded, her eyes still fixed on Lily’s. “It kind of is. Let me know if you get nervous and I’ll slow down. It’s your day so we won’t do anything you don’t want to do, okay?” Lily nodded, and River pointed at the curving coastline. “Now first I’m taking you around the south side of the island, out to Nusa Lembongan which is about seven miles from here. It’s a gorgeous little island, with turtles and the most amazing variety of tropical fish you’ve ever seen. We can go snorkelling if you feel like it, or not. Either way you’ll love it, I promise.” Her pale blue eyes pierced right through Lily, as she spoke in her heavy Californian accent.

      River leaned over to check if Lily’s life jacket was secured properly. She was close, and Lily was shocked to feel her face begin to flush. She turned away, pretending to focus on the horizon.

      “Health and safety check for your hotel’s insurance policy,” River said, winking at Lily. “Are you comfortable?” Lily nodded again and tried to smile. “Okay, here we go.”

      Lily held on to the side of the boat with a firm grip and let the force push her back in her seat. The power of the engine was phenomenal, and she felt the wind through her hair and the fresh seawater splashing up from the side of the boat each time they hit a wave, cooling her skin from the early afternoon sun.

      Every now and then, River would point at something in the distance and shout the name of a bay or an island. Lily sighed and surrendered to the sea and the breath-taking view that seemed to stretch in an endless array of green and blue. She felt a hand on her arm.

      “Do you want me to slow down, honey?” River asked.

      Lily shook her head and smiled, broader this time. “Please don’t. I love it.” She closed her eyes. The bumpy rhythm of the sea was soothing and for a moment, Lily forgot all about the past month.

      River steered the boat towards a small dock in a quiet bay with clear jade water. It looked like something from out of a movie scene, quiet and untouched by tourism. She pulled them in and tied the rope tight around the cleat. River had clearly done this a million times before. When she yanked it hard to secure the knot, Lily felt the awkward shyness from before overtaking her again. What the hell was wrong with her?

      “Do you need any help?” she asked.

      “Nope, you just sit there and look pretty.” River said. “I mean, not that I think you’re an incapable prize poodle of course.” She shook her head and laughed. “I’m sorry, that came out wrong too. What I’m trying to say is that I’m doing the work today so just enjoy yourself. Do you like snorkelling?”

      Lily shrugged her shoulders. “I’ve never tried. But I’d love to.” Being under water and not having to speak to River seemed like the best solution to stop her from making a fool of herself again. For some reason, she felt really uncool next to this woman.

      River reached for Lily’s life jacket, unclipped the fastener and took it off. “It’s much nicer without if you promise me you won’t try to drown yourself. I assume you can swim?”

      “Of course.” Lily felt a shiver going through her body when she removed her dress and folded her arms in front of her in a protective manner.

      “Here, put these on.” River handed her a mesh bag with flippers and a snorkel. Lily sat down and struggled to get her flippers on while River took off her own life jacket and clothes and did the same. She had a stomach that would have cost Lily at least a year in the gym to achieve and she tried not to stare at her as she watched her slide down from the boat and into the water. She reappeared seconds later, grinning as she shook the water from her face.

      “Come on, the water’s nice.” Lily was hesitant and suddenly felt intimidated by the unknown seascape below her, but she jumped in anyway. The water felt surprisingly warm and she sighed while she turned on her back and dipped her head in. River dangled a bag of breadcrumbs in front of her.

      “Take this and follow me. I’ll go slow and keep an eye on you. If you want to go back at any point, just let me know.” Then she lowered herself underneath the surface and swam away from the boat.

      Lily adjusted her mask and swam in River’s direction, trying to get used to breathing through a tube. It was nothing like she had expected. The view through the mask was so clear; she could see everything in all its detailed glory. The coral reefs, the fish, the vibrant colours. Funny little blue fish nipped at her legs as she swam and everywhere she looked there was more and more to explore. Every few minutes they would come up for air so that River could inform her about the species of fish they’d come across. A colourful group of what she pointed out to be triggerfish, regal angelfish, emperor fish and parrot fish appeared when Lily opened the bag of breadcrumbs she had kept in her bikini top. They swam around her, nipping at the food. She could feel them against her arms and legs, tickling her. It felt tranquil and safe under water and they swam slowly, allowing Lily the time to take everything in.

      After a while, River turned around and grabbed her wrist, pointing at something in the distance. Lily squinted her eyes, focusing on the beast that was coming their way. It was a turtle. A very large turtle. It seemed to glide towards them with no particular destination in mind, just drifting. Lily had to remind herself to keep her mouth closed around the snorkel when she felt her jaw dropping. The turtle was huge and didn’t seem threatened by them at all. Lily touched its shell as it swam past her and goose bumps appeared on her arms. It slowly circled around them, as if curious, and for a moment, it seemed like time had slowed down. Lily stayed still and watched it disappear behind a reef. She had been so hypnotized by the sight of the turtle that she hadn’t realized that River’s hand was still around her wrist until she pulled her up.

      “Wasn’t that totally amazing?” River said as they were paddling, trying to catch their breath.

      “Wow, that was…incredible,” Lily smiled.

      River nodded in the direction of the boat in the far distance. “I don’t normally go out this far, guess I got carried away. We need to head back to the boat to hydrate. Health and safety.” She winked at Lily again. “Are you okay to swim or do you want to jump on my back? I’m really strong,” she joked.

      “No, I’m sure I’ll be fine. But thank you,” Lily laughed.

      River pointed at a plateau in the rocks above them while she turned on her back gracefully, as if swimming came just as naturally to her as walking or breathing. “Usually I arrange a picnic up on that cliff over there, excluding myself, of course. But I figured in your case it might be better if we just went to a really nice beach restaurant for some fresh fish. What do you say?”

      “Sounds great,” Lily said, now swimming next to River. “But I don’t want you to feel like you have to keep me company. As I said, I thought it was a group tour. I wouldn’t have gone if I’d known it was a couples thing.”

      River looked surprised. “Are you saying you’re not enjoying yourself? Because it sure as hell didn’t look that way to me.” She arched an eyebrow, casting Lily an amused look. “And your company is certainly not a burden if that’s what you think. At least not yet. Let’s see how it goes.” She said, laughing.

      They swam to the boat and climbed aboard. Lily stretched out, catching the sun on her bare skin.

      “I feel great right now,” she said. “I never thought it would be so peaceful down there. I guess I was a bit apprehensive to go in at first but now I could do this all day long.”

      “The unknown can be terrifying,” River smiled. “But sometimes it’s best to just jump in the deep end.” She cocked her head and regarded Lily as she dried herself, rubbing the towel over her hair. “You never know what wonderful things you might come across.”

      They headed to the other side of the island where they jumped off onto a long pier with outdoor restaurants scattered along on either side. They were mainly rickety shacks built of recycled pallets, crates and other driftwood used in innovative ways, creating an inviting atmosphere. Most of them had a live grill with the catch of the day at the front, generating clouds of smoke and a welcoming aroma. Local families were hunched around the tables on small wooden stools underneath makeshift parasols, laughing, drinking and sharing dishes. River chose the one closest to the mainland.

      “This one if the best. Trust me, I’ve tried them all.” Lily watched her as she laughed and joked with the staff, trying to order in Indonesian, while pointing at the grill and pictures on the menu. She had changed into a navy blue t-shirt, advertising some bar in Jimbaran and Lily’s eyes wandered to her toned arms once again. There was something very attractive about River that she had never noticed in other women before, but she couldn’t seem to pinpoint what it was. She was certainly charming and likeable. The three waitresses were now gathered around her, pointing at her t-shirt and giggling, ignoring the other customers.

      “What’s so funny about your t-shirt?” Lily asked when River returned. River laughed out loud, throwing her head back.

      “I took part in a drinking competition in a bar a couple of years ago and I won so they gave me this t-shirt. I think it says something stupid like ‘Drinking Champion of Lek-Bar’ but I can’t be too sure.” She bit her lip and grimaced. “You must think I’m a total asshole now. It’s not something I’m proud of. In fact, it was one of my low points in life to tell you the truth. But I wasn’t thinking when I packed my bag this morning and I guess those girls know the place. It hasn’t exactly got the best reputation around here.”

      Lily laughed too, and it felt like a genuine relief. She hadn’t laughed in weeks.
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      They devoured a table full of fresh seafood. Red snapper, calamari, lobster and prawns. All dishes were deliciously prepared with local spices, fresh vegetables and fragrant rice. It was by far the best food Lily had ever eaten and she had built up quite an appetite after the snorkelling. She surprised herself by not ordering alcohol. Instead, she sipped from a fresh coconut while River drank iced water.

      “It’s good, isn’t it?” she said. “I used to drink coconut water all the time when I first came here. I thought it was the most exotic thing I’d ever tasted. But it’s just not the same anymore after six years, so I tend to stick with water and beer now.”

      Lily’s eyes widened. “Six years? You’ve actually been living right here in paradise for six years?” She sighed. “God, lucky for some.”

      “Yup,” River shrugged. “I came here on holiday and decided I really liked it. A month later, I moved and never looked back.” She locked eyes with Lily as she spoke, moving in closer over the table. Lily leaned back further, trying to maintain her personal space from this stranger whose intense eye contact made her feel slightly uncomfortable.

      “Where did you move from?” she asked. “You sound Californian. I had a roommate from L.A. in University and I loved her accent.”

      River gave her an amused look. “Well, good guess, Lily,” she said. “I’m impressed. I am from L.A. Europeans tend to be really bad at figuring out American accents. One of my customers last week asked me if I was from Texas.” She laughed and looked up at the sky. An aeroplane flew right over them, leaving perfect white trails against the blue.

      “Do you miss home?” Lily asked.

      River shook her head. “No, not really. You know, L.A. is a great place. It’s sunny, clean, cool and organized but it can also be stressful. Hectic lifestyle, expectations, parties, lack of sleep. You know what I mean, right?”

      “I do,” Lily nodded. “I’m from London and I love it. But the rush hour tube journeys and the traffic jams… not so great. And it’s expensive. I could probably live here for a couple of months of what I spend on one month’s rent in London.”

      “Do you work?” River asked.

      Lily shot her a surprised look. “Of course, I work. Who doesn’t nowadays? Do I look like a kept woman to you?” Lily pretended to be insulted and River held her hands up.

      “I’m sorry,” she apologized. “I seem to be saying all the wrong things today. I’m not usually this clumsy choosing my words. But last time I asked one of my customers what she did for a living, she was insulted because she was a housewife who spent forty hours a week cleaning, cooking dinner and making a home for her family. She told me I shouldn’t assume everyone has a job or is looking for one. I’m just trying to be politically correct here.”

      “Okay, I get it,” Lily smiled. “So, I am not a housewife and I don’t have kids. I’m an editor at a publishing company and I specialize in crime. It’s a stressful job. Actually, this is the most hectic time of the year at the office, but they had given me time off because of my…” She hesitated. “You know…my so-called honeymoon.” She rolled her eyes and hand gestured to her surroundings. “They’d already hired someone to help out while I was away, so I decided to go last minute anyway.”

      “Do you like your job?” River asked.

      Lily thought about it for a brief moment. “Yeah, I guess I do. I can’t think of anything else I’d rather do right now. Apart from not work, of course.” She laughed.

      River leaned forward again. “Smart and beautiful, I’m impressed,” she said, staring at her intently.

      Lily blushed. “So… have you always worked in tourism?” she asked.

      “No, never.” River shook her head. “At least not until I came here. I had to think of something to keep myself busy. It’s easy to isolate yourself if you live here so showing other people around is a great way to get out and about. I like meeting different people and giving them a great experience. Also, I just love being on the water. It’s calm out there, makes me happy.” She paused. “But for most of the week, I’m an artist. I paint, or at least I try to.”

      “You are?” Lily asked.

      “Yeah, I am, believe it or not. I’ve always enjoyed painting and I have a gallery in a village about an hour’s drive from where you’re staying. It’s called Ubud. You should check it out. It’s a great destination for tourists who want to look at some local art. I paint there Monday to Thursday and on weekends I take people out on the boat. I’m contracted by seven resorts on the island so there’s always work and when I feel like having a day off, I can.”

      “I’d love to see your paintings,” Lily said with genuine interest.

      “Don’t expect too much of my work,” River laughed. “But Ubud is a really nice place to look around. If you have time it’s definitely worth going. Nice galleries, shops and restaurants. I’ll give you the address before I drop you off tonight.”

      They talked some more about life in Bali, the art scene and the amazing food. Nothing too personal. Lily felt at ease and the words coming out of her mouth started to sound like her own again. River was fun and lively in her conversation, waving her hands around whenever she tried to express her passion for something. Every now and then, she would lean back and run her fingers through her hair, looking up at the sun as if she didn’t have a care in the world.

      After a long lunch they slowly made their way back past more blue bays and lush islands. River steered the boat towards a tiny deserted beach, so beautiful that Lily felt cold shivers running down her spine as they approached.

      “I think you’ll agree that we’ve seen a lot of nice reefs and beaches today,” River said. “But this is something else altogether. I thought you might like it and it’s only a small detour.”

      Surrounded by large limestone rocks, the beach felt secluded from the rest of the world. There was no vegetation, apart from a group of palm trees, providing the only shadow there, while the sun was still high. As soon as River had turned the engine off, there was nothing but silence.

      “Wow,” Lily whispered. “I feel like I need to keep my voice down here. It’s like being in church on a Sunday morning.”

      “Yeah,” River said. “There’s a silent understanding between us guides that we don’t take tourists here, but I can’t see you getting drunk and behaving like an idiot, throwing empty beer cans around.” She secured the anchor and jumped into the sea with her clothes on, the water reaching up to her waist. With one hand, she balanced a rucksack on top of her head, looking up at Lily with a charming smile.

      “The sandbanks are lovely and smooth, no sharp coral here. It’s safe to put your feet down, my lady.” River took her hand to help her out of the boat and Lily lowered herself into the water too. The soft sand nestled itself between her toes as she followed River to shore.

      River opened her rucksack and took out a blanket which she spread out underneath the trees. She made a welcoming gesture. “Time for a break. Let’s sit down and appreciate the view for a moment.”

      Lily turned around and glanced out over the sea. Surrounded by rocks, there was nothing apart from the gentle waves of the ebbing tide. No land in sight. No boats, apart from their own. A couple of seagulls circled above them but even they were silent. She sighed as she sat down.

      “This feels like the loneliest place on earth, don’t you think?” River crossed her legs and nodded.

      “It’s pretty special. I’ve been out here on my own at night a couple of times. There were so many stars. I spent hours just looking at them. It makes you question everything, sitting here in the dark. Life, death, religion…” She ran a hand through her hair, trying to brush out the sand.

      “Do you ever get lonely out here in Bali?” Lily asked.

      “No. Never.” River grinned. “I like my own company. I’m good fun.” She stood up, clearly uncomfortable with the direction their conversation was heading. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to get all philosophical. Hey, want me to take a picture of you?”

      Lily shook her head and laughed. “No. Nah-ah, I don’t think so.”

      “Oh, come on. That’s a beautiful backdrop, with the multicoloured rocks and you look stunning there. I’m an artist remember? I take good pictures”, she joked, holding her hand out for Lily’s phone.

      Lily hesitated but gave it to her anyway. She pulled her legs up and folded her arms around them, her chin resting on her knees while River walked backwards, trying to find the right angle. Lily had to admit she was right. The setting was perfect. The sun was perfect. Even she herself felt pretty good smiling up at the camera.

      “Thanks. I’ll have to send this to my mother. She likes to share my holiday pictures with her neighbours, Benson and Claire.”

      River laughed. “Really? Are you serious?”

      “Yeah, I’m afraid I am. By this time tomorrow, they’ll be gathered around the computer in the spare bedroom drinking tea and dunking biscuits while my mother presents my holiday pictures as if they’re her own memories.” She lay down and folded her hands behind her head. “I’ve only met them on a couple of occasions but I’m willing to bet they know more about my life than my own friends do.”

      “Well that sounds like a fun situation.” River lay down next to her, staring up at the sky. “So, does your mother not travel?”

      “No. She’s scared of flying. I’ve tried a couple of times, but she always panics when we’re about to book something and backs out.”

      “That’s sad.” River frowned and turned her head towards Lily. “Tell me about her.”

      Her face was close. A little bit too close for comfort. Lily had never met anyone like River before. She frowned in confusion.

      “My mother? You really want to know about my mother?” River nodded, and a boyish grin formed around her mouth.

      “Okay. I’m an only child. My father left my mother when I was five. Two years later he started a brand-new family in Ireland and never looked back. I don’t remember much of him and never felt the need to look him up. For my mother, it was a lot harder. She worked two or three jobs while I grew up, just to get by. But she never complained and, although we had very little, I have lovely memories of my childhood. I’m grateful for everything she has done for me. Recently, she cut down on her working hours and she’s now a part time receptionist at the local G.P. practice in High Wycombe where she lives with her two cats, Billie and Millie. And yes, she chose those names because they rhyme with Lily.” Lily laughed. “She’s still single after twenty-five years and seems happy to be on her own. She also has an unusual dress sense and is nosy as fuck.”

      River smiled. “She sounds like one in a million. You’re lucky to have her.” Her head was resting on her hand, still facing Lily.

      “Why the interest?” Lily asked, surprising herself.

      “I don’t know.” River paused. “You intrigue me.”

      Lily blushed. She felt sweat dripping down the back of her neck. Her hands were trembling, so she held them securely underneath her head, hoping River wouldn’t notice. The words were still hanging in the air and wouldn’t go away.

      “I can assure you, there’s nothing intriguing about me.” She giggled nervously, and River shot her an amused smile.

      “Why don’t you let me be the judge of that?”

      “Okay,” Lily laughed. “Whatever you want. So, what about your family?”

      River shook her head. “There’s not much to tell… and to be completely honest with you, I don’t really like to talk about my family so maybe we could just stick with you for today? Do you mind?” She didn’t wait for an answer. “Besides, it’s getting late and we need to head back.”
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      The resort driver was already waiting for Lily on the pier. River hesitated when they were about to say goodbye.

      “There will be the most stunning sunset here soon and I would love for you to see it, but I have to get this boat to a friend who needs to borrow it for tonight. Maybe I could show you some other time? You’re still here for a while, right?”

      Lily felt her body temperature rise rapidly when River looked her deep in the eyes again. ‘Is she hitting on me?’

      “That would be fun, thank you,” Lily heard herself answer. “I had a great time today. Honestly, it was amazing.”

      “I had fun too,” River said, handing her card to Lily. “Here’s the address for my gallery. Drop by if you’re around. Or call me if you want to see that sunset.” She stroked the back of Lily’s hand lightly as she let go. It was subtle and barely noticeable to an outsider, yet to Lily, there was no mistake about the intention of the touch in that moment. It made her feel uneasy and funny, but also strangely alive. She looked back over her shoulder and caught River’s wink when she followed the driver, sweating and clenching the card in her fist.
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      ‘Damn.’ River’s eyes wandered as Lily walked back to the car with Agus. ‘That's the best ass I’ve seen in a long time.’ She stared at Lily's behind appreciatively, taking a beer out of her fridge. Lily had an elegant walk with a subtle, sexy shake to her hips. It wasn’t intentional. Nothing about Lily was intentional. She was just herself. A little bit broken maybe but River guessed she was strong enough to get over her heartache eventually.

      “Another hard day at work?”

      River turned around to find Maddie, the manager of one of the island’s hottest hotels standing on the pier. “Maddie,” she said, pleasantly surprised. “How’s my long -friend? I haven’t seen you in weeks.”

      Maddie climbed in the back next to her and kicked off her heels, helping herself to a drink. She opened the bottle with one of the many keys hanging from a chain on her belt and took a sip from her beer, leaning back. “It never ends,” she sighed. “We’ve been fully booked since we re-launched, and I feel like I haven’t seen daylight in months.” She turned to River with a grimace. “I came to Bali with dreams of surfing, sunshine and pretty girls but instead I spend most of my time in a dark office.” She rolled up the sleeves of her purple shirt and studied the sweat marks under her armpits.

      “That sucks,” River said. “But at least all your hard work is paying off. I heard you guys won a prize last month. Diamond service award, right?” She held up her bottle and raised a toast.

      Maddie rolled her eyes. “Oh please. Don’t even mention it. Now we all have to work twice as hard to keep up the standard. It’s nerve wracking, trying to be perfect all the time. Sometimes I just want to tell people to fuck off and stick their complaint form up their ass.” She looked at River. “Sorry. Needed a rant. Are you done for today?”

      River nodded. “I’m heading to Jimbaran. One of the guides needs to borrow my boat. Do you want to come? We could have some dinner, talk to the cute yoga instructors at that vegan place…” She wiggled her eyebrows.

      Maddie shook her head. “I’d honestly give anything for that right now but unfortunately duty calls. Anyway, I wouldn’t stand a chance next to you; I’m sweating like a pig in this heat.” She opened the top buttons of her shirt and squeezed River’s leg. “So, how are you? Any ladies in your life? A couple maybe?”

      River laughed. “I had some fun with one of the Swedish girls staying in your resort last night.”

      Maddie’s eyes widened in surprise. “You did not.” She poked River in the shoulder and grinned. “You have to stop sleeping with your clients. You know you can get into trouble for that.” She bit her lip and frowned. “Let me guess, was it the tall blonde one with the braid?”

      River nodded, pulling a guilty face.

      “My God, River. How on earth did you do that? She’s totally straight.” Maddie sighed in frustration. “We need to go out soon and you’re going to teach me some tricks. I can look good too if I ever get the chance to wear anything else but this bloody pantsuit.” She ran a hand through her black bob and batted her eyelashes.

      “You’re gorgeous Maddie,” River said. “And you know what? If we weren’t friends, I’d…”

      Maddie held up a hand. “Yuk. Stop talking. That’s just wrong.” They both laughed, and Maddie turned her head towards the pier, gesturing to the car park.

      “Your guest was pretty by the way. I saw her getting into the car when I walked up here. Where is she staying?”

      “Don’t even think about it,” River said, surprising herself with the fierceness in her own voice. “She was supposed to be here on her honeymoon with her husband. Instead, she came alone. I didn’t ask but I think that says enough.”

      Maddie laughed. “Don’t fool yourself, River. Isn’t that exactly how you like them? Emotionally unavailable? No strings? Come on, you must have at least tried.”

      “I gave her my number,” River said, the corners of her mouth tugging into a smile. “But it’s not what you think. Lily is different. She’s
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