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      A guy who keeps his promise could be worth breaking hers.

      Reformed party-girl Penny is going to fix her life. No, really, she’s gonna do it this time! Starting with a vow of abstinence, five days in a Bali beach resort, and literally running into a well-timed fake boyfriend she definitely won’t fool around with.

      Unfortunately for her, Adam is smart, funny, charming, and starting to look like an all-round decent human being. All green flags and zero risk, he’s the kind of guy who respects her and keeps his promises, leaving Penny desperate to break hers.

      The Guy from the Beach Resort is a sweet, fake dating, slow-burn romance, set in the world of Somerville Downs.

      

      Contains: Bar creep, insistent ex, and references to past indiscretions and toxic former relationships.
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      Holiday villa for one—check.

      Chamomile and bergamot candle; soy, made with essential oil, not perfume—check.

      Old Milo tin full of things I plan to burn—check.

      A tropical sea breeze floods the humid jungle air with a welcome freshness. I rip a match from a tiny matchbook, emblazoned with the beach resort’s ornate logo, and drag it across the rough strip. It lights true.

      I’m going to change my life. For real this time. I mean it.

      It’s not easy, you know. Once you get used to doing things a certain way, it’s hard to change. Like ordering Cosmopolitans all the time because you got into the habit after seeing them on a TV show. Or telling people you’re fine even when you’re not, because it’s the done thing. Or going out partying and hooking up with guys and falling in love too easily and getting your heart broken so often that you need to leave the country just to stop and think about whether you want to keep going like this.

      Sigh.

      Am I moving too fast? Let’s start over.

      Hi, I’m Penny, Australian tourist in Bali, Indonesia.

      Free spirit. Aries. Kind of a failure. Sounds unkind, but it’s true. I’ve already failed at being a real free spirit, considering I’ve had my corporate copywriting job for the last four years. And I’m not your garden-variety Aries, seeing how I’m not particularly driven, I hate competition, and instead of barrelling courageously into the future, I tend to hold back on doing what would really be good for me.

      Anyway, it’s nice to meet you. I’m going to change my life. For real this time.

      “Ouch!” I drop the half-burned match and suck my smarting fingers. Ugh, this is why stove lighters are so much better, where the flame is at least ten centimetres away from your skin. Why on earth would anyone think that a tiny, fiddly match is a good way to start a fire?

      No, I gotta stop blaming everything around me. This is my fault because I hesitated instead of throwing the lit match into the tin. Just like my failed relationships have been my own fault because I ignored the red flags, even when I totally saw them coming. Seems it’s a pattern of mine. I mean, it was—but not anymore.

      I strike the match, this time remembering to light the candle first, then toss it into the tin.

      The air above the opening distorts, and I picture all those unwanted mementos—little gifts, notes, photos, old purikura photo stickers from back when those machines were still around, basically anything burnable that won’t release too many toxic fumes—curling and melting in the fire. I don’t know why I kept those things. Maybe that’s why it’s been so hard to let go of who I used to be.

      I put the lid back on the tin, my literal and figurative closure, and consult my deck of tarot cards.

      An old bearded man holds a lantern and a golden walking stick. Ah, the Hermit. Totally my vibe. Now, where did I put the booklet of card meanings?

      Oh no.

      I dash inside, to the villa’s kitchenette, and grab a teaspoon to prise open the tin, expecting to find everything in the tin burnt to cinders.

      But aside from some unfortunate papers and photos making a warm, stinking, half-burned mess, most everything else is fine. Is this magic? Some kind of omen? I look to the cards, then back to the tin.

      Oh, wait . . . The fire just ran out of air ’cause I forgot to poke holes in the lid.

      See? I told you. Kind of a failure.

      But under the still-shiny cardboard label for an old toy is a slightly charred booklet that came with my tarot deck. Somehow it got lumped in with a bunch of handwritten notes from my by bestie where we talked endlessly about my highschool crush. Cringe.

      I look up the Hermit card: “Prudence, also and especially treason, dissimulation, corruption, roguery.” Um, excuse me?

      So far, this trip hasn’t gone the way I planned, and now I can’t even seem to get this little letting-go ritual right. Honestly, I don’t know why I keep trying with these tarot cards. I can never remember what they mean, which doesn’t matter anyway, since the booklet never seems to say what I expect it to.

      My stomach growls. The sun sits low over the horizon, haloed with magenta behind the cloud cover, tinting the Indian Ocean with pastel pink and grey-blue hues. The view from the back verandah of my villa takes my breath away. Despite the mishaps, this is still a beautiful moment.

      And if I can still get one thing right this trip, it might as well be dinner.
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        * * *

      

      Faint party sounds carry through the evening into this open-air bar-restaurant at a quieter end of the resort, reserved just for guests. Once upon a time, I would have been down at the other end, living it up in the nightclub open to the public.

      Hah, once upon a time, as if that was so long ago. It was only the week before last that Su-Li and I hit a nightclub, and the only reason we went home early and sober was because she promised her boyfriend Chris she’d help out at his family’s flower stall on market day.

      Ahem, I mean: Yes, we definitely both decided to go home early and sober, because I hadn’t been on the verge of breaking my solemn promise to myself. I’m a responsible adult now who has her life sorted out.

      Still, my toe taps my barstool’s footrest while I sip from the whole green coconut on the bar in front of me. I’m scribbling in my journal like the serious, reflective, modern woman I want to be.

      The sound of thongs on wood gets my attention. I shut my journal as a long-haired surfie-looking guy leans over the bar and orders a round of Bintang beers. He reeks of alcohol already, and I die a little, knowing that’s been me too many times to count.

      So, I’m not about to judge him on that basis. Just . . . does he have to stand so close when there’s so much free space around the bar? The bartender’s even down the other end, serving highball cocktails to a Japanese couple that were here before I got in.

      I glance around for some other reason Surfie’s practically over my shoulder when he waves to the bartender. Besides us in this bar area, there’s a bearded guy reading behind a row of potted plants, and a corner where four other long-haired guys sit, all wearing Aussie surf-branded clothes—this shoulder surfer’s friends, I guess, closing my journal and tucking it close to me.

      While Surfie waits for his drinks, he looks at me, quicker than I can turn away and pretend not to notice. He gives me a what’s up smile.

      “Hey,” he says, nodding to my journal. “Whatcha reading?”

      “I’m not.” Tight-lipped, hoping he takes the hint that I’d rather be left alone.

      “Oh, writing then. Sorry, I only just noticed the pen.” Aussie accent. Great. If he hears mine too, he might use it as a way to start a conversation. Could I fake an accent? Maybe the Singlish/Manglish way Mum talks when she’s on the phone to Auntie Mei-Hua? Is it still cultural appropriation if I’m stealing from my own culture to get a drunk stranger with no concept of personal space to leave me alone?

      Not wanting to risk botching it up, I just nod. A simple and clear gesture, silent and hopefully enough of a signal that the conversation’s over.

      But his drinks arrive and he doesn’t leave. He takes a swig from one of the bottles and lands hard on the stool next to me. “So, where ya from?” he asks. Oh, boy.

      “Perth,” I answer, tersely. I don’t own this section of the bar, and this guy probably paid as much to be here as I did. It’s not right to get shirty about another resort guest sitting where they want to. I’ll just keep it short without encouraging him, and hopefully he’ll get bored and leave.

      “Cool, I’m from Sydney,” he says, seeming pleased with himself. “You look kinda lonely over here. Why not come join me and my mates over there?” He nods to the table in the corner, sure enough, the one full of other surfie-looking guys.

      “I’m ’right, thanks.”

      Surfie’s face falls. “What?”

      “I’m fine over here. I’m not lonely. But thank you for the offer.”

      “You too good for us or something?”

      “Um, no, I just don’t fancy joining you guys.”

      “Is that what you’re writing in that book of yours, what a bunch of yobbos we are?” He reaches for my journal. Despite my shock, I push it out of reach before he gets to it. Surfie holds me in a hard stare. “They all stuck up as you are in Perth?”

      A hot, crawling feeling creeps across my skin. I’ve never met this guy before, don’t know him from a bar of soap, but right now he reminds me of too many guys I’ve had the misfortune of running into. Heck, of knowing, of dating, of discovering too late that they weren’t worth the time I’d spent with them. The kind of demand your time and attention like you owe it to them, the kind who won’t take no for an answer.

      “Please leave me alone,” I say to Surfie. And what an effort it is to include the word please.

      “Oh, so I can’t sit at the bar now? Because I’m not good enough?”

      I should’ve put on an accent, pretended I didn’t speak much English. Deception isn’t meant to be the way I’m supposed to start my new life, but if that’s what it takes to get rid of this creep, then here goes.

      “Listen,” I start, pushing my journal and pen even further out of reach, “my boyfriend’ll be
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