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      Terminal 4 at JFK stank. A blend of conditioned air, burned coffee from the Starbucks across the way, cheap perfume, and the sweat of people who'd put on sneakers without socks because we'll be on the beach anyway. Two hours and eighteen minutes until boarding.

      Joy was sitting at Gate B32 on a hard blue plastic seat that, judging by feel, had been engineered by someone who hated the human body. To her right — empty seat. To her left — a fat guy in a Hawaiian shirt who'd spread his food across the armrest between them: a wrapped sandwich, a bottle of water, a bag of chips. Like it wasn't a waiting area but his personal kitchen.

      Two hours. Next to this.

      She stared pointedly at his chips. The guy didn't notice. Or noticed and didn't care. The second one, obviously.

      In her right hand — a plastic cup with the dregs of a martini from the bar across the way. The ice had melted, the olive had drowned, the alcohol had turned into murky warm water. Excellent drink for seventeen dollars. At least something in her life was consistent.

      Joy looked around. Standard crowd for an international flight. A family with two kids. A businessman buried in his laptop with the kind of expression that suggested the fate of the world hung on these emails. A couple — holding hands, sitting unnaturally close.

      Across from her — a woman around thirty with an infant. The infant was screaming. The woman was rocking it with that empty hostage look.

      Congratulations, sweetheart. You voluntarily signed up for life without parole.

      Joy took another sip of the warm cloudy water and considered going for a fresh martini. Plenty of time before boarding. Sobering up in this place was just out of the question.

      Her phone buzzed in her pocket.

      Joy pulled it out, looked at the screen. Kevin. (9)

      Nine missed calls in one day. One glance was enough to put the phone back in her pocket without unlocking it.

      Then again — no. She pulled it back out. Swiped down. Last message, an hour ago:

      I don't know what's going on with you. But if you want to talk — I'm here. Take care of yourself, Joy.

      Take care of yourself.

      Three words. Three fucking words — and such condescension that she wanted to fling the phone into the glass wall of the terminal. Take care of yourself is what you say to ex-classmates at a reunion. What you write on Christmas cards to people whose kids you barely remember. Not what you write to a person you lived with for two years.

      He really thought I'd melt. That he'd whip out the little box and I'd collapse into his arms. That we'd live like an IKEA catalog spread. With linen sheets, with a thirty-year mortgage, with a dog you have to walk at six in the morning.

      Joy closed her eyes.

      Kevin.

      Kevin-Kevin-Kevin. Over two years she'd gotten used to him the way you get used to a bad neighbor — you just stop noticing. Tall, bony, in the same glasses he'd worn since college. He worked as an IP lawyer. Not the world's most thrilling profession, but he loved what he did. And that, by the way, had always irritated her — how can anyone love reading other people's licensing agreements eight hours a day?

      Although — there was that one thing. Wednesday. Three days before he pulled out the box.

      He'd decided to make dinner. Pasta carbonara. From a recipe he'd found on some YouTube channel. Joy came home from work and saw him in the kitchen — wearing her apron, holding a glass of red, dusted with flour up to his elbows. Something was smoking on the stove.

      "Shit. It stuck," Kevin said.

      "What stuck?"

      "The pasta. It shouldn't have, but it did."

      Joy walked over, looked. The spaghetti had fused into one gray mass, peppered black, with islands of charred bacon.

      "That's carbonara?" she asked.

      "That was carbonara. Now it's more of a sculpture."

      She let out a short laugh. No real warmth in it. They ate the sculpture with wine, it was fine. Kevin was talking about something, she was nodding. A normal evening.

      Friday he pulled out the box.

      And her face in that moment.

      She'd later caught her own reflection in the hallway mirror by accident. Resting bitch face on max. Brows knit. Lips compressed into a thin line. Not a flicker of joy. Not a hint of yes. Like he'd asked her not to marry him but to take out the trash.

      Kevin had understood before she did. He'd closed the box — carefully, like dimming the light in a room where a child was sleeping. Said something like, "I think I jumped the gun."

      And she answered… what did she answer?

      Something about how you didn't ask me, you decided for both of us, do you ever ask what I want? Something about how this was typical male ego — thinking a woman was obligated to say yes just because you'd shelled out for a rock. Something acid, drawn-out, pre-prepared — though nothing had been pre-prepared, of course.

      And Kevin — and this part she remembered cleanly — had said quietly, looking past her:

      "Joy. You're never happy. With anything. You don't even know what you want."

      Drama queen. Like that's even an answer.

      Although — yes. It was an answer. Just not the one she'd wanted to hear.

      She opened her eyes. The infant across the way was now full-on screaming. The mother was rocking it with redoubled aggression, like she was trying to physically beat the sound out of it. Someone in the next seat tactfully got up and moved a row over.

      Joy looked at her phone again. Scrolled up. On Rachel's message from yesterday morning, her thumb stopped.

      Rachel's message was long. Three paragraphs. Joy hadn't opened it. The little blue unread dot hung there like a splinter.

      Rachel was — if she was being honest, really honest — her only real friend from college. Ten years. Rachel's wedding — she'd been the maid of honor. When Rachel had a miscarriage three years ago — Joy had sat at her kitchen table all night holding her hand. They knew everything about each other.

      Well, almost everything.

      Then there was that party. At Rachel's place. Nothing special, just cocktails with friends. Except at these just cocktails there happened to be Matt — that Matt, the Matt Rachel had been wanting to introduce her to forever, because he works at Sapient and they've got an opening and it would be perfect for you.

      Meaning Rachel had set the whole thing up. A party — a fucking ambush. Without warning her.

      And Joy — Joy showed up after two glasses of wine at home, already wound up because she and Kevin had fought that morning — and discovered that her best friend had organized a goddamn matchmaking event. Like she was an idiot. Like she was some lonely spinster who couldn't find a job or a husband without help.

      And Joy told Rachel exactly what she thought of it. Loudly. In front of Matt. In front of Rachel's husband Dan. In front of six other guests whose names Joy didn't even remember.

      "What the hell do you think I am? You're my matchmaker now? What, am I thirty-two and parked on a bench in Park Slope waiting for someone to set me up with an eligible man? Are you serious?"

      Rachel had tried gently first — Joy, listen, I just thought… Then sharper: You could just say thank you instead of making a scene. Then — and this was the part Joy remembered worst, because she'd been actively trying to forget it — Rachel had said quietly, almost wearily:

      "You know what? I'm tired. I am genuinely tired. I've been trying to help you for, what, five years? Five years. And every single time — every single fucking time — you act like I'm doing you a favor at the expense of your dignity. I can't anymore. Do you understand? I just can't."

      And Joy — Joy had said something in response. Something so vile that even now, here, in this stinking terminal, she was trying not to think about it. Something about how Rachel always loved feeling superior because she had a husband and stability and Joy didn't, and Rachel secretly liked it that way, because that's how she got to feel successful. Something along those lines. But longer. And worse.

      Then Joy left. And then Rachel wrote. And kept writing. The third time was yesterday.

      Joy still hadn't opened the message.

      And I won't.

      She put the phone away.

      Two seats down the row, the businessman had finally closed his laptop and started cramming chargers into his bag. Knocked his coffee over doing it — black puddle spreading along the linoleum toward Joy's feet. He swore quietly, grabbed a handful of paper napkins, started mopping. Didn't even glance up at her.

      Of course not. Why would he.

      She lifted her feet onto the rung of the seat. Pulled out the phone again. Scrolled higher — to where she didn't want to look.

      A call from her mother. Six days ago.

      That one was unread too, essentially. She'd answered, but it could be classified as a non-answer. Her mother had called Sunday, like always — her mother called on Sundays, exactly three p.m. Eastern, like a medical procedure on a schedule.

      "Hi, Mom."

      "Joy? How are you, sweetheart?"

      Her mother's voice. Thin, slightly cracked, slightly cautious — because her mother always spoke to her the way people speak to someone with a fever who might suddenly bite.

      "Fine, Mom. Working."

      "How's Kevin?"

      "Good. Sends his love."

      Kevin had moved out two days earlier.

      "And work? Last time you said some project was wrapping up…"

      "It wrapped up, Mom. Everything's good."

      Joy had quit the following Monday.

      "Won't you come by this weekend? Dad's been asking."

      "Can't. Very busy."

      "Alright. Take care, sweetheart."

      "You too, Mom."

      Hung up. Her mother probably sat for another minute with the phone in her hand. She always did that after their calls — Joy had seen it once as a kid, walked into the kitchen by accident. Her mother held the receiver to her ear long after the conversation had ended. Like she was about to say something more. She never said it.

      Four months till thirty-three, Joy thought in the waiting area. One-way ticket. No job. No Kevin. No Rachel. With a mother she'd lied to about everything. Happy birthday, Joy. In advance.

      Her throat was dry. The warm martini had only made it worse. Joy stood up — her knees cracked like an old woman's — and walked toward the bar.

      The bar in the gate area was sad. Three stools at a high counter, a tired bartender around twenty-five who looked like she was working her second shift in a row. Joy climbed onto a stool, set her bag on her lap.

      "Martini. Dry. Three olives."

      The girl nodded without looking up.

      In the mirror behind the bar — between the gin and whiskey bottles — a reflection. Joy looked at herself.

      Dark hair pulled into a messy bun at the back of her neck — strands had already escaped, hanging along her face. No makeup: she hadn't put any on this morning, though normally she put it on for everything, even the pizza guy. Skin pale, gray shadows under her eyes. The vertical crease between her brows that used to appear only in moments of irritation, and now lived there full-time. She tried to relax her forehead — the crease didn't go.

      Below — thin shoulders, flat stomach. Pilates three times a week. Without it, she started feeling like shit, in her own words. She'd skipped three weeks now and noticed for the first time in years that she'd softened. Not better — just less stretched.

      Thirty-two, four months from thirty-three. The face of a person who really wanted to sleep but couldn't remember when she'd last slept properly.

      Lovely portrait, Joy thought, and turned away from the mirror.

      While the bartender was making the drink, Joy looked at the TV above the counter. CNN, sound off, ticker scrolling. Something about elections. Something about a corporation that had screwed up environmentally.

      And suddenly — out of nowhere, irrelevant — it flashed in her head:

      Christ, I should send this to the team Slack, they should be aware.

      For a second — literally a fraction — Joy reached for her phone with that work reflex. Four years of daily habit: see news, send to team, discuss Monday, work into the pitch deck.

      Her hand froze.

      There is no team. No Slack. No Monday.

      Trevor.

      Trevor with his stupid reading glasses that made him look like an aged Harry Potter. Trevor, who for the last two years had looked at her with that special blend of respect and concealed hatred bosses reserve for star reports. Trevor, who last week — that is, six days ago, only six days — had called her into his office and said:

      "Joy, we need to talk. And it's not the conversation I'd want to be having."

      Then he laid out a printout. Some correspondence. Some screenshot. Allegedly someone — at her own goddamn company — had told him that Joy was leaking GreenLife information to Sapient, the rival agency they were locked in a pitch with for the client. Allegedly she'd been seen meeting with their creative director. Allegedly.

      Allegedly, allegedly, allegedly. Sure, Trevor, I'd leak inside info to the agency that would then poach the client, the agency whose leadership personally hates me. Brilliant strategy. Move of the decade.

      Joy had said a lot to Trevor. Started with sarcasm — Oh, so my reputation over four years is worth nothing because some anonymous source piped up? — and finished by throwing her badge across his desk. Herself. Nobody fired her. She walked out herself — or that's how she told the story.

      Although, honestly, Trevor wasn't trying to fire her. He'd said he wanted to figure things out. That he didn't want to jump to conclusions. That he valued her as a professional.

      But she didn't give him the chance. She got up and left. And on the way out of the office she gave Emma — that Emma with the ponytail, from marketing — a few sentences Emma would not soon forget. Something about how her presentations were AI-generated garbage, and how it was time for her to stop believing enthusiasm replaced competence.

      Emma cried. Right in the open space. In front of everyone.

      Good. About time she grew up.

      …Although, probably Rachel would say I'm the one who needs to grow up.

      Joy squeezed her eyes shut.

      That thought needed to be killed. Immediately.

      "Your martini," the bartender said.

      Joy laid a twenty on the counter without speaking and grabbed the glass.

      When she got back to Gate B32, the fat guy with the chips was gone — thank Christ. His seat had been taken by an Indian woman in a sari, reading a book. Joy sat down, took a sip of the martini (decent, this time decent), and felt a chill run down her spine — the AC had aimed itself directly at her.

      She tucked her feet under the seat. And then a laugh did come up — short, dry, snagging in her chest before it could turn into anything.

      The laugh — because she remembered yelling at the check-in counter two hours ago.

      Baggage weight. Eight kilos over. That'll be one hundred fifty dollars, ma'am. The girl's smile — so practiced, so saccharine, you wanted to erase it with an eraser.

      Let me get this straight. I'm paying nearly two thousand dollars for a ticket to your tropical hellhole, and you have the gall to demand another one fifty for a few extra kilos?

      She remembered flinging the suitcase open right there on the floor. Pulling out a business blouse — white, silk, Theory, seven hundred dollars. Walking to the trash can and throwing it in. Demonstratively. In front of the whole line.

      That's five hundred bucks of weight gone!

      Then the shoes. Then another blouse. Then cosmetics — La Mer bottles, Christ, a hundred fifty dollars each. All into the trash. The audience watched with that particular expression people reserve for unstable lunatics on the subway. A blend of fear, curiosity, and revulsion. The older woman behind her in line stepped back half a step and pulled her child against her hip. Some uniformed staffer started to come over — Joy saw him out of the corner of her eye — but the gate agent waved him off with a small flick of the wrist. Paying customer. Baggage problem. Solving itself.

      In the end she'd paid anyway. Forty-five dollars. For three remaining extra kilos. Because you couldn't keep dumping things in the trash forever — at some point you'd be flying naked.

      Now, with a martini in hand, Joy looked at the memory from outside. Like at some other woman. Some thirty-something in a business coat throwing silk into the airport trash. Surrounded by stunned passengers backing away.

      I threw out a seven-hundred-dollar blouse to avoid paying a hundred fifty. And I couldn't stop. I knew I was doing it, and I couldn't stop.

      That was what scared her most. Not the blouse — fine, the blouse. But that in the moment of the meltdown, she saw how stupid she was being. Saw it from outside — and couldn't stop. Like someone inside had picked up the remote and pressed continue program.

      If, back at the counter, someone had told me to my face — you're acting like an idiot — I'd have agreed. And kept going. Because stopping is a separate function, and mine is broken.

      She finished the martini.

      Some janitor probably grabbed those blouses. Sold them to a consignment shop. Someone's going to be wearing my Theory. Wearing my La Mer.

      Some lady from Queens. Heavy, in something too tight, with sweat patches under the arms. Going to work in seven-hundred-dollar silk thinking she was killing it.

      Whatever. If I knew where they ended up — I probably wouldn't have liked them either.

      Interesting question, one she'd been carefully not asking herself for the last twenty-four hours: what did she even need now?

      Why Samui specifically?

      The honest answer was simple and pathetic. Joy admitted to herself it was pathetic — but at least there was honesty in that.

      Two nights ago. Thursday into Friday, three a.m. She was on the couch in the living room. Kevin had been moved out for a week. She'd been out of work for six days. On the table — the second bottle of wine, well, the second was empty, and she was starting the third. Next to it — a pizza box she hadn't even opened.

      And she'd opened Google. And typed:

      Where to fly right now one-way ticket warm place

      Just like that. Like a joke. Like it wasn't real.

      The first link was Skyscanner or something like it. List of top destinations. Bangkok, Bali, Phuket, Mexico City, Havana, Samui.

      Samui was fifth on the list. She stopped on it because the name was short and ridiculous. Samui. Sounded like something from a kids' cartoon.

      She clicked. Flight in two days. New York to Dubai to Bangkok to Samui. One-way ticket — nineteen hundred eighty dollars. Joy pulled out her card. Entered the number. Hit confirm.

      After that her memory got fuzzy — she'd finished the bottle, apparently, and passed out on the couch.

      In the morning, waking with a savage hangover, she'd thought it was a dream. Then she checked her email. In her inbox — confirmation. The ticket. Her name. Her card number. Her hotel — Coral Mirage Resort & Spa, three nights (she didn't even remember booking it — the hotel must have been a separate line item).

      Well. Done.

      She could've cancelled. Could've returned the ticket, taken maybe a twenty percent hit. Could've decided it had been drunken stupidity.

      But she didn't.

      Because — and this Joy admitted to herself only in a whisper, only at the very edge of her consciousness — she wanted to disappear somewhere. For a while. Or forever. It was all the same.

      Friday morning, before leaving, she stopped at the bank. Withdrew, in cash, the severance Bright Futures had paid out without a fuss — three months' salary, because legally she'd quit, but per corporate policy the company compensated star employees for transitions. Star, my ass. Plus a savings account she'd been building either for a wedding, or a vacation, or just a what-if.

      About twelve thousand dollars. Cash and on her debit card.

      A couple of months, she calculated in the cab on the way to the airport. Maybe longer if I'm careful. I won't be careful.

      Not that she was planning on a couple of months. She wasn't planning on anything. It was just nice to know the option was there.

      The PA announced something garbled — first in English, then in Arabic. Joy tuned in. Passengers on flight EK204 to Dubai, please proceed to Gate B32 for boarding.

      Two hours had passed. She hadn't noticed.

      Joy stood, shouldered her carry-on. Looked around.

      No one was waving at her. No one was getting up to hug her one last time. No one was kissing her cheek hurriedly, whispering text me when you land. There were several such scenes in the room — a mother saying goodbye to a grown daughter, some guy reservedly hugging his wife — but they were all happening around her, past her, in a parallel universe.

      She was alone. Just alone. Bag on shoulder, boarding pass clenched in her hand, with a feeling that her stomach was slightly turning from martini on an empty one.

      The phone in her pocket buzzed again.

      She didn't even check who.

      Fuck all of you.

      The boarding line moved slowly. Ahead — the family with the screaming kids. Both kids were screaming now. The mother was shushing. The father was staring at the floor with the look of a man accepting his life.

      Could be a great ad for birth control, Joy thought.

      She handed her boarding pass to the agent. The agent passed it over the scanner; the scanner beeped.

      "Have a pleasant flight, Mrs. Sanders."

      "Ms."

      "I'm sorry?"

      "Ms. Not Mrs. Ms. Sanders."

      The woman nodded — no expression, no interest. Waved her through. Joy walked down the jet bridge — a thin metal tube connecting her to the plane. It smelled of hot plastic and kerosene.

      Something was ticking metallically in her head. Maybe it was the alarm clock she'd forgotten to turn off before leaving. Maybe it was her brain.

      Samui. Thailand. Antarctica, even. Just somewhere far.

      At the entrance to the plane the flight attendant smiled at her with that universal blank smile — the one that works equally well for all races, all genders, all kinds of meltdowns.

      "Welcome aboard."

      Joy didn't answer.

      She walked into the cabin, found her seat by the window — 34A — shoved her bag under the seat, dropped down, fastened her belt, and closed her eyes.

      The engines weren't running yet. Through the window — gray New York night and runways with pulsing red lights.

      No way back, ran through her head.

      And then, a second later, with that peculiar sober clarity that sometimes breaks through in very drunk people:

      No, there is. The way back is all I have left.

      That thought she also killed. Immediately.

      The engines hummed up. The plane began to taxi. Joy opened her eyes, scanned the cabin — seats filling in. Flight attendants moved through the rows, checking belts with the same universal blank smile.

      Joy turned to the window.

      The plane was rolling toward the runway. Engines spooling up. Through the glass — runways with their pulsing red lights, endless rows of distant yellow lamps, and somewhere far off — the outlines of Manhattan, blurred by rain.

      For a fraction of a second the lights blurred together into something almost beautiful — long ribbons of color through the wet glass — and Joy noticed it, and immediately turned her head away. Like she'd caught herself doing something embarrassing.

      Joy Sanders, thirty-two, no job, no man, no friends, no plan — was flying to a tropical hellhole because she could no longer stay where she was.

      Brilliant, Joy. Absolutely brilliant.

      The plane lifted off the ground.
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      Joy hadn't slept in twenty hours. Her eyes burned. Her legs throbbed. You could've played a funeral march on her nerves.

      How did I even end up here?

      She was looking at the board in Bangkok airport, where the flight to Samui was delayed again. Twenty minutes. Half an hour. Forty-five minutes. Each update felt like a personal insult.

      Goddamn New York–Dubai–Bangkok. Each layover, a new ring of hell. In Dubai she'd nearly missed her connection because a coach tour group from somewhere Slavic had blocked the entire aisle, the leader holding up a rolled umbrella like a flag and counting heads with infuriating slowness. In Bangkok she'd been stopped at passport control.

      "Purpose of visit?" the officer asked, stone-faced.

      "Tourism," Joy muttered.

      The officer looked at the photo in the passport, then at her face.

      "You look tired," he said. Flat. Not a question.

      "Excuse me?" Joy felt herself flush with anger.

      "Long flight?" He tapped the photo. "In photo you not tired. Length of stay?"

      Christ. Even Thai immigration officers feel the need to comment on my fucking face.

      "I don't know. Maybe a month. Maybe two." She shrugged.

      "You must give exact date." The officer tapped the form.

      "I don't know an exact date," she said through her teeth. "I'm taking… an indefinite vacation."

      The officer tilted his head, like he was studying some strange insect.

      "You must have return ticket."

      Interesting — if I tell him I'm planning to die on the beach, does that count as a return ticket?

      "I'll buy one later."

      The silence stretched. Joy rolled her eyes and sighed, looking at the ceiling. A small line had formed behind her.

      "One moment," the officer said, and stepped over to a senior colleague.

      Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. They're not letting me in, I'll have to fly back, and that'll be the perfect ending to a perfect week.

      A cold knot tightened in her stomach. Flashes ran through her mind: Kevin's tired face as he closed the box. Trevor with the printout on his desk. Emma crying at her workstation.

      A minute passed. Two. Three. The line behind her started to mutter.

      When the officer finally returned, he had some form in his hand.

      "Fill in," he said. "Hotel address. Any. You can write only first one."

      Joy wrote down Coral Mirage Resort & Spa. Her hands were shaking so much the letters came out crooked.

      "Thirty days," the officer said, stamping the passport. "Then extend visa or leave country. Next!"

      Joy grabbed her bag and stepped away. Her legs suddenly went rubbery. She walked maybe twenty meters in the direction of the arrivals hall — and sank down to the floor right there against a wall, next to a water dispenser. Didn't sit on a bench, didn't make it to a bathroom — just sat on the floor.

      Her heart was pounding like a maniac. Her hands were trembling. Some woman walked past, glanced at her with mild concern — and didn't stop.

      What's wrong with me.

      She pulled her knees to her chest and wrapped her arms around them. The air wasn't getting all the way into her lungs. She'd inhale — and only half would go through.

      This is panic. It's just a panic attack. Breathe.

      She tried. Counted inhales. One, two, three, four. Didn't help.

      Somewhere behind her, two women were talking in Thai — calmly, methodically, like they were discussing a menu. Their voices slowly soothed her. A foreign language, where you couldn't understand anything, turned out to be better than silence.

      Five minutes passed. Maybe ten. The shake in her hands started to subside. The air started flowing properly again. Joy looked at her palms — they were still trembling slightly, but it was bearable.

      You're thirty-two, sitting on the floor of Bangkok airport like a junkie. Lovely.

      She got up. Her knees creaked. She picked up her bag. Walked toward the gate.

      No one had noticed. That was the main thing about Bangkok: nobody gave a shit.

      And now she was sitting in the Bangkok departure lounge, fortified behind her bags like barricades. Phone battery — twenty percent, headphones dead. Around her — tourists and loud families with kids.

      Where the hell do they find the energy to smile in this hell?

      Across from her — a couple in their early twenties. The girl was resting her head on the guy's shoulder, and he was murmuring something into her ear. She giggled.

      Joy tried to mentally formulate something cutting about them, but she couldn't. Didn't have the energy. She just watched them the way you watch people in an aquarium — detached, uninvolved.

      Three seats down, an elderly couple was arguing about where to head after Bangkok — the wife was pushing for a beach holiday, the husband wanted mountains in the north.

      "You want to spend two weeks in the heat sweating over a paperback?" he protested in a strong British accent.

      "And you want to drag me through jungle full of snakes and spiders?" the wife shot back.

      With every hour in Bangkok, Joy was becoming more sharply aware that she'd run from New York with no plan whatsoever. What if this fucking Samui was even worse? No job, no friends, no support. Alone in a country where everyone seemed to do nothing but smile.

      After about twenty minutes she decided to walk to the coffee shop at the end of the terminal. Movement, at least. A new spot, at least.

      On the way, she was intercepted by a woman — a young Thai woman, infant on her hip, in a cheap denim sundress. Talking fast in broken English, jabbing a finger at the board. Something about a gate, a number. Couldn't read it.

      Joy didn't stop.

      "Sorry, no English," she muttered without taking her eyes off her phone, and steered around her.

      Two steps later she caught a look. Some guy in glasses, fifties, with a coffee in his hand. Had seen the whole thing. Shook his head — barely, not for an audience, for himself — and looked away.

      Heat rushed to Joy's cheeks.

      What?

      What, am I supposed to play tour guide for her? She has a phone. She has eyes. She can look.

      Her face burned for another minute as she walked. Then it passed.

      In the coffee shop she bought an Americano and brought it back to the gate.

      Forty minutes later they finally called boarding. Joy clenched her carry-on and shoved through the crowd to the gate.

      On the plane she got the window seat, but next to her was a man who apparently considered the armrest his personal property. She demonstratively elbowed him. He just glanced at her and reclaimed his territory.

      When drinks came, Joy ordered a double gin and tonic. She drained the plastic cup in one go, barely tasting it.

      "Rough day?" the neighbor asked in an American accent.

      "Rough life," Joy snapped, and turned to the window.

      She wanted to sleep, but every time she closed her eyes her mind filled with fragments. Kevin closing the box. Rachel: I can't anymore. Trevor with the printout. And — for some reason — her mother holding the receiver to her ear for another minute after the call had ended.

      She pressed her forehead against the cool window. Below, clouds drifted past.

      God, I really did this. Flew to the other side of the world. Because… what? Because I screwed everything up at home?

      A sudden panic seized her — the second of the day. It was night now in New York. The apartment empty. Kevin had taken his things. No job. No friends.

      What am I going to do when I get back?

      If I get back.

      The thought was so unwelcome that Joy flinched. She straightened in her seat and ordered another gin, ignoring the flight attendant's look.

      The neighbor had fallen asleep, and his head was listing dangerously toward her. Another inch and he'd be napping on her shoulder.

      Don't even try.

      She braced her elbow like a defensive barrier. A conversation from the next row caught her attention — two men were discussing some business on Samui.

      "…then the supplier from the mainland flaked on us. Three weeks we waited for the delivery, and they were always — tomorrow, tomorrow," said one, sighing constantly.

      "Same old story," said the other. "I had bar stools promised for my place in Chaweng. Waited a month. Ended up driving to the market and buying them myself."

      Joy listened. Local businessmen. Or expats. Whatever the difference was. Just two men stuck on a tropical island pretending it was a normal life.

      Like mine, she thought, and the thought was unexpectedly bitter.

      She spent the last hour of the flight trying to sleep, failing. Headphones dead, phone almost gone, thoughts ping-ponging between past and indefinite future.

      Samui airport was nothing like the airport Joy had imagined. No glass walls, no AC, no marble. Open pavilions with thatched roofs, connected by wooden walkways. Tropical greenery everywhere, like the airport had grown straight out of the jungle.

      Is this seriously an airport?

      Hot, humid air slammed into her like a boiling blanket. Her back was instantly soaked, hair plastered to her neck. Breathing was hard.

      What the hell am I doing here. This is an oven.

      She walked to baggage claim — another open pavilion. Suitcases were unloaded directly from carts, no belt. At the far end stood a row of taxi drivers with name placards.

      After passport control ("Welcome to Samui!" the officer said cheerfully, not even glancing at her passport), Joy grabbed her suitcase and headed for the exit. Bright sun blinded her, and she hastily put on sunglasses.

      Near the exit was a cluster of taxi drivers holding colored signs with hotel names. The moment they spotted Joy, they perked up.

      "Where you go, ma'am?" the first one asked, words slurring together.

      "Coral Mirage Resort & Spa," Joy said.

      "Oh, very good hotel!" The driver nodded enthusiastically. "One thousand five hundred baht."

      Joy frowned, trying to remember the exchange rate. About forty-five dollars.

      "That's too much," she snapped. "Nine hundred."

      "Not possible, ma'am. Petrol expensive." The driver spread his hands.

      "One thousand," Joy crossed her arms. "Final offer."

      The driver paused, then nodded.

      "Okay, get in."

      The car turned out to be an old, well-traveled Toyota sedan. The interior reeked of some sweetish air freshener mixed with the smell of sweat. The AC was barely working.

      Christ, I'm going to sit in this rolling sauna for a thousand baht.

      The driver immediately started chatting:

      "First time Samui? Where you from? How long?"

      Joy answered with a silent stare. The driver took the hint and focused on the road.

      Outside, scenes of tropical island life rolled past. Palms bent toward the ground under their own weight. Locals on scooters weaving casually between cars. Small shops along the roadside. Small dogs wandering loose through the streets.

      The road ran first through jungle, then past villages of small wooden houses, climbed a hill from which a turquoise sea opened up to view. To the left, beach; to the right, towering palms. Heat, colors, smells — everything was too intense after a long New York winter.

      How do people even live here? The air is literally melting.

      At one stoplight, when the car came to rest, a scooter rode past with a family of four — father at the wheel, mother behind him holding an infant, and a small child standing between them.

      The family on the scooter looked entirely content. No helmets. The kid in flip-flops. Joy watched them and didn't know what to feel. In New York they'd lose custody for that. Here — it was a normal morning.

      The driver turned onto a private road leading to the hotel. On both sides, perfectly trimmed bougainvillea hedges. A guard at the gate, who, oddly enough, also smiled.

      Coral Mirage Resort & Spa looked like a textbook postcard from a brochure. Palms, bungalows, white sand, turquoise water.

      How banal. I'm sure these photos are Photoshopped to death.

      But even her cynical eye couldn't fail to notice
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