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      I catch my top lip between my teeth as I wait for the video call to connect. Cat usually answers right away―we talk most weekends around the same time―but after ten rings, I tap the red button and end the call. I stare at my reflection on the phone screen. I look confused and scared, and that just makes me more confused and scared. I hope she calls me back right away. She’s my guinea pig, the first person I’m sharing my news with―and it’s big.

      I need this practice run. I’m having lunch with my parents tomorrow and I have no idea how to tell them that I’m leaving my job—my life—for two months. They’ll flip. Well, my mom will―Tina Tan, overbearing mom extraordinaire. If America’s Got Talented Moms existed, she’d be standing onstage at the end of the competition under a deluge of glittering gold confetti.

      Echoes of her voice threaten my resolve. ‘You are a strong independent girl, Jaelee. Study hard, work hard, make your own money—always. You can only rely on yourself.’ Heady stuff for a seven-year-old.

      Still, it worked.

      I am thirty-five years old. I have a BA in Communications and a Master’s in Public Relations, and I’m a Junior Vice President at the second-largest PR firm in Florida. I’m ahead on the mortgage of a condo in South Beach, and I own forty-seven pairs of (mostly) designer shoes bought with my own money. I am all the things my mother wanted for me.

      I am miserable.

      That came out wrong—I don’t think my mom wants me to be miserable. But I am.

      My phone rings, startling me, and I connect the call. ‘Hi, sorry, I was on the loo,’ says Cat. My mouth stretches into a smile and I shake my head at her. ‘I know, TMI―sorry. How are you? You look terrible.’ This is what I love about Cat. She’s honest to a fault―a bit like me. ‘Well, not terrible, ’cause you’re you, but something’s up.’ She frowns at me, an emotional inspection.

      ‘Hang on, the kettle’s just boiled,’ she says, jumping up and taking her phone with her into the kitchen. Cat may be Australian, but after a decade of living in London, she’s very British―right down to drinking copious amounts of hot tea … with milk. Or maybe Aussies do that too.

      She props her phone on the counter while she makes her tea and I pull my legs up onto the sofa, crossing them and sitting taller. Maybe good posture will boost my confidence. ‘I have news,’ I say. ‘I’m going to a place called UROP.’

      She leans down to peer straight into the camera. ‘Yes, I’ve heard of it. We were there together, remember? Big coach, whirlwind tour, you bought a suitcase full of designer clothes.’

      ‘You’re hilarious, Cat—really—but not that Europe. I’m going to UROP—U-R-O-P—in Bali.’

      ‘You’re going to Bali?’ I hear the spoon ping against the side of her mug, then land in the sink, and I wait until she’s back on her sofa before replying.

      ‘Yes. I’m going to Bali on sabbatical.’ The word sounds strange coming out of my mouth. Sabbatical. ‘For two months,’ I add.

      ‘Wow. So, is this some kind of Eat, Pray, Love thing?’

      ‘Hah! As if. Can you imagine me at one of those ashram places?’

      ‘No,’ she deadpans, a glint of humour in her eyes. ‘But what’s with the name, UROP?’

      ‘It’s a play on words―or letters, really―it stands for “You Are Our People”. It’s sorta lame …’ Cat nods in agreement, but I forge ahead with my spiel. ‘It’s a co-living space.’

      ‘So, not an ashram—just a hippy commune.’

      I bark out another wry laugh. ‘It’s neither. It’s for digital nomads.’

      ‘Now you’re just making up words,’ she teases.

      ‘I am not. A digital noma— Hey, are you being contrary on purpose?’

      ‘It’s our thing, Jae.’

      ‘I know, but this … it’s important,’ I admit.

      ‘Sorry. Go on then.’

      A slow breath escapes my lips, then I commence my spiel. ‘I’ve had enough and I’m taking a leave of absence. Miami feels stifling right now and I need to be anywhere else. So, I thought, “Where can I go on the other side of the world, someplace where no one knows me?”’

      ‘And you chose Bali,’ she affirms.

      ‘Yeah. God, maybe this is an Eat, Pray, Love thing. Do you think I subconsciously chose Bali because of the movie?’

      ‘It was a book first,’ she says unhelpfully.

      ‘Sure, okay, but which part is Bali again? Praying or eating? Tell me it’s eating, ’cause I could seriously get into Indonesian food.’

      ‘Bali was the love part,’ she says.

      ‘Dammit.’ Love is the reason I’m doing this―well, mostly. I have yet to brave the depths of serious introspection but when I do, I suspect I’ll also discover that designer shoes and dancing in clubs no longer spark as much joy as they used to. Fricking Marie Kondo. Cat looks at me expectantly. ‘I’m not explaining this very well, am I?’ I ask, already knowing the answer.

      ‘So far, your explanation sucks.’

      ‘Okay, how about this? I want to go someplace where I can hang out and be myself and just breathe.’

      ‘Breathing is an excellent idea,’ she says. ‘I have it on good authority that it keeps us alive.’

      I dismiss her attempt to make me laugh, self-doubt looming. ‘I’m doing the right thing, aren’t I?’

      ‘Honestly, Jae, I have no idea. Tell me what’s going on.’

      ‘Right,’ I say, realising I haven’t explained the impetus for my decision. ‘Well, you know how I messaged last week that I saw my ex?’ She nods―she’d replied with a GIF of a teddy bear smothering another teddy bear with a hug. ‘Well, what I didn’t tell you was that it was at Ali’s birthday party.’ She cringes. ‘I know, right? It was awful and now I just …’ I exhale another long breath, struggling to find the right words to convey why I’m running away.

      Cat pulls a cushion onto her lap and tilts her head to the side, silently inviting me to ‘spill’. God, I love this girl―I’m so grateful she’s my friend. She’s one of only two people in my life I can talk to candidly and, right now, I’m not speaking to the other one―Ali.

      Ali’s my best friend―has been for years, ever since we met at work. We started on the same day and bonded fast and firmly, initially over a shared love of salsa dancing, expensive shoes, and Chris Hemsworth and, eventually, because we found a kinship that neither of us had experienced before.

      She gets me. And I get her. And neither of us is the type of woman that other women really get.

      We’ve both moved on to other companies since then, but we say that we’re each other’s sister from another mister, which is hilarious to us, because she’s a curvy natural blonde with curls and I’m half-Korean with straight black hair and no curves to speak of. We couldn’t look less alike, but on the inside, we’re practically twins.

      Last week, I showed up at her fortieth birthday party with a giant bunch of gold balloons, a magnum of Mumm—her favourite—and a tiny gift bag containing a gold pendant I bought for her when I was in Florence last year. As she squealed in delight at my gift-giving extravagance and hugged me tightly, I spied over her shoulder the one person I didn’t want to see. And not just at her party—ever again.

      My ex, Paco.

      With his new-ish bride.

      And sure, I’d pored over their honeymoon photos on Facebook―I can be stupid and masochistic sometimes―but seeing her in the flesh, that was a sucker punch. Paco’s wife is beautiful―like, Miami-grade beautiful. Tall, large breasts, legs for days, long blonde wavy hair, and a gorgeous face. The exact opposite of me.

      And the two of them looked perfect together―perfectly happy.

      When Ali clocked my expression, she shot a glance over her shoulder, then looked back at me, her face transforming from elated to contrite in a microsecond. ‘Oh, Jae, I’m so sorry. I forgot to tell you ahead of time.’

      I met her eyes, seeing my own horrified expression reflected back at me. ‘You forgot? Why is he even here, Ali? How could you invite him? And her?’

      Ali gaped at me, obviously unsure of what else to say, a small furrow creasing her otherwise smooth forehead. ‘He’s my friend, Jae,’ she replied lamely. ‘And it’s been so long now, I thought it would be okay.’

      If that’s true, then why would you need to warn me ahead of time?

      I had a decision to make. Be a big girl and celebrate my best friend’s milestone birthday, or shove my gifts into her hands, turn on my expensive heels, and make a run for it.

      It’s extremely difficult to run in five-inch heels, but I channelled my inner Carrie Bradshaw and did exactly that, Ali calling after me. ‘Come on, Jae,’ she cajoled from her doorway as I stabbed repeatedly at the elevator button. Then the clincher. ‘You’re being ridiculous.’ Ridiculous! That was rich.

      The last thing I heard before the elevator doors closed was Paco’s voice asking, ‘Was that Jaelee?’ I wasn’t sure what broke my heart more―Ali completely disregarding my feelings or hearing Paco say my name.

      ‘I haven’t spoken to Ali since,’ I say, wrapping up my tale of woe.

      ‘God, Jae, that’s terrible.’ Seeing compassion on Cat’s face, I feel awash with relief. I’ve been going back and forth on whether I’m a terrible person for abandoning Ali on her special day. That and asking myself if I’ll ever be able to forgive her. ‘But you’re going to sort things out before you go to Bali, right?’ Cat asks. Ah, yes, the million-dollar question.

      ‘I don’t know. She’s sent me a bunch of texts, but I haven’t replied. I honestly don’t know what to say to her. And I hate that I couldn’t just stay and celebrate with her―like an adult―but seeing Paco with Kimberly … It just brought it all back. I’m not over him, Cat.’

      ‘I’m so sorry, Jae.’

      ‘And she called me “ridiculous”,’ I say, almost to myself. I’m not over that either.

      ‘I don’t think that’s fair. I’m loved-up now, but even so, there’s no way I’d stick around at a party if Scott was there, no matter whose party it was—especially if he’d brought his wife.’ Scott is Cat’s scuzzy cheating ex.

      Paco is my not-at-all-scuzzy ex. Paco is the only man I’ve ever loved, only I realised way too late—after I’d refused his proposal, after he’d met and fallen in love with someone else, and after he’d invited me to his wedding.

      I didn’t go.

      I purposefully attended a conference on the other side of the country so I wouldn’t be tempted to show up. When that did nothing to salve my heartbreak, I took myself off to Europe last-minute to board a whistle-stop bus trip―fourteen days, a dozen destinations. That’s how I met Cat. From day one, we hung out as a foursome with Dani from Montreal and Lou from Vancouver. We also ‘adopted’ a young guy from Oregon named Craig.

      The trip to Europe helped somewhat, especially meeting the girls. They all had their own stuff going on so that gave me something to focus on other than Paco. And the couple of times I did talk about him, Cat was a good listener.

      When I got home, I was ready for a fresh start—or I thought I was. I threw myself back into my job and got the promotion I’d been working my ass off for. I went out dancing with my girlfriends and flirted with hot guys in clubs, and kissed a few. I even went on a date with a friend of a friend. He was cute—not really for me, but nice enough. At least I’d got back on the horse, so to speak. I’m not completely broken.

      ‘So, how did you end up booking the trip to Bali?’ Cat prods. My mind keeps wandering off. That’s been happening a lot this past week.

      ‘Oh … It was the night of Ali’s party. I came back to my condo and just started trawling the internet. I wasn’t sure what I was looking for―just something―and you know how those things go. Hours later, when I was seriously down the rabbit hole, I discovered the whole sabbatical thing. That led to the stuff about digital nomads and that’s when I found UROP.’

      She nods.

      ‘I’m running away,’ I say, wallowing. That’s been happening a lot in the past week too.

      ‘Hmm, not necessarily. Think of it as running to something. You’re getting a fresh perspective on everyday life, having a break.’

      ‘But wasn’t I doing that in Europe?’

      ‘I don’t think a coach trip is the same thing as a sabbatical. It was pretty full-on,’ she says, her face scrunched up.

      ‘Mmm, true. Still …’

      ‘Look, when we met, I had run away. Remember, I was the “love fugitive”?’ Her eyes widen as she makes fun of herself and I chuckle softly. Compared with my self-imposed heartbreak, Lou being on the verge of divorce, and Dani’s shitty best friend eloping to Mexico without her, Cat’s love fugitive status was practically comic. She’d slept with her roommate, not knowing he was in love with her, then ran off to Europe to escape.

      ‘What you’re doing,’ Cat continues, ‘it’s about figuring out what you want from life. Isn’t it?’

      ‘That’s what I’m hoping. And you’re right about Europe. It was mostly go, go, go and I didn’t spend a lot of time thinking … I mean, I know we talked about Paco a bit, but mostly I was pretending that everything was fine. I shopped, drank a lot of wine, and there was the fling with Marc.’ Marc was a hot French winemaker and an overnight stay at his cottage had been a welcomed distraction.

      ‘Exactly. And with this UROP place, you’ll be there the whole time, right?’

      ‘I think so. I might do some short trips within Indonesia, but mostly I’ll be staying put.’

      ‘See? Think of how much time you’ll have to just be. You don’t have to rush, you don’t have to work. You’ll just be a digital nomad, whatever the fuck that is.’

      I laugh. ‘Actually, I won’t even be one of those. They’re people who live anywhere they want because they can work remotely. I’m going to UROP because of the co-living part―so I won’t be alone. I mean, I’ll be on my own, but not alone, you know?’

      ‘Right, makes sense.’ I’m sure she’s just being kind. I’m going to have to practise my spiel again before tomorrow, omitting―of course―the main reason I’m going to Bali. I doubt Tina will be sympathetic to me abandoning my life to mend my broken heart. She’ll just harp on about how reckless I’ve been getting myself into this predicament in the first place.

      ‘So, when do you go?’ Cat asks.

      ‘I leave in a week. It took some major ass-kissing to get my boss to agree. I’ve only been in my role six months, but I sold it as a “long-term investment in Jaelee” sort of thing.’

      ‘You PR-ed it.’

      ‘I guess I did. And I promised that if anything super important comes up, she can call me.’

      ‘Oh,’ she says, cringing.

      ‘What? You think that was a mistake?’

      ‘Hard to know. What constitutes a PR emergency?’

      My stomach starts churning. Dammit, have I screwed this up too? ‘So, you think I shouldn’t make myself available?’

      ‘Jae, I’m sure it will be fine.’ I bite my top lip again, suddenly doubtful. ‘Hey!’ My eyes snap back to Cat’s. ‘Now listen,’ she says, laying on her schoolteacher voice.

      ‘Yes, ma’am,’ I say, half teasing her.

      ‘This will be good for you, Jae. This isn’t a whirlwind trip around Europe, spending up a storm on clothes you don’t need.’ Ouch, that stings a little. ‘This is you in one place, disconnected—well, mostly—and sorting stuff out. Where’s the Jaelee who found UROP and booked this trip? Where’s that girl?’

      ‘She disappeared as soon as the confirmation email arrived.’

      ‘Well, bloody well find her. You’re amazing, Jae and this trip will be brilliant. All right?’

      ‘You’re pretty good at pep talks, you know?’

      ‘Of course, I am. It’s at least half my job.’ Cat teaches high school. ‘Plus, I owe you one. If it weren’t for you, I wouldn’t have Jean-Luc.’ She’s right. On our trip to Europe last year, the man I stopped on the street in Paris turned out to be Cat’s long-lost love from her teens. ‘And I don’t just mean because you accosted him⁠—’

      I blink at her. ‘Accosted? That’s a bit of an overstatement. I simply asked if he could recommend someplace to go on our only night out in Paris.’

      She waves off my protestation with a scoffing laugh. ‘Hardly, but I’m not talking about that. I mean how I nearly fucked things up. You and the girls—I owe you big time for getting me to see what an idiot I was―and for helping me get back to Paris.’

      ‘Okay, I’ll give you that. Anyway, thank you―for listening and for not thinking I’m making the biggest mistake of my life—again.’

      ‘You’re not. We’re only young—well, reasonably young, anyway—and I’m sure our biggest mistakes are ahead of us.’

      ‘That’s comforting,’ I say, laying on the sarcasm.

      She laughs and it turns into a yawn. ‘Sorry, Jae, I’ve gotta go. I need to be up early. Jean-Luc’s arriving in the morning.’

      ‘Oh, that’s right. Say hi from me.’

      ‘Will do.’

      ‘And I’ll send you a postcard from Bali.’

      She smiles sleepily. ‘Night, Jae.’

      ‘Goodnight, Cat.’

      I drop my phone into my lap and stare out the window at the white sand and aquamarine water, gentle rows of waves lapping at the shore. Cat’s question loops around on replay. Where’s the Jaelee who found UROP and booked this trip?

      Great question, Cat. I’d better fricking find her―and soon.
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      Tell me again why I decided on Bali and not the Bahamas.

      I’m beyond exhausted. I’ve been in transit twenty-eight hours by the time I land in Denpasar. I want a hot bath, a decent meal, and to slip into a sleep coma—in that order.

      The airport is chaotic and multiple languages surround me in an indecipherable chatter. Before I go through immigration, I’m supposed to pay in advance so I can extend my thirty-day visa. Not for the visa itself—just for the opportunity to extend it to sixty days without having to leave the country.

      I scan the cavernous room, which looks like it’s been carpeted with the remnants from a casino, and spot a booth in the centre. When I get closer, I see the sign. I’m in the right place, but it seems deserted. Only when I am standing next to the booth and peer over the tall counter do I see the top of two heads. They look up in unison and I try out my (very) limited Indonesian.

      ‘Halo,’ I say. It’s hardly a stretch but ‘hello’ in Balinese is way more complicated―‘om swastiastu’―and I want to rehearse a little more before I try it out. Besides, I’ve read that the Balinese also understand Indonesian.

      They greet me with unexpected smiles—this is an airport, right?—and after handing over US dollars, my passport is stamped and returned, also with a smile. I make it through immigration without a hitch, collect my suitcase, and become part of the stream of tourists that pour out into the warm night, the air thick with humidity and unfamiliar scents.

      Dozens, maybe hundreds, of people wait beyond the barriers, many of them holding signs. I’m looking for my name among the throng. There!

      ‘Hello!’ I call out. I catch the man’s eye and add, ‘That’s me.’ I point at the sign, then at myself. ‘I’m Jaelee Tan.’

      He grins and nods, signalling for me to walk through the duty-free store and meet him on the other side. I do and when he approaches me, he reaches for my suitcase handle and says, ‘Welcome to Bali.’ He speaks English! ‘Follow me please.’ I follow, weaving in and out and half jogging to keep up with him. We arrive at a battered white van, one of many in a long line of similar vans, and a second man jumps out, stubbing out a cigarette with his flip flop.

      I try to ignore that he’s been smoking in the van—the van that I’ll be sitting in for the long drive to Ubud—because there are other things to worry about. First, it seems like it’s just me and I’m not sure how I feel about getting into an unmarked van with two men I don’t know in a foreign country. Second, a quick glance inside reveals that there are no seatbelts.

      ‘Seatbelts?’ I ask, as though simply posing the question will conjure them from thin air. The second man grins—so far, lots of grinning from the Balinese—and shakes his head. ‘No miss, but I am very safe driver.’ Well, that changes everything! He’s a safe driver. What am I worried about?

      I raise the other concern. ‘Are we waiting for anyone else?’ If we’re not, I’m supposed to get in the van now. Tina’s voice flits about my mind chanting, ‘Stranger danger!’ I know, Mom!

      ‘No, just you, miss. We go now.’

      I resign myself to the next part of my journey and climb into the van, deciding on the seat in the back row against the window—the furthest seat from my travel companions. I set my carry-on bag on the seat next to me and pull out my phone to tap out a quick text to my mom.

      Landed safely. Have been met by the people from UROP.

      I deliberately omit anything that would make her worry. More—make her worry more. My mom is ‘very concerned’ about me. Her words, not mine. In my words, she thinks I’ve lost my fricking mind. Maybe I have. I guess I’ll soon find out.

      The rear of the van opens and the first man, the one with the sign, heaves my suitcase into the trunk, then slams the door, causing me to wince involuntarily. So far, Bali is noisy.

      Both men climb into the front of the van and I grab hold of the seat in front of me as we pull away from the kerb. ‘I am very safe driver,’ I hear echoing in my head. Yeah, but what about the rest of these maniacs? I think as our van is swallowed up by the traffic.

      I’ve landed in Bali at dusk, the streets of Denpasar bathed in golden-hour light, but it does nothing to distract me from the almost frantic whirl of traffic. There are white lines marking lanes on the street, but they’re ignored as scooters, cars, trucks, and vans drive wherever they damned well please. We roll to an almost stop at a red light and are six across on a three-lane street. I can see the overflowing ashtray of the car next to us and, if I wanted to, I could reach through my filthy window and tap on theirs.

      As we leave the city behind us and climb into the hills of Bali, the street narrows to one lane in each direction and gets windier. I hold on even tighter because I’m being thrown around like a rag doll as the ‘very safe driver’ careens around the bends. With the sun now set, we’ve also been plunged into darkness and I watch, horrified, as scooters whizz past us, many of them without lights on. I wonder how many Balinese people die on these streets every day and hope like hell I don’t witness an accident first-hand.

      A woman on a scooter going in the other direction throws a full plastic bag into the ditch at the side of the road. I look closer and see that the ditch is filled with garbage. I rest my head against the window.

      Why did I choose Bali again?
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        * * *

      

      ‘Just follow me.’ Pournami—at least, I think that’s what she said her name is—leads me through what feels like an Escher drawing of walkways and staircases to my room. A guy follows us with my suitcase, lifting it effortlessly up the stairs, which amazes me, because I know it weighs fifty pounds and he looks like he doesn’t weigh much more than that. He’s even tinier than me.

      My room is as far from reception as it’s possible to be—up two floors and tucked away at the back—but it’s a reasonably small hotel. Sorry, it’s a reasonably small co-living space. Pournami opens the door for me and steps aside.

      The floor is made of uneven stones, and there’s a dark-wood closet and a small en suite with a shower. The bed is a California king with crisp white sheets and six pillows. There’s a mini bar, a bedside table, a long bench with a low cushion running along the back—a sofa?—and a sliding door to a balcony that faces a wall.

      I’m home.

      ‘Um,’ I say, suddenly remembering that I’d requested a room with a bath. The guy puts my suitcase on the sofa.

      ‘Is everything okay?’ asks Pournami.

      ‘I asked for a room with a bathtub.’ I am probably curter than I should be, but I did ask and I remember now that I was told I would have a poolside room with a bath. Not a small room tucked away at the back and miles from anywhere.

      I see a shadow pass across her face. If she’s in charge and I’m here for two months, I’m making an awful first impression. I try to back pedal. ‘If there’s one available, I mean. It’s just that I’m here for a long time and I really want a room that feels like home.’ I add a smile―I’m good at manufacturing smiles that seem genuine.

      She nods. ‘I will come back,’ she says before disappearing outside. The guy shrugs at me weakly and throws me a wave as he follows her out. I’m alone in the not-my-room. Despite being exhausted, I don’t want to sit on the bed—not if I’m moving. I really hope I’m moving.

      I peek out the door and see Pournami and the guy making their way back through the labyrinth of walkways and staircases to reception.

      Stepping out into the heady night air, I lean against the railing and inspect what I can see of my new abode. UROP is a giant rectangle, three storeys high, with rooms on three sides and reception on the fourth side, at the front of the complex. The top floor is open to the elements―it has a roof, but no walls―and the whole complex surrounds a rectangular pool, its centrepiece.

      The walkways and stairs are lit by wall sconces but a lot of UROP is in shadow and, even though it’s only 9:00pm, it seems deserted. I peer over the balcony into the pool. It’s beautifully lit and there’s a frangipani tree hovering at a precarious angle above the water, reflected in the glassiness of the surface.

      A small, dark blob moves through the water―a frog! I watch as it gets to the edge of the pool and struggles to get out. I see it try again and again. It’s stuck and it will drown if I don’t do something.

      I make my way along the balcony and down a set of stairs. On the landing, I make a sharp turn and find the next set of stairs. I emerge poolside and look about frantically for something to get the frog out of the pool. I spy an abandoned pool scoop hiding behind a palm tree and deftly manoeuvre it under the struggling frog, lifting it into the air.

      Suspended above the water and before I can put it back on dry land, the stupid thing leaps back into the pool. I roll my eyes in exasperation. Fatigue is hitting me hard and I really thought I’d be luxuriating in a bath by now.

      ‘Come on, you little bastard,’ I say under my breath. I scoop it up again. This time it stays put on the netting and I deposit it safely onto a tiny patch of poolside grass.

      My sigh is a mix of relief and satisfaction—my good deed done for the day. I lean the scoop against the side of the building―a far better place for it than lying on the ground behind a palm tree. When I turn around, Pournami and the guy are watching me, curious expressions on their faces.

      ‘I was just rescuing a frog,’ I say, now feeling stupid. It’s just a frog after all.

      Pournami responds with the brightest of smiles and a dip of her head. She touches her palms together and says, ‘Suksma’—thank you. I recall that most Balinese are Hindus; maybe saving the frog has earned me some much-needed brownie points.

      ‘Come,’ she adds. ‘We have a new room for you.’ She leads me around the other side of the pool as the guy—I really must ask his name—takes the stairs two at a time, hopefully to retrieve my suitcase. Pournami unlocks one of the poolside rooms and I am already in love with the charming little porch out front, which has a table and two low chairs. She pushes open the door and, again, steps aside so I can enter first.

      This room is so much better.

      It is larger and when I walk into the bathroom, I am greeted by the world’s largest bathtub. Hello, gorgeous! I want to fill that tub and soak in it until tomorrow. When I turn to thank Pournami, she is standing serenely by the door, watching me thoughtfully. She’s strikingly beautiful, I notice for the first time―cheekbones to die for.

      ‘You like this?’ she asks.

      ‘It’s perfect. Thank you.’ She seems pleased and dips her head again. I settle onto the edge of the bed―also a California king―and resist the urge to fling myself back onto it and pass out. Instead, I run my hands across the crisp white bedding.

      I’m brought back to reality when the guy enters the room with my suitcase and my carry-on, which I hadn’t even realised I’d left upstairs unattended. Oops―no big deal—just my passport and credit cards. Good one, Jae.

      ‘Thank you,’ I say, hopping off the bed with more energy than I feel. ‘I’ll take that.’ He dips his head like Pournami did and hands me the carry-on bag, then sets my suitcase at the end of the bed.

      ‘There is water in the fridge,’ Pournami says, indicating the mini bar. Inside is a glass bottle filled with water, condensation frosting the outside. ‘And a safe in the closet,’ she adds. Maybe she’s also twigged that I need to be more security conscious.

      ‘Thank you.’ I want them gone now. I want to be alone in my room and strip naked and take a bath and sleep—for, like, ever. They seem to get the hint and leave, closing the door behind them. I look about the enormous room and feel a sense of calm.

      Now I’m home.

      Well, for the next two months, at least.
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      The sound of dogs barking wakes me and I have no idea where I am. I push the sleep mask off my face and lift my head, discovering that I’m in the middle of an enormous bed. It takes me another second to remember.

      Bali. I’m in Bali.

      I plop my head back onto the pillow and blink a few times. It feels like I’ve been asleep for either a day-and-a-half or only thirty minutes. I’m groggy, I’m parched, and my neck has a weird ache down one side. I rub at it with one hand, then scooch over to the side of the bed where I plugged in my phone.

      I squint at the screen. 5:45am. The math to figure out the time back home is easy. Miami is twelve hours behind—5:45pm yesterday. The dogs bark at each other again, angry. Terrific. My new home is in the middle of a canine turf war.

      I may as well get up, I think, placing my feet on the cool stone floor and wiggling my toes. I’ve never lived with a stone floor before but I like it. In the bathroom I pee, then splash some water on my face.

      I’m not sure if it’s the done thing to leave my room in my pyjamas—essentially, shorts and a tank top—and I eye the ensemble critically in the full-length mirror. I should put on a bra. I have B-cup boobs and they’re still where they started out, but I’m not too keen on showing off them unfettered to a bunch of strangers—at least not on the first day. I put on yesterday’s bra, put my pyjama top back on, then slip on some Havaianas.

      When I open the door to my room, I’m greeted with a wash of warm, muggy air and I close it quietly behind me to keep the cool, dry air inside. It’s pre-dawn but I can see streaks of pink in the patch of sky above the pool.

      A frangipani blossom breaks free from the tree and floats onto the surface of the water, sending out concentric ripples. It’s a simple, yet beautiful sight and if I believed that the universe was a sender of signs, this would be one. But I don’t.

      I hear the tap, tap, tap of canine nails clicking on the flagstone path that borders the pool. A sturdy tan dog lopes towards me, his tongue lolling as he pants. I am not exactly what you would call a ‘dog person’—I was bitten by a German Shepherd when I was a girl, resulting in six stiches to my arm—and I’m wary as he stops a few feet from me and regards me.

      ‘Hey guy, was that you making all that noise out there?’ I ask softly. If the dog lives here, I need to befriend it. He cocks his head to one side and starts wagging his tail. I walk slowly towards him with my hand extended, like my dad taught me. When I am close enough, he sniffs it, then licks it. I guess we’re going to be friends and I’m relieved. He’s wearing a collar and a round silver tag reveals his name―Lu.

      ‘Hello Lu. I’m Jaelee.’ I move my hand to the top of his head to pet him and he flinches, then nips at me. My hand recoils and I spring back a step. Lu seems nonplussed and turns and trots away, curling up under one of the hammocks that swings poolside. I am frozen to the spot, my ten-year-old self peeking out from within. The dog is now between me and the kitchen. Is he going to try to eat me?

      ‘She’s a little sensitive about having her head touched,’ says a quiet voice behind me. He may as well have shouted because I leap into the air, startled. On edge much, Jae? I turn to see who owns the voice and we both stumble over apologies.

      ‘I’m sorry, I’m just a little jumpy. Jet lag,’ I offer, lying a little because being afraid of dogs is not something I brag about.

      ‘I didn’t mean to scare you,’ he says, resting his hand lightly on my arm. I glance down at the long fingers tapering from a pale, freckled hand. My eyes scan up his arm to his chest and I quickly note the crumpled T-shirt, then tip my head to meet his eyes.

      My non-assailant is extremely tall—I’m five-foot-one and I’m guessing he’s got at least twelve inches on me. His eyes are blue—and not a regular, run-of-the-mill blue, but a sort of inky dark blue—and they peer down at me with concern. He has cheekbones a male model would kill for, a perfectly straight nose with a rounded tip and a smattering of freckles across the bridge, a strong jaw peppered with several days’ growth, and fuller lips than most men. The bottom one looks freshly licked and glistens a little. He’s Hemsworthy.

      He also has a man bun.

      It’s the only thing marring his near-perfect appearance. My hand itches to reach up and yank the hair tie from his auburn head—although I don’t like long hair on men either, so I’d end up wanting to drag him into the kitchen and cut it all off with kitchen shears. I imagine him with a buzz cut and instantly decide he’d look spectacular.

      I process every one of these thoughts in approximately three-point-four seconds. It’s a skill I’ve honed over many years in PR. My job—and I am not entirely proud of this—is often rooted in the superficial. I’ve managed dozens of casting calls for models and actors and I know almost immediately if a person has the look I’m going for. In this instance, I would absolutely make an exception for the man bun.

      He’s gorgeous.

      He’s smiling now and I find myself smiling back at him. His eyes flick to my mouth and my smile widens. Pre-dawn flirting while jet-lagged—I’m almost impressed with myself.

      ‘You’re okay?’ There’s a rolling ‘r’ in his accent, which adds to his appeal.

      ‘Sure. Yes.’ It occurs to me that he said the dog was a ‘she’. ‘So, Lu the dog, she lives here?’

      ‘Unofficially, yes. She’s a little territorial around new people but she’ll get used to you fairly quickly. How long are you here?’

      ‘Two months,’ I reply, hopeful that he’s a long-termer like me.

      ‘Oh, well then, no doubt you’ll become fast friends. She’s particularly protective of the women who live here.’

      I glance at Lu dozing under the hammock and see her with fresh eyes. I’m not sure we’ll be fast friends exactly, but there’s something reassuring about knowing she’ll look out for me.

      ‘I’m Alistair,’ says the guy. From those ‘r’s, he’s either Scottish or Irish. I’m not great at telling them apart―way too similar to my ear―but I think Alistair might be a Scottish name. His hand—the one that was resting on my arm—is now waiting to shake mine.

      ‘I’m Jaelee,’ I say, putting my hand into his. And I’m standing here in my pyjamas. I am super glad I bothered to put on my bra but I still feel naked standing in front of a good-looking guy, fresh from bed and bare-faced. I usually put on makeup to go to the gym—not a full face but a little blush, some mascara, lip gloss. A bare face is typically reserved for long-term boyfriends—and even when I’m in a relationship, I’ve been known to sneak into the bathroom to freshen up before he wakes up.

      Don’t judge me.

      ‘Nice to meet you, Jaelee. That’s a pretty name.’

      ‘Thanks. My parents gave it to me.’ He laughs and I realise that of course they did, because don’t most people get their name from their parents? Jae, you idiot. ‘Sorry, I’m not usually so out of it. My mind is a little fuzzy. The jet lag,’ I add as an afterthought.

      ‘I was about to make some coffee. Do you want to …’ He trails off but signals towards the kitchen, which only has three walls and opens directly onto the poolside patio.

      I am grateful for the offer of coffee and the reprieve. Functioning like a normal person who’s capable of decent conversation is more than I can handle right now. ‘Sure, lead the way.’

      He smiles down at me as he walks past. ‘She really won’t bite, you know.’

      ‘You mean again?’ I follow closely behind Alistair but Lu doesn’t even lift her head when we pass by.

      ‘That was just a little love nip,’ he teases.

      ‘Mmm.’ Maybe Lu and I will become friends at some point but for now I will keep my distance.

      I sit on a stool at the giant breakfast bar as I watch Alistair move about the kitchen, filling an electric kettle from a water cooler and turning it on. ‘So, did Emma show you around? You must have arrived last night, right?’

      Emma is the community manager. She’s the one who assured me I’d have a poolside room with a bathtub.

      ‘Yes to arriving last night and no to being shown around. It was pretty late. And I didn’t meet Emma, just Pournami and one of the guys who works here.’

      ‘Right, well, I’m sure you’ll meet her today. Anyway, this is the kitchen.’ He opens his arms out wide. ‘That’s your cubby for food.’ He points to an empty cube in a six-by-six shelving unit, where my name is written in chalk on a small placard. ‘And you’ll have a place in the fridge too.’ He looks into the large commercial glass-fronted refrigerator and I see my name before he does.

      ‘There,’ I point.

      ‘Right. And this food,’ he says, pointing to the top shelf, ‘is communal. We get fresh eggs every day, as well as fresh fruit.’ He indicates a bowl on the counter and, eyeing the collection of fruit, I only recognise the pineapple. The kettle boils and Alistair makes two mugs of instant coffee. Note to self: find real coffee. ‘Milk?’ he asks, retrieving a carton of long-life milk from the communal shelf in the fridge.

      ‘Uh, I’m good, thanks.’ Note to self: find real milk.

      He pushes a mug towards me. I take it and blow on it to cool it down. He’s silent and I try to think of something to say. ‘Are you normally up this early?’ I ask.

      ‘Most days, yes. I usually go for a run before I start work.’

      ‘Any good trails around here?’ Running’s my main form of cardio so if he’s got any tips, I’m interested.

      ‘What’s that?’ He seems distracted now, deep in thought. Maybe he likes to start his mornings peacefully—and alone.

      ‘Um, don’t worry. I’m going to check my phone—my messages, I mean. I’m waiting to hear from my mom.’ I need to stop talking. I’m sounding less and less coherent the more words I say. ‘Thanks for the coffee.’ I ease off the stool and slink past a sleeping Lu, cupping my too hot milkless instant coffee.

      Back in my room, I perch on the edge of the bed just as my stomach lets out a giant gurgle. Well at least Alistair didn’t hear that.

      I take stock.

      I am hungry, tired, fuzzy-headed, and living in a foreign country. I sip my coffee. It’s not terrible, but it’s close. I look around the room—far more space than I need—and spy a gecko on the wall above the door. We have them everywhere back home so I don’t even flinch. He’ll eat the mosquitoes and, apparently, they’re bad here.

      ‘Hello, gecko,’ I say as I take another sip of coffee. He doesn’t reply but my stomach does, rumbling again. I could go back to the kitchen and make myself some eggs―there was a bowl of them on the communal shelf in the fridge―but I don’t want to disturb Alistair. I’ve had enough awkward conversation for one morning.

      Alistair. I really hate that name. What does he shorten it to? Al? Blech. Ali? My stomach wrenches with guilt at the name. I won’t call him Ali, even if he asks me to—too close to home. Besides, he doesn’t look like an ‘Ali’. How about Stair? I think. That cracks me up and I giggle, delighting in how hilarious I am. I sip some more coffee.

      I live in a foreign country.

      I wonder when that will actually sink in.

      My phone beeps. It must be after 6:30am now, because that’s when my phone’s quiet time ends and my notifications start arriving. I reach for it, expecting a text from my mom but it’s not from her. It’s from my boss, Caroline.

      Can you call me asap?

      No sign off, nothing. ‘Day one, Caroline. Day one!’ I say aloud. I conduct a mental audit of the projects I’ve handed off, wondering what could possibly be so urgent. Sighing, I tap the ‘call’ button on the phone.

      ‘Oh, thank god, Jaelee.’ Hello to you too, Caroline. ‘It’s Parker. He’s been in a car accident.’ Parker is my colleague, the one who is doing my job while I’m away.

      ‘Oh, my god. Is he …?’ I can’t bring myself to say the word ‘dead’.

      ‘No, not dead―worse.’ What’s worse than dead, you idiot? My respect for her is rapidly diminishing as the seconds tick by. ‘Coma,’ she supplies after far too long of a pause. Has she never delivered bad news before? ‘We need you back here, right away.’

      Now it’s my turn to pause. ‘Wait, what?’

      ‘We need you to come back. From Bali. Today, if possible.’

      ‘But can’t we just⁠—’

      She talks over me. ‘Jaelee, I wasn’t super keen on you taking a sabbatical, or whatever you call it.’ I call it a sabbatical, Caroline, because that’s what it is. ‘But with Parker indisposed …’ Indisposed? Really? The poor guy’s in a fricking coma! ‘… I’m sorry, but we’re going to have to rescind your leave application.’

      Somewhere from the back of my mind, I remember Cat asking me what a PR emergency was. Apparently, it’s a colleague in a coma and a boss who can’t find her ass with both hands.

      ‘Uh, hold on, we talked at length about this. I did a full handover―including documentation―and it’s awful what’s happened to Parker but isn’t there someone else who can take over? I mean, my notes are comprehensive—they’re impeccable. You could even hire a contractor to take over my current projects.’ The instant coffee must have kicked in because I am sounding far more coherent and professional than I would have thought possible a half-hour ago.

      I wait through the silence on the other end of the line, using one of Caroline’s negotiation strategies against her.

      ‘Look, we’ll cover the cost of the flight. We’ll even fly you business class,’ she says, ignoring my argument, ‘but we need you back in the office as soon as possible. We’re insisting, Jaelee.’

      As her words reverberate inside my head, I fix my eyes on the gecko, who has climbed onto the ceiling while I wasn’t looking.

      ‘Jaelee?’

      ‘Caroline, thank you very much for everything you’ve done for me professionally. I resign.’

      The words pop out of my mouth a micro-second before I form the thought.

      There is actual spluttering from the other end of the line. ‘But wait, just stop for a moment and think. You don’t want to do this. You’re invaluable to the team—to the company.’

      If I’m so invaluable, then why are they forcing me to choose between them and my sabbatical? It was a huge decision to take this time away from my life and Caroline’s acting like I’m just on vacation and her request is no big deal.

      ‘I mean it. I wish you all the best, but I resign, effective immediately. Goodbye, Caroline.’ Before she can say anything else, I tap the button on my phone and end the call.

      I take stock again. I am hungry, wired, clear-headed, and I live in a foreign country. I’m also unemployed.

      I am strangely calm for a Junior Vice President of a huge PR firm who has just quit her job—from Bali.

      Then the realisation hits. Oh, god, I hope I did the right thing.
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      ‘Hi.’

      ‘Hello. I didn’t think I’d hear from you so soon,’ says Cat.

      ‘Yeah well―’

      ‘So, how is it?’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Bali, silly.’

      ‘Um, yeah, it’s fine.’

      ‘Right. And what about the place? UROP?’

      ‘Yeah, it’s … it’s nice.’ I shrug.

      ‘Jae, what’s going on?’

      ‘I think I made a mistake.’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      It’s an excellent question―one I’ve been asking myself on repeat for the past half-hour. I’ve lurched between ‘Oh, my god, I’m an idiot’ and ‘Jaelee, you’ve got this―it’s gonna be great’ so many times, I’m getting dizzy. Although, that could just be a mild case of starvation.

      ‘Jae?’

      When I open my mouth, the whole exchange with Caroline tumbles out―including commentary about how bad-assed I’d felt saying ‘I quit’, then how nauseated I was when I realised what I’d done. I wrap up my monologue with, ‘I think I should call her back―tell her I’ll get on the next flight to Miami.’

      ‘No. You’re not doing that.’

      ‘I― I quit my job, Cat.’

      ‘Yes … and?’ I start to say something but stop―I’m not sure how to respond to that.

      ‘They were being unreasonable,’ she continues and, admittedly, it feels good to hear that someone else thinks so. ‘You did all the right things. You made your case and when they agreed―no matter how reluctantly―you worked your arse off to make sure it would go smoothly. It’s not your fault that whatshisname had an accident.’

      ‘Parker.’

      ‘Whatever.’

      ‘I’ve had a job since I left college,’ I say, almost to myself.

      ‘So? Maybe this is a chance to do something different. Didn’t you say that UROP was for digital nomads? You can become one of them.’

      I chuckle at that―Cat clearly has no idea what a digital nomad even is―and the release is welcome. ‘Yeah, maybe …’ I say.

      ‘I mean, you’re already renting out your flat …’

      ‘Condo.’

      ‘Whatever.’ She’s right, though. I’ve sub-let it while I’m in Bali and it’s enough to cover the mortgage and then some―plus I’m ahead on the mortgage, so I could draw from my equity if I need to. ‘Look, you’ve been there, what? A day? On top of everything else, you’re probably jet-lagged and that’s only going to make everything seem worse than it is.’

      ‘Hmm, maybe …’

      ‘Give it a few days, then see how you feel, all right? If you still want to go home, I’m sure Caroline would take you back in a heartbeat.’ I’m not so sure―Cat doesn’t know how stubborn Caroline can be―but at least it’s a plan. Sort of.

      ‘Okay. I’ll give it a few days … see how I feel,’ I say, parroting Cat’s words back to her.

      ‘It’ll be all right, Jae. You did the right thing.’

      ‘Do you mean coming to Bali or quitting my job?’

      ‘Either. Both. It’ll all work out.’ It’s exactly what I’d wanted her to say when I called her but I can’t say I’m entirely convinced. ‘I promise,’ she adds.

      ‘Thanks, Cat.’

      ‘Now, I really must go―it’s a school night.’

      ‘Oh, god, sorry. I didn’t even think about that. Go.’

      ‘Speak soon?’ she says.

      ‘Yeah, for sure.’

      When we end the call, I do feel a little better. ‘You’ve got this, Jae,’ I say aloud, trying to placate my still nervous stomach. I look up at the gecko―even he’s not convinced.
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      THIS. SUCKS. SO. MUCH.

      I’m on a path heading north and somewhere—somewhere—up ahead there’s a grocery store.

      Google Maps tells me to keep going but I feel like I’ve been walking forever and with the high walls either side of the path, it’s hard to know exactly where I am. And it’s hot. I mean, crazy fricking humid hot. And I’m from Miami―I know heat and I know humidity, but this stuff is next level.

      And imagine a giant collage made of bricks and stones and cracked pavement—that’s what I’m walking along so I have to watch every step. One side drops away to a creek, or canal, or some sort of waterway where ducks are paddling among an excessive amount of garbage. They seem to have no
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