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Chapter 1: Checking In
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The air outside the shuttle van hit Will like a warm, damp towel, fragrant with salt and blooming things he couldn’t name. He blinked, hauling their suitcases onto the crushed-shell path, and felt Gloria’s hand slip into his. Her fingers were tight with excitement.

“Will,” she breathed, not a question, just a release of pure wonder.

Before them, the resort unfolded like a postcard that had somehow become real. The main pavilion was open-air, its vaulted roof thatched with palm fronds. Beyond it, through a frame of towering, slender palms, lay a crescent of beach so white it seemed to glow against the impossible turquoise of the ocean. The water shifted through shades of blue he’d only seen on screensavers—cerulean, aquamarine, a deep, mysterious sapphire where the reef began.

“Yeah,” he managed, his own voice sounding rough in comparison. “We’re not in Saskatoon anymore.”

They’d saved for two years for this. Two years of scrimping, of watching travel vlogs on their lumpy couch, of dreaming about a sun that didn’t feel like it was filtered through ice. Their first trip abroad had been to Seattle, a damp, cozy adventure of coffee and bookshops. This... this was a different universe.

Checking in was a smooth, smiling affair. A woman named Lea, with a melodic accent and a hibiscus flower tucked behind her ear, handed them chilled face cloths and glasses of something sweet and pink. As she outlined the all-inclusive amenities, Will’s gaze kept drifting over her shoulder to that slice of paradise.

“Your room is in the Sea Grape building, just a two-minute walk from this very spot,” Lea said, handing over two key cards. “And welcome. There is a newcomers’ orientation in the main lounge at four o’clock—just over there. It’s very helpful. They’ll explain all the excursion options, the dining times, everything.”

Their room was cool and spacious, shades of cream and sea-green. A large balcony looked out over a garden of shocking pink bougainvillea to the ocean. Gloria immediately threw the glass doors open, letting the roar of the surf and the scent of blossoms flood in. She stood on the balcony, her back to him, her shoulders already relaxing.

“We made it,” she said, turning. Her smile was wide, unguarded, the one he’d fallen for eight years ago in a university library. Sunlight caught the coppery highlights in her brown hair.

“We did,” he agreed, coming to stand beside her. He slid an arm around her waist, pulling her close. For a long moment, they just watched the palm fronds sway against the perfect sky.

—
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THE ORIENTATION LOUNGE was full of the low, happy hum of people on the first day of a holiday. Will and Gloria found wicker chairs near the back, sipping from coconuts with straws. A man named Olivier, from the activities team, bounded to the front. He was all easy charisma, his linen shirt rolled to the elbows.

He ran through the expected topics: the three restaurant options, the need for reef-safe sunscreen, the twice-daily yoga sessions on the pier. He talked about snorkelling trips to the coral gardens, the sunset catamaran cruise, the hiking trail to the island’s lone peak.

Then, a man in the front row, with a mischievous grin and a dark baseball cap, raised a hand. “Hey, Olivier. The brochure mentioned something about a... special beach? Not far from here?”

A ripple of knowing laughter and a few theatrical “Ooohs” moved through the crowd. Will felt his own eyebrows raise. He’d skimmed past that line in the brochure, his brain not quite processing it in the midst of packing winter coats.

Olivier’s smile didn’t falter; it just grew more conspiratorial. “Ah, yes. The famous Cove Beach. About a ten-minute drive north of our resort. It is a clothing-optional beach, very well-established, very popular.” He said it with the same casual tone he’d used for the spa treatments. “In fact, it’s so popular with our guests that we run a complimentary shuttle there four times a day. The first one leaves at nine in the morning. Many, many of our visitors find it... a unique and liberating experience. It’s a beautiful spot.”

More murmurs, a mix of shock, intrigue, and amusement. Will’s gaze instinctively cut to Gloria. Her cheeks were faintly pink, but she wasn’t giggling like some of the women nearby. She was listening, her head
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