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Hidden Dreams

Guided by a vision of her recently deceased mother,
Dallas socialite Barbara Allan travels through Cambodia searching
for clues about her mother’s enigmatic past. After a busy two-week
adventure tour, Barbara intends to rest on a tropical island off
the southern coast, but instead contracts a deadly virus that’s
swept the country.

Her tour guide, Dara, unemployed because of tourists’
fear of the virus, helps Barbara recover. Determined to uncover her
mother’s secrets, Barbara and Dara motorcycle up the east bank of
the Mekong River. On their way, they discover an irresistible
attraction that only grows stronger as they unravel the mystery of
Barbara’s mother’s early life in Cambodia, with the help of the
wise, altruistic Chantha.
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The Ballad of Barbara Allen

T’was in the merry month of May

when flowers were a-bloomin’.

Sweet William on his deathbed lay

for the love of Barbara Allen.

 


Slowly, slowly she got up,

and slowly she went nigh him.

And all she said when she got there,

“Young man, I think you’re dying.”

 


“Oh yes, I’m sick and very low,

and death is on me dwellin’.

No better shall I ever be

if I don’t get Barbara Allen.”

 


“Don’t you remember the other day

when we were in the tavern.

You toasted all the ladies there

and slighted Barbara Allen?”

 


“Oh yes, I remember the other day,

when we were in the tavern.

I toasted all the ladies there,

gave my love to Barbara Allen.”

 


The more she gazed, the more she mourned,

until she burst out crying.

“I beg you come and take him away,

for my heart now too is dyin’.”

 


He turned his pale face to the wall,

and death was on him dwellin’.

“Adieu, adieu, my kind friends all,

be kind to Barbara Allen.”

As she was walkin’ through the fields,

she heard the death bells knelling,

and every toll they seemed to say,

“Hard-hearted Barbara Allen.”

 


She looked east, she looked west,

she saw his corpse a-comin’.

“Lay down, lay down the corpse,” she said,

“and let me gaze upon him.”

 


“Oh Mother, Mother, make my bed,

Oh make it long and narrow.

Sweet William died for me today;

I’ll die for him tomorrow.”

 


Sweet William died on a Saturday night,

and Barbara died on Sunday.

Her mother died for the love of both

t’was buried the next Monday.

 


They buried Willie in the old churchyard,

and Barbara there anigh him.

And out of his grave grew a red, red rose,

and out of hers, a briar.

 


They grew and grew in the old churchyard,

tll they couldn’t grow no higher.

They lapped and tied in a true love’s knot.

The rose ran ’round the briar.


Part I

BARBARA


Chapter One

Barbara Allan lounged in her thick-cushioned beach
chair, water as blue as a Siamese cat’s eyes stretching east toward
mainland Cambodia. She scooped up a handful of sugary sand and let
it filter through her fingers, transferring it from one hand to the
other as if playing with an hourglass. Its warmth, combined with
the sun’s, mesmerized her. How long had these waves rolled onto
these shores?

In the distance, a figure appeared, strolling along
the beach. A young woman, all curves and black hair. Who was this
stranger? Not a tourist. Apparently, a Cambodian. Something about
the way she moved, the tilt of her head, reminded Barbara of one of
the few photographs she’d found of her mother—whom she’d always
called Meatea—after her funeral four months ago. She rubbed
the sand between her thumb and forefinger, watching the woman
pass.

Her mother could have walked along this shore some
seventy years ago, before meeting the handsome American soldier who
whisked her away from this kingdom of wonder—only to let her wither
for decades in the harsh climate of Texas high society.

She brushed her palms together, the sand dropping
back onto the beach. Her heart clenched. If only she could have
made this trip sooner—while Meatea was still alive.

She grasped the objects hanging around her neck.
One, a shell, was a precious memento her mother had always kept,
obviously a reminder of her girlhood in Cambodia. The other,
heart-shaped, was new.

Thinking of her mother’s life and death made her
feel as empty as the shell she wore. She sat up and burrowed her
feet in the sand, then wiped them off and turned around to watch
the spreading purple, pink, and yellow in the west. The glassy
infinity pool to her right reflected towering palm trees as the sun
plummeted toward the rain forest of Koh Rong. The pool created the
illusion that the forest never ended, that this gorgeous locale
would last forever. But it wouldn’t. Nothing ever did.

She touched her salty face. It was hot. She rolled
her sore shoulders and back muscles, which protested. She needed a
massage first thing in the morning. Why had she insisted on
carrying her own scuba tank to the beach today? She was getting too
old to dive, but it had been so quiet and peaceful under the water.
And the purple coral and crowds of yellow and blue fish as she swam
near them had soothed her.

A familiar voice drifted over from near the
restaurant attached to the resort. “Hey, Barb.” It was Roland
Greer, the gay guy from San Francisco she’d met during her brief
flight here this past Sunday. She enjoyed bantering with him. “Want
to meet me at the bar for a drink in a bit?”

“Sure,” she said, brushing the sand from her bare
feet. “But I need to shower first.”

After draping a silk sarong around herself, she
eased into black flip-flops and headed over to her thatch-roofed
cabana with its own pool. Foregoing its lure, she peeled out of her
damp, black one-piece and stepped into her shower. Water from its
twelve-inch-square, silver-plated showerhead pounded her sunburned
back and briny hair, which she washed with a special shampoo to
lengthen the effectiveness of her hair dye. As she sudsed her head,
she studied the bamboo and rock walls surrounding her.

She was accustomed to this type of luxury, not the
flimsy showerheads of the second-class hotel rooms she’d stayed in
during the two-week adventure tour she’d booked on a whim and was
currently resting from. Yet how she wished she could rewind the
clock, relive that experience.

✥ ✥ ✥

“Hi there,” Roland said as Barbara strolled into the
cozy open-air bar attached to the hotel restaurant. Only about
fifteen bottles were displayed on the few wooden shelves lining the
room’s newly constructed cement walls, but the bartender was
apparently a magician.

Short, dark, and quick, he pulled out a chair for
her at the small round table where Roland sat, then mixed her a
mango daquiri and presented it to her on a tray. French and German
phrases floated around, though she had also encountered tourists
from Sweden, Belgium, and Israel here at the resort. So far, she
and Roland were the only Americans on the premises, and she enjoyed
being in the minority for a change. It made her feel anonymous and
somehow special in a perverse sort of way.

Australians had dominated the gritty adventure tour
she’d finished this past Sunday, and being with such avid travelers
had made her experience even more pleasurable. Unlike these
Australians, most Americans abroad, at least in her circles, valued
high-priced hotels and ridiculously expensive food. Like her new
acquaintances from Down Under, she wanted to get to know the real
Cambodia, not its Hollywood version.

Roland sipped his drink, his gaze patrolling the
room before settling on her. “Girl, I bet every lesbian in Dallas
drools when you wear that white, tailored boyfriend shirt. It makes
your brown eyes even darker and dreamier, especially with that gold
monogram.” He fanned his face. “And those tight pants cup your ass
just right.” He shook his hand like his fingers were on fire.

“Oh, I wish.” She laughed at him. “I’m well past my
prime, you know.”

“Don’t fool yourself. My ancestors came from
Britain, so I know who Barbara Allen really is.” He fingered his
neat chin stubble.

“What do you mean?”

“She’s just the most famous heartbreaker in the
history of folk music. The beautiful woman in the ballad who
hardened her heart against her suitor.”

“That’s actually correct, except our last names are
spelled differently. My father was Scottish, and he sang that old
song to me practically every night before I fell asleep.” A gust of
cool air blew in from the rain forest, and she shivered.

Roland just kept talking, like he was telling her
something she didn’t know. “The man in the ballad told Barbara
Allen he was dying of a broken heart because she’d rejected him. He
begged her to forgive him for accidentally slighting her, and she
essentially told him to piss off.” Roland sighed loudly. “So he did
just that. He died, and everyone blamed her. So she joined
him.”

She shook her head, tempted to laugh at the tragic
expression Roland twisted his features into. “It’s only an old
song, and it’s just what my name turned out to be. No connection.
End of story.”

“Okay. You win.” He grinned and looked out the
window toward the beach. “Say. I’ve been wondering about that shell
you always wear around your neck, along with that heart. Was it a
gift from a forsaken lover?”

She fingered its smooth surface. “It’s a cowrie
shell I found among my mother’s things after she passed last year.
Pretty, don’t you think?”

“Oh. Sorry to hear about your mom. That shell is
stunning. I understand why she kept it. The deep brown with all
those sparkling gold flecks in it sets off you and your outfit
perfectly. Which reminds me. How was your scuba trip today?”

“Amazing. I’m so glad I certified to dive all those
years ago in Texas. I was afraid I’d forgotten the routine, but my
guide stayed beside me, and I relaxed quicker than I expected
to.”

He nodded approval, and she finally sipped her
daquiri, savoring its sweet tang. Then she rubbed her left
shoulder. “Though I wish I’d let him carry my gear to and from the
boat, like he offered.”

“The independent American, eh?” Roland quirked an
eyebrow.

She rubbed her sunburned cheek, which was beginning
to sting despite the lotion she’d slathered on herself earlier.
“The independent older woman.”

“The sunburned, independent older woman. You
better be careful, or your skin will be redder than your hair.”

“Don’t worry about it. I always carry a little magic
bottle to remedy that situation myself.”

He put his hand over his mouth to stifle a mock
gasp. “Do tell. So you’re not a natural redhead? Could have fooled
me.”

“Don’t tell anyone.” She leaned across the table,
whispering. “I’m a natural brunette. Always have been.”

“Why the change? Want to stand out even more from
the crowd?”

“We’ll have to know one another way better before I
confide in you about that.” She turned her drink glass in her hand.
“Why don’t we change the subject?”

Roland glanced over at the waitstaff, which didn’t
seem to be paying any attention to them now. “What would you rather
talk about?”

“The Cambodians. They seem to be a tolerant lot.”
She ran her fingers along the curve of her cold glass, tempted to
lift it to her heated forehead, but its stem made that maneuver
difficult.

“Hmm. Maybe they’re tolerant because you’re a
wealthy foreigner who’s helping improve their economy.” He tapped
her hand with a tanned finger and motioned with his head toward the
staff. “The natives themselves seem to still be stuck in the
get-married-and-procreate rut.”

She studied the wrinkles on Roland’s forehead, his
receding hairline. “What about the ones who’ve passed that stage of
life?” Possibly he was old enough to know what she was referring
to.

“You mean the gay men past their prime? The ones who
can’t still attract someone older to pay their bills and are forced
to either settle down with a suitable partner or support someone
younger?” He frowned, most likely dreading both alternatives to
being young and handsome.

She gazed past him into the sudden darkness that had
dropped like a curtain outside, the surf a rough growl. “You men
may think like that, but we women are different.” The breeze cooled
her cheeks. “As we age, we become increasingly invisible. So we’re
free to do exactly what we want, instead of what society expects of
us.”

Roland shrugged, his white, pleated guayabera
pristine. “And what do you want to do?”

She recalled dark eyes and gleaming straight hair.
Dara Dith stood in front of their tour group at Ta Prohm, part of
the world-famous Angkor Wat temple complex, pointing out the
amazing strangler fig trees that threatened to destroy the ancient
structure. Her voice was soft yet clear, so near Barbara had
detected Dara Dith’s freshness, the silver hairs lightening the
dark ones. If Dara were here, would she flinch away from Barbara’s
touch or turn those walnut-brown eyes on her, draw her into a
foreign, mysterious world?

The breeze rattled the palm fronds that comprised
the roof of the bar, where she sat staring through the gaps at the
inky sky. She shook her head, her face even hotter. I’m flying
back to Texas soon, far away from Dara.

“What I want to do, dear one,” she told Roland,
responding to his intrusive question, “is yet to be revealed.”

He steepled his fingers under his prickly chin, his
gaze steady.

She motioned the bartender over. “Another round,
please.”

✥ ✥ ✥

Barbara lay in the shade of several sugar-palm
trees, stretched out on a lounge chair. The ocean air and steady
cadence of the waves had almost lulled her to sleep. It fascinated
her how waves could change so fluidly from being separate entities
to reuniting with the ocean and losing their individuality. What a
Zen thought, she mused.

“Hey, Barb. Thought you were taking a jungle tour
today. Missed you at breakfast.”

She raised her sunglasses and looked up at Roland,
whose yellow drawstring swim trunks hit about two inches above his
knees. “I canceled the tour and slept in.”

“Feeling lazy, eh? Want some company?” He dropped
into a nearby lounger, adjusting his trunks.

“Yes. I was a little tired this morning so decided
to rest all day. After all, that is what vacations are for.”
She fingered her black-and-gold, square-frame Versaces.

“Good idea. Aren’t you flying back to Dallas before
long?”

“That’s the plan, though I’m not too gung ho.”

“Really? You’re not tired of all this?” He motioned
at the resort. “To be honest, I’m getting a little bored. Not
enough action, if you know what I mean.”

She nodded. “I know, but that’s not why I came to
Cambodia.” She replaced her glasses.

Roland took a swig from the can of Angkor beer he’d
brought with him. “Why did you?

She rolled over on her side to face him, adjusting
her black swim bottom. “Are you gathering information for a
book?”

He flushed and laughed. “No. I’m just a nosy
queen.”

She couldn’t resist his honesty. “It’s complicated,
but I’ll give you the CliffsNotes version.”

“I’m all ears,” Roland said, rubbing his hands
together as if expecting a juicy story.

“I hate to be a downer, but didn’t I tell you my
mother died four months ago?”

He took a drink of beer and lost his grin. “Yes. And
you wanted to come here why? Did she have some sort of connection
to Cambodia?”

She leaned forward and brushed a bit of sand from
her foot. “I’d say so. She was born here and didn’t leave until she
was in her late teens.”

Roland spewed beer from his lips. “I don’t believe
it. You’re half Cambodian? You don’t look like it.”

“I don’t feel like it either. My father saw to
that.” She didn’t want to sound too bitter, so she lightened her
tone. “I’m tall like him and have the same-shaped long nose and
light skin.” She rubbed her nose. “But my eyes are dark like my
mother’s, and my hair used to be, before I started dying it.”

Roland stared, as if seeing her for the first time.
“You seem so all-American.”

She shrugged, fingering her tiger-striped tankini
top. “I have my father to thank for that too.”

“I sense a story there. Do tell.”

She drew a deep breath of fresh sea air and exhaled
forcefully. “I’d rather not.” She didn’t want to even think about
those early years, much less talk about them. She had only shadowy
memories anyway.

A slim, attractive waiter walked over to them.
“Another beer, sir? Water, madam?”

Roland shook the can he’d just sipped from. “Sounds
good to me. Give me about ten minutes, and I’ll be ready.”

The waiter nodded, and she asked for bottled
water.

Roland kept his eyes on the young waiter as he
walked gracefully away, and she enjoyed the silence.

Even Roland didn’t start talking again, just settled
back in his lounger.

She let her mind wander, still musing about the
waves, then finally turned toward him. “Are you awake?”

He nodded, lowering his blue-lensed Maui Jims. She
had his attention.

“We were talking about my mother earlier. Still
interested?”

“Mmm-hmm,” he murmured, as if waiting for her to
continue.

“I called her Meatea. That’s Cambodian for
‘mother.’”

“Got it,” he said, his tone encouraging her to
continue.

“I’ve been thinking a lot about her since I’ve been
here, and I’ve learned how very friendly and kind the Cambodians
are.”

Roland nodded. “I haven’t interacted much with them
on a social level, but from what I’ve observed, you’re right.
Everyone I’ve seen has the most beautiful smile.”

“Yes. But Meatea didn’t have much occasion to
smile.”

Roland shifted in his chair. This conversation was
nothing like their usual banter, but she felt more somber than
usual.

“Why was that?”

She hadn’t seen this serious side of Roland before
yet didn’t want to bore him. “That’s a long story. But I’m not too
eager to leave because of the usual reason.”

His eyes lit up. “A woman?”

“You got it.”

“A beautiful one?”

“Of course.”

He clapped, his gold rings glinting in the sunlight.
“How old?”

“What a gauche question. But I’ll answer it anyway.”
She rubbed her neck, where some type of stinging insect had just
bit her.

“She’s sixty-two.”

“Cambodian?”

She nodded.

“I bet she doesn’t look her age.”

She studied him, a virtual stranger. Why not answer
all his nosy questions? “You’re right. I don’t know how she does
it. I’d have pegged her for fifty.”

He took a long, last drink and slowly crushed the
can. “Is she older than you?”

Go ahead, she thought. Tell him the truth. He’s a
stranger, and we’re in a strange land. He’ll forget all about you
as soon as he returns to the States.

“She’s younger.”

He gave a mock gasp. Evidently, her dyed hair and
face work hadn’t fooled him for a second. “No! All of two months
younger, I bet.”

She enjoyed his obvious attempt to flatter her. “Try
eight years.”

He jumped up and started pacing. “You have got to be
kidding me. No way you’re seventy.”

“Way,” she said. “Sit down. You’re making me
tired.”

“So, this Cambodian woman. She’s beautiful and what?
Where did you meet her? At least you were able to talk to her in
her own language and impress her.”

She grimaced. “I can’t speak a word of Cambodian,
and she was my tour guide.”

“Ah. Well educated.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Didn’t you know tour guides over here are required
to have a university degree? And a large majority of them are men,
so she must be something special. Is she married?”

“I don’t know. Anyway, she was my guide, which made
her unavailable, to me at least.”

“That’s the best kind. The challenge makes it more
fun.” He paused, playing with his glasses. “Your mother didn’t
teach you to speak her own language? Why not?”

He stopped interrogating her for a second, but then
his mind must have leapt back to his major interest. “Did you sleep
with her? Your guide, I mean.”

She shook her head. “Is that all you guys think
about? She has no idea how much I like her, even though we roomed
together for two weeks. She might have gotten together with one of
the younger Australian women though. One of them couldn’t stay away
from her. Sat in the front of the tour bus right across from her
every day and hung on every word she said.”

“What? You didn’t put the make on her? She must be
special. What’s her name? I’m going to phone her this instant and
tell her to get down here and put you out of your misery.”

“Don’t you dare.” She pretended to be indignant just
to make him laugh.

“What’s her name?” he asked, evidently playing along
with her.

“Dara Dith. Or Dith Dara, if you’re using the
Cambodian custom of putting a person’s last name first.”

“And her phone number?” Roland took his cell from
his pocket and pressed it on.

She rattled off the number just to keep their little
scenario going. She’d memorized it in case she got lost on the
tour. Right. She’d memorized everything she could about Dara. Her
dark eyes shining when she told them the stories behind the
intricate friezes at the Angkor Wat temple carved eight hundred
years ago. Her laughter the time they got lost and ended up at the
wrong hotel. How cute she looked in knee-length shorts. Barbara had
stored a collage of memories away, both in her mind and on her
phone camera, and had already replayed them endless times.

“Got it,” Roland said, pressing his phone case shut.
“Don’t be surprised if she shows up tonight, ready to relieve your
boredom.” He rubbed his palms together in apparent excitement.

She wished she could tell him how she really felt
about her situation with Dara. She would say, “I’m so tired of
being in relationships that don’t work out.” But she would also
tell him, “I’m too old to attract anyone nearly as attractive as
Dara Dith.”

Roland would sober and simply ask, “What do you
mean?”

Then she would be completely honest. “I’ve always
been on the outside of love, peering through a window, watching
other happy couples yet never quite understanding what it’s like to
be emotionally involved with someone. It’s frustrating, like
hearing a foreign language but not comprehending a single
word.”

The conversation she would like to have with Roland
unrolled in her head like a screenplay.

 


Barbara: “I want to change, be able to feel love,
joy, hope—all those things most people seem to enjoy with someone
special.”

Roland (taking her hand): “I understand. But what’s
keeping you from smashing that window and doing something instead
of always just watching?”

Barbara: (shaking her head): “I’ve been with so many
women. In fact, when I was about forty, I made a listed of what I
wanted in the perfect woman. But no one ever had every single
quality I wanted, so I always compromised.”

Roland: “And every time, things started out fine but
finally crashed and burned. I know about that.”

Barbara: (squeezing Roland’s hand): “So what do we
do?”

Roland: “Don’t quit looking, and next time, don’t
compromise. She has to be perfect for you, and you have to be
perfect for her. Maybe then, together, you can find what you’re
looking for.”

 


“Are you asleep?” Someone shook her arm. “The
waiter’s back. Here’s your water,” Roland said.

She took a swig, the bottle cool in her hand. She
pressed this one against her neck, her cheeks, her forehead, then
took another drink. God, the water tasted so good.

“Thanks for listening, Roland,” she whispered. She
barely dared peek at him now. Had she told him too much? “If it’s
okay with you, I need to sleep now. The sun and the water are
working their magic. I’m glad we’ve met. You’re special.”

She couldn’t keep her eyes open any longer and felt
only a soft kiss on her forehead before she drifted off there in
the shade, the cool breeze whispering around her, the waves lapping
the shore.

✥ ✥ ✥

Barbara’s cheeks were burning when she woke up the
next morning, as was her forehead. In fact, she had thrown off her
top sheet during the night and was as soaked as if she’d been
swimming in her private pool. Her face was blazing, on fire, even
though she’d used sunscreen yesterday and worn a floppy hat what
little time she’d spent on the open beach and in the water. Water.
She needed something to cool her parched throat.

She turned over and grabbed the stainless tumbler
she carried everywhere with her, which stood next to the pitcher of
pure water the staff provided daily. She’d been so thirsty last
night, she’d brought it into the bedroom with her. Her hand shook
as she filled the container and emptied it, but her throat still
scratched like she’d swallowed sand. She licked her dry lips,
downed another full bottle, and fell back against her pillow,
exhausted.

After she worked up enough energy to turn onto her
side, the same muscles seemed even sorer than they had yesterday
and the day before, after she went scuba diving. In fact, every
other one in her body seemed to have joined them. She throbbed all
over, as if she’d played tennis all day in a grueling July
tournament with no warm-up. But this was even worse. She felt as if
she’d been the tennis ball that Amazons had swatted back and forth
over the net.

Her legs and arms were cramping, her back and neck
muscles knotted, and her hands reminded her of claws. The light
filtering through the shutters attacked her eyes, and the sudden
shriek of the young boy vacationing at the neighboring cabana with
his parents assaulted her ears. Her head ached, as did her throat,
which now had to be raw, almost bleeding. And then she coughed from
deep inside her lungs, a forest fire suddenly raging in them.

She obviously was ill, and all alone in Cambodia.
Well, at least she’d picked a beautiful place to die, she thought
as she sank into oblivion.

✥ ✥ ✥

Barbara woke up and reached for her thermometer. She
wasn’t sure how many hours or days had passed, when a persistent
knocking finally got her attention. “Barb? Where are you? I missed
you at the bar last night and at breakfast and lunch today. Are you
okay?”

It’s Roland. So I haven’t died after all.

“I’m here,” she called, too weak to crawl out of bed
at first. But then she staggered to her front door and opened it.
She immediately backed away and called, “You better not come
in.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. I’ve had so many tropical
diseases I can’t count them. Malaria, Japanese encephalitis, dengue
fever…On second thought.” He paused and took a step backward,
peering through the outer doorway to her suite. He seemed so far
away, the noonday sun almost blinded her as she glimpsed him.

“I just took my temperature, which was 103.7
Fahrenheit, and I’m aching all over. I didn’t get much sleep.
Excuse me a second.” She coughed until her lungs ached and then
lurched back into her bedroom. There, she emptied her pitcher of
water into a glass, spilling some of it on the floor before she
reentered her living area. “Would you tell the management to bring
me more water and leave it outside my door? And some soup as well.
I might feel like choking some down later.”

“What’s wrong? Hung over?” Roland called. “Naughty
girl. Did you find someone else to party with?”

“Of course.” Teasing him took her mind off her
battle with whatever was trying to pummel and roast her into
submission. She dropped onto her sofa. “She was gorgeous, by the
way. And incredibly sexy.”

He rested a hand on the frame of her front door but
didn’t attempt to come any closer. “You don’t say. I haven’t met
anyone by that description staying in this vicinity. Are you sure
you weren’t dreaming?” He was on to her ruse immediately.

She tried to smile but managed only a retort. “She
slid down a moonbeam into my room last night, and we had quite a
time of it. A dream come true, you might say.”

Suddenly, she was too exhausted to joke with him any
longer. “Seriously, Roland, I think I’m ill. Maybe with that new
virus, the one that’s killed so many people in China lately.”

He jerked his hand away from the door sill and
jumped back, her revelation dissolving whatever comeback he’d been
formulating. “You mean the Corona virus?” His banter had changed
into apparent disbelief. “How ghastly.” He half turned, as if to
leave. “I’ve heard that in China they’re quarantining everyone who
has it and isolating everyone who doesn’t. It’s wildly contagious.”
He took a half step backward.

She let her shoulders slump as she confronted the
reality of her situation. “And often fatal, especially for those of
advanced age.”

“Which we are.” Roland obviously knew she could bear
the truth. Apparently, he could too.

“Yes.” She drew a long breath to slow the cough
lurking in her chest. “It appears I’ll have to extend my stay here
in paradise until I either die or beat this virus. It’s been a
pleasure to meet you, but I’m afraid this is it.” She managed to
stand but wished he would leave so she could go stretch out in bed
again. The waves slapped the beach in the distance, until Roland
finally spoke so softly she could barely hear him.

“I wish I had a magic cure for you, Barbara Allen.
But I better cut my trip short and return to the City immediately.”
He sounded stone sober. “If I’ve picked up the same bug you have,
at least I’ll be able to try to survive it in a more medically
advanced environment.” He put his hand on the doorknob. “Can I do
anything to help you before I leave?”

She couldn’t keep from coughing again, and when she
finally finished, she said, “Aside from the water and soup, just
tell the management what’s happened and that I’ll need to lengthen
my stay. I hope you make it home to San Francisco safely and don’t
catch this virus. It’s been fun knowing you.” By then, she was
barely holding herself upright.

“Likewise.” He gave her a little salute. “Best of
luck. Be careful. Let’s try to keep in touch. You have my cell
number.”

And with those empty words, he closed the door and
was gone. Another friendly face in the crowd of acquaintances with
whom she’d always filled her life had vanished.

Coughing, she stumbled back to her bed with its
wrinkled, sweat-stained sheets and prepared to fight for her life,
alone.


Chapter Two

Barbara startled awake. Lying on her side, she
reached up to the head of her bed and grabbed a vertical, round
rod. Where was she? She opened her eyes. The room was dark, the
only light outlining a rectangle. Daylight. She let go of the rod
and moved her hand to the right. Another one, identical to the
first. She gripped the frigid, knobbed metal. If only she could put
it against her burning forehead and cheeks. She jerked up the sheet
covering her and stretched one foot as far as she could. More cold
bars at the end of the bed.

Her heart raced. Where am I?

“Barbara. Are you all right?”

She pried her eyes open. She knew that voice. Could
it be? “Dara?”

A shadowy figure approached and placed a chilly hand
on her forehead. “How are you?”

“Where are we?”

“On the island of Koh Rong. You flew down here from
Phnom Penh after our tour ended.”

Bus rides. Climbing ruins in the heat. Eating with
several women. Rooming with this woman—Dara—every night. “The tour.
Are we still on it?”

A soft laugh, the cool hand on her forehead. “No.
Our tour ended. You and I are the only two left in Cambodia.”

“Are we roommates? Where are we?”

The hand moved slowly to her cheeks, her nose, her
chin, then down to her shoulder. So calming, so firm.

“I just told you. You are vacationing on a beautiful
tropical island.” Dara’s voice
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