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Winnie’s Ibiza Bucket List

Swim at Bora Bora Beach

Go to a crazy dance party

Day trip to Formentera

Eat tapas (until you’re sick)

Wild sex (lots!!!)

Skinny-dipping

Fall in love BUT ONLY IF THE MAN IS SMOKING HOT!

Get a tattoo

Go cliff jumping at Sa Punta

Party on a yacht

Try drugs (maybe???)

Surf

Snorkeling

Wander through Old Town

Drink all the sangría!

Shop at Hippy Market Punta Arabí

Try hierbas ibicencas

Watch the sunrise (with that hot man)




CHAPTER ONE

Isabel

Everyone in the crowded bar has a cold drink and a group of friends. I’m the only one sitting alone, though I might not be for long. A handsome stranger has been trying to catch my eye for the last few minutes. His gaze slips down my slinky black dress with unabashed interest, and I try not to get my hopes up. This is my third night out on the town since arriving on Ibiza, and so far I have nothing to show for it. No hookups, no oh-god-don’t-stops, not even a measly kiss. But something has to happen soon. I’m growing desperate; “wild sex” is on the bucket list, after all.

But tonight? Do I really have it in me?

I reach for my sangría as the stranger approaches, and I barely contain my wince when he launches into a string of Spanish. It’s unfortunate considering yo no hablo español.

Ibiza is a tiny island off the coast of Spain. Everyone here speaks Spanish and Catalan. The fact that I didn’t Duolingo my life away for the last few weeks before my arrival was a complete oversight on my part.

“¿Inglés?” I ask, offering up a tentative smile.

The guy shakes his head with a disappointed frown, but he doesn’t back away. He’s not going to let a little thing like a language barrier block his shot. “No.”

Okay. Time to metaphorically crack my knuckles and dig deep—all the way back to that half a year of Spanish I took in seventh grade.

“¿Cómo te llamas?” Thank you, Shakira, for incorporating conversational Spanish in your 2000s hits.

“Luis.”

He holds his hand out for me to take; it’s a little moist, but I can’t blame the guy. Ibiza is having an unusually warm start to summer. It’s half past ten, the sun set hours ago, and yet the bar is stifling. There’s no AC and the body heat alone is enough to make me want to pour an ice bucket over my head.

“I’m Isabel,” I tell him with an easygoing smile.

Luis withdraws his hand, we each take a swig of our cold drinks, and what follows is nothing short of the most hilarious form of flirting that’s ever existed. Over the span of ten minutes we gesticulate wildly with our hands while cobbling together a rudimentary conversation.

“Do you live here?” becomes “Doooo youuuu liiiivvve heeerrre?”

I’m not translating my English into Spanish so much as into whale-ish. Following up the question by pointing down to the ground proves fruitless.

Luis looks down, following my finger. Then he grimaces. “No . . . entiendo.”

It’s clear we’re not going to Rosetta Stone our way into romance here. If he were a little more tempting, I’d just cut to the chase and gesture between our lips, but alas, Luis doesn’t really do it for me. He’s cute, sure, but unfortunately there’s no spark.

It’s not long before Luis’s friends come over to collect him, no doubt sensing his failure from across the room. I assume they’re heading off to the next bar. There are many, many more along this strip of road, and countless more multilingual partners for him to pick from. Luis gives me an apologetic look before cutting his losses and making a break for it.

When he’s gone, I deflate and glance down at the antique ring on my right hand.

“Sorry, Winnie,” I whisper under my breath before downing the last of my sangría and slipping off the barstool.

Oh well. So night three in paradise didn’t go as planned. No problema.

See? I’m already thinking in Spanish. I’m settling in!

Out on the sidewalk, I turn left and teeter my way back to the hostel so I can regroup. The area is packed with people. By Ibiza standards, it’s still early, practically the afternoon. I don’t have to call it a night. I could dip into any one of these bars and try my luck with another flirty Spaniard, but I’m exhausted. I still haven’t adjusted to my new time zone.

I landed on Ibiza three days ago with a duffel bag crammed full of summer outfits, skimpy bikinis, and cold, hard cash. I have two thousand euros and a plan in place. I’ve just yet to actually implement it. I wanted to give myself a day or two to adjust, but now I’m running low on excuses.

Tomorrow I need to start my job search. I can’t keep blowing my money or this whole thing will be over before I’ve even given myself a real chance to accomplish anything. So far, I’ve been frugal, but it’s not enough.

The hostel where I found temporary housing is thirty-one euros a night, and while I can eat out for practically nothing (less, even, if I convince myself that glass of sangría was dinner), it still adds up. I only have my cash to rely on. I really don’t want to use my credit cards or debit card because I don’t want to run the risk that they’ll be tracked. It’s a little ridiculous I’m even worrying about such a thing. It’s not because I’m a marked woman or anything. I’m not on the lam, not in witness protection, not running from a mafia hitman.

It’s simple: I lied to my parents and fled the States so I could have a no-holds-barred scandalous summer abroad. If I’m going to pull this off, I can’t take any chances. I have to stay under the radar as much as possible. I probably shouldn’t even be telling people my real name, but it’s not like Isabel is all that conspicuous. I bet there are plenty of us running around this island. I only need to worry if someone asks for my last name, and then I’ll lie. Isabel De Vere doesn’t exist here.

I reach the cross streets where I usually take a left to get back to my hostel. Instead, I continue on into the nicer area of Playa d’en Bossa, toward the fine dining and fancy bars I’ve purposely avoided over the last three days in an effort to keep from overspending.

From what I’ve gathered, most of Ibiza is rustic and quaint. Its simplicity is beautiful. There’s a reason they call this place the White Island. Most of the buildings are whitewashed with lime to reflect heat, much the same way they do on other Mediterranean islands. But while the sea and views are breathtaking, for the most part Ibiza is eclectic and unpretentious. Cobblestone streets house family-run businesses and small cafés. Tourists walk around in flip-flops and bathing suits. There are hostels and open-air markets and tapas bars. The island is quiet and sleepy in the mornings, but at night, it’s loud and vibrant and already jam-packed with people, which is wild considering it’s early May and it’ll only get more crowded as the summer heats up.

Beyond the simple, unassuming neighborhoods, I know there’s another side of Ibiza. I’ve seen glimpses of the expensive homes and yachts, but it’s only now as I walk deeper into Playa d’en Bossa that I realize there’s real money here, the kind I left behind back in California.

I shiver despite the heat and wrap my arms protectively around my waist. It’s strange to be wandering on my own on the sidewalk like any normal person. Three days and my new reality still hasn’t sunk in.

I’m used to traveling with a shadow in the form of Steve, a six-foot-two beefy ex-Marine who’s said maybe three words to me in all his time employed as my family’s bodyguard. And I know how that sounds: sexy, right? A hot dude who knows when to shut up? Yes, please. But Steve is a sweet man with a sweet wife and also my dad’s age. Anyway, he started traveling with my family and me when I was twelve. He isn’t with me all the time, just when my parents think it’s imperative. This situation would definitely call for Steve. Ibiza is halfway around the world from Montecito. I’m all alone here on the island. I know no one and I’m carrying a purse with—oh look at that—euros literally spilling out of it. Dammit. I zip it up and position it safely in front of my chest. To be clear, I stowed most of the cash I brought in a locker back at my hostel, but according to all the research I’ve done (aka reading mystery and thriller books), you’re supposed to divide it up in case something happens to one of your stashes.

Now—even at my very adult age of twenty-six—if my parents knew I was here, if they knew what I was doing right this minute, they’d have me hauled back to California before I could say, “¡Una sangría más, por favor!” They were strict before everything happened with my sister; now they’re nearly unbearable. It’s my mom, mainly. The day before I left for this secret trip, I arrived at my parents’ house for dinner only a few minutes late, and my mom still cocked her eyebrow and watched me take my seat like she’d been sitting there waiting for me so long her bones had turned brittle from disuse.

“Where were you? Why were you late? And must you wear that hat to the dinner table?”

The thrifted trucker hat was the only thing keeping my damp hair out of my face. Even still, I took it off and slung it onto the head of the ornate golden goose that has, for some reason, sat in the center of our colossal dinner table since I was a child.

My dad winked at me over the edge of his wineglass. He’s not one to audibly side against my mom. The man has to live with her, after all, but he likes to let me know quietly—off the record—that he’s on my side.

“Never mind all of that. Let’s move on . . . I hope you wore sunscreen today.”

I tried to ignore my mother, but when she’s in a mood, there’s no stopping her.

“Positively lathered,” I lied while accepting the seared scallops she was trying to pass my way.

I had been out on the water most of the afternoon, and though I took the time to replace my wet suit with a sundress before sitting down at the De Vere dinner table, I’m sure I still smelled like a washed-up sea animal.

“Any good ones come your way?” my dad asked.

I scrunched my nose. “Yeah, a few nice swells. Crowded, though. Some ass—”

“Language, Isabel,” my mom cut in sharply.

“Some guy nearly took me out.”

“I’ll go out with you Saturday,” my dad promised.

My heart lurched in my chest. “My flight leaves early . . .”

I was referring to the flight that was sanctioned by them, not the flight I secretly took to Ibiza.

He looked crushed. “Right. I forgot.”

“What about tomorrow?” I asked with hopeful arched brows.

His mouth formed a grim flat line. “I’m in meetings all day.”

I chewed on my bottom lip and nodded, trying to play off my disappointment. I love surfing with my dad—it’s our thing—and it was a little heartbreaking to realize it’d be a while before we could take to the water together.

Just before I picked up my fork to eat, my dad spoke up with a conspiratorial smile. “I’ll shift my schedule around. We’ll go tomorrow.”

“Really?” I grinned. “You’re on.”

That moment feels a million miles away now. I don’t have the security of knowing my parents are right around the corner. It’s just me here.

Judging by the pulsing music and the dense crowd gathering on the sidewalk up ahead, I’m nearing my final destination. Aura is Ibiza’s most famous nightclub. The legendary line I’ve heard about is indeed wrapped around the side of the building. Opportunistic street vendors have set up shop to feed the masses while they wait anxiously for their turn to try to shimmy their way past the bouncers stationed at the entrance of the club.

I first heard about Aura from my roommates at the hostel. The morning after I arrived, I listened to them strategizing inventive ways to cut the line. None of them had managed to make it inside yet, which seemed wild considering they’d already been here for a few weeks. Is it really that hard?

“Is it really better than all the other nightclubs on the island?” I asked, curious.

I was new to Ibiza, but even I knew nightlife sprawled in every direction and you were never more than a few feet away from a cold beer and a lively crowd. Why bother waiting in line?

The girls in the hostel looked at me like I was the most naive person they’d ever come across, just completely devoid of brain cells.

“It’s Aura—yes, of course it’s better than any other place. Celebrities, popular DJs, hot guys . . .” The blond rolled her eyes at her friends like, Can you believe her?

“It’s the place to see and be seen on the island. It’s really exclusive.”

It was hard to keep a straight face; the way they were going on about it made the place seem just a tad too overhyped. I’ve been in elite circles my whole life—Soho House and Surf Lodge were my sister’s favorite places to meet up for a casual weeknight dinner—but even still, my roommates’ excitement about Aura piqued my interest. Now, as I stand across the street from the club, taking in the entire scene, I begin to understand.

Aura is nestled in the middle of a long strip of cool restaurants and bars. The front entrance is nothing more than a pitch-black tunnel clubgoers disappear into if they’re lucky enough to make the cut. When people reach the front of the line, excited that they might finally get their chance to slip inside, they’re met with immediate resistance. Five bouncers in coordinating black suits and earpieces bar entry. Being a hot woman dressed in a sexy outfit isn’t a free pass. It seems security will turn people away for no reason at all.

“Let’s try again tomorrow,” I hear a girl tell her friend. “I can call Jeremy and see if he still knows that guy who can get us on the list.”

Clearly, entering Aura is less about going to a club and more about enjoying a once-in-a-lifetime experience.

Instead of leaving, I let my nose lead me over to one of the street vendors. Three euros gets me a heaping pile of croquettes, deep-fried and filled with serrano ham and a creamy béchamel sauce. I’m too impatient to let them cool. What are third-degree burns compared to culinary magic?

I savor them back in my spot across the street and train my eyes on Aura’s entrance. I want to see what’s on the other side of the black tunnel, but it’s no use. By the time I’m done with my dinner—enjoying every crumb—I still haven’t found the answer.

I decide to cut my losses. I’m thirsty and tired and I know I won’t glean any more information from where I am, so I toss my trash and turn to head back to the hostel. I’m two steps down the sidewalk when a sleek gunmetal-gray SUV pulls up outside the club. There’s been plenty of traffic along the road all night, but something about this fancy car has me curious enough to turn back for a second. From where I stand across the street, it’s hard to get a good look at who’s exiting the back seat, but surely it’s a celebrity. The girls at the hostel told me famous people come to Aura all the time, right? For all I know, I’m about to lay eyes on Paul Mescal or Bradley Cooper. I’d even take one of those Marvel superhero dudes. Ant-Man or whoever, I’m not picky.

I’m deeply invested, enough so that I walk closer to the curb and crane my neck just in time to watch a man confidently step out onto the sidewalk. Who are we looking at, ladies and gents? This guy certainly has the height and build to be cast in a superhero movie.

He’s wearing a loosely fitted black linen shirt with short cuffed sleeves that show off the few tattoos decorating his tan, muscular arms. His black pants look bespoke the way they fit him. I’ve barely come to terms with the back of him when he turns toward the vehicle, and my lips part on a stunned inhale.

Holy sh—

I blink and stand there as goose bumps spread over my skin, prickling beneath my silky dress.

His eyes. They’re rimmed with dark lashes and framed by equally dark brows.

His black hair is neatly parted, and his clean-shaven face is the perfect backdrop for his sharp jawline, made all the more beautiful when paired with his high cheekbones. He is blatantly, obscenely, dangerously attractive.

He’s wearing a stern expression as one of the bouncers comes over to talk to him, and in that moment—this snapshot—he looks like he’s arrived straight from the gates of hell, confidence surrounding him like smoke.

A few other people slink out of the SUV after him. I don’t have to wonder if their group will make it past the bouncers. The men in suits part upon their arrival like their very lives depend on it.

Just as the stranger and his friends disappear into the tunnel, the sights and sounds of Ibiza that were muffled by his arrival come rushing back like a cresting wave. I shake my head and smile. Then I laugh. How silly. How wonderful. I wish—not for the first time—my sister were here with me. She and I would take one look at each other and crack up. She would have a lot to say about that man, and I imagine her thoughts as I turn back toward my hostel.

I don’t feel bad leaving Aura behind. I’ll be back first thing in the morning to apply for a job.




CHAPTER TWO

Isabel

This day has gone down the drain and I haven’t even had breakfast. My plan was to wake up bright and early and get a jump start on everything I need to accomplish. I’d dressed and was brushing my teeth when I went to check in on the money in my safe . . . only to find I’d been robbed.

I still can’t believe it. Robbed!

I’m standing at my hostel’s front desk with my packed duffel bag at my feet, trying to rein in my emotions. I’m this close to losing it on the scrawny front desk clerk.

In front of me, the kid—he can’t be older than seventeen—stands waiting for his boss to arrive while trying very hard to not meet my eyes. A side door opens and out waddles the man of the hour, Mr. Hostel Manager himself, stuffed into a white tank top stretched so tightly across his soft chest that it’s almost see-through. His coarse chest hair spreads up toward his neck.

“What?” he barks at the kid.

The kid points to me, and the man turns in my direction.

“What’s this about?” he asks, pulling a pack of cigarettes out of his saggy pants and lighting one up as he steps closer to the counter. He exhales smoke near my face, and I grind my molars together so hard I’m surprised they don’t splinter.

“I woke up this morning to find that someone took cash out of the locker in my room.”

If I’m a little curt, it’s only because I’ve already explained the robbery twice: once to the girls in my room and again to the clerk. Beyond swearing they didn’t steal it, my roommates had nothing helpful to say and no words of sympathy.

“You shouldn’t be traveling with that much cash in the first place.”

Yes, thank you for that helpful tip.

The manager taps the end of his cigarette onto a blackened ashtray between us.

“All of it?” he asks, sounding tired and annoyed.

It’s early; there’s a chance I’m the only reason he’s awake right now, but I don’t feel bad.

I train my voice into sounding calm. “No, not all of it. Like I told your employee, I’m five hundred euros short.”

The manager scratches his patchy beard, unbothered by my discovery. “So you have some left?”

I resist snapping at him. What does it matter if they took some of my money or all of it? I was robbed!

“You sure someone even took it?” he continues, cocking his head and eyeing me like I’m the one who shouldn’t be trusted here. “Could have counted wrong.”

Surely he can tell I’m about to explode. At any moment, steam will shoot out of my ears. I know the exact amount of cash that was in my locker last night, and the moment I went to check it again this morning, I knew something was off. I counted the bills immediately and found I was five hundred short.

“I’m sure,” I tell the manager, barely masking my indignation.

He nods, tapping out his cigarette again, and crosses his arms over his chest. “Okay.”

“Okay?!”

He shrugs. “Not much I can do. I’ll warn guests about it.”

“We should file a police report at the very least.”

He smiles as he glances at the clerk, then looks back to me, holding up his hand in invitation. “Be my guest. Theft that small . . . you’ll be waiting awhile.”

I hate that he’s right. Clearly, the police have a lot more pressing matters to deal with. I’m wasting daylight, precious time I could be using to land a job at Aura. Instead, I sit twiddling my thumbs and flipping through old, yellowed magazines in the hostel’s foyer—avoiding the gaze of the clerk—for two and a half hours before anyone shows up. The manager listens in as I describe the situation to the police officer, and he can barely contain his self-righteous smile when the officer makes it clear I should be glad it wasn’t worse.

“A few hundred euro? Count yourself lucky,” the officer says in thickly accented English, ripping off a carbon copy of his police report so he can hand it to me. “My advice? Find a new hostel.”

I look down at the duffel bag at my feet and nod. “Yeah . . . planning on it.”

I don’t demand to know how he plans to investigate the theft. Chances are, I won’t like what I hear. There are any number of possibilities for what happened: My roommates saw me input my locker combination and decided they’d skim a little of my money while I was sleeping, or the locker is broken and the hostel staff routinely steal from their guests, or . . . worse. I shudder.

The moment I leave the hostel, I decide to drop it. I fold up the police report and stuff it into my duffel bag. In a way, the manager and the officer are right. It could be worse, but it’s still bad. I have even less wiggle room now. I need to focus. I have to find a place to stay and secure a job by the end of today, and I just wasted the better part of my morning waiting for that officer. I’m hungry, cranky, and also late calling my grandmother. I told her I’d check in today; that was part of her demands about allowing me my summer abroad, so once I buy a cheap but delicious café con leche in a quiet café, I dial her number. She picks up after the third ring.

“Loren Isabel De Vere, it’s half past eleven. I thought we agreed on nine thirty?”

I smile at her comforting accent, a unique amalgamation of Spanish and French from spending equal portions of her life in both countries. “I was busy.”

“Doing what? You’d better have a good explanation. You’re already on thin ice with me.”

My grandmother, Caterina De Vere, is one of the most terrifying women I’ve ever met. Never mind that she’s in her late seventies and occasionally needs the help of a cane to get around; she has a fiery spirit and a lot of attitude, and quite frankly, I think she could take me in a fight. Especially if she had that cane.

Right now, this very minute, I’m supposed to be in France with her. That’s been the plan for months. I was going to fly out in early May and spend a long summer with her at her estate in Marseille, but I called her two days before my flight from LAX with my change of plans.

“I’m not coming,” I told her, launching into things right away, scared I’d lose the nerve the longer we spoke.

“What do you mean? Is there an issue with the flight?”

“No issue. I—”

“These airlines have no respect for their customers,” she declared, quickly and staunchly coming to her own wrong conclusions. “Changing flights, delays nonstop. Last month, I was scheduled—”

“Lita,” I pleaded, cutting her off. “It’s not the airline’s fault. I changed my ticket.”

Her string of rapid-fire Spanish was completely lost on me, even more so when it devolved into French. I might be the spitting image of my grandmother—jet-black hair, long and straight; round green eyes; perpetual dimples—but she grew up in Barcelona and I grew up in Montecito. We’re from two different worlds.

Her voice softened. “I don’t understand. If there’s an issue with the travel days or . . .”

Her sentence dwindled as I tried to regain my courage.

“Can I trust you?” I asked quietly.

“Of course.” Her tone hardened with suspicion. “Mi niña, what’s going on? Is there trouble with you? All these months I’ve been expecting you here. I can’t wait to see you.”

I sighed, purposefully pushing aside the niggling guilt her words were spurring in me. “I want to see you, too. I miss you so much, and I will come visit you, but . . . I have this plan.”

She hmmed. “What plan? It sounds interesting.”

I smiled, knowing if anyone was going to cheer me on in this wild endeavor, it would be Lita. “I want to go to Ibiza. I want to spend my summer there, for Winnie.”

“Oh.” I could hear her heartache in that word. Then, a moment later, “You should, Isabel. Ibiza is so special. You know I love that island. I spent a lot of time there as a girl, traveling with Dolores before I met your Tito. You remember my stories?”

I laughed, recalling all the times she spoke of her youth, recounting how the men would crowd around when she and her best friend, Dolores, danced in their flamenco dresses. The way she tells it, she could have made any man fall in love with her, but she wasn’t interested in that. She and Dolores wanted to be rebels, uninhibited and wild during a time when women in general had very few freedoms, and I’ve always admired that about her.

“Yes, I remember. Your Ibiza stories are legendary. What was that one about you and Dolores trying to make secret sangría in a huge bucket out in your father’s shed? And one of your goats ended up drinking half of it?”

She hissed a warning. “Don’t force me to regret telling you so much. Now, do your parents know of this plan of yours?” she asked carefully.

“No. And I won’t tell them. My mom wouldn’t be happy. She’d try to talk me out of it, and even if they did end up giving me their blessing to go, they would find a way to ruin it somehow.”

In some ways I feel bad that my parents still don’t know I’m on Ibiza, but I’m not a child; I don’t live under their roof, and it’s been years since I’ve had to get their permission for things. Besides, for all intents and purposes, the current situation isn’t so different than if I was going to be with my grandmother all summer as planned. Only instead of strolling through museums in France with Lita, I’ll be bikini-clad on a beach on Ibiza.

“Then it’s our secret,” my grandmother confirmed. “I won’t say a word, but my silence comes with strings.”

They didn’t sound like very difficult requirements: checking in with her at least once a week and giving her updates about how I’m doing, hence why she’s chiding me over the phone right now.

“What have you done since you arrived?” she asks me now. “How many men have you been with? Is that why you’re calling me so late?”

“LITA!”

“Please.” She laughs. “You expect me to think you aren’t being a little wild? I’d be disappointed if you said no. You could have come and stayed with me if you wanted a lazy summer.”

My cheeks burn with embarrassment as I look at the people around me, hoping they can’t hear her end of the conversation. For some reason I suddenly think of the man from last night, the dark-haired devil at Aura. I’m almost tempted to tell Lita about him, but what is there to tell?

“There’s been nothing.” I clear my throat. “No men, yet.”

“You disappoint me,” she says, solemn and severe.

I almost laugh.

“If I sleep around, I could get pregnant out of wedlock,” I point out in a hushed tone, knowing the threat would send most of my friends’ grandmothers to an early grave.

Not mine.

“Ah, mon bébé. I’d welcome a little fille. With your eyes?” She sighs as if she’s imagining it.

“Oh god, stop. I’m not getting pregnant. Listen, I can’t talk long. I have to find a job today.”

And not just any job, a job at Aura. I should be there already.

“You’re going to work? On the island?” She sounds shocked.

“Yes. Well, hopefully . . .”

“Why? Is my son not paying you enough? I’ll wring his neck.”

I smile picturing it. “It’s not about the money.”

I’ve worked for my family’s corporation, De Vere Diamonds, since I graduated with my MBA, and I have no complaints about my salary or my trust fund. I want to work and experience a normal summer here—one any twenty-six-year-old would enjoy—because this might be my last chance to do something wholly outside the bounds of my family. I’ve spent the last three years working my way up the corporate ladder for no good reason other than to make my parents happy. Working for De Vere is what everyone expects of me. I’m the sole heir now, the only De Vere offspring left to carry on the legacy. Lately that mantle has felt too heavy to bear.

“Where will you work?” she asks. “You could teach surf lessons, I suppose. You’d be good at that. Do you have a work visa?”

“Yes, but it’s a bit of a mess. When I first thought about spending my summer here, I applied for a barista position I found online. That’s how I managed to get my work visa in the first place, but then the coffee shop closed and now I’m scrambling to try to get a job before my visa gets revoked. The nightclub I’m hoping to waitress at is really popular so it might not work out, but I still want to try.”

“What’s it called?”

“Aura. Heard of it?” I quip. All the Ibiza clubs that were around when my grandmother was my age are long gone by now.

She laughs, and then her laughter grows out of control. It’s like I’ve just told her the funniest joke she’s ever heard.

“What?” I ask, having a hard time fighting my smile. “Is it the name? I know it’s a little silly, but all the clubs here have names like that. Amnesia, Solaría, Secreto . . .”

She finally stifles her laughter long enough to reply. “No, mi niña. Ignore me. I’m old and senile. This nightclub sounds perfect. Let me know if you want me to call the owner and put in a good word for you.”

I laugh at her joke. “Sure. Would you?”

“Consider it done,” she teases.




CHAPTER THREE

Cristiano

Mierda. Something is wrong with me. Usually I love being out on the water. The salty sea air, the lull of the waves, the lure of the surf—the combination is better than any pill on the market.

I lean forward against the railing on my yacht, listening to the peals of laughter and conversation in the distance, but I’m not quite ready to join my friends yet. There’s a tightness in my chest that doesn’t usually trail me out here. On my yacht, I’m supposed to be relaxed, sedate, at peace. It’s in the boat’s name, dammit. Serena.

Today is supposed to be a rare day off. I’ve intentionally made it so no one can bother me unless they have my personal cell phone number. My work phone is back on shore, pinging with alerts I don’t have to worry about until later. The sea is the only place I can feel at peace, far enough away from my businesses that no one can reach me. Well, no one other than the fools I call my friends.

I lean out over the rail, watching Juan Carlos speed like a bullet across the water on his Jet Ski, trying to outpace Mauricio. All the water toys are out today: the slide, Seabobs, paddleboards. I should be down there having fun. Instead, I’m diagnosing myself.

Maybe I’m an addict. Being a workaholic in paradise is a special kind of torture. Constantly surrounded by beauty, unable to actually take it in, is a real problem. I should be worried, but well . . . who needs all that happiness crap? A life outside of work? A relationship? Who has the fucking time?

I’m trying to conquer the world here, not bore myself to death over a dinner date.

And besides, I can appreciate things. My boat is beautiful. That new Jet Ski Juan Carlos is careening around on is top of the line. The water is crystal clear and . . . maldición. I wish I had my work phone. The fires are likely piling up, and I’m going to have to put them out eventually. I could have brought my laptop and chipped away at my emails for an hour or two, and then maybe this tightness in my chest would have eased.

Or who knows, maybe I’m completely off the mark. Maybe at the ripe age of thirty-four, I’m having a heart attack. I should call for the captain. He’s not a doctor, but he’s had basic medical training, right? Maybe he could check my blood pressure. No doubt it’s through the roof.

“Enjoying the view?” Juan Carlos calls out, whipping his (my) Jet Ski around on the water, taunting me.

He can’t resist poking me further when I don’t give him a reaction. “You’re too tightly wound. You need to relax!”

How can I? I’ve been working my ass off for the last few years creating Colectiva Isla Blanca, and it’s not easy running the largest hospitality group on Ibiza. Owning and operating a dozen restaurants and nightclubs comes with a very specific set of challenges. Each venture requires careful attention to detail. The new spots have to be babied, the old ones are in constant need of tending—it’s a never-ending merry-go-round. Just when I think I have all the pieces in place, the house of cards neatly stacked, a new idea sparks until I have no choice but to see it through to fruition. There’s never time to sit back on my throne and enjoy the empire I’ve built.

I shoot my cousin a crude gesture with my hand before my phone starts ringing on the lounge chair behind me and I rush to answer it. Gracias a Dios. Maybe a work contact found my personal number. I’m saved.

“You see?” Juan Carlos cackles at my predictability.

“Cristiano,” I say with a clipped tone, already champing at the bit over the problem looming before me. Maybe the chef walked out at Mar Blava before the big lunch rush; maybe there’s a huge supply-chain issue with our alcohol distributor at Aura. Whatever it is, it’ll refocus my attention where it belongs: on work. No more wondering about ambiguous feelings.

“I can’t believe I reached you!” A woman laughs with delight on the other end of the phone. “I’ve been trying all day. You are a hard man to track down.”

I frown at the semi-familiar voice, unable to place it. “Who’s this?”

“Caterina De Vere. You might not—”

“My grandmother’s friend?” I ask abruptly.

I can hear the smile in her voice when she replies. “Yes. Dolores’s old friend. I wasn’t sure you’d remember me.”

A pang sears near my heart at the memory of my grandmother. “Of course. How are you?” I ask, testing the waters. I have no idea why Caterina De Vere is calling me. I haven’t seen her since my grandmother’s funeral in Barcelona, and that was over five years ago. The memory of Caterina in her mourning black, laying her hand on her late friend’s casket, is something I’ll never forget. We all took my grandmother’s death hard—me more than anyone—but Caterina and Dolores were as close as two people can be. My grandfather used to joke that while he was my grandmother’s husband, Caterina was her true soulmate.

“Estoy bien.” She says, “Missing Dolores, of course. I think about her every day.”

“So do I.”

My grandmother and I were extremely close. She was a second mom to me and, in most ways, the only one who mattered.

“And you?” Caterina asks, her tone lightening. “From what I hear, you have Ibiza in the palm of your hand. I can’t imagine what your abuela would say.”

“She’d love it,” I tell her, clearing my throat of the emotion tightening it. “She’d be at my clubs every night, giving all the young women a run for their money.”

Caterina cackles with delight, then offers up her hearty agreement.

Mauricio and Juan Carlos wave impatiently for me to join them down on the water. I hold up my finger and turn away from the railing so I can walk closer to the bridge. There, I can pick up better reception. If Caterina is calling me out of the blue like this, it’s likely for good reason; I don’t want this call to drop.

“And your dad? How is he?” she asks.

I scratch my scruff. “Living in Paris. I’m not sure what he’s doing for work at the moment. I think he has a young girlfriend, though, last I heard.”

She tsks with disapproval. “¡Madre mía! Your poor mother.”

“She’s fine,” I promise with a hint of a smile. “Happier without him, believe me.”

My parents aren’t technically divorced—devout Catholics don’t divorce—but I’m glad they live separately. My parents were forced into marriage young and stuck it out for twenty years despite hating each other. Once the going got tough for my father and his company, it made sense for them to part ways permanently. Now, my mother lives among her friends in Barcelona, a veritable nun for all intents and purposes, and my father lives in Paris. They rarely call me to check in, and I’m fine with the arrangement. Work is my family, my first and only love.

“I’m sure you’re wondering why I’m calling you out of the blue,” Caterina says. “I won’t keep taking up your time. I know you’re a busy man. This concerns my sweet Isabel.”

Isabel? I’m ashamed I don’t remember the name. Caterina’s daughter? I know she has a son who lives in America.

She continues before I can ask, “My granddaughter has decided to spend her summer on Ibiza.”

“You don’t say . . .”

I roll my eyes, glad she can’t see it. I already know where this conversation is headed. Spanish grandmothers are nothing if not overly protective.

“Mi niña is young.”

“How young?” I press. Surely the De Vere family isn’t allowing their teenage daughter to run loose on this island.

“Twenty-six.”

I stifle a chuckle as she goes on, oblivious to my restrained annoyance. “She’s a sheltered girl, you understand. Naive.”

“Young, naive girls come to Ibiza all the time, and they survive their trip just fine,” I point out drily. She doesn’t respond, and my guilt forces me to throw her a bone. “What would you like me to do?”

“Watch out for her.”

“How am I supposed to find this girl? The island isn’t that small.”

“She told me she was going to apply to work at Aura.”

I nearly laugh.

“My club?” That’s not happening. “We hired the last of our summer staff back in April. We turned down over two hundred applicants.”

Every year, twenty-somethings from all over the world flock to Ibiza with the hope of working and partying their summers away in paradise, and most of them have their sights set on Aura. We take care of our employees. We provide housing and competitive pay, but all that pales in comparison to the privilege of wearing one of our uniforms.

“I have nothing for her, not even at my new restaurant. We completed the hiring process there last week.”

“What do you mean you have nothing for her?” Her haughty tone reminds me of my late grandmother. “Never mind. She’ll find work elsewhere. She’s beautiful—someone will hire her.”

I don’t want to give into her, but still, in memory of my abuela, I can’t completely turn down her request. Even if finding a random girl on Ibiza is like searching for a needle in a haystack, I still feel like I owe her some shred of hope.

“Isabel, you said?”

“Isabel De Vere, yes.”

I commit the name to memory. “Right. Okay. I’ll look for her.”

“I knew you would,” she replies, and I can detect the slightest bit of smugness in her voice.




CHAPTER FOUR

Isabel

I know I’m not making the best first impression. Ideally I wouldn’t be marching up to Aura with a heavy duffel bag weighing me down, but I have nowhere to leave my stuff, so I push my shoulders back and smile.

Even in daytime, a bouncer is positioned in front of the club with an earpiece and a clipboard. From a distance, I watch employees arrive to work and realize this isn’t just a simple wave-as-you-walk-in situation. The bouncer takes every single ID and cross-references it with a list on his clipboard before the employees are allowed to enter.

I get in line behind two guys who peer back at me with curious glances but otherwise don’t attempt conversation. It’s probably the duffel bag. I’m wincing under its weight; I have Winnie’s entire summer wardrobe crammed in this thing. The guys are allowed past the bouncer, and then it’s my turn to step up and offer a little wave and chuckle.

“Hola.”

I came prepared. Just before I left the café, I looked up the Spanish phrase for Can I apply for a job? and have been repeating it in my head on my walk over. Only now, sadly, the words are a jumbled mess.

“ID card,” he says sternly. His accent is Scandinavian, I suspect. I’m relieved I don’t have to force my Spanish.

“Right.” I was expecting this. “I don’t have one of those yet, but—”

He sighs and leans past me so he can beckon for the girl behind me in line. “ID card.”

She steps around me and presents her ID, shooting me an apologetic smile when she’s certain he isn’t looking. He checks her card and waves her forward, all while I stand dumbly looking on. Once the line’s gone, he pulls out his phone, ignoring me.

I inch a half-step closer and adjust the strap of my heavy bag on my shoulder. “I was hoping maybe I could apply for a job.”

He grunts and shakes his head without looking up. “There are no openings.”

“None at all?” I ask, my voice lilting with hope. “What about as a barback? Or a dishwasher?”

I can wash a dish as good as anybody.

“None at all,” he replies harshly before he pockets his phone and prepares to check in the two employees walking up the sidewalk behind me.

Right. No jobs means no jobs. I could stand here pestering the guy, but from his sharp glare, I can tell I wouldn’t make much headway. Even still, I try once more after the two employees have disappeared into the tunnel.

“Is there a manager I could speak to just in case?”

My hopeful smile says, Please take pity on me.

“No point. He will give you the same answer.”

Lovely.

I squeeze my eyes closed and try to suppress my overwhelming disappointment before I hike my bag up on my shoulder and do an about-face.

What to do now? Find work elsewhere? I’d rather not; Aura seems like the most alluring option. Maybe that bouncer’s shift will end soon and someone more sympathetic will take his place. I could try to play dirty, find somewhere to change and doll myself up a bit. It could be that bouncer took one look at me and decided I wasn’t Aura material. I glance down at my sundress. It’s short and cute, accentuating my long legs. The thin spaghetti straps are playful, and my untamable cleavage doesn’t hurt, either. Though it wasn’t intentional when I got dressed this morning, I now realize all my best physical assets are already on display, so to say; I don’t think an outfit change would do me any good.

I walk down the street and turn the corner just to ensure the bouncer doesn’t get the pleasure of witnessing my self-indulgent pity party. Once I’m out of sight, I lean back against the wall, drop my duffel between my legs, and try to think.

It’s surprisingly hard. My brain is fried after this morning’s events. I dig the heels of my hands into my eyes, trying to get it together. I have to find a place to stay tonight. That’s imperative. I pull out my phone and start looking up hostels. There’s no shortage of them around me, but it’s not as simple as picking one from a list. The best-rated ones are already full, and what few remain are either too sketchy or extremely overpriced. In the back of my mind, I know I don’t have to find another hostel. I can afford a luxury resort, an entire room all to myself, a hot shower, a tamper-proof locker to store my money, but it feels like staying at a place like that would be equivalent to calling it quits. If I wanted to take a fancy vacation, I could have done that without all this trouble.

This summer is about Winnie, and she wouldn’t take the easy route.

I chew on my bottom lip, anxiously scrolling through hostel options. Finally I land on one I’m seriously considering. It’s a little run-down, but it’s only half a mile from where I am, close enough that I could save the euros and walk there rather than trying to find a taxi. And I can always scope it out before I decide. There’s nothing to lose, so I grab my bag, checking the directions on my phone as I step forward. Suddenly a body slams directly into me.

I swerve and tumble down onto the sidewalk, mostly landing on top of the poor stranger underneath me.

“Shit,” I say in tandem with her explosive “Bollocks!”

Immediately I know I’m mostly fine. I’ll manage to come away with a scrape along my shin. There’s a bit of blood
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