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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Jade

      Bright sunlight streams into the room, glinting from two golden trophies on a nearby glass table, one tipped over, a dribble of champagne spilling onto the plush carpet. I wince, shifting on the massive bed, my eyes sticky from sleep and the excesses of the night before. A hand slides up my body, warm and tanned, practised fingers squeezing my nipple, twirling it as though they’re trying to tune an old radio.

      “Stop,” I mumble, pushing the hand away.

      A muscular body presses against me, the hand moving lower. I grab it, groaning. “I said stop!”

      Ocean eyes stare into mine, though they’re more red than blue at the moment. “C’mon, Jade,” a voice says, with a strong South African accent. “You know you want to.”

      Zach Van Veldt. One of the world’s top surfers, a master in the waves and, let’s be honest, a demon in the sack. A social media star with millions of devoted followers, and like me, a face of Ocean’s Curl, one of the top surf clothing brands. He’s also my on-again/off-again boyfriend, but probably more off than on lately, despite what the media says. And whenever we do meet up it seems to be more about partying and threesomes than spending any real time together.

      Zach rolls on top of me, his cock nudging between my legs. I’m way too hungover for this. Placing both hands on his muscular chest I push, more gently than I’d like to. But he resists, darting his head down for a kiss, his tongue flickering between my lips tasting like last night’s cocktails and a hint of coconut sunscreen. Christ, my head hurts. I push him again, and hear a feminine sigh from the other side of the bed. Shit. A vague memory comes back to me of stumbling into the hotel lift last night, the girl kissing my neck while Zach, that filthy bastard, had a hand between both our legs, his erection pressing against his low-slung cargo pants. Not really how I wanted to celebrate, but Zach’s tough to resist.

      Not this morning, though. I roll away from him as he falls back onto the bed, all tanned skin and rippling abs. I sit up, taking in the wreckage of the room, the discarded clothing and champagne bottles, the haze of white powder on the coffee table, the half-smoked joints in the ashtray, and wonder what his adoring fans would think if I took a photograph of him now and shared it on my socials. I pick up my phone and, as though he can read my mind, Zach grins, putting his hand on his dick. “Something to remember me by, babe?” he drawls.

      No, asshole, I want to say. I have enough nudes of him. More than enough. “Actually, I’m checking my flight times.” I get up, evading his reaching hands, shrugging an oversized Ocean’s Curl T-shirt over my nakedness. The girl on the other side of Zach, her hair cascading down her back in dark waves, starts giving him head, her fingers sliding around his balls as he groans. I glimpse the AAA stamp on the inside of her wrist as she plays with him. Girls love getting that stamp, absolutely cream their panties over it, thinking it means they get the full VIP experience on Zach’s dime. But the joke is that it actually means Zach gets to access all their areas; as though he’s putting his mark on them. I roll my eyes and head into the palatial bathroom.

      “Only the best for my surfing stars,” said our manager, Sol, as he booked us into the ultra-modern hotel suite overlooking the curving blue bay. Easy for him to say, when he’s not the one paying for it. Oh, don’t get me wrong: Zach and I make plenty of money but, as Sol says, our value lies in us being a couple. Another reason it’s so hard to let go of Zach. I need the money, but it also doesn’t help that I keep getting roped into doing sexy photoshoots with him for Ocean’s Curl. Nor do the headlines, screaming about surfing’s hottest couple, each competition we win fuelling the fire, more smiling photographs of us garlanded with flowers, spraying champagne on each other.

      I snort as I step under the rain shower head and lather up a sponge, scrubbing at my body as though I can erase the drunken memories of the night before. The sex was fun; it always is, especially after a few drinks. But now I have to pay, in more ways than one. My mind drifts, the scrape of the sponge against my skin becoming more rhythmic. I lean against the wall of the tiled shower, my hand between my legs, my head going back as I stroke myself to ecstasy. Strange that I would need to, after the night I’ve just had. But while Zach, and the various girls he brings into our bed, give me plenty of orgasms, something about them feels performative, as though I’m playing a part for someone else. I enjoy the physical side of sex, but there’s always something missing, no matter how I feel about the person I’m sleeping with, a part of me that no one seems able to reach.

      I loved Zach, a lot, when we first got together, and thought he might be the one for me. But now I’m not sure how I feel. So instead, I think of pounding waves and of someone else between my thighs, someone I haven’t met yet who might complete me, as I shudder to climax, my hand braced against the tiles. I rinse off, turning off the shower and stepping out to towel myself dry. Rhythmic gasps come from the bedroom, a duet with Zach’s moans. I hope they finish soon. I have a plane to catch, and Manny needs to sort out the girl, hand back her phone and pay her to sign the NDA before she leaves.

      I make myself a coffee, trying to ignore the noises from the bedroom, shaking out my long damp hair as I get dressed. My bodyguard is on the adjacent balcony when I step outside. Dressed in his customary black T-shirt and jeans, huge muscled arms covered with traditional Pacific Islander tattoos straining against the sleeves of his shirt, he leans against the glass-panelled railing, his bald scalp gleaming in the sun.

      “How’s the head?” He jerks his chin at me.

      “It’s been better,” I say, grimacing. Even through sunglasses the sun is unbearably bright and clear.

      “Big night?” One corner of his mouth twitches.

      “You should know. You were there for part of it,” I snap, then relent. “Sorry.”

      Manny inclines his head, still with that grin at the corner of his mouth. “You seemed in good hands when we got back here.”

      “Don’t.” My stomach churns as I stare out at the ocean.

      “You wanna talk about it?” Concern tinges Manny’s voice this time. “That boy is no good for you, you know.”

      I shake my head, then wish I hadn’t. Manny is the closest thing I’ve ever had to a father, and his bulk has absorbed more than one bout of my tears. I know he’s right about Zach, but I can’t seem to stop going back to him. I sit at the wooden table, shading my eyes against the glare and take a sip of coffee, wincing, hoping the painkillers will kick in soon. My phone is buzzing with notifications and a message from Sol about a potential new sponsorship deal, then a second one asking why I haven’t posted anything yet this morning. I wish I could ignore them all, but I can’t.

      I reply to Sol, asking him to send details through about the new sponsor, then to his second message, telling him I had a big night and asking if he saw the stuff I already posted about that. Then I sigh, because I know that won’t be enough for him or any of the companies who already sponsor me. Waves hiss and crash on the nearby shore as I prop my manicured feet on the cushioned seat of the chair opposite, taking a short video of the coffee, my tanned legs and the spectacular ocean view. “Morning coffee. Feeling #blessed” I tap into my phone, ,sharing the reel to my socials, tagging in the coffee supplier and anyone else I can think of. All lies. I don’t feel blessed at all. I feel exhausted. It’s hard work being one of the best female surfers in the world. It comes with privileges, of course, but I worked damn hard to get here. And the work doesn’t stop. I’m not sure how much longer I can keep this up, if I’m honest. Sure, I won the competition yesterday, as did Zach, but it was close. I feel out of sorts, as though my body is protesting about something, but I’m not sure what. Even surfing, the thing I love more than almost anything, doesn’t fulfil me the same way it used to.

      I scroll through my socials, not really taking much of anything in. Then an image catches my eye. It’s of a ruined temple deep in a jungle, ancient grey stones against verdant green leaves, like something from a fantasy movie. I wish I could be somewhere like that, far from everyone and everything else. The post is from the MZM Foundation, the copy saying it’s the latest site they’ve saved from development.

      MZM was set up almost a year ago by Myles Brandon, the billionaire owner of Ocean’s Curl. He’s a friend, as is his wife, Zara, and I think it’s a really cool idea of theirs, preserving significant places all over the planet. There’s going to be a big fundraising event in a few months’ time in New York, to celebrate their first year. I wish I could do something like that, something that makes a difference in the world. Everything just feels so … empty at the moment. I’m ashamed, when I think about it, of all of it; the drugs, the girls, Zach, the fact that I feel as though I’ve lost my way. Maybe I should ask Myles if there’s some way I can help with the foundation.

      But what I need right now, I decide, is a break. A proper break. From everything. I’m just so tired. Tired of the media circus, the constant pressure to perform, of my life in the spotlight. Tired of Zach and his games.

      An idea begins to form. And yeah, I know I’m privileged, being able to do this. But I also work so very fucking hard. I scroll through my phone, squinting as I sip my coffee, tapping the screen as I send messages and change bookings, sorting out the plan. There. It’s done. Hopefully, anyway. I just need one more response. And then everyone will just have to deal with it.

      My phone buzzes and a message pops up on screen. It’s not the one I’m waiting for, but it still makes me smile. From “Half of My Heart.”

      
        
          
            
              
        Hey, I got the merchandise you sent. It’s awesome! [image: red heart]

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Wicked. Love you.

      

      

      

      

      

      The reply comes a moment later.

      
        
          
            
              
        I love you too

      

      

      

      

      

      I lean my head back, smiling as I close my eyes. My life might feel overwhelming at the moment, but there’s a good reason I do all that I do. I just need a short break, that’s all. Then I can get back to everything again.

      Axel

      I roll over, stretching, linen sheets soft against my skin. A fan whirrs lazily overhead, a blurred circle against the vaulted ceiling lined with dried palm leaves and ribbed with dark-stained timber. Light slants through translucent blinds, the sound of the ocean hissing on the beach beyond. Another day in paradise. I sit up, running a hand through my hair, then grab my phone from the white-painted bedside table, squinting at the time before putting it down again. There are no messages, not that I’m expecting any. Most of my friends gave up messaging me a long time ago.

      I swing my legs over the side of the bed, my bare feet curling on the polished wooden floor. The house is blissfully silent, my head clear. I stand and stretch my arms overhead, bending to one side then the other as I release the night’s tension. I bend forward, walking my hands across the floor, feeling the pull in my hamstrings as I settle into downward dog, the last vagueness of sleep leaving me. I rock back, then forward, bending my elbows as I drop into upward dog, my hair tickling my bare shoulders as my head goes back. My cat, Nimue, curled like a wisp of grey smoke in the slanting sunbeams, regards me with sleepy green eyes. I finish my stretches with a sun salutation, then bend and scratch her head until her eyes close and she leans into me, purring.

      I pad into the kitchen and grind coffee beans, the scent filling my senses as I breathe in and out, trying to hold the memories at bay. Switching the kettle on, I roll my shoulders as I look through the sliding doors leading outside. Scrubby greenery, then a stretch of golden sand, sloping down to water which is turquoise blue and crystal clear. The perfect place for a morning swim. If I still swam.

      I turn away from the view. Perhaps it’s punishment to live here with a constant reminder visible through my windows. Pouring my coffee, I drizzle honey into the cup, letting its sweetness swirl through the dark brew before taking a sip. It’s still too hot, so I set it down on the counter and go to another door, set in the side of the long, low-roofed bungalow. My bedroom is at one end, a bathroom and dressing room off it, while the rest of the space is open plan, the kitchen in one corner, all dark wood and polished steel, while a comfortable sofa and several chairs sit in the centre of the space, beneath another whirring fan. A small table and chairs complete the simple yet luxurious furnishings, all made by local artisans, the dark wood carved by hand, the soft fabrics printed in traditional patterns.

      I open the door and step outside, loosening the drawstring of my pyjama trousers and letting them drop. A silver showerhead protrudes from the timbered wall, and I turn the tap underneath. Water hisses down, bracingly cool at first, then warming up. Naked, I turn in the stream, soaping my body without thinking too much about it, my gaze fixed somewhere in the distance, past the carved wooden screen that shields me from early beach wanderers.

      Not that there are many. The few acres that make up the small peninsula belong to me. My family acquired them decades ago and, back when I thought I was building a life with someone, I bought them outright. The beach is open to locals, of course, but I know I can trust them.

      I shake my head, water spraying from my hair, blinking as soap trickles into one eye. “Dammit.” I turn off the tap, rubbing my eye. Blinking against the sting, I grab a towel from a peg and rub my face vigorously before towelling myself dry. Still naked, I wander back through the house and pick up my coffee again. It’s perfect. I carry it into my dressing room, putting it down before pulling on shorts and a T-shirt. My gaze goes to the birthday card on the dressing table, featuring a photo of the New York skyline. I’m sure if I look hard enough, I can pick out my parents’ place. I’m slightly surprised my mother hasn’t circled it, as though she thinks I might have forgotten.

      “Happy birthday, darling,” it reads. “Hope to see you next year for the big 3-0.” And, beneath it, “You are going to come home one day, aren’t you?”

      I sigh. I didn’t bother to reply to the card. As far as I’m concerned, I am home. My relationship with my family is complicated enough, and it seems as though it’s about to get even more so. Going back to New York isn’t going to change that.

      Picking up my coffee, I head back into the bedroom. My phone buzzes and, frowning, I grab it from the bedside table. I check the sender and my brow clears. Anna lives on the island of Bali, a short boat ride away. We’re friends but nothing more, both of us working through our own stuff. She’s been here a couple of times, the place open to her whenever she likes. She also knows some of my secrets. But not all of them. There are some things I cannot share, even with a friend.

      
        
          
            
              
        Darling Axe, A friend needs a place to crash for a while. Can I send her to the cabin?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Of course. It’s ready for you any time.

      

      

      

      

      

      I pause.

      
        
          
            
              
        What’s her name? And when will she get here?

      

      

      

      

      

      The message comes back a moment later.

      
        
          
            
              
        She’s on her way. And her name is Jade.

      

      

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Jade

      Changi Airport is busy, as it usually is, the huge space filled with people. Flowering plants are everywhere, glossy green leaves reflecting the sunlight streaming through the windows and glass ceilings, glinting from shiny shop signage advertising luxury brands. Manny, one hand on the small of my back, hurries us through the crowds, his other hand expertly manoeuvring the luggage trolley as though it weighs nothing. A porter follows us with another cart, this one loaded with surfboard cases. A few people glance our way, one whipping out his phone to take a photograph as I hold a hand up to my face. It doesn’t help that a poster of me, wearing a skimpy bikini and draped across Zach’s glistening golden form, is in the window of at least two shops we pass.

      This is what I’m getting away from, I remind myself, as we hurry along gleaming hallways, past sculptures and gardens and yet more shops, bustling restaurants scenting the warm air. The flight from South Africa was long and, even though I had my own bed in first class, I found it difficult to sleep. I haven’t told Manny about my plan yet, not sure how to find the words, even though I know he’ll understand what I’m doing, more than anyone. Well, almost anyone. When Anna’s message came through mid-flight I almost cried in relief, not realising until then how tightly I was wound.

      
        
          
            
              
        Sembuh is yours. Private, ocean front. Wi-Fi not great but waves awesome. They’ll meet you at Serangan. And look out for Axel.

      

      

      

      

      

      I’m still thinking about that last part. Look out for Axel. Is it a warning, or something else? Whatever. Beachfront privacy for the next little while sounds like heaven. I don’t care about the internet. I just want to rest and recharge. Six weeks until my next competition, and I want to be ready. And maybe I can finally break free from Zach. God knows Manny would be happy about that, even if no one else is. As I pass yet another surf shop with our poster in the window, I roll my eyes. Everyone can just get on without me for the next few weeks.

      “This way,” Manny says, steering me through the crowd. “The car is already booked, and the hotel is expecting you. We can go straight in and⁠—”

      “I’m not going.” I stop. Manny stops too. He folds his huge arms, raising one eyebrow.

      “No?” He tilts his head. But there’s a twinkle in his eye, like he knows.

      I shake my head, starting to smile. “No.”

      “I knew there was something up, the way you packed your board bags. Not the usual configuration, is it?”

      My grin widens. Manny knows me so well. I always pack my own boards, not trusting anyone else with them, making sure they’re stacked properly, the fins carefully stored. I turn to the porter who’s waiting, his gaze moving between us both. I tuck some money into his hand, then lift the top bag from the trolley. It only holds two boards; a gamble, I know, but I’ve never minded taking chances. I grab the smallest bag from Manny’s trolley; an Ocean’s Curl bag, monogrammed with my initials, the fabric black with a tropical floral pattern I helped design.

      “I have a plane to catch,” I say. “And I want you to have a holiday. So take the suite at the hotel— No, I already cancelled your room,” I continue, as he begins to protest. “You look after me so well, Manny, you deserve it,” I say, my voice rough. “Now I need to look after myself.”

      Manny regards me for a long moment. “Where are you going?”

      “Indo,” I say. “Anna’s place. I need a break.” My voice cracks. “From… From everything. And everyone.”

      “Everyone?”

      “You were right.” I blink back tears. “He’s no good for me.”

      Manny nods, once. Then he reaches out, pulling me into a hug. I can smell his aftershave, his clean male scent that always reminds me of home, of a time when I had one. “You taking your phone?” he rumbles.

      I nod, my head against his chest. “Only because I have to,” I say. “But I won’t be answering it. Message me if it’s really urgent.”

      “What about Sol?”

      I lift my head, gently pushing against Manny’s hug until he lets go. “I sent him an email. Asking for some time off. He has plenty of other clients to deal with, anyway.” My manager is known as Sol the Shark for a lot of reasons, and I want to keep him onside. “He seemed okay with it.”

      “Well, I guess there’s nothing else to do but tell you to be careful. And have a good time. Call me, if you need me. I’ll be there for you.”

      “You always are, Manny.” I reach up to kiss him on the cheek. “Have fun relaxing. I’ll be back in time for the next comp.” I shoulder my bag, my board bag in my other hand. “See you later,” I say before I start crying, before he can say anything to dissuade me, before I change my mind. But at the same time something flutters in my chest, something I haven’t felt in a long time.

      Excitement.

      I head towards the check-in desk, not looking back.

      Axel

      The beach is almost deserted. I stroll along the golden sand, my feet crushing spiral patterns left by bubbler crabs painting the beach overnight with their designs. Today feels as though it’s going to be a good day, a day where the shadows of my past might stay away. Still, I don’t let the hissing waves touch my bare feet, sticking close to the sandy pathway beneath the palms.

      I might live alone, but I’m never completely alone. There’s always someone to talk to if I want to be around people, and having my own small business helps to keep me part of the community. After I lost Susie and everything fell apart, I needed to keep myself busy. I’ve always worked with my hands, and building something beautiful felt like a good way to heal. It helped, a little. The private cabins are built along the stretch of beach facing the surf, shaded by whispering palms with hammocks strung between them, pebbled pathways leading from one to the other. They’re not for just anyone; I let them out to those few friends who still bother with me, offering them somewhere to come and relax, get away from it all, whenever they need. Or, as I’m doing for Anna, friends of close friends. I stop to replace a couple of white pebbles that have been knocked out of place, restoring the serenity, the sinuous lines of the path. I prefer things to be orderly, everything in its place.

      The cabins are raised on stilts, positioned so each has a view of the water, yet doesn’t overlook its neighbour. Anna’s cabin isn’t locked. I don’t lock any of them. The locals know me and what I do. They wouldn’t abuse me or my hospitality that way. But it never hurts to check, so I turn the handle and open the carved wooden door. Inside it smells slightly musty, mixed with the tang of the beach. There’s sand on the floor and, as I open the shutters to let in fresh air, I make a mental note to bring the broom when I come back to stock up the linens and food. Otherwise, the place is in pretty good order. I wipe down the small kitchenette, open the cupboards and large closet to make sure nothing is lurking inside. A few small lizards scuttle out, disappearing between cracks in the wide floorboards. Then I stick my head in the bathroom, with its sink and toilet, a washing machine and dryer concealed in a tall cupboard. The shower is outside, hidden behind a carved screen like the one at my place. There’s something about a tropical island that makes showering outside seem like the most natural thing to do, I guess. I continue cleaning, adjusting bits and pieces until I’m happy with how it looks. Then I turn to the bed. The huge four poster is hung with snowy white mosquito nets, which are knotted around the timber uprights. I undo them, shaking out the folds, making sure they’re clean and insect-free. I wonder for a moment about Jade, and why she might be coming here, what she might be looking for. If she’s a friend of Anna’s, she should be all right. I’ll leave her in peace. Hopefully she’ll do the same for me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Jade

      I blink as I exit the chaos of Denpasar airport, so different from the serene majesty of Changi. I stand outside the terminal, my bag slung over one shoulder, board bag in my other hand, and bucket hat pulled down low to hide my face as much as possible. It’s always like this whenever I come to Bali: a shift of consciousness, a hit of culture shock. I check the time on my phone. Anna sent me a map of where I was being met, and when. I timed the flight in so I wouldn’t miss it; it’s about a twenty-minute drive from the airport, and I have an hour or so. Still, the roads around here tend to be chaotic, so I’m keen to get going. The scent of clove cigarettes fills my nostrils as I head over to the taxi rank.

      “Serangan Port?” I ask the first taxi driver, a slightly built older man with a wrinkled face. He nods, grinning, revealing gapped teeth. He grabs my surfboard bag, sliding it into the back of his five-seater van, dropping one of the seats to fit it in.

      I hop into the front passenger seat, holding my bag as we pull into the snarl of traffic surrounding the airport. There don’t seem to be any lanes; just a cluster of trucks and motorcycles and cars all moving in one direction, parents clutching small children, loads balanced precariously on flatbeds, and a seeming complete disregard for road safety rules. I remember how stunned I was the first time I came here, back when I was a Sand Star and the world was just opening up for me. Now I take it in my stride, settling back into the rhythm of things once the initial shock has passed. As we head further away from the airport it’s as though the ties around me are loosening, everything connecting to the life I left behind slipping away.

      I check my phone again. Zach was coming into Singapore on a later flight than mine; said he had some things to sort out. More like girls to shag, if I know him. I sigh.

      I need to break up with him.

      I still love him. But it’s a tattered and broken kind of love, shredded by too many betrayals, too many nights watching him bury himself in some other girl, when all I wanted was to be loved. When we first got together, I thought he was everything, and so I gave him everything in return. For a while it was just the two of us, and it was bliss. But then other girls started hanging around and, eventually, came into our bed. Yet he would go crazy if any other guy so much as tried to talk to me, always insisting that the other girls meant nothing, that it was me who he loved.

      And I ate it up, every single time.

      Until now.

      I lean back in my seat and close my eyes, letting the traffic noise, the tinny music from the taxi radio, the heat coming through the windscreen, swirl around me. Hopefully taking this time away will give me the clarity I need. I’ve been with Zach for almost four years, much of my professional surf career. I don’t know who I’ll be without him. It’s time I figure that out.

      We reach the small port and I get out, paying the driver and tipping him. “Terima kasih.” I thank him in Indonesian, rewarded by another gap-toothed smile. Then he’s gone and it’s just me, my surfboards and small holdall. I put on sunglasses and pull my hat down lower. Bali is a huge surf destination, as are many of the islands reached from this port; it’s more likely than not someone might recognise me and I need to get to my destination without anyone knowing where I am.

      Then, once I’m away from prying eyes, I can sort my shit out.

      I walk along the harbour, looking for the ferry Anna told me to take. I’m surprised to see a sleek motorised tender at the mooring, all gleaming chrome and white paint. The words Sembuh Queen are blazoned on one side in navy blue lettering.

      “Um, hey,” I call out to the young Indonesian guy wearing board shorts and a short-sleeved rash vest at the helm. “Is this the ferry to⁠—”

      “Jade?” At my nod his face lights up. He jumps out of the boat, grabbing my board bag and placing it carefully on board. Then he offers me his hand. “I’m Ahmad.”

      “Hi, Ahmad.” I take his hand, letting him help me into the boat. There’s a covered area where the helm is with seating either side, and more padded seating at the rear of the boat. I put my bag down and sink into the pale linen cushions, smoothing my hand over the soft fabric. This is not what I expected at all.

      “Would you like a drink before we leave?”

      “A drink?”

      “Of course. All part of the Sembuh experience.” Ahmad rummages in a large cooler at the front of the boat. “I have iced water, pineapple juice or soda. Any preference?”

      “The juice, please.” I’m still a little confused, but not unhappy. Anna had said the cabin was on a private peninsula. I hadn’t realised it came with private transportation as well. Still, I’m not complaining. The juice is ice-cold, welcome on such a hot day. I let the sweet liquid slip down my throat as Ahmad casts off from our mooring, turning the boat and heading out to sea.

      As we coast across turquoise blue water I relax back, enjoying the feeling of sun and wind on my skin. Ahmad, after asking if I need anything else, seems content to drive the boat and not make conversation, which is fine with me. I don’t mean to be rude, but my mind is still all over the place.

      It all feels like too much. Zach. My career. The endless online promotion. I love to surf, the ocean a haven for me since I was a child on the California coast, but it feels as though surfing is the last thing I want to do at the moment, rather than the first. I’m burnt out, I realise. Even now, almost alone in the middle of the ocean, I can feel the compulsion to check my phone, to look at analytics, to make sure my sponsors are getting their money’s worth.

      I need the pay, which is why I take on all the extra promo stuff. But I can’t keep doing this forever. The weight of my responsibilities rolls over me again, almost crushing in its intensity. Giving into the urge I pick up my phone, but there’s no reception and I have to resist the sudden impulse to fling it into the blue water. Instead I sit back, sip my juice, and hope my sunglasses are dark enough to hide my tears.

      When we reach the island, one of thousands in the Indonesian archipelago, it’s almost a relief. I wipe my eyes, taking in the view. Sembuh looks like a stock photo of the perfect tropical island. Thick green palms line white beaches, crystal blue waters lapping the shore. I spot low buildings among the palms, built of wood and thatched in a traditional style, but there are no huge resorts, nothing encroaching on the unspoiled shoreline. It’s odd, but not unheard of. Not every island needs to be opened to mass tourism, I suppose. It’s nice to be somewhere that doesn’t seem to be.

      The MZM post comes to mind again, the temple dreaming in the jungle as it has done for a thousand years or more. Another unspoiled place, preserved like a jewel in the hand. I wonder whether this island is protected as well; perhaps that would explain why it’s remained undeveloped. I’m glad it is.

      Fish dart in the azure shallows as Ahmad docks the boat at a small wooden jetty, jumping off to tie it in place. Then he gets back on to pick up my boards and place them with care on the dock before helping me disembark. I look around, but there doesn’t seem to be a soul in sight. I wonder where I’m supposed to go, or if the mysterious Axel will show up to greet me.

      “Come on,” Ahmad says, with a grin. He picks up my board bag, ignoring my protests, and heads down the jetty towards the shore. I want a drink, I realise. And that scares me. I don’t mind getting wasted with Zach or whoever, but wanting one now, in the middle of the day, feels like a slippery slope I don’t want to go down. I’ve seen where it leads.

      Ahmad leads me between the rustling palms. It’s instant relief, the shade cool. I follow him along a twisting sandy pathway lined with small white stones, precisely laid. We pass a long low house, with windows along the ocean side. I pause, briefly. What a spectacular place to live, hidden from the world, nothing but the sea and sky to keep you company. A dream.

      “That’s the boss’s place,” Ahmad says. “You’ll meet him in a bit.”

      Huh. By the boss I guess he means Axel. Anna mentioned him being a friend. She’s spent a bit of time here, which is why I asked if I could stay. Some sort of informal arrangement of private cabins. I hadn’t really cared, to be honest; I would camp in a tent on the beach at the moment just to get some space. But as we continue along the twisting path, past small perfectly formed cabins, I wonder what kind of person Axel is, to create an oasis like this just to keep it for himself and a chosen few. I’m not sure how I feel about that, to be honest. I can’t deny how beautiful it is, though. Fairy lights twist around the trunks of some of the palm trees, strung among the leaves, and I imagine them coming on as night falls, flickering like fireflies in the darkness. Very romantic, but I’m not here for that. I’m here for the opposite of romance.

      Ahmad stops in front of one of the cabins. “This is yours, for as long as you need it. Should be all stocked up, and there’s local information inside.” He flashes me another of his brilliant smiles. “Welcome to Sembuh.”

      He leaves before I can tip him, loping along the pathway. Maybe he has someone else to collect from Bali. Or maybe he’s going to disappear until someone needs him again, as though this beautiful place is somehow magical.

      Shaking my head at the notion, I open the cabin door and step inside.

      Axel

      I get back home around dinner time, the sun sliding lower across the ocean, the clouds lilac and orange. They’re spliced with darker clouds, the storms that roll up suddenly at this time of year building out at sea. I shower again, rinsing off the dust of the day, wandering inside with a towel around my waist. The long windows are open to the sea, the sound washing over me as I prepare dinner. I set it to cook then head into my bedroom and get dressed.

      I choose carefully, light drawstring trousers and a fitted T-shirt, more dressy than my usual shorts. I don’t know why. I suppose it’s because I have a new guest. I’ll go and introduce myself later, make sure she has everything she needs.

      Jade. I wonder what she’ll bring to the island. Each of my guests tends to bring something of themselves, whether it’s something they need to work through or simply the joy at being in such a beautiful place. I’m careful who I allow to come here for this very reason. I trust Anna, though; I know she wouldn’t send anyone here who would spoil the healing magic of this place. But healing is a process, as I know from my own journey. Some days are better than others.

      There’s a theory that grief never really changes; it’s just that the life around it grows bigger again, making it easier to manage. I’ve tried, I suppose. But I blew most of my life apart when the ocean took Susie. Turned my back on everyone I knew and tried to start again. The people I call friends now are few and far between, and they know me only as Axel. That’s all.

      It should be enough. There are times when the rope of my tolerance wears thin, when I wonder how the hell I can spend the rest of my life like this, but living here and doing the work I do has to be enough.

      Because I don’t know how to do anything else.

      Later, my stomach full of good food and my arms filled with towels, I wander down the winding path towards my new guest’s cabin. Fairy lights sparkle in the trees; I notice a couple of blown bulbs, and make a mental note to replace them tomorrow. There’s a light on inside, soft gold shining through the timber shutters. Good. She’s settled in, then. I step onto the veranda, raising my hand to knock.

      I pause. A sound comes through the timber panel, soft, rising up and down like the sea. I listen for a moment, then put the towels down quietly and walk away. But as I head back to my place I’m frowning, something tugging at my chest.

      Like I say, this is a healing place. And people come here with all kinds of problems to sort through. So I shouldn’t be surprised that my new guest is spending her first night here in tears.

      The surprise is that, for some reason, I want to help her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Jade

      Eating breakfast in a small hut on a tropical beach is not a bad way to start the day. Even if I did break up with my boyfriend the night before.

      I did it by text, too. The Wi-Fi here is iffy, just as Anna said, and after my fourth attempt at FaceTiming Zach, which ended up with him showing me his erect cock and laughing, I gave up.

      
        
          
            
              
        I can’t be with you anymore. I’m sorry.

      

      

      

      

      

      That’s all I wrote. I didn’t know what else to say. How can I sum up almost four years where I loved him and hated him in almost equal measure? I sent it, then put my head down and cried it all out, relieved as much as anything. I fell asleep, eventually.

      When I woke this morning, I checked my phone. Nothing.

      It hurt, of course. But then I suppose that’s Zach. He’s probably already moved on to the next girl. Still, there’s a sting in my chest at how he can so casually walk away from everything we were together.

      I squeeze more lime over my fresh papaya, chewing the soft sweet flesh thoughtfully. The shutters are open, the blue ocean beyond calling to me. I slept well, despite not having had a drink and everything that was going on with Zach. I suppose I could put that down to exhaustion. But I feel curiously refreshed in a way I haven’t for a long time. I don’t have to see anyone, be anywhere, do anything. The day is all mine.

      Then my phone buzzes furiously, as though it’s possessed by an angry bee. I jump, staring at it. Messages start to pop up on the screen.

      
        
          
            
              
        What the fuck, Jade?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Are you joking with me?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        This is bullshit. After four years?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        You better fucking answer me. What the hell is your problem? Is it the other girls? I can stop that, though I thought you liked it too.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I still love you. I thought you loved me too.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Fuck. Where the fuck are you? Manny says you’ve taken off somewhere.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        FUCKING ANSWER ME

      

      

      

      

      

      Shit. I realise what must have happened. The Wi-Fi must have cut out overnight, and just come back in. And Zach thinks I’ve ditched him and then ghosted him, because I didn’t reply. The sting in my chest becomes fiercer as more messages pop up. He’s hurting. I’ve hurt him.

      But then I think about all the times he’s cheated on me, dicked me around. The fights he’s been in over other girls. But he’s never fought for me. Always just assumed I would be there, would go along with whatever fantasy he wanted to play out. And I let him do it.

      The sting in my chest is the same hurt I felt every time I watched him fuck some other girl, read another rumour about him, had to smile
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