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         There was a buzzing sound somewhere in the distance, a little click-clicking, a rattlesnake or cicada or some other indeterminate
            desert creature.
         

         
         “You do not belong here.”

         
         Sonny wondered how the squat old man in his navy blazer and crooked glasses knew. No, Cecil, she thought, I do not belong here. This place isn’t for people like me.

         
         Sonny knew she was supposed to be awestruck by the landscape when the car pulled up to Sanctuary Resort & Spa: the jagged
            red mountain ranges surrounding her, the juxtaposition of the cacti and arid ground and unforgiving heat with the overflowing
            fountain in the center of the roundabout entrance. But she was just relieved to be done traveling. It was unexpectedly tiring,
            flying from Pennsylvania to Arizona, when really all she did was sit.
         

         
         

         Sonny became cranky and irritated by crowds and the sheer idiocy of people, which there was no shortage of in airports. She watched people clumsily maneuver their luggage and cram into the one empty seat at their gate instead of sitting in one of the forty empty seats just over there, as if sitting at the wrong gate would prevent them from flying. Traveling made people more susceptible to stupidity and insolence. Sonny had only flown once before (technically twice, round trip), but even she knew this universal truth. They wouldn’t miss the boarding announcement because they were an extra twenty feet away and everyone knew they were going to stand up as soon as they heard that “boarding will start in a few moments” anyway, just so they could squeeze in before everyone else, because that extra ninety seconds on the plane would really make all the difference. 

         
         Flying was disgusting. Sonny had been stuck sitting next to a child on the plane. She knew that he was staring at her—she
            could always feel the sensation of eyes upon her—but she pretended not to notice. Eventually, she couldn’t take it and needed
            it to stop, so she conceded and looked at him and that’s when he told her, “I like beans.”
         

         
         Sonny thought for a moment, unsure how to respond to this child of—four, five, six, nine years? She didn’t know anything about
            kids despite once having been one, and she didn’t know the rules about engaging with them. She looked up at the mom in hopes
            of help, but she was completely oblivious, so after a moment of deliberation Sonny finally nodded and told him, “Me too.”
         

         
         The boy accepted her answer and turned his full attention to a superhero movie that Sonny suspected was too violent for a
            child his age, however old that was. Later, during the flight, Sonny could feel the boy’s eyes upon her again, but she wouldn’t
            turn toward him that time, despite her curiosity of what he might tell her, because she could also see out of the corner of
            her eye that he was picking his nose and eating it. Sonny remembered the distinct tangy taste from her own childhood, but
            it still made her gag. She slid her black Beats over her ears. They looked comically large on her small head, and they had
            stopped working a week after she’d snagged them from a bucket labeled Electronic Miscellany at her local Goodwill. She wore
            them daily, enjoying the barrier they provided to the outside world, the clear message they conveyed to people: Leave Me Alone. It was the best $12 she had ever spent.
         

         
         Sonny avoided looking at the child when she got up to use the bathroom but walked slowly so that she could look at all the other passengers. She imagined what would happen to them if the plane were to crash and she was marooned on an island with them, the other survivors. That man there, with the blue checked tie and the neck pillow, typing on his laptop, he would be the one to reluctantly, yet eagerly, claim his position as leader, an act of heroic martyrdom that he would take oh-so-seriously. The woman behind him with the Snoopy tattoo on her forearm and thick red glasses would attack someone over the last bag of complimentary shortbread cookies. She would claw at them with her peeling black-painted fingernails until they bled, the group having to band together just to tie her up against a palm tree while she raged. The acne-ridden teenage boy would run away and try to survive on his own. His mom had just died of an infection from a shrapnel injury after days of agonizing pain and believing she’d finally gotten through the worst of it and might just make it after all. He would be grief-stricken, but the sunshine would clear up his skin and he would be happy and find peace eventually, learning to provide for himself and surviving alone for years before finding his way into a native tribe where he would wed the chief’s daughter and become their best fisherman. And this lady, anxiously awaiting middle age, all prim with her gold-buttoned tweed blazer and dragonfly brooch, her blown-out hair tall above her head and her round cherub cheeks that gave away her youth, still aching for innocence: she would be the first to suggest eating someone. 

         
         

         “You’re over here, miss, in the priority line,” a tall, thin man said, jolting her back to the giant beige room where she
            had somehow found herself.
         

         
         “Oh,” Sonny replied. She had never been in a priority anything. She was flustered, unsure how to handle such responsibility,
            until she realized both lines, priority and otherwise, had no one in them. The resort lobby was bare, save for a small round
            table in the center of the room with nothing on it but a large clear glass sculpture shaped into a knot. She stepped up to
            the man facing her on the other side of the priority desk and gave the other, non-priority employee an apologetic look.
         

         
         

         Sonny had been greeted at the airport by Cecil, a very, very old man who insisted on carrying her luggage to the black luxury SUV. She assumed she would be shuttled with a dozen other people in one of those large white vans with a logo on the side that she’d seen on the commercials advertising all-inclusive resorts in Jamaica. Cecil had struggled to lift her luggage into the back of the car but insisted he didn’t need help. Sonny watched him through the rearview mirror, sitting on her hands and chewing her lip, picturing his knee giving out or his heart bursting from the strain. 

         
         Cecil had been widowed three times already and would likely be widowed once again by the end of the year. Poor man just didn’t
            know when to give up.
         

         
         He finally got the luggage loaded and gave her a canvas bag with the Sanctuary logo embroidered on the side. A large S in the center, with a smaller R&S underneath it, and the outline of a flower above it—one of those big-petaled ones that
            looked like a lily but wasn’t a lily. Inside the bag was a water bottle with a matching logo, a package of trail mix, lemon-scented
            wipes, a purple crystal in a mesh bag and a folder that contained a map, summaries of all the offered activities and Sonny’s
            personalized itinerary.
         

         
         When booking the trip, Sonny had opted to have an experience planner take care of everything. She relinquished all control
            of her stay to Taissa, who ensured it would be a fulfilling yet relaxing week, full of surprise and wonder—Taissa’s words,
            not Sonny’s.
         

         
         

         “How was your trip in today?”

         
         “Great, thanks,” Sonny told the grinning man behind the front desk and she wondered what he would have done if she hadn’t
            lied and had instead told him, “Terrible.”
         

         
         After checking in, Sonny was handed off to Lucy, who had even more enthusiasm than the man at the front desk. Lucy guided her along the winding paths of the resort to her room. She pointed out the main pool (which was different from the fitness pool), the Zen garden (which was different from the meditation garden), the fitness center, the climbing wall, the spa. She told her about the smoking area near the entrance of the resort, and said smoking is off-limits anywhere else. She gave Sonny a look that indicated she knew she was a smoker, even though she wasn’t. 

         
         All of the buildings blended into the backdrop, their exterior walls mimicking the colors of the earth and wildlife surrounding
            them, and had an excessive amount of windows that would be a liability in any other landscape that threatened natural disasters.
            At Sanctuary, combined with the low-slung structures and muted color palette, they simply added to the effect that they weren’t
            there at all.
         

         
         “There aren’t many rules here,” Lucy explained, “but there is an expectation of being considerate to your fellow guests.”
            Don’t be loud. “There are often familiar faces roaming around, so discretion and privacy are highly valued.” Don’t pester the celebrities.

         
         Sonny didn’t listen to much of Lucy’s tour. She was distracted by the people. There was a gaggle of women by the pool responsible
            for a shallow babble. They all had tall glasses of something bubbly in their hands and huge hats and sunglasses. Sonny couldn’t
            tell who was talking; they were all animatedly moving their arms. There were other sunbathers on the wooden chaise lounges
            and people serenely floating in the large bean-shaped pool. An oasis in the desert—wasn’t that what she had read? She wanted to stop and take it in, to touch something solid that let her know it was real,
            and to look around and inspect the desert, to see if it was like her mother had described.
         

         
         Lucy stopped talking as she approached a small rust-colored building and handed Sonny a key card. Sonny looked around to figure
            out which door was hers until she realized there was only one door and the entire building was hers. All along the curving
            walkway were identical buildings, separated by whatever type of trees grew in the desert.
         

         
         “Welcome to your room!” Lucy said with a flourish as she entered through the front door. “You can stop by the front desk or use the phone in your room to reach me anytime!” 

         
         “Anytime?” Sonny asked.

         
         “Anytime,” Lucy confirmed.

         
         

         Lucy’s husband had told her the night before that he was leaving her for a younger version of her, but she told herself it
            was for the best and she didn’t need him anyway. She’d find an older version of him, maybe one who could grow a full beard
            and actually satisfy her. She smiled too widely and blinked a thousand times to ward off the tears.
         

         
         

         Just before leaving, Lucy spun around and told Sonny, “Oh, I almost forgot! There’s a welcome reception this evening for our
            arriving guests. There are cocktails and hors d’oeuvres and you’ll have an opportunity to mingle with some of the other guests
            who have just arrived! It’s at six by the palapa.”
         

         
         “What’s a palapa?” Sonny asked.

         
         “Well, it’s . . . it’s kind of like a large, round pergola, I suppose.”

         
         “What’s a pergola?” Sonny asked.

         
         “Well, I would say it’s kind of like a large, square palapa, but . . .” Lucy pondered for a moment before continuing. “It’s
            on the Sanctuary map in your welcome packet, but if you stop by the main reception area beforehand, someone will be happy
            to escort you over there.”
         

         
         

         Lucy left and Sonny examined her suite. It was much larger than she expected. She had seen pictures online but figured one of those real estate camera lenses had been used to make it look deceptively spacious like the ones that convinced her to sign a rental agreement for her own apartment without ever seeing it only to realize much too late that her bedroom was so small she couldn’t have both her closet and bedroom doors open at the same time. But this room was surprisingly bigger in person. There was an oversized entryway and a bathroom bigger than Sonny’s own kitchen. The main room had large glass sliding doors that led to a private patio with views of distant, sunburnt mountains. Sonny’s room, the selection that had garnered her the priority status, included a small private pool and a separate hot tub, which seemed gratuitous given the daily temperature often exceeded one hundred degrees. 

         
         Sonny jumped on her overstuffed bed and had an impulse to do a cartwheel in the empty space that filled up the room, before
            falling to the ground because she had never learned to do a proper cartwheel. She stayed on the ground and watched the ceiling
            fan spin. She noticed the ceiling was painted a color that she could not name. Not as bright as white and not as milky as
            cream. It was flawlessly painted and uninterrupted by those yellow splotches on her own bedroom ceiling that seemed to grow
            each week. She closed her eyes and imagined the stars up above it, obscured by daylight, wondering if she’d be able to see
            them at night now that she was actually in the desert, where the sky was promised to be endless and unspoiled.
         

         
         Her luggage was tucked in a corner, and she wondered how anyone had managed to get it there so quickly, before she had even
            arrived at her room. She then wondered if she should have tipped Lucy. She considered calling the front desk to ask but thought
            they might think she was dim, and she didn’t have any cash on her anyway. The last thing Sonny wanted was for the resort workers
            to think she was ill-equipped at being a proper adult. At only twenty-five, Sonny had experienced both more of life and less
            of life than most people. She had learned when and how to roll someone on their side while they slept by age six but also
            had never been on a carousel.
         

         
         

         Sonny had fallen asleep alone staring at her bedroom wall, which was covered in drawings and sketches that had come together to form a giant beautiful, chaotic mural. Doodles of animals in pencil, abstract shapes drawn with crayons, fanciful words scribbled in Sharpie. The ceiling was similarly devoid of blankness, covered with small stars that could only be seen in the dark, connected by thick lines in different colors, forming figures that didn’t resemble any of the ones in the actual night sky. 

         
         She woke up to the bed shaking and a retching sound coming from the figure next to her, but she didn’t panic. Sonny crawled
            out of bed and walked around to the other side and tugged at her mother’s shoulders. It took a couple of tries but eventually
            she successfully rolled her mom onto her side so that she wouldn’t choke on her own vomit. She pushed the hair out of her
            mother’s face and tucked it behind her ear, gave her a hug, and said, “It’s okay, Mama.”
         

         
         Sonny stared up at the ceiling, comforted by the glow of the small stars, as she fell asleep for the second time that night.

         
         

         A few months after Sonny’s mom died, Della decided that Sonny needed to paint her bedroom, covering up a decade’s worth of
            accumulated artwork. Sonny looked at her grandmother, searching for any trace of her mother, of herself, some proof that they
            all shared blood and chromosomes and whatever other genetic material that made people family. She found none.
         

         
         “I don’t want to,” Sonny told her.

         
         “It’s bad for resale,” Della argued.

         
         “Are you selling the house?”

         
         “No, we don’t own it.”

         
         “Are the owners selling it?”

         
         “No.”

         
         “Then why do we care about resale?”

         
         Della pressed the roller in her hand and said, “Paint, Sonny.

         
         “And take down that crap, too,” she added, pointing up at the stars.

         
         Sonny painted, as Della had told her to, and she removed the stars, as Della had told her to, though it had been a cumbersome process. She dragged a chair around the room with shoeboxes stacked precariously on top of it, and even then she had to stand on her toes to reach them. Della insisted she throw them out—“No need for holding on to garbage, little bird”—and watched Sonny to make sure she did as she was told. 

         
         She managed to leave one star on the ceiling, undetected by Della. In Sonny’s most forgiving moments, she recalled that Della
            had noticed the star and chosen not to mention it, but more likely than not, that was a story Sonny told herself, a product
            of her imagination.
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         Sonny spread out her clothing in the dresser and hung some items in the closet even though she didn’t deem the clothing worthy
            of the expensive-looking wooden hangers. She unpacked her toiletries in the bathroom and studied herself in the mirror. Her
            dark brown waves and caramel eyes were inherited from her mom. Her puffy pink lips and slight build might have come from her
            father, but there was no way of knowing. She used the triple magnifying face mirror attached to the wall to look at her pores
            and wondered if they were too small or too large; she didn’t know because she’d never seen them this close-up before. She
            widened her mouth to reveal food between her teeth that she wouldn’t have noticed in the normal mirror. So she flossed, flinging
            little bits of white crud onto both mirrors. She skipped her top front teeth since there was never anything stuck in the sizable
            gap between them.
         

         
         Her hair was unruly, but it didn’t faze her since it was always in a constant state of disarray. It’s not that she didn’t
            care, but that she didn’t know what to do with it. Everything she tried—brushing it, not brushing it, blow-drying it—made
            it worse, so she just let it be or pulled it into some type of knot behind her neck. Her big, round eyes and pouty mouth resembled
            a child who was on the verge of tears, and oftentimes people’s first impulse upon seeing her was to say, “What’s wrong?”
         

         
         The room was cold, so Sonny found the thermostat and turned the temperature up. It was so hot outside that most people relished the aggression of the cold air upon entering their bungalows, but Sonny found it offensive. She got cold easily. And hot easily. “Thin skin,” her grandmother had always told her. She got so cold during the long Pittsburgh winters, but she would rarely turn her heat up above sixty to avoid an exorbitant heating bill. She would microwave mugs of hot water just to hold them between her hands in the evening as she read the tattered pages of whatever book she’d most recently grabbed from the Little Free Library. She would have been a coffee drinker if the smell of it didn’t instantly make her run to the bathroom. 

         
         Sonny sat in the chair in the corner of the room before moving to the floor—it was one of those chairs that looked inviting
            but was markedly uncomfortable. She looked at the blank page in her lap and twisted the tip of her pen. Sonny hadn’t used
            the notebook in almost two years, since her grandmother had died, but she realized that it felt good to hold a pen again,
            to feel the weight of her notebook resting on her legs.
         

         
         

         Sonny got lost on her way to the reception to ask for her escort to the palapa. She would ordinarily skip any event that advertised
            mingling but Lucy’s mention of food convinced her, since her dinner reservation wasn’t until seven and she was starving due
            to the jet lag. She ended up in a cluster of small huts that echoed with the sounds of groaning. She continued to meander
            through the narrow pathways, trying her best not to look lost, when a woman wearing something that resembled hospital scrubs
            asked her if she was lost. The woman pointed her in the right direction and Sonny stood at the back of the reception area
            before getting up the nerve to step into the priority line. Her cheeks flushed, and she felt the urge to let everyone know
            that she wasn’t usually priority, but that she was like them, one of the normals. Less so even, lower than normal, normally.
         

         
         The man at the front of the normal line was berating the desk agent because of an issue with the air-conditioning in his room. Or possibly the window. Or the bed. There seemed to be a slew of complaints and the man was huffing and puffing and red in the face. It didn’t make sense why people were cruel to customer service workers. Yelling at the desk agent was not likely to get him an upgrade. He should be nice to the people who held his fate in their hands for the next five to ten days. Sonny knew how the employees would react behind closed doors, that they would recognize him, they would whisper. They would be the appropriate amount of nice to him and then sabotage his stay in the small ways they could. This was perhaps because she knew the feeling of unwarranted anger directed at her for something she was entirely not responsible for, the result of her formative years spent enduring her grandmother’s unrelenting hostility. She had also spent years in the service industry, and then more recently in human resources, which was ironic given her general detachedness. 

         
         Sonny shoved her hands into her hoodie pockets and squeezed, before immediately releasing because of the stabbing pain in
            her left palm. She had temporarily forgotten about the small plastic star with only four points intact and a sharp nub. The
            lone star that she had managed to save.
         

         
         One of the points had broken when she pried it from the ceiling after Della’s death. She had tried to stick it on the ceiling
            in her apartment bedroom, on one of the few white areas between the masses of yellow, but it kept falling down, the old tacky
            putty gone brittle. So she’d put it in her pocket, where it stayed for the next two years.
         

         
         

         “It’s cold,” said Sonny’s mother.

         
         Sonny threw some version of a snowball at her mother, but the slushy ball of ice collapsed in midair. She was seven and the
            tips of her fingers had started to go numb.
         

         
         “Let’s go inside,” her mother told her.

         
         Sonny was freezing and did want to go inside, but she also wanted to stay outside, sitting alone with her mom, avoiding Della and attempting to make snowmen that inevitably slumped down into a small mound. The snow had fallen in big, fat, beautiful flakes the day before, the type that people dream of seeing on Christmas Day, sipping their cocoa next to a roaring fire, but the freezing rain that had fallen overnight turned the snow into the consistency of a snow cone, according to Sonny’s mother, since Sonny herself had never had one. 

         
         “You’re not missing out,” her mother had assured her. “They’re icky. Just sugar-flavored ice.”

         
         Sonny thought that didn’t sound icky at all, but she chose not to argue.

         
         “Can we stay outside a few more minutes?” Sonny asked.

         
         Her mom tugged at her hat and folded her arms tightly across her chest. “Just another minute or two.”

         
         They sat and drew pictures in the snow with sticks. Sonny made a heart and her mom drew something that looked like a banana
            with an extra end.
         

         
         “What’s that?” Sonny asked her mom.

         
         “A cactus.”

         
         “Oh. Do you like cactuses?”

         
         “I do, Sonny.” She closed her eyes and got the dreamy look on her face that she often did when telling one of her stories.
            They grow in the desert.”
         

         
         “Where’s the desert?”

         
         “It’s in a lot of places. There’s a desert in the Southwest of America.”

         
         “What’s it like?”

         
         “Hot. It’s hot, all the time. No snow. And there’s sand, stretching for miles and miles. And these grow there,” she said,
            pointing to the cactus she had drawn. She explained that the desert was dry and full of plants of all shapes and sizes that
            looked nothing like the ones sold at the florist shop they passed on the way to school.
         

         
         “There are wild horses that run through the desert and you can walk for days and not see a single, breathing soul.”

         
         Sonny thought being hot all the time sounded almost as terrible as being cold all the time, but she didn’t tell her mom that.
            Instead, she nodded and said, “That sounds nice.”
         

         
         Always hungry for more, Sonny asked, “When did you go there?”

         
         “When I was young,” her mother told her, laughing at the absurdity of herself, because she was still objectively young. “Well,
            younger. Eleven, twelve years ago? I don’t know. We hitchhiked to Arizona from California.”
         

         
         “Who were you with?”

         
         “Just some guy,” she said, waving away his significance.

         
         Sonny liked to imagine it was her father in the story, but both math and rationality ruled that out.

         
         “And it was so noisy, but not like here, with the garbage trucks and the sirens and the people. The noises are strange and
            foreign, coming from every direction, from creatures you can’t even see.”
         

         
         Later that night, her mom stood atop the bed and rearranged a handful of the stars into the shape of a cactus. She proceeded
            to tell Sonny a story about a snake who lived there and spent his days slithering around, collecting cactus flowers. She explained
            that in the desert you could see all of the real stars, because it wasn’t polluted by city lights.
         

         
         “We had a small tent and spent night after night camping out there. The night sky was the best part, Sonny. It was endless,
            just so, so big, and it made me feel so, so small. It was beautiful.”
         

         
         “Will you take me someday, Mama? To the desert?”

         
         “Yes, baby. I’ll take you to the desert.”

         
         

         The woman behind the belligerent man stood with her hands clasped, perfectly patient and unaffected. She looked over and caught
            Sonny staring at her, and she widened her eyes and grimaced. Can you believe this asshole? Sonny smiled back and shook her head slightly, rolled her eyes.
         

         
         The woman, Allana, was poised and elegant even in her dingy gray sweatpants. She had on a navy cropped sweatshirt with a familiar symbol on it that Sonny knew was expensive without knowing what it was. She started fishing around in her bag, searching for some unseen thing, and Sonny had a strange longing to do something, to offer help, but shook the impulse aside. 

         
         “Miss Magee?”

         
         The priority desk agent motioned for Sonny to come to the desk, and Sonny felt guilty for getting assistance before the other
            woman, but she also lifted her chin just so as she walked up to the priority desk.
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            Allana

            Allana was ten feet tall and beautiful. Her black hair was straight and smooth and shiny even a week postwash. Her creamy
               olive skin looked the same as it had when she was seventeen, a product of her Korean and Greek heritage.
            

            
            She had gone to the front desk to inquire about transportation to a local health food store she had found online, four miles
               away. She’d considered running there, but she was supposed to be on vacation, and a place like Sanctuary would surely provide
               a ride in an emergency like the one Allana was experiencing. One of her bags had gotten lost in transit—the consequence for
               being unwilling to travel with only a carry-on, like her husband had always advised.
            

            
            Allana tucked a few stray hairs behind her ear while she patiently waited in line. Her long hair was pulled back, which was typical since she didn’t like her hair in her face. It was impractical, wearing her hair down. She didn’t understand why so many women spent so much time on their hair. This was partially because she had never experienced flyaways or tangled knots or simply unruly, disagreeable hair. Hair was an afterthought, an accessory she never removed, like her diamond studs or her wedding ring. It got in the way of the important things in life. Work, exercise, eating, washing her face. Mostly, Allana didn’t like the way other women looked when touching their hair. She thought it aged them down. Not in a good way. Grown women tucking their hair behind their ears looked naive and immature. Subconsciously, she took her clients less seriously the moment they started twirling their hair with their fingers. A few IQ points knocked off with that one simple move. 

            
            

            When Allana was thirteen she had a friend that chewed her hair. They had the same homeroom and ate lunch together every day.
               She didn’t think much of the hair chewing at first, but over time it’s all Allana could see when she looked at Emily. Emily
               talked about her geometry test. She talked about volleyball. She talked about her crush on Danny Collins. Allana didn’t hear
               any of it. All she saw was a thick strand of hair, wet at the ends, wrapped around Emily’s right pointer finger, making the
               tip turn cherry red. One Tuesday, Allana was walking toward their usual lunch table when she stopped about ten feet away.
               Emily was already there, sucking on her hair. She took a sip of her boxed apple juice and then stuck the spit-darkened tendril
               back in her mouth. Something inside Allana snapped. She shook her head, turned around and sat at another table. She never
               spoke to Emily again. This wasn’t unusual for Allana, friends coming and going, annoying traits ending relationships with
               the change of the seasons. People came in and out of Allana’s life and she didn’t mind. Such is life. There was no need to
               be sentimental about it.
            

            
            

            Allana had a rotation of looks for work: a low, tight bun, a ponytail that wrapped around itself covering the hairband, the
               occasional chignon. A tight, high bun for her Wednesday evening and Saturday morning yoga classes. A ponytail braided and
               cinched at the bottom for running. It was a mystery to her: the women who ran with loose ponytails. The hair sticking to their
               sweaty necks. For Allana, the hair needed to be restrained during a run or it became a distraction. A headband was essential,
               too. Otherwise sweat would run down her face and she would need to wipe it. Another unnecessary distraction.
            

            
            That day at Sanctuary, Allana’s hair was pulled loosely back with a scrunchie. A $28 silk scrunchie. A break from the tight styles she normally wore for work, which often gave her a headache. Better a headache than looking like a child. Or worse, disturbing her focus. Remaining focused was Allana’s unspoken mantra. Still, there was nothing so satisfying as pulling her hair down at the end of the day, feeling her scalp release the tension it had been holding. She would stand barefoot on the cold marble tile in her large white bathroom and gently rub her head while she moaned with relief. 

            
            The lost bag contained not only Allana’s toiletries and beauty products, but her vitamins, which she took every morning before
               having her green juice and eggs. The vitamins were part of a fastidious health regimen. She didn’t eat dairy or sugar or alcohol
               except for one glass of wine a week, often being the butt of teetotaler jokes, but still she never gave in. She exercised
               religiously and had a rigorous hygiene routine that involved no fewer than ten different facial creams and oils. She received
               weekly massages and drank exactly eighty ounces of water per day, which she knew because she filled up her thirty-two-ounce
               bottle three times a day except for the third time, where she filled it up exactly halfway. Her body was a temple.
            

            
            Allana regretted not shelling out the extra however much on the luxury suite when she noticed the girl—no, woman—next to her,
               being tended to before her. Allana had a bad habit of thinking of young women as girls, even though she had considered herself
               a woman from the time she’d hit puberty, at the ripe age of twelve. The woman in the line next to her looked too young to
               drink, much less get priority service at a five-star resort. Allana figured she was the daughter of some tech CEO or a politician,
               the type who resented her father and everything he stood for, but enjoyed the luxuries and perks that came with everything
               he stood for.
            

            
            She may be young, Allana thought, but at least she doesn’t play with her hair.
            

            
            The woman had a sad face, even when she smiled at Allana, bonding over the absurdity of the shouting man. She wondered what made someone have a sad face like that—if it was genetics, pure dumb luck, or a lifetime filled with pain. 

            
            

            When she was fourteen, Allana’s dad died. She remembered being sad, but she didn’t remember the feeling of the sadness itself.
               She sometimes doubted she’d ever been a child. She knew she must have been—it was an indisputable fact, and there was photographic
               evidence and a scar on her mother’s abdomen to prove it. But she didn’t remember it and had a hard time grasping how childhood
               could be so influential when she couldn’t recall any of it. She knew the significance of one’s childhood—it was a necessary
               acknowledgment in her line of work—but she often thought it was unfair that the most influential period of one’s life was
               so often forgotten. The tendency to overthink these things was an occupational hazard.
            

            
            Allana rarely spoke of her father, even with her own mother. They had a practical and functional relationship. It balanced
               on a thin line of exchanges. They exchanged niceties. They exchanged pleasantries. They exchanged meta summaries of the prior
               weeks during obligatory monthly phone calls: a twisted ankle (her), a dentist appointment (her mom), a new sushi restaurant
               that was mediocre (her), an anecdote about the new caddie who kept handing her the wrong clubs (her mom). They exchanged cashmere
               sweaters and leatherbound planners at Christmas. Their relationship was not incredibly warm or intimate, but it was not cold
               either. Tepid. Sanitary.
            

            
            Even her husband had heard little to nothing about Allana’s dead father. He’d had to worm his way into her heart, and once
               he had, he’d discovered it was full of little locked doors.
            

            
            Miles asked Allana to marry him three times before she finally said yes, but she refused to change her last name despite his family’s insistence. His traditional English parents found her modern ways slightly repugnant, and Allana secretly enjoyed it. They met through mutual friends when Allana lived in London, and Miles followed her back to the US when her fellowship was over. His family was unhappy about it and Allana reveled in their disapproval. Some people would wonder what kind of person that made them—to relish in others’ pain—but Allana didn’t wonder because she knew what kind of person she was. Being a psychologist meant she understood her own motives and her own desires better than most. 

            
            Allana and Miles agreed they weren’t going to have children, and whenever Miles’s mother asked about grandchildren at Christmas
               Allana would just smirk and take a sip of her second drink, which she allowed herself, it being a holiday and all. The reason
               Allana didn’t want to have children was because she didn’t like children, but she told most people who asked that it was the
               best possible thing she could do to combat climate change. She cared a lot about the environment. She always bought local
               organic beef to cook in her five-thousand-square-foot home and always took her reusable coffee mug with her when she drove
               the two miles to Starbucks in her Range Rover.
            

            
            

            Allana stood at the back of the line proudly, as she always did, having already forgotten her regret for not booking the better
               room, because she wasn’t one to dwell on what she didn’t have.
            

            
            Allana was tall, thin, elegant, confident, successful, and all the other things that most women wanted to be. More importantly,
               she was all the things that she wanted to be.
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         The palapa turned out to be nothing like Sonny had imagined, though in fairness, the word palapa made Sonny think of an orangish fruit that tasted more like a vegetable. It was a large, simple structure with a giant round
            roof constructed of straw, like one of those huts on the beach where one might rent a surfboard if one should ever have the
            foolhardy desire to try to defy the laws of nature. It was still light out but there were twinkling lights hanging from the
            roof and a man sat outside the palapa on a small wooden stage strumming softly on a guitar.
         

         
         The man who had walked Sonny to the palapa told her that she would get acquainted with the twisty layout of the resort after
            a day or so, but she didn’t believe him. They walked along a path that she hadn’t been on with Lucy, past the restaurant and
            seemingly into the depths of the desert.
         

         
         Sonny was immediately offered a tall glass with a stem that felt too delicate for her fingers. “A Sanctuary Spritz,” the woman who had handed it to her had said. She held the glass gently with both hands and looked around the palapa, immediately spotting a flaw in the design of the structure: there were no walls. She had to make do with one of the supporting posts at the edge of the palapa and leaned her back against it, taking in the other guests, who all seemed so very happy to have the opportunity to mingle. Sonny felt underdressed in her airport clothes and zipped and unzipped her hoodie three times before deciding to leave it zipped halfway. 

         
         An older woman with a reddish-gray pile of hair and a very matronly dress stood by the pole to Sonny’s left and was clenching
            and unclenching one of her hands, tightening it into a fist and then stretching out her fingers wide, while she talked to
            a young couple.
         

         
         “Is that right?” the woman asked them, gently placing her unclenched hand onto the woman’s arm. “He sent you here as a gift?
            That’s so generous! I’ve never had an anniversary myself, much less a honeymoon, but I must say this sounds like a wonderfully
            extravagant way to celebrate.”
         

         
         “A little over the top, right? My dad always is, but we’re not prideful enough to reject his generosity,” the tiny blond wife replied, smirking and rolling her eyes in
            the way that only jaded adults do.
         

         
         “Mark and I—oh, I’m Chloe, by the way—we want to make the most of our time here,” the woman continued, “since we don’t get
            time away from the twins very often, so we signed up for a ton of great sessions. But to be honest, I’m mostly looking forward
            to lying by the pool as much as possible.”
         

         
         Sonny tried to watch the woman speak, but her eyes kept getting pulled downward, wondering how she managed to fit her two
            disproportionately large breasts into such a small amount of red fabric. Sonny tore her eyes away, not wanting to be like
            one of those creepy old men she always saw on the bus. The older woman had a faraway look in her eyes—envisioning the marriage
            and anniversaries she never had—as the husband, a hulk of a man, started talking about the smoothie-making class he had signed
            up for.
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            Chloe and Mark

            Chloe and Mark had been married for seven blissful years, though Mark often thought it had been six. When they had been married
               for six years, he often thought it had been five. And so on.
            

            
            Mark had been married once before, but he never thought much about his first wife—or the child he had with her, for that matter.
               When someone asked Mark how many children he had, his immediate response was always “Two,” before he wondered if it was too
               late to correct himself and say, “Three.”
            

            
            He often joked it was time for his wife to get pregnant again, to try for that boy, a junior, forgetting again that technically
               he already had a forgotten junior with his forgotten first wife.
            

            
            

            Mark found it irritating that Chloe seemed interested in talking with anyone that made eye contact with her, which was everyone, because, well, it was hard not to. He wondered if she’d chosen that dress just for the attention and clenched his jaw when he caught the old man standing a few feet away leering at her chest. The man immediately turned away, both ashamed and fearful when he met Mark’s stare. Mark had the type of face that made people either want to kiss him or punch him—or, in the case of the balding man across the palapa, run and hide from him. His skin was golden and pulled tight around his square jawline, and his hair was the same texture and shape of that of a Ken doll. His body, similar. 

            
            Mark waited for the boring old woman Chloe was chatting with to finally turn her attention to him and ask what he did for
               a living, but she never did, the old crone. Whenever people did ask the question, he would say, “I’m in law enforcement.”
            

            
            He worked as an evidence technician, collecting and organizing the evidence from crime scenes, which mostly consisted of shards
               of glass and pictures of muddy boot prints from burglaries. On Fridays, Mark went to the shooting range with a few cop buddies,
               but he was a terrible shot. Despite this, he had a vanity plate that said MARXMAN.
            

            
            As expected, Chloe had managed to bring up their daughters in conversation. She managed to bring up the twins in every conversation.
               He loved his daughters, sure, but he didn’t understand why women seemed to make them the center of the universe. He had other
               things going on in his life, for God’s sake.
            

            
            Mark called it babysitting when he spent time alone with his daughters. He roughhoused with them and did sword fights and
               the like until he tired out and lay on the floor while they danced around him in tutus. They would beg him to play princess
               and let them paint his fingernails, but he always said no.
            

            
            At parties Mark would comment about how difficult parenting was when they all knew he did nothing resembling parenting, but
               Chloe just smiled. Mark insisted that his wife cooked all the meals and did all the laundry and all the housework because
               she was better at it, but don’t worry, he wasn’t sexist—he had a T-shirt to prove it.
            

            
            

            Mark wished that Chloe wouldn’t advertise that their trip was a gift from her father. He knew how it sounded. Like he couldn’t
               provide for his family or give his wife nice things, so his father-in-law had to step in. The man always seemed to be undermining
               him in ways like that: gifting an anniversary trip, contributing to the twins’ absurdly expensive school, showing up to Thanksgiving
               with not one but two pies.
            

            
            The man had even bought Chloe’s engagement ring.

            
            Mark and Chloe had gotten engaged after Chloe announced that she was pregnant. Once they realized it was nothing more than a missed period because of her on-and-off keto diet that he had recommended to her, Chloe asked Mark if they should still get married. 

            
            “Yeah, that’s fine,” Mark had said, his eyes never leaving the screen of the football game he had been watching.

            
            “Great!” Chloe had said, doe-eyed, as she started to dry the dishes she had just finished washing from the low-carb spinach
               enchiladas she had cooked.
            

            
            So they got married and then got pregnant very quickly (for real this time), though not on purpose. Chloe was lazy with her
               birth control, forgetful about taking the pills for a few days at a time, in which case she would take all of the ones she
               had missed, thinking this was a reasonable solution even though it very much was not.
            

            
            

            Chloe was a simple woman. She had a big heart, an even bigger chest, and an average-sized brain. Like her husband, she had
               the body of a Mattel doll and about as much plastic in it. Chloe had received naturally blond hair and a timid temperament
               from her mother, and from her father she’d received nothing but intimacy issues and a taste for spicy food. Oh, and a lot
               of expensive gifts in her adulthood, which almost made up for the intimacy issues.
            

            
            In her youth she had been a cheerleader. She cheered in high school and was always the one thrown up in the air because of
               her teeny-tiny body, which she still had, except for the breasts she had since procured.
            

            
            She proudly claimed to have never burped in her life—she said she couldn’t even if she tried. Everyone suspected she was lying, but no one could prove it. She grew up in Los Angeles and never wanted to leave. It had once been a point of contention for her and Mark, who wanted to move somewhere where he could once again be a big fish like he had been growing up in Minnesota. Chloe wasn’t resolute on much in her life except for remaining in LA. So they stayed. They had a house that most people would call stunning, with giant windows that stretched from the floor to the twenty-foot-high ceilings and not one but two islands in the kitchen. Their daughters each had their own bedroom, though they usually had sleepovers in one of their rooms. There was a spare bedroom for Mark’s other child, the forgotten son, that also served as storage for spare exercise equipment. 

            
            

            Later that night, when they returned to their room, Mark would ask Chloe why they’d had to stay so long at the cocktail reception.

            
            “It’s nice to socialize.”

            
            Mark would sigh, then approach her and slide one of the straps of her dress down her shoulder, but Chloe would tell him, “Not
               tonight, hon. I’m tired. From all the socializing.”
            

            
            Chloe liked people and she liked talking to them, preferring to be in the company of others to her own. She had a lot of friends,
               or at least she knew a lot of people and their names and their partners’ names and some other anecdotal facts about them.
               Getting to meet strangers in a new place was a nice respite from the primary source of socialization she had in her typical
               daily life: her children. The twins were inseparable but argued incessantly. Whenever Chloe tried to intervene and resolve
               their quarrel, they would get identical confused looks on their faces even though they were fraternal twins. They would tell
               Chloe there was no problem, they were fine, they hadn’t been arguing at all, it’s just how they communicated. Chloe couldn’t
               handle the fighting that they claimed wasn’t fighting, so she left them with the nanny and went on a lot of long walks around
               their hilly neighborhood wearing one of her matching bra-and-yoga-pants sets.
            

            
            Her favorite was the pink one with mint-green stripes along the sides of the legs. It was her favorite because it was Mark’s
               favorite.
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            Gloria

            Gloria was a soft woman. Everything about her was soft. She had a soft, round face with soft, round features, a bright smile,
               slight dimples in her cheeks that were almost imperceptible. Two thin, vertical lines that appeared only when she laughed.
               Her skin was soft, the underside of her upper arm so soft she would rub it in the evenings while she watched the Cooking Channel.
               Her mannerisms were soft, like the slow, gentle nod of her head as she listened to whatever bullshit people said. Unlike most
               people, Gloria maintained eye contact the entire time people spoke to her, whether they were offensive or annoying or just
               plain dull. It would make people uneasy, but Gloria’s softness made them feel safe and heard.
            

            
            Gloria was on the cusp of old age. Her once-strawberry hair was starting to sprout streaks of gray, but her soft voice was
               so youthful that it sounded like she was twentysomething on the phone. She was the type of woman who crocheted despite not
               being a woman who crocheted. Her arthritis prevented her from doing any type of handiwork.
            

            
            Gloria was at Sanctuary all alone. She wished she were there celebrating an anniversary, like the young couple she had met
               at the cocktail reception. Though her beau would have certainly been more attentive than that Chloe woman’s.
            

            
            Glenn died when he was twenty-three, leaving Gloria as good as widowed. They had met when they were children summering on the Cape, and both of their families approved of their eventual teenage courtship since they both came from families who summered. Glenn and Gloria lived for those summers spent lazing on the beach and eating lobster rolls and sharing cones of ice cream on the boardwalk. The rest of the year was the too-long spring leading up to it. They wrote each other letters and one year even convinced their parents to take them to New York City over winter break so they could go ice-skating and share hot chocolate in the park. 

            
            After high school, Glenn proposed to Gloria and she said yes, but her parents said they wouldn’t pay for the wedding unless
               she went to college first. Education was important for a young woman who would get married and have babies and maintain the
               home. Gloria said she didn’t need a big wedding, but Glenn convinced her it wasn’t an unreasonable request since she was already
               planning to go to college and marriage was just a piece of paper anyway, so what was a few more years?
            

            
            Gloria lived with her parents while she studied English literature and library science and Glenn worked for his father’s investment
               firm. Education wasn’t important for a young man who was being taught everything he needed to know by his father in order
               to run the family business. Glenn and Gloria spent every weekend together, walking through parks and going to the movies and
               eating at restaurants with white tablecloths.
            

            
            On Wednesday evenings, Gloria secretly took a cooking class so that she could learn to make a cassoulet like Julia Child.
               She wanted to surprise Glenn with her newfound cooking skills after their eventual marriage, since he knew what a terrible
               cook she was. Glenn spent his Wednesday evenings taking French lessons so that he could take Gloria to Paris on their eventual
               honeymoon and surprise her by being able to speak French.
            

            
            One Wednesday evening, Glenn was walking home and practicing his conjugation—je danse, vous dansez, nous dansons—when a yellow taxicab turned right on a red light without slowing just as Glenn entered the crosswalk. At the exact same moment, Gloria was walking home carrying a dish of French onion soup when she dropped it onto the cement sidewalk and watched the brown ceramic break into little shards that were indistinguishable from the slivers of caramelized onion. 

            
            

            She never found love again and allowed herself to ache once a year for the children she never had. There was no sense in wallowing.
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         “Croquette?”

         
         Sonny turned her attention to a brown-haired man standing just two feet in front of her. Far enough away that she didn’t feel
            threatened but close enough that she could smell him, pine and mint and other fresh, green earthy things.
         

         
         “No, I’m Sonny,” she replied.

         
         He smiled but didn’t laugh at her.

         
         “Hi, Sonny. Would you like a croquette?”

         
         “Oh,” Sonny said, noticing the tray of crispy brown balls he was holding between them. “What are they?”

         
         “They’re filled with prosciutto and Comté—ham and cheese,” he clarified after seeing Sonny’s expression. “And they’re topped
            with a dollop of root vegetable puree, shaved garlic and pan-fried rosemary.”
         

         
         “That sounds . . . good?”

         
         “Yes, they are good,” he assured her.

         
         Sonny stared at the tray of impeccably placed spheres of fried dough on their white napkins. “Do I take one myself?” she asked
            the man.
         

         
         “Yes, if you’d like.”

         
         “Okay. Thanks,” Sonny said, gently lifting one of the croquettes from the tray and waiting for him to turn away before biting
            into it. It was crispy and creamy and had a thousand different flavors.
         

         
         “Excuse me?”

         
         “Yes?” The man turned back toward Sonny.

         
         She swallowed and licked her teeth before asking, “Can I grab a few more?”

         
         The man took a step toward her and offered a plate that he produced out of nowhere.

         
         “Take as many as you’d like,” he told her.

         
         She grabbed the plate and gently piled as many croquettes as she could fit onto it.

         
         The man leaned in just slightly, and Sonny felt her back press firmly against the pole. He leaned back slightly, undoing the
            action, before speaking.
         

         
         “My advice, though? Steer clear of the oysters.” He tilted his head toward a short woman walking nearby holding her own tray
            of pretty little things. “They overcook them here,” he whispered.
         

         
         She had no intention of going anywhere near an oyster because she wouldn’t know what to do with something served inside a
            shell, but she appreciated the advice nonetheless.
         

         
         “Thank you,” she said.

         
         The man winked at her in a way that didn’t make her hate him like it usually did when people winked at her.

         
         

         “Take as many as you can,” Sonny’s mom told her as she shoved the freshly baked cookies into Sonny’s cloth bag.

         
         They had been walking home from somewhere, anywhere, Sonny couldn’t remember, and were only a block away from home when they
            smelled the cookies from outside the house. Her mother gestured to the large white For Sale sign next to a picture of a man
            with a nose that was too small for his face and a tie the color of an unripened banana. The two of them walked through the
            house and Sonny’s mom pointed out things she had no interest in, like the brand-new oven and the gas fireplace and the black
            and white tile in the bathroom.
         

         
         After what seemed an appropriate amount of time to feign interest in a house they weren’t remotely interested in, they went back to the kitchen and each took a cookie before Sonny’s mom told her to grab a few more. 

         
         They laughed the entire walk home, nibbling on the cookies, which were still so warm that they left small brown smears of
            chocolate on the inside of Sonny’s bag. Her mom held the flyer that the real estate agent had handed her and they looked at
            the pictures of the rooms, talking about the family that they imagined would move in there. Happy parents and happy children
            eating freshly baked cookies from their shiny new oven.
         

         
         

         Sonny found an empty tall table nearby to set her drink and plate on so that she could start attacking the mound of fried
            balls on her plate. She was on her third croquette when she heard a roar of laughter from across the palapa.
         

         
         Three women, clearly sisters, were all talking to each other at the same time. It was unclear which one had roared. They were
            almost identical, the three of them, with their similarly round bodies and stained-red lips. They had the same hairstyle,
            each with their own color. Dolls that came in sets of three: a blond, a brunette and a darker brunette. One of them was just
            barely louder than the others. She had the face of a baby owl and stood unlike the other two, both too self-aware and concerned,
            tugging at their shirt hems and wrapping their arms around their waists and adjusting their sleeves. She stood tall, with
            the self-assuredness of a much thinner woman. The owl-faced woman was talking so animatedly that she swung her arm into the
            man behind her, who had been swaying his hips ever so slightly to the tune of the song, clutching a foamy beer in one hand
            and his phone in the other, so tightly that his hands were beet red. She apologized profusely, but the man kept shaking his
            head, saying, “No, no, it’s fine! I swear!” and trying his best to ignore the wet trail that darkened his pale blue khaki
            pants, muttering something about wanting to find some chocolate milk instead anyway. When the woman turned away he finally
            looked down to examine himself and his face transformed into a visible scowl.
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            Dale

            Dale was invisible. He had that way about him. He was the man you sat next to every day on the subway and never noticed until
               that one day when you dropped your phone and he reached down, picked it up and handed it to you, served with a friendly smile
               as if he knew you, but you clearly did not know this strange man, so you said, “Thanks,” gave him a polite half smile and
               turned back to scrolling through whatever app it was you were on. Dismayed, he said, “You’re welcome,” and his smile faded,
               realizing you didn’t recognize him from the months—nay, years—of sharing the same daily routine with your knees practically
               touching. He was not surprised by this. He was used to it. I have that type of face, he told himself, convincing himself it was his face that was the problem.
            

            
            

            Dale wasn’t angry when the woman knocked the beer in his hand. He hadn’t even liked the beer; it was sour and fruity, unlike
               the beer he usually chose. The type that refreshed you after mowing the lawn.
            

            
            But he was annoyed that his soiled pants would have to be changed before dinner. He’d have to go back to his room and wake
               up his wife from her nap—she always needed a nap after flying—and she would take one look at him and the pants and say, “Oh,
               Dale. Not again.”
            

            
            

            Every morning Dale drank a large glass of chocolate milk. Each of his three children would have a small glass. His wife drank tea. She did the grocery shopping and she bought two gallons of chocolate milk every week while shaking her head. With his chocolate milk he would eat a piece of toast with homemade seedless raspberry jam and two eggs, scrambled, which he made himself because he insisted his wife made them too runny. He liked his eggs the texture of rubber. When he made his eggs he took them from opposite ends of the carton so that it would never feel unbalanced when he pulled it from the fridge. 

            
            On Mondays, Dale would go to JoJo’s Bagels and order two small cartons of chocolate milk to drink with his egg sandwich while
               he did his morning crossword that he had saved from the paper the day before. Then he would go to work, where he would sit
               in a chair that gave him a backache and do about two and a half hours of work during his eight-hour workday. He was an accountant.
            

            
            Dale wore steel-toed boots to work every day because he worked for a construction company. Sometimes he would do a site visit
               and get to wear a hard hat.
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         An older couple stood stiffly on the other side of the three loud sisters and subtly shuffled away, furthering themselves
            inch by inch away from the raucous sounds. Sonny couldn’t blame them; she would have done the same.
         

         
         Sonny watched the people, wondered things like What if the man, instead of waving away the matter, threw the rest of his beer in her face? What if the sister who just started
               talking loudly about her nut allergy ate one of those cashew-stuffed dates?

         
         The palapa had grown crowded and two more musicians had joined the guitarist—a singer and some sort of drummer.

         
         What if I walked over, gently took the guitar from the man’s hands and walked away?

         
         The noise became unbearable, and Sonny wished she had brought her headphones. She had the same paralyzing feeling that she had when she had worked at a grocery store as a teenager. She had only gotten the job because her grandmother’s friend’s cousin’s wife was the day manager, and her tenure there was embarrassingly short-lived. It had all been too much. The noise: the chatter, the beeping, the music. That god-awful music. And it wasn’t just the volume of the incessant noise at checkout lane number three, but it was the constant change. The fact that every few minutes there was a new person standing in front of her with new noises and a new voice and a new child and new questions all aimed at her. She quit before she had even been allowed to take the “Be patient, please. I’m in training!” sticker off of her name tag, which mistakenly spelled her name Sunny. Once every few months, if in a particularly bitter mood, her grandmother had felt the need to remind Sonny about that time
            she had let down her friend’s cousin’s wife.
         

         
         Sonny had had enough of the people-watching, so she slipped out of the palapa and made her way to the restaurant.
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