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Dedication
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For Mummy,

Who bought all the books

Who listened to all the stories

Who always believed

In loving memory of my father.

I wish you could have seen how all the bedtime stories led to this.
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Tabanca. /ta’baŋka/ noun

A West Indian term that refers to a deep, yearning desire that consumes a person’s mind and spirit and leaves them a lost, aching shell of their former self.

An insatiable longing. A need for a particular person who does not or no longer feels the same.

Unrequited love.

The worst.
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One

When I was younger, the holidays promised freedom. No school. No early mornings. Nothing but heat, the beach, sunburned lips, sweat-soaked clothes, and sea-scented hair. There were lazy morning lie-ins with nowhere to go, nothing to be done, the hours of the day allowed to unravel without aim or urgency.

When I was younger, it also meant music. And where there was music, there was Him.

The first night I see she cross the room

The type of gyal that know jus’ what to do

Meh eyes stick, cyah look away

The way she move make me want to stay

I tried to ignore the song, and the prickle of annoyance it inspired, as I skirted around the edge of the hotel’s pool. My shoes skidded a little, even as I avoided the worst of the puddle and the Caution: Wet Floor sign. I glanced around the deck. A few loud twentysomethings clustered around the bar, but my father wasn’t there.

Where was he?

My phone vibrated in my pocket. I didn’t have to look to know it was my best friend, Olivia. I didn’t answer. She’d already messaged seven times that morning. I didn’t know what else to do to make her understand I was busy.

And the girls say

Let me make your day

Make my day

Make every day a holiday

“Hey, Jerald.” I approached the barman. He had an empty glass in hand, a checkered rag tossed over his shoulder. In his late forties, he had a broad build and full cheeks that gave him a boyish appearance. “Have you seen my father?”

He spun toward me. “Not since this morning.”

The days alive, nights are wild

I know you’ll never forget

If you think this is real bacchanal

You ain’t seen nothing yet

“Can we skip this one?” I pointed toward the speaker.

“You en like the song, Boss Lady?”

I rolled my eyes at my unofficial title. Boss Lady. The staff at the Plumeria Hotel seemed to find it hilarious. I’d been hearing it for as long as I could remember, probably dating back to my days in diapers. The irony was that they never called Mummy—the real Boss Lady—that. Now that she was gone, the name only reminded me how little I measured up.

Jerald laughed. “I thought this was what all the young people listening to.”

“Not me.” I reached over the bar and snatched a maraschino cherry out of the open container in front of him.

“Ay!” He yanked the rag off his shoulder and swatted at me.

I’d already retreated out of reach, laughing as I popped the fruit between my teeth.

No rhyme, no reason

No hesitation, no fear

Jus’ leggo, jus’ listen

Let de rhythm take you there

Once again, I wondered if I could get away with banning DJ Bacchanal songs from the property. The only thing that stopped me from trying was that I knew I’d have to explain why, and as far as I was concerned, that can of worms could stay shut.

I tossed the cherry stem into a bin behind the bar and returned to my most pressing problem—my father.

The steps from the deck led onto the main lawn. Out here, the scent of earlier rain still clung to the air. I trudged across the freshly mown grass, the earth soft and damp beneath my feet.

Finally, I spotted Daddy fishing at the lookout point—a low-lying seaside cliff suspended about ten feet above the water. Overhead, the midmorning sky held clear. The Caribbean water below burned a rich sapphire blue. The tide had rolled back just enough to reveal the full arc of the bay on our right, the horizon stretched out on our left.

Daddy wore a button-down shirt printed with a riot of parrots, their multicolored wings raised in midflight. Unfortunately, this was far from the most embarrassing outfit he owned. In fact, I’d long suspected he’d amassed the most horrible wardrobe on earth on purpose. It was the only explanation I accepted.

Daddy held a wiggling fish. Its silvery scales glimmered in the sunlight. The species was beautiful but inedible. He threw it back into the ocean.

I jumped straight to the point.

“Daddy, please explain to me why there’s a booking for the villa? For three weeks? Under your name?”

Daddy smiled. His dark-brown fingers carefully baited the hook before casting it out. He held the fishing line between his thumb and forefinger, giving it just enough length before pinching it tightly. The ancient, rusted metal reel hung around his arm. No matter how many new, expensive fishing rods people gave him over the years, he seemed determined to use the steel relic. He said it was something about the feel and pull of the line.

“Calm y’self, Reyna,” he said. “Is a favor for Jake.”

“Jake?” Why did my brother-in-law want to rent the most expensive accommodation at the hotel? He and my half sister, Pam, had a whole house of their own.

“He asked me to do it for his sisters,” Daddy said. “Don’t worry, they the ones paying. They jus’ thought is better the booking not under their name.”

I opened my mouth, then shut it. The wind, which seemed refreshing seconds earlier, now felt strong enough to blow me over. “Daddy!”

My father startled, whipping around to look at me. “What?”

“Are you saying the booking is for Jake’s sisters? As in Eliza and Hailee Musgrove? Those sisters?”

“He has other sisters?” he asked slowly, though we both knew Jake did not.

“This is a big deal! How could you not tell me?”

Hailee Musgrove was a supermodel, and Eliza (from what I could tell) an influencer on Instagram and YouTube. Neither profession inspired any more than indifference from me, but for millions of people, they were undoubtedly a Big Deal. I was supposed to meet them for the first time at Pam and Jake’s wedding a year ago, but in typical Pam and Jake fashion, the couple canceled everything at the last second and eloped without warning.

“I didn’t realize you were a fan,” Daddy said.

I snorted. “Not particularly.” But I didn’t need to be a fan to know this would be great for the hotel.

“Be nice nah,” Daddy warned.

I folded my arms and sniffed. “I am always nice.”

Daddy didn’t say anything, but he looked doubtful. “Is just going to be Jake’s sisters and a few of their friends staying at the villa. No reason to make a fuss.”

I checked the time on my phone. There was much to do. So much fuss to make. “You should’ve told me before.” Like the very second Jake asked for the booking.

“You’re doing too much as it is.” Daddy waved a hand. “I’m sure William took care of it—it is his job.”

I gritted my teeth.

William. The new reservations manager.

I highly doubted that whatever William did to prepare was enough. For one thing, he definitely hadn’t followed Mummy’s checklists for preparing the villa, or her protocols for hosting high-profile guests. I knew that because I hadn’t had a chance to show him yet.

“Actually, Pumpkin.” Daddy started to pull up the fishing line. “Is a good t’ing you remind me. Their plane must be here by now. We should get ready to greet them.”

My stomach dropped. “They’re here already? The booking is for tonight.”

Daddy eyed me warily, probably noticing the rising alarm in my voice, on my face. “They . . . called yesterday to ask for an early check-in.”

“Daddy!”

“Is just a few hours early. Is not like someone else staying in the villa.”

I spun around and sprinted toward the main building. “That is not the problem!”
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Two

I made it to the lobby in record time. Speeding past the front desk, I ignored William—the traitor—when he called out to me, and barged into Daddy’s office. During her last days at the hotel, Mummy made tons of helpful notes. She’d thought Daddy and I would need them when we took over. As far as I knew, Daddy hadn’t given them more than a quick read, whereas I’d studied them like a bible. Most I could recite by heart, but it was so rare for someone to stay at the villa, much less a celebrity, I couldn’t remember the ones I needed today very well.

My phone buzzed. I checked it quickly and saw it was Olivia again.

Buy you lunch? I miss your face

As much as I appreciated her attempt to bribe, flatter, and induce guilt in so few words, I really couldn’t. Sorry. Busy

Her reply was quick. U always busy :(

I set the phone on the desk and logged on to the computer. I’d just pulled up the documents I needed when William marched in.

“Didn’t you hear me calling you?” He stopped on the other side of the desk, a clipboard tucked under his arm. He set a hand on his hip, his bright-yellow shirt popping against his dark-blue Plumeria blazer. “What happened to you? You look terrible.”

I glared at him over the top of the computer. I didn’t need to check to know the wind at the lookout point had caused my curls to break free of my hair tie. Instead of charmingly wind-swept, I probably looked as frantic as I felt.

“Did you finish preparing the villa?” I asked.

“Do you know what happened to the contractors I hired this morning?” he countered without missing a beat.

I straightened up. “You mean the contractors you hired behind my back?”

“Answer the question.”

“You answer mine first.”

I folded my arms, and so did he.

Twenty-four-year-old William had joined the Plumeria staff about four months ago. He came into his job hot, pitching a hundred ideas for improvements and upgrades. Months later he still hadn’t given up on his plans. He didn’t seem to understand that things around here were done a certain way, and had been since Mummy ran the place. It was getting to the point where he’d surpassed being an Annoyance and edged into Pain-in-the-Butt territory.

“Of course I got the villa ready.” He rolled his eyes, breaking first. “I had it cleaned and aired out since Tuesday.”

“What about the light bulbs? You always forget—”

“Had them checked and replaced where necessary. Now tell me what you did.”

I shrugged. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Don’t try that. Your father signed off on those contractors. The job was already paid for.”

I took in that news with a pinch of irritation. Daddy and I were going to have a chat later.

“Now the workmen have all disappeared,” William said. “And the company’s not taking my calls. I know you did something.”

I tried not to smile. It wasn’t easy. “I simply explained to them that we no longer needed their services.”

And that there was no one named William Ellison working for us.

A little extreme, I know. But he’d been trying to tear down the gazebo—my gazebo. The small hexagonal structure where my parents had been married. The one where I’d held three birthday parties, won two Easter egg hunts, and had my first kiss. The place I used to hide when I needed a break from the guests, the staff, Daddy—everyone.

Okay, so maybe the structure of the gazebo wasn’t technically “stable” or whatever. It was still mine. William had no right to look in its direction, much less break it down.

“The gazebo is a lost cause,” William said. “The foundation is weak. The ground can’t support it. There’s no point in sinking money into something that’s literally sinking. One way or another, that thing’s coming down.”

“If that’s what you want to think, fine.” I waved my hand in a circular wrap it up motion. We didn’t have time for this. “We’ve had this argument already. You never win. Stop pouting.”

William’s jaw ticked. “I do not pout.”

“Sure you don’t.” I checked the time on my computer. “For now, let’s run through this checklist for preparing the villa. I need to make sure you didn’t miss anything.”

“There’s no time for that.” He frowned, then crossed the room to the window that overlooked the main entrance. “They’ll be here any moment.”

“Just sit down, please. We’ll make use of whatever time we’ve got. It may be a lot, if they got stuck in customs.”

“Actually, you’ve got two minutes.” He pulled two slats of the blinds apart. “Or less. They’re pulling into the driveway now.”

I ran for the door, then circled back to the computer. I’d send a copy of the list to my phone, then check the villa on my own. “Can you stall them?” I asked William. “Take them on a tour of the grounds, show them the path to the beach—”

“What the hell?”

I startled, surprised by his tone.

William pulled the blinds farther apart. His nose pressed against the glass as if ready to push right through. “Is this some kind of joke?”

“What?” I asked, confused.

“Is that Hailee Musgrove? What would Hailee Musgrove be doing here?”

Oh. That. I rolled my eyes. “The same reason everyone comes here, I’d imagine.” I uploaded the files to the cloud.

“This is crazy,” he said.

“Isn’t it?” Part of me wanted to hang around just to watch the stuffy reservations manager completely unravel, but I had no time for that. I headed for the door. “Can you distract them for me or what?”

“And . . . there’s Eliza Musgrove,” he said, ignoring or not hearing me. He sounded like he was in pain. “I can’t believe this. And Leonardo Vale too? DJ Bacchanal!”

Wait. What?

I joined him at the window. At the entrance to the hotel, two black SUVs idled on the roundabout. Three of the porters were removing and stacking several pieces of designer luggage from the trunk. I recognized Hailee easily, her long, lithe frame towering over everyone. She wore ripped jeans and a T-shirt with a logo too faded to be read. As I watched, she tossed her inky-black shoulder-length hair and locked arms with someone, pulling him into view.

No. Way.

My hands shook as I pried the blinds farther apart. William was right. It was Leonardo Vale. The front man for DJ Bacchanal stood in front of my hotel, smiling at Hailee Musgrove. And they weren’t alone.

I also spotted Fish—obviously not his real name. The mystery of why he’d chosen to call himself that eluded even the most dedicated fans. At that moment, Fish was at the entrance to my hotel, precariously sitting on one of the larger suitcases, his silver-blue hair falling over his eyes. He was sleepily slumped over the raised handle until Eliza Musgrove poked him on the forehead, startling him upright.

Unlike the rest of the group, Eliza didn’t look like she’d spent hours on multiple planes, but like she’d jumped right off a magazine page. She seemed to be one of the few people who could pull off a romper; her waist-length hair in a flawless high ponytail that would’ve made Ariana Grande take notice.

And then there was Him. The third and final member of DJ Bacchanal.

He wore fitted blue jeans and a short-sleeved white T-shirt—a deceptively simple outfit that probably cost more than everything in his old wardrobe put together. And yet, for all his polish, I’d recognize him anywhere.

Aiden.

It had been so long since I’d seen him in person.

Even from a distance, I could see he’d changed. Where he’d once been narrow and wiry, his shoulders and arms had broadened with muscle. His hair, which he used to keep buzzed short, had been left to grow into tight black curls. I’d always told him he’d look great if he let it grow, and I was right. Someone more convincing than me must’ve gotten to him.

“Okay!” William said in a high-pitched voice. “I—I guess I’ll go welcome them? Are you coming?”

I let out a laugh, like a bark. It was sharp and hard. It startled both of us. He’d completely forgotten my plan to check the villa, though to be honest, I didn’t care anymore. “No, I don’t think so. You go ahead.” I flicked my wrist in the direction of the window. “I’m sure you can take care of it. It’s your job, after all.”

“It’s my . . . what the hell? Since when?”

“Isn’t it?”

“Yes, but you’ve never thought so.” William gaped at me. “Are you sick? You’re scaring me.”

I looked back at the window. “Stop stalling.”

“I’m not stalling. I’m concerned.”

Outside, Aiden hesitated next to the van, squinting up at the hotel’s name emblazoned across the arch of the entrance. Why was he here? After we’d last spoken, I’d more or less resigned myself to the fact that I’d never see him again. I thought he’d done the same.

As if he’d heard my thoughts, his attention swung to my window. I jumped backward, letting the blinds snap back into place.

“You know I was only joking earlier,” William said. “You don’t look that terrible. If that’s why you don’t want to—”

“That’s not why,” I said, but I reflexively reached for my ponytail of messy curls.

Now that William had put the thought in my head, I realized Aiden absolutely could not see me like this. Not when we hadn’t seen each other in two years. Not when he looked every inch the celebrity he’d grown up to be.

The office started to feel incredibly small. The walls too close.

I needed to get out of there.

“Go on.” I hoped William couldn’t hear the strain in my voice. “Unless you—you can’t handle it on your own.”

His spine stiffened. “Of course I can. I’m a professional.” He scowled and marched toward the office door. “I certainly do not need a seventeen-year-old to do my job for me.”

“Sure. You keep telling yourself that.”

I wasn’t surprised when he shut the door a little harder than necessary.

Finally.

Between gathering my things, I messaged Olivia. Still want to see my face?

Always, she answered.
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Three

When DJ Bacchanal first took off, I followed their journey closely.

Their success started with a simple upload to SoundCloud. Aiden and Fish, two no-name teenagers with tons of talent and a dream. By the time I’d discovered their song, “Hyperbolic” had gone viral, the boys already signed to a record label.

Within a few weeks, they’d rereleased the song, shot a video, and welcomed a new member, Leonardo Vale. “Hyperbolic” went to number one on several Billboard charts around the world, including in the US, and it parked there for six weeks. DJ Bacchanal became the hottest new act of the year, and the Grammy Award sealed it.

Their overnight success was wild. Aiden—the boy from down the street, the boy who cried during Love & Basketball, the boy who’d once bought me too many bags of red mango when I was sick because he knew I liked them—had a Grammy.

For six months, I watched every one of their interviews, read every article, listened to every song. I’d picked apart every lyric, cheered for every award. I was consumed by a potent mix of pride and pain, until I realized that these feelings I thought were bittersweet were actually toxic. Why did I need to know what he was wearing? Where he hung out? Who he was dating?

He’d moved on with his life; it was past time I did the same.

So I tried to cut him and DJ Bacchanal out of my life, which wasn’t easy with them playing on the radio every ten minutes. Still, I tried, avoiding every mention of Aiden and the band, eventually blocking all outlets for celebrity news.

Of course, that meant I’d missed a few of the latest developments. Some of which had suddenly become terrifyingly relevant.

“How did you not know?” Olivia braced her hands on the counter. Behind her, Grace—Olivia’s aunt and the owner of Grace’s Seaside Grill—shuffled past the window to the kitchen. “Hailee Musgrove and Leonardo Vale have been together for a while now. It was pretty big news when it came out.”

I pointed my fork at her. “You could’ve warned me.”

“I thought you knew! Besides, whenever I bring up DJ Bacchanal, you get this look on your face—yeah, that one. It’s not a good look, Reyna. I’d rather not deal with it.”

I wasn’t sure what she thought my face was doing, but I made an effort to stop. Sometimes I hated that she could read me so well.

When Olivia and I met, our first year of secondary school, we hated each other. As a gifted child, I was told repeatedly my talent for painting made me special, so meeting someone else my age who was just as gifted—or possibly more so—didn’t go down well. She’d apparently felt the same.

We were rivals right up to the day Olivia got a low grade because her painting didn’t address the assigned theme. I thought the mark was unfair, the piece was great anyway, and I told her so after class. We’d been friends ever since, even though elements of the rivalry still remained.

“Well, now I have to deal with it,” I muttered, picking at my box of fried fish and seasoned fries. The lunch Olivia had used to bribe me here had gotten cold.

Aiden was here. In Tobago. In my hotel.

I still couldn’t wrap my head around it.

“What am I going to do?” I wondered aloud, not expecting an answer.

Naturally, Olivia couldn’t resist. “It’s obvious, isn’t it?” She put her hands on her hips. “You need to—”

“Olivia!” Grace dropped a food box on the window ledge. “I hope my business isn’t getting in the way of your chat.”

“No worries.” Olivia smiled brightly, retrieving the box. “But Lord knows, it is not easy in this rush.” She tipped her head toward the three people in the seating area. “Somehow we’ll manage.”

Grace’s eyes narrowed. “Look, nah,” she warned, her tone stern but her lips twitched with the start of a smile. “I done with yuh back chat. When it is you leaving for London again?”

“Lucky for you, just a few more weeks.” Olivia’s eyes met mine, and her smile dimmed at little. She looked down to read the receipt attached to the box.

I hated that she felt like she couldn’t talk about London around me. But I was also thankful when she didn’t.

“Forty-two!” she shouted toward the seating area.

A young woman dressed head-to-toe in Nike athletic wear collected the container.

When she left, I asked Olivia, “You were saying, I should—what?”

She blinked at me, confused for a second. Then it seemed to click. “Oh, yeah. I was saying, you should talk to him. Obviously. This is your chance to apologize. Get closure, so you can finally move on.”

“I have moved on.”

“Really?” She leaned against the counter. “Is that why you turn down every man jack who shows an interest in you? Because you’ve moved on?”

I didn’t like where this conversation was going. “That’s not true.”

“You remember what happened with James Persad?”

“He was just joking around.”

“Clinton Huntly?”

“I think he was drunk.”

“Xavier Whatever-his-last-name?”

“You know how he is. He’s naturally flirty.”

“Naturally flirty?” she repeated, her nose wrinkled as if the phrase carried a stench. “Please explain to me what is naturally flirty? An’ how for months, he only did it around you.”

“You’re being ridiculous,” I said. She was making it sound like I had guys falling for me left and right, which was not true at all. That didn’t mean over the past few years there hadn’t been a few interested. I usually pretended not to notice until they stopped. It was easier. Simpler. Safer.

Because I’d already been there, done that. I’d loved and lost, experienced heartbreak so intense I still felt the echoes of it today. The idea of putting myself out there, doing it all over again, wasn’t just daunting. It was terrifying.

“Why are you so concerned about my love life anyway?” I asked Olivia.

“I’m not. I’m using your lack of one to prove a point.”

“The point being . . . ?”

“You are not over Aiden!”

“Yes, I am,” I said firmly.

Olivia threw her hands up. “Okay then. Prove it. Right here, right now.”

“How?” I asked, with a sinking feeling.

“Number forty-three. The guy who ordered the shark and bake.” She pointedly glanced toward the seating area. “He’s not bad, right? Ask for his number. Or even better—ask him to stick around and have lunch with him.”

I looked over to the guy. He was good looking, sure. But this whole thing felt forced and off-putting. “I can’t have lunch with him. I’ll need to head back to the hotel soon.”

“Then just get his number,” she insisted. “Or give him yours. Try a t’ing, nah.”

“Olivia . . .”

“Forty-three!” she shouted.

“Olivia,” I whispered through clenched teeth. “Don’t.”

She bowed her head to whisper back. “Admit you’re not over Aiden and that you need to talk to him.”

“I am over Aiden, and I do not need to talk to him.”

“Then put your game face on. You’ve got to get Forty-three’s number.”

“I’ll leave.”

“Too late. You’ll look rude.” She straightened up, smiling at the customer. “Hi! So sorry, I made a mistake. Your order’s not ready yet. But—hey, my friend here was just saying you look familiar. Have you been here before?”

Number Forty-three took a few seconds to answer. I couldn’t blame him. I felt steamrolled as well.

“I have been here before,” he said. There was a note of hesitation in his voice, but a glance at his face suggested it was born out of confusion rather than reluctance. He was smiling, amused. “But that’s not how I know Reyna.”

I coughed, surprise making me choke on nothing. When I cleared my throat, I asked, “You know my name?” I did not recognize him.

“I’m Nicholas. But I don’t think you’d remember me.” His eyes crinkled in a way that suggested he was a little embarrassed. “I was a year ahead of you in primary school. We never really interacted, but you were a legend after the Ibis Incident. After that, the whole school knew you.”

“Ibis Incident?” Olivia asked.

I’d never heard it called that, but I knew what he meant. It was in primary school, a few years before Olivia and I met.

“The school was having an open house,” he told her. “Some of us were asked to paint something for a small exhibition in the art room. The new teacher, a pretentious old man who thought he was critiquing master painters rather than ten-year-olds, decided Reyna’s submission—a painting of a scarlet ibis—wouldn’t be exhibited. He accused her of cheating. The painting was so good, she couldn’t possibly have done it without help from an adult.”

“What the hell?” Olivia frowned at me. “You never told me about this.”

I shrugged. At the time, I remembered being embarrassed; the teacher lecturing me in front of the whole class about lying. When I’d gotten home that day, I went straight to my room. When Mummy asked what was wrong, I didn’t even need to pretend I had a stomachache.

“So, what happened?” Olivia asked.

“The open house happened,” Nicholas said. “Reyna’s parents noticed her painting wasn’t there, and the art teacher filled them in. They all start arguing. So Reyna, right there, in the art room, in front of everyone, finds a sketch pad and starts to paint another scarlet ibis. It was even better than the first one.”

“No, it wasn’t,” I said.

It wasn’t. There was no way it could have been. The first version had taken me weeks to get just right. It couldn’t compare to something painted under the scrutiny of dozens of parents, teachers, and my classmates. I’d planned to let the entire thing go, but I’d seen the hint of doubt in Mummy’s eyes and I knew I needed to do something.

I’d done my best to re-create the ibis. It wasn’t great, but it was good enough to leave little doubt I’d done the original. When the art teacher apologized, Mummy had looked so relieved. Daddy had gotten the original painting framed and mounted it on the wall behind our couch.

“Okay, maybe it wasn’t.” Nicholas laughed, but there was a strained note in it. “I don’t know, I never saw the original. But it was great for a ten-year-old. You must be insanely good now.”

“I don’t do that anymore.” I used a napkin to wipe my mouth.

“Do what?”

“Paint.” I stuck the fork into the food box and closed it. I’d had enough.

“Really? That’s a shame. I was just going to ask if you wanted to join my after-school initiative.” He shuffled his feet, pulling out his wallet. “A group of us volunteer twice a week to work with primary schoolers on their homework, or do fun activities like arts and crafts. It’s mostly to keep the kids busy while their parents are still at work.” He held out a card to me.

I took it and offered it to Olivia without looking at it. “Olivia’s who you need. Now she’s a painter. In fact, she’s going to the University of Arts in London this September.”

“Congrats.” He sounded impressed. And he should have been—it was impressive.

“Thanks.” Olivia glanced at me quickly, then backed away to retrieve a food box from the window. She looked uncomfortable, but that didn’t stop her from smiling. It was like she couldn’t help it. She set the box in front of Nicholas.

“But that means you’ll be in London.” Nicholas pulled the box toward him. “We only run during the school year.”

Oh, yeah. Right.

I offered the card back to him.

He shook his head. “No, you keep it. In case you change your mind.”

So Olivia would be learning from some of the best artists in the world while I taught kids to finger paint? Not likely. But rather than say that, I just wanted him to drop it. “I’ll think about it.”

“Great.” Satisfied with that, he picked up his box, smiled, and left.

Once he was out of earshot, Olivia asked me, “Are you really not painting?”

I hopped off the stool and gathered my things. “Technically, I got his number.” I held up the card before dropping it into my purse where I planned to forget it. “It counts.”

“Reyna . . .” Her shoulders sagged.

“I’m going to head back to the hotel.”

“And you’re going to talk to Aiden?”

I didn’t bother answering.

“Aren’t you at least curious about why he’s back here? It must be for a reason. What do you have to lose by asking?”

I almost laughed. What did I have to lose? Where to start?

My dignity? My head? My heart?

No, not my heart.

I’d been there, done that. Never again.
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Four

Why was Aiden here?

The question haunted me. It was the last thing on my mind before bed, my first thought when I woke up. Olivia was right. I hated to admit it, but she was. I needed to know why he was here, if only to stop that tiny spark of something that made me wonder if he was back because of me. The very idea was silly, the likelihood near impossible, but the thought was still there.

That being said, I didn’t have to talk to him right away. Now that I’d seen sense, a conversation seemed inevitable, but I needed some time to prepare first. I planned to write a script, too much unsaid between us for me to improvise on the spot. But coming up with the right words was more in line with his talents than mine.

While I figured it out, I avoided him and his group, spending most of the following day in Daddy’s office. If I needed to go outside for any reason, I was fast, careful not to linger out in the open. Most important, I went nowhere near the villa.

It was only on my way home that evening that I realized Aiden might also be avoiding me. Not that I’d hoped or expected him to seek me out, but if he’d wanted to find me he could. I didn’t know how to feel about the fact that he didn’t.

As I walked up my driveway, a flurry of text messages came from Jake:

HELP!!!

Please

If you’re free I mean

If you can’t that’s fine

No rush

I sighed and turned around. The air was pleasantly cool, so I decided to walk over to Pam and Jake’s house. It was only five minutes away.

That evening, the brightly colored houses of Shell Haven village glowed in the pinkish light of the setting sun. Our house, the first on our street, was a three-bedroom bungalow painted burnt orange with white accents, the frangipani trees on our lawn bracketing the front gate.

On my way to Pam and Jake’s, I called out to neighbors enjoying the evening breeze on their front porches. A handful of boys played football in the middle of the street, pausing for a couple seconds to let a car pass before they resumed their game. Yard fowls clucked from somewhere in the bushes, water trickling through the moss-coated drains that lined the roads.

At the end of my street stood the old Chandra house. Upon seeing it, I picked up my pace, trying my best to ignore the memories it brought back. No one had lived there since Aiden’s grandfather moved to a nursing home in Trinidad. It was only slightly bigger than a shack, poised atop thick stilts that kept the front door level with the road. The body of the structure tipped forward slightly, cracked and worn but somehow still strong enough to hover above the sloping plot of land below.

Did Aiden plan to visit the old house? Would he be popping over to the sister island to see his grandfather? I could never tell if he and the old man were close. They used to bicker constantly, but they must have had some bond since Aiden spent so many of his school holidays here.

At the end of the street, I took a left and soon arrived at Pam and Jake’s gate. Their house, a Spanish-style two-story with clay roof tiles and arched doorways, was perfect for the family of three (soon to be four). They’d been lucky to find someone selling a house, much less one so close to us. Here, houses were usually passed from one generation to the next. Daddy was the one who’d heard about the sale before anyone else, and Pam and Jake snatched it up.

Pam and I hadn’t been close growing up, partly because she lived in Canada, but also because of the ten-year age gap between us. She was still a baby when my father’s first wife, Aunty Helen, had gotten a job running an investment firm in Alberta.

As I opened the gate, Pam and Jake’s rottweilers, Midnight and Terror, bounded toward me. I pushed the gate just enough to slip through without letting the little nightmares out. Terror—the more affectionate of the two—nuzzled her face against my thigh, her stub of a tail twitching wildly. I gave her a quick scratch behind the ears and relocked the gate. “Keep up the good work,” I told the pair before jogging up the staircase to the front porch.

Jake answered the door wearing yellow dishwashing gloves, a tea towel slung over his shoulder. His pinched features relaxed when he saw it was me. I admit it did a lot for my mood to know my presence was appreciated.

“Oh, thank God.” He ushered me in. “I’m so, so sorry to call you over, but I didn’t know what else to do. Our usual babysitter has exams and—”

“Who are you talking to?” Pam called from the living room.

“Look who came over, babe,” Jake said as we rounded the bamboo screen that separated the entrance from the living room. “Isn’t this a nice surprise? Reyna came to visit.”

Pam’s dark-brown eyes narrowed. She sat on the wicker love seat, a loose peasant top disguising the slight bump of her stomach, her slipper-clad feet propped on the coffee table. Kesha, my niece, rested her head against Pam’s shoulder. The last light of the day spilled through the window, illuminating them softly. I felt a thrill of inspiration, my first instinct to memorize and reproduce the scene on canvas later. But then I remembered there was no point. I’d never paint it.

“Reyna, you won’t believe this,” Jake said. “We were just talking about you. Crazy coincidence, right?”

“Jake,” Pam said drily. “Look me in the eye—look me right in the eye and tell me you didn’t ask Reyna to come over.”

Jake wrung the towel in his hands. His gaze dropped to the floor.

Pam sucked her teeth. “Reyna, I’m so sorry. You didn’t have to come over. We’ve got it covered.”

“Now, hold on—” Jake started to protest.

“You go, and I’ll stay home with Kesha,” Pam said. “We don’t need a babysitter. Case closed.”

Hearing her name, Kesha raised her head. She blinked, her whiskey-brown eyes bleary. At a glance, the resemblance between mother and daughter might be missed. Jake was Jordanian and French Canadian, so he and Kesha shared warm beige skin and wavy dark-brown hair. Like me, Pam was Afro-Caribbean with jet-black hair and skin a rich shade of brown. But upon looking closer, it was difficult to miss the fact the Pam and Kesha had the same face with high cheekbones, upturned eyes, and full lips.

“Case reopened,” Jake said, because he’d been a dad for all of eighteen months but already had the jokes down. “It’s been a year since I’ve seen my sisters. As exhausting as they can be, I do want to see them.” He fiddled with the towel. “I’d just really prefer if you came with me.”

Pam’s lips pinched. She looked like she was trying not to laugh at his distress. “It’s just one quiet dinner at Le Tropique with your sisters. I’m sure it’ll be fine.”

Jake snapped off the gloves and dropped them on the counter. “You know there’s no such thing as a quiet anything when it comes to my sisters. You know they’re going to spend the whole dinner guilt-tripping me for moving here. Especially Eliza.”

“Really?” Pam asked. “I would’ve expected it from Hailee. Even though you’re older than her, I have noticed Hailee likes to treat you more like a son than her brother.”

Jake huffed. “They both do. But Hailee’s the kind, capable mom. Eliza’s the type of mom that would try to run your life for you.”

“And you want me to come along so they can guilt-trip me too?” Pam snorted. “No thank you. I get enough of that from my actual mom. She still ends each call with are you sure about leaving the university? Really?”

I bit my lip. It was a good question. Until two years ago, Pam had been on track to complete a PhD in theoretical physics, and Jake was a manager at one of his father’s car dealerships. Then, out of nowhere, they decided to toss it all aside, elope, move to Tobago, and start a family. Now Jake worked as a scuba instructor, and Pam taught physics at a secondary school. I wondered about their life decisions too.

“Come on,” Jake pleaded. “You know they like you more than me. They’re not nearly so bad when you’re around.” He shot me a silent, wide-eyed plea for help.

“Go on.” I approached Pam, arms extended. “Save your husband from his teenage sisters. I’ll stay with Kesha.”

“You do realize you’re seventeen, right?” Pam frowned. “It’s Friday night. You should be going out with friends, having fun.”

“But spending time with Kesh is fun.”

Pam shook her head. “You need a little more excitement in your life, Rey. Maybe you should be the one going out with the girls and their friends tonight.”

The thought struck me as so ridiculous, I laughed aloud. That was literally the last thing I wanted to do. Then I realized, she’d mentioned Hailee and Eliza’s friends, and my laughter died. I’d thought the dinner was with the sisters alone.

I fought to keep my tone level. “Are they coming to pick you up here or are you meeting them at the restaurant?”

“Oh, we’re meeting them there,” Jake said firmly. “I am not ready to show them the house yet. They’ll be nice and complimentary at first, then before you know it, they’ll try to give it a makeover.”

The knot in my chest eased.

“Sounds like it’s all set then.” I held out my arms. “Hand over the baby and get out.”

Pam passed Kesha to me. “Fine, if you insist. It’s not like I wanted to turn down a dinner where the food doesn’t go flying across the table.”

Jake mouthed the words thank you.

I laughed and brushed a loose eyelash off Kesha’s cheek. “We’re going to have so much fun. Isn’t that right, Kesh.”

Pam sighed, but she still rose to go get dressed. By seven o’clock, she and Jake were ready and about to leave.

Pam shuffled out of the bedroom. She wore a high-waisted, white cotton dress. Chunky blue beads dripped from her ears and circled her neck and wrists. She looked fantastic. Jake followed a few steps behind, dressed in a green short-sleeved shirt, faded black slacks, and sneakers—which was about as formal as I’d ever seen him. For the record, this was the guy who’d worn jeans to his daughter’s christening.

“Call us if anything comes up,” Jake said as he and Pam headed toward the front door. “I’m serious. Any problems at all.”

Pam hooked her arm through her husband’s and pulled him out the door. “Come on, babe. They’ll be waiting on us.”

“Even if you’re not sure it’s a problem,” Jake continued to tell me as Pam pushed him into the car. “Just call. We’ll come home right away!”

Kesha and I waved them off and blew kisses from the open doorway.



OEBPS/images/9780063018549_Cover.jpg
“IT’S LIKE THE PERFECT ISLAND VACATION: BREEZY, WARM,
ROMANTIC, LOTS OF SOUL-SEARCHING, AND FULL TO THE BRIM WITH LOVE.
—JASMINE GUILLORY, New York Times bestselling author






OEBPS/images/dedi.jpg





OEBPS/images/ch1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Titlepage.jpg





