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        For my family.

      

        

      
        If I had only one place left to go

        I’d go anywhere,

        as long as it’s with you.

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            The Day Ava Marley Disappeared

          

        

      

    

    
      Ava’s phone buzzed against a cup of coffee long gone cold.

      She’d become the type of customer she loathed to serve, back at the deli in Shepherd’s Bush. The type that ordered the cheapest beverage on the menu and then sipped on it forever, waiting for a bus, a date, or maybe for the rain to stop.

      Only Ava wasn’t waiting. She was already half an hour late.

      Hence, the phone call.

      “Are you going to answer that?” The businessman beside her raised an eyebrow in annoyance. Wordlessly, Ava pressed the power button to reject the call. Downing what was left of her coffee in one last gulp, she savoured the cup’s complex character – vibrant and fruity, but with a mild body. A peaberry, her favourite bean. She stood and grabbed her bag. “Thanks,” she called toward the counter and strode out the door, glaring at the businessman now taking a call himself. As if his stock market shouts weren’t more annoying. He didn’t even fit in at a place like this.

      She’d arrived at Canary Wharf earlier than planned, and it had taken her a while to find a decent coffee shop to bide her time in. London’s financial district was littered with franchises: Pret A Mangers, McDonald’s, and, of course, Marley’s Cafés. There were three on South Colonnade alone – absurdly, within view of one another. Way to mark your territory, Ethan…

      But Ava never stepped inside a Marley’s, not since her mother’s passing.

      She had felt a rush of gratitude when she’d stumbled upon the quaint little Portuguese café tucked away on a street corner. The owner, who had a thick white moustache and a kind, weathered face, ran a one-man show, offering nothing more than bottomless, freshly brewed filter coffee and flaky, warm pastéis de nata. Ava had found herself lingering, contemplating whether or not she should miss the meeting Ethan had arranged on short notice. She could already guess what it was about, anyway.

      Now she shouldered her bag – an heirloom from her mother, the strap soft as a lamb’s ear – and merged with the pavement crowds. Her phone buzzed again, and this time Ava took the call.

      “Yep,” she said as she crossed the street, stepping into the shadow cast by the tallest building at Canary Wharf.

      “Sweetheart, are you on your way? He’s got another meeting at eleven, but he really wants to see you.” Laura, Ethan’s first assistant, spoke in a cloying, maternal tone despite being less than a decade older than Ava. She also had a habit of calling Ava nicknames her own mother hadn’t even used. Sweetheart. Darling. Honey. It was painfully obvious Laura was sleeping with Ava’s father, but that didn’t make her whatever Laura seemed to think she was.

      “Entering the lobby now,” Ava replied, casting her gaze upward at the giant company logo emblazoned above her. Marley’s Coffee Corporation, her mother’s face with her endearing smile immortalised as the brand’s emblem. Looking at it would never not twist Ava’s heart.

      Approaching the receptionist, a polished woman with a tight bun and a practised smile, Ava introduced herself by first name only. “I have a meeting with the big boss,” she added. The receptionist appeared sceptical. Her demeanour transformed, however, when she found Ava’s name in the system. “Of course, Miss Marley, your father is expecting you,” she replied, her voice now saccharine. “You’ve grown up since I last saw you. How old are you now?” She handed Ava a company badge.

      “Twenty-six,” Ava answered, forcing a polite smile.

      Exiting the elevator onto the executive floor a few minutes later, Ava found Laura waiting for her, a tablet clasped in her slender hands. Laura was the epitome of poise and professionalism, her hair flawlessly coiffed, and her tailored outfit as always pristine. In comparison, Ava felt out of place in this corporate environment: the combination of her dark brown, frizzy hair and her button nose, covered in freckles, always reminded her of a woodland creature. A squirrel, maybe. Or a raccoon.

      “Hey, sweetie, how are you?”

      “M’all right. You?”

      “Oh, just splendid, darling.” Laura took Ava’s coat and bag, stroking her back. “He is a bit on edge today, though,” she said, nodding at the double doors across the room. “Odd, considering the share price rose overnight. Usually, that lifts his spirits. I don’t know what’s bothering him.”

      “I do,” Ava muttered, but Laura didn’t hear. Pressing a button on the intercom, she breathed, “Ethan? Ava’s here,” then she winked at Ava, encouraging her to proceed.

      Ava nodded curtly and made her way to the polished wooden doors. She paused before she entered, taking a breath, her fingers tapping the handle. This wasn’t going to be pretty. She shook off the feeling and stepped inside.

      “You’re late,” Ethan said, his voice somewhere between irritation and authority.

      He sat behind his desk, an impressive view of central London behind him. His salt-and-pepper hair was immaculate. His tailored suit screamed supremacy.

      “Ava, darling, so good to see you. I haven’t seen you in what? Two months? What have you been up to?” Ava mocked his voice, slumping into a seat across from him.

      Ethan glanced up from his paperwork, anger flickering in his eyes. “Oh, I know what you’ve been up to. Dean Hawthorne called me the moment you left his office yesterday. Are you trying to embarrass me? Is that your grand plan?”

      Ava rolled her eyes. “Absolutely, Ethan. My entire existence revolves around you. I’m like a tick, living solely to suck on your blood.”

      “Drop the sarcasm. This is serious. It’s the third time you’ve flunked out of university. First, it was marketing, then politics, and now economics.”

      “Thanks for the recap, boss.” Ava considered her fingernails.

      “I’m running out of favours to call in, you know?”

      “I never asked you for any favours.”

      “You think you got into Oxford on your own with those grades?”

      Ava scratched her temple, shaking her head. “Why am I even surprised?”

      “Be that as it may, I won’t continue to support this aimless path you’re on any longer.”

      “I never took a cent from you, and you know it.”

      It was true; she had never accepted any financial help from Ethan, not once. She’d gotten by solely with her mother’s inheritance and an impressive accumulation of odd jobs. And she didn’t know what bothered him more: His own daughter’s refusal to ask him for help or his consequent lack of control over her.

      Ethan leaned forward, elbows on the desk as he studied her. “You think Luciana would have wanted this for you? Floating around like a leaf on the wind?”

      “I know she would have wanted me to find what makes me happy.”

      “And have you found what makes you happy?” He enunciated each word deliberately as if mocking her.

      “Working on it.”

      “Well, as long as you’re still busy chasing a feeling, I see no other choice but to intervene and ensure you have a job that pays your bills at the end of the road.”

      “I have a job.”

      “You’re a part-time waitress at the Mousehole Deli.”

      Ava bit the inside of her lip, caught off guard that he knew where she worked.

      “You have zero qualifications,” Ethan went on, “and your CV reads like a stack of sticky notes.”

      “And what are you going to do about it? Chain me down in Hawthorne’s lecture room? Bribe an A student to write the exams for me? Your wealth can’t fix everything, you know? It can’t fix…”

      She had wanted to say “me,” but she stopped herself. Admitting she needed fixing would have implied that she was broken.

      “I’m not giving you an easy way out if that’s what you’re expecting. You’ll have to work for it. Here, at MCC.”

      “I’m never going to work for you, Ethan. You know that.”

      “For me, no. But with me?”

      Ava looked up, startled by the offer.

      Ethan stood and approached the floor-to-ceiling window, looking out at the bustling city below. “Your mother and I built this company together. She divorced me, and I bought her out before it turned a profit. So, when she passed, you didn’t inherit what I always believed to be rightfully yours.”

      “Is there a point coming up soon?”

      “The MCC trainee program starts again at the end of next month, on the 25th of April. I’m offering you a spot, with the prospect of becoming my chief operating officer if you excel.”

      “What on earth makes you think I’d want that?”

      Ethan leaned against the window, his profile edgy before the grey clouds. “Because I know how much you loved her. And I know how much she taught you. You would do well here, Ava. It’s what Luciana and I always wanted for you. It’s the one thing we agreed on despite our issues: that we did all of this for you.” He turned to look at her, his eyes locking with Ava’s. “Besides,” he added in a casual tone, “it might be good for your old man to have someone to spar with again.”

      With his smirk, Ava’s instincts kicked in, and she recognised the situation for what it was. It brought to mind a newspaper article she had read about her father once, likening him to a cunning fox with an uncanny ability to turn on the charm whenever it suited him. Pity his performance of the caring father had long ceased to convince her.

      “I’m not interested,” Ava said but remained seated.

      Ethan cleared his throat. “I figured you might say that. Which is why I am upping the ante, so to speak.”

      Another thing about Ethan: he always had something else up his sleeve.

      “If you perform well throughout the program, I’m willing to transfer portions of my shares over to you: 3.5 percent per year over the next seven years. By the time you turn thirty-three, you’ll have earned the same number of shares as I have, thus giving you equal voting power to me. All you have to do is sign… right here.” He took a Montblanc pen from his breast pocket, clicked it, and placed it on what appeared to be a contract.

      “Well, you just thought of everything, haven’t you?” Ava fluttered her eyelashes and crossed her arms in front of her chest.

      “It’s one hell of an opportunity,” Ethan said, mirroring her posture. “You’ll do the right thing.” He nodded as if the matter was settled and turned away from her, signalling that the conversation was over.

      Ava shifted in her seat, her gaze fixed on the contract in front of her. “But there’s one thing you failed to consider,” she said. “Mum despised what you did with Marley’s after she stepped away from it. Always said the expansion ruined everything you guys built together. In the end, she was ashamed she ever agreed to this.” Ava tapped a finger on the contract’s letterhead, where her mother’s face was frozen in a forever-smile.

      Ethan buttoned up his suit, his expression guarded. “Well, this is your chance, then, to make it right.”

      Ava huffed and stood abruptly, her hands balling into fists at her sides. She crossed the room, angry at herself that she’d ever entered it.

      “I know you care about this company, Ava,” Ethan said. “Much more than you’d have us both believe. Your anger gives you away.”

      Ava paused at the door, her fingers tapping the door handle, lingering, hesitating. At last, she pressed it down and slipped out, swift as a cat spooked by a sudden noise.

      Maybe he was right. Maybe on some level, she did still care.

      But she sure as hell knew better than to act on it.
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      “Hey, Misha – sorry, am I late?” Ava called out as she approached the Mousehole Deli, her anger still simmering beneath the surface. From the MCC headquarters, she had taken the tube back to Shepherd’s Bush, her mind consumed by her emotions, oblivious to her surroundings all along the way.

      Misha, the deli owner, was seated outside at one of the tables, meticulously rolling a cigarette between his fingers. He was in his late thirties but looked much younger. His dark hair was neatly trimmed, and he had that youthful glow about him.

      “No, not at all. Early, actually.” He flashed a warm smile and gestured to the empty seat across from him. “Why don’t you sit for a minute.”

      “What’s up?” she asked, settling into the chair. It was unusual for him to occupy a whole table by himself; the deli was tiny, and he always advised his staff to reserve the limited seating for customers.

      Misha hesitated, clearly uncomfortable. “I’m not quite sure how to put this, actually, so I’m just going to come right out with it.” He paused again, looking at her as he struggled to find the right words. “Your, um, your father came to see me, early this morning.”

      Ava’s heart sank, a cold dread settling in her stomach. She clenched her jaw, maintaining her composure. “Go on.”

      “He…” Misha cleared his throat, and his unease seemed to grow. “So odd, but he basically asked me to… fire you. Told me not to tell you, of course. But I mean, of course, I would.”

      Ava’s heart stuttered, a cold stone dropping in the pit of her stomach, but she managed to keep her voice steady. “What exactly did he say?”

      “It was weird, really. He said you have this great opportunity to work for him, but that you wouldn’t do it as long as you worked here. Asked me if I had kids of my own. It felt like he knew about Tammy, to be honest. So bizarre. Anyway, just thought I should tell you.”

      “Yeah, no, you did the right thing. Thanks for the heads up,” Ava said quietly.

      Misha lit his cigarette, considering her through the smoke. His posture was tense, and he couldn’t quite meet her eyes.

      “You know I wouldn’t want to hold you back, right?” He asked, wiping the perfectly clean table. “I mean, this… this is just a part-time gig, anyway. Nothing to bet your future on.”

      “What else did he say, Misha?”

      “What? No, nothing. I just think that maybe he’s right. You know, it sounds like one hell of an opportunity you got there.”

      Ava’s stomach churned as she realised Misha had used her father’s exact words.

      “So, you want me to quit?”

      “I want you to do what’s best for you. You know, for everybody.” Misha’s body language was guarded, but his fingers gave him away, fidgeting with the cigarette.

      “Seriously, Misha, what else did he say?” Ava demanded, her patience wearing thin.

      Misha sighed, blowing out a puff of smoke. “Oh man, I really didn’t want to tell you.” He looked up at Ava with genuine regret. “He… he kind of… threatened me.”

      “Threatened you?”

      Misha scratched his temple. “I told him he should talk to you about this and that I thought it best if he left. But he didn’t. He sort of walked around the shop and pointed out things that might be concerning from a health and safety point of view. You know, I’m still working out a system for the rubbish, and the main fridge broke down last week. Anyway, before he left, he said, ‘We wouldn’t want a customer complaining about these things, now would we? Especially one with connections in high places.’” Misha mimicked Ethan’s voice with surprising accuracy. He looked at Ava, pain etched on his face. “I’m so sorry, Ava. I feel terrible.”

      “Why would you feel terrible? You’re not the one whose father is a prick.” Ava clenched her fists beneath the table.

      “I just can’t afford a fine right now or any other disruption to the business. You know, Judy is doing that nursing course, and Tammy wants to take riding lessons.”

      “I get it, Misha. Like, totally get it. You still want me to work the shift today, or should I…?” Ava gestured vaguely at the pavement.

      Misha’s brow furrowed. “I don’t know. I mean, I don’t know if I can risk – you know – having you around. He wasn’t exactly specific on the timeframe.”

      “Right. Not a problem.” Ava tried to keep her voice steady.

      “I’m so sorry.” Misha’s eyes were filled with discomfort. “You’re such a good worker, and the customers love you… I’m really, really sorry.”

      Ava rose from the table, her composure firmly in place. “Don’t be,” she reassured him and forced a small smile. “You’re doing the right thing, Misha. I’m not angry.”
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      “I’m fucking furious.”

      “Yeah, nah, I’d be fuming, girl. What an absolute jerk. Your dad, I mean. Not Misha. Misha’s good people,” said Melanie, Ava’s flatmate.

      After getting fired without having done anything wrong, Ava had left a seething message for Ethan with Laura, as he had been, predictably, unreachable. But if Ava was being honest, she’d preferred it that way.

      She’d made her way back home, and now she sat in the cramped kitchen with Mel, stewing over her father’s latest appalling deed. Their flat, while small, was nestled on the upper floor of a renovated factory building and boasted charm, with just the right amount of clutter and chaos.

      “I mean, who actually does that? Like, I always knew he could be controlling and manipulative, but to actually go through the effort of finding out where I work, because – mind you – he never cared to ask me, did he? He never once stopped by to see what I was up to, did he? He’s never been here in this flat, has he?”

      “Not that I know of,” Mel replied as she mashed avocados for a fresh batch of guacamole. Mel hailed from Perth in Western Australia, her golden curls fitting her sun-kissed upbringing. A chef by trade, she had travelled the world, immersing herself in various culinary styles and all sorts of alternative spiritual practices. She had spent a year in Mexico, which she fondly referred to as her “enchilada year.” These days, she worked in a trendy restaurant in the City, her culinary talents on full display.

      “But to go behind my back and bully my boss into firing me, what kind of person does that?” Ava retrieved her laptop from the corner bench, typing in her password.

      “Trump. Trump would do it, mate. For sure,” said Mel with a smirk, licking guac off her fingers. “So, what are you going to do?”

      “I’m getting the hell out of here, that’s what I’m doing.” Almost frantically, Ava called up a flight booking platform, scrolling aimlessly.

      “O…kay?” Mel set the guac aside. “Just like that, huh? Don’t you wanna face him, though? Tell him straight up what he did was out of line?”

      “I mean, I will. Of course, I will. At some point. But I think it’s best to clear the air first,” Ava said. However, deep down, she knew she had no intention of resolving the issue. Like always, it felt easier to distance herself from the turmoil than to face the messy tangle of feelings head-on. Dealing with Ethan, especially, seemed like an insurmountable task, a wall she couldn’t scale or break through. Whenever conflict arose in the past, she hadn’t fled the country, exactly. But there were other ways to disappear. Phone in flight mode and binging all seasons of Downton Abbey (including both movies) in bed, for instance. But this time, going incommunicado didn’t seem enough. No, she had to go someplace out of Ethan’s reach entirely — not an easy task, seeing as the man practically had tentacles. Her father had the Prime Minister on speed dial, for crying out loud.

      “That’s cool, too, actually,” Mel said. “Yeah, simmer down a bit first, mate. Much more of a Zen approach. So, where you going?” Mel, forever a backpacker at heart, was quick to get on board with any plan that involved travelling.

      “I’ve got no idea,” Ava sighed. “Where would you go?”

      “What, like, anywhere?” Mel scooted closer on the bench, peering at the laptop screen.

      “Yeah. Where would you go if you could go anywhere in the world right now?”

      “Probably home to Oz, to be honest. Haven’t seen my folks in, like, forever. But I mean, if I were you, I’d go somewhere super exotic. Like a tropical island or something. Sri Lanka, maybe, or Bali. Somewhere with lots of palm trees and cheap cocktails.”

      “Palm trees and cheap cocktails. Right. That is exactly what I need now.”

      Ava continued browsing, her eyes scanning the screen for potential destinations. “Hey, check this out: Zanzibar. It leaves this evening from Heathrow. What are we thinking, Mel?”

      “How much is it?” Mel asked, leaning in to get a better look. She whistled when she saw the price. “Cheap as chips, mate!”

      “Right. Nothing to it, I guess,” Ava said, clicking past the return flight options and punching in her credit card details.

      “One-way ticket, huh? Feeling adventurous.”

      “Adventurous? More like desperate…”

      Mel pulled Ava’s hand away from the laptop. “Hey, hey. Stop for a moment, all right? You know you don’t have to do this,” she said softly. “We could just stay in, order from the greasy Vietnamese place on the corner, and hide from the world forever. Or at least until we run out of money.”

      Ava let out a sigh, and her gaze drifted off, the screen becoming a blur. “No. I’m going,” she said with resolve. “Fuck it, I’m going. I need to disappear for a while.”

      Mel gave a supportive nod. “Your call, babe.”

      And with that, Ava booked the flight.

      “March is the perfect time to visit Zanzibar – the beaches are amazing, and it’s just before the rainy season.”

      “To be honest, anywhere is better than here right now,” Ava sighed. “All right, I better get packing then.”

      “Don’t forget to pack a few cute outfits as well. You never know who you might meet over there. I, for one, can’t even remember the last time you—”

      “Yeah, yeah. Cut it out now.” Ava rolled her eyes but smiled nonetheless.
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      A short while later, Mel came to see Ava in her bedroom, where she was busily stuffing clothes and essentials into her backpack.

      “So, when do you think you’ll be back?”

      “I don’t know. Couple of weeks, maybe. I just need to cut out the bullshit for a while, you know? Clear my head.”

      “Totally,” Mel agreed, slumping down on Ava’s bed. “I’m all for cutting out bullshit and clearing heads. Cleanse your aura. Clear your chakras. I told you, your heart chakra has been blocked for a while, haven’t I?”

      “Totally.” Ava zipped her backpack.

      Mel grabbed it and headed out into the hallway, calling over her shoulder, “Before you go, you’ve got to try my latest michelada though. I think I finally cracked the code.”

      In the kitchen, Mel handed Ava a tall, salt-rimmed glass. Ever since her time in Mexico, she had been trying to perfect her version of the drink, which she dubbed “Mel’s Mean Micheladas.”

      Ava took a sip. “It’s your best one yet,” she said.

      “Nah, something’s still not right,” replied Mel, tasting it herself. She furrowed her brow, contemplating the elusive missing ingredient. “Maybe more chilli sauce?”

      Ava swirled the ice in the glass. “How did you know, Mel? How did you know cooking is what you want to do in life?”

      “Tell you how,” Mel said, licking her lips. “Through a fuck ton of fucking around. I always wished I’d been one of those overachieving kids who knew what they wanted to be at, like, age eleven or something. But that was never me. I had to get out there and explore first. If anything, I always thought that was you.”

      “Me? What? I’m as lost as one can be at twenty-six.”

      “You do struggle to stick with… well, anything, it’s true. At least since I’ve known you. But I also don’t know anybody who knows more about coffee than you. I mean, look around us!” Mel gestured toward a shelf cluttered with an espresso machine, various coffee beans from around the world, a Marley’s Press, a grinder, and an array of mugs and coffee cups. “I’m not even allowed to drink my favourite instant cappuccino anymore! I still do, though, by the way, whenever you’re not around.”

      Ava clicked her tongue, ruffling Mel’s curls as she contemplated her words.

      “You’re sure you don’t want to take the Marley’s gig?” Mel asked.

      Ava finished her drink and put the glass down. “Even if I did – which I don’t – how could I possibly work with someone who does something like that?”

      “Right. I hear you. Well…” Mel opened her arms, ready to be hugged goodbye. “Safe travels then. Let me know when you get there.”

      “Of course. Hey, rent’s paid up for next month, all right? And don’t worry, I have some savings in the bank that’ll get me by until I find a new job.”

      “Literally zero worries. We’re cool,” Mel replied, following Ava to the front door. “Hey, mind if Parker comes to stay while you’re gone?”

      “Still on a last-name basis, are you?”

      “What can I say?” Mel opened the door for Ava. “I will never acknowledge his name’s actually Rupert.”

      “I mean, you know I’m not a fan of him. Think he’s quite the jerk, actually. But yeah, fine, whatever. Rupert can come to stay. Just promise you won’t do it on my bed.”

      “Massive pinkie swear.”

      They embraced each other in another heartfelt hug, saying their goodbyes. As Ava finally descended the stairwell, passing a couple of neighbours, Mel shouted after her, “I put some condoms in your bag, just in case!”

      Ava brushed a strand of hair from her face, blushing. “Yep. Thanks for that, Mel.”

      And then she was out the door, ready to disappear.
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            People You Meet at a Hotel Bar

          

        

      

    

    
      Zanzibar’s Old Town was a cacophony of colours and sounds, a maze of alleys with crumbled walls, mouldering from centuries of monsoon rains. Ava had landed at the island’s tiny airport earlier that afternoon. Now she sat on her narrow balcony at the Kasa Bed and Breakfast, a charming guesthouse Mel had recommended next to the freight port. Her room boasted high ceilings, ornate wooden furniture, and a canopy bed with mosquito netting. The air conditioning unit rattled like a washing machine in spinning mode but provided a welcome respite from the stifling humidity.

      As Ava watched the bustle below her feet, the muezzin’s call to prayer blared from an ancient speaker on a nearby rooftop. The air smelled of the ocean and jasmine, of tropical fruit and old frying fat. Power cables snaked in knotted bundles across an alley so narrow a car wouldn’t fit through yet teeming with activity: Street vendors touting their goods, kids chasing one another, motorcycles rattling past a pair of elderly gentlemen engaged in a game of Bao, sipping tea as they contemplated their next moves. The traditional Tanzanian board game was a local favourite, as Ava had learned from the receptionist earlier.

      This place was everything she needed now – a bustling city where she could be just another stranger. So chaotic and vibrant and noisy, it drowned out any thoughts about her future as soon as they arose. She could have spent hours sitting here, observing life without being a part of it. Her peace, however, was disrupted when she spotted a figure lurking in the shadows – a Zanzibari woman who had fixed her gaze directly on her, sending an unsettling chill down her spine. Ava withdrew back into the room, feeling uneasy to have become the watched instead of the watcher.

      Deciding to head to the rooftop bar, she wrapped herself in a kikoi – the traditional scarf she’d bought at the airport to blend in better. Mel’s advice to “pack some cute outfits” had proven to be slightly misguided, as the island’s Islamic influence called for more modest attire, something Ava hadn’t exactly packed.

      She grabbed her bag and slipped out the door, passing through the dimly lit hall adorned with intricately carved wooden doors and vibrant paintings.

      Up on the roof, she was greeted by a gentle ocean breeze and the hum of languages from around the world. The bar was a relaxing space, with tasselled cushions scattered about, low tables surrounded by flickering lanterns, and views of the Old Town silhouetted against a setting sun.

      Ava climbed onto a bar stool, ordering a gin and tonic. She gazed around, feeling a bit self-conscious about being alone, so resorted to her phone. She had avoided switching it on until now, knowing Laura must have bombarded her with messages, but she had promised to update Mel. With a reluctant sigh, she turned on international roaming, and the messages started trickling in.

      Laura: Please return my call asap.

      Mel: Hey babe, you there yet?

      Laura: He is truly sorry about the Misha thing. Please call.

      Laura: Are you getting my messages?

      Ava huffed and deleted Laura’s messages, focusing on replying to Mel’s. As she sipped her G&T and typed, a blonde-bearded man dressed head-to-toe in khaki sat down next to her at the bar.

      “Hi,” he said to her with a self-assured grin. He ordered a drink, conversing with the bartender in fluent Swahili. Ava pretended to be engrossed in her phone, hoping to avoid the interaction she sensed was imminent.

      “I’m Tom,” the khaki man said, extending his hand. “And you are?”

      Ava looked up. “Ava,” she replied, giving what she hoped was a dismissive smile.

      “Nice to meet you, Ava. What brings you to the island?”

      “Just, you know, holiday.”

      “All by your lonesome, a beautiful woman such as yourself?”

      Ava widened her eyes affirmatively, her fingers pretend-tapping away on her phone.

      “So, what do you do, Ava?” Tom asked, clearly oblivious to her disinterest.

      “Nothing much,” she said. “Just studying. You?” Ava mentally slapped herself. Why was she engaging in this man’s small talk?

      Tom’s eyes lit up as if he’d been waiting for her to ask. “I’m a safari guide on the mainland. Here with some clients to go diving with whale sharks over on Mafia tomorrow,” he boasted, his enthusiasm mounting. “Mafia Island, that is.”

      “Fascinating,” lied Ava.

      “It is. It is, yeah.” Tom took a sip of his whisky and Coke. “Nothing compares to the endless African savannah. I’m grateful I get to call her my office.” He looked at Ava, anticipating a reaction which never came. “Need to have your wits about you, of course. It’s a jungle out there, you know?” Tom puffed up his chest. “For example, I bet you didn’t know a lion’s tongue is so rough it can literally lick its prey to death. Pretty cool, huh?”

      “That is… that is pretty cool, Tom,” Ava said, her lips thinning.

      “Hey, if you’ve got a couple of days to spare, I could show you around. Take you on a real adventure, if you know what I mean…” He leaned in closer, his breath reeking of alcohol.

      As he reached out to touch Ava’s arm, she recoiled and was just about to reprimand him, when a female voice called her name, and she swivelled around.

      “Hey, Ava! I didn’t see you there. You wanna…” The woman gestured toward the other end of the rooftop. “I found us a table.”

      “Yes! Coming,” Ava replied without hesitation. She stood, raising her glass to Safari Tom in a silent farewell.

      “Sorry, you looked like you might need rescuing,” the woman said as she settled into one of the cushioned seats far from Tom’s reach. She appeared to be in her early forties, speaking with an American accent that was nearly flawless, save for a subtle Zanzibari undertone. Her hair was cropped short, framing a pair of arresting eyes, dark as heartwood.

      “Yeah, no, thanks for that. You’re a lifesaver.” Ava joined her at the table. “How did you know my name, though?”

      “I saw you at reception when you checked in. I work for the guesthouse.”

      “Right. Sorry, I don’t remember that. What’s your name?” Ava asked.

      “My friends call me Sunny,” the woman replied. “So, are you enjoying your holiday so far, Ava? When you’re not being hit on by sleazy tour guides, that is…”

      Ava forced a smile. “I mean, I just got here, of course. But it’s been… interesting. Yeah, I’m having a great time so far.”

      Sunny studied Ava intently. “You don’t seem like it, if you don’t mind me saying so.”

      “I don’t?” Ava, taken aback, sipped her drink.

      “Not really. You appear a little tense, as if you’re trying to get away from something, maybe.”

      Ava set her drink down on the table. “That’s quite the assessment for someone you’ve just met.”

      “My apologies. I work at the massage parlour; it’s part of my job to read people, figure out where it pinches the most, you know?” Sunny replied with a smile, her gaze still unwavering.

      “Right. Occupational hazard, is it?”

      “Occupational hazard, indeed.” Sunny poured herself a glass from the complimentary water jug.

      Ava looked out over the rooftops where a sickle moon, thin as a toenail, had risen in the sky. “Truth is, I am here to get a break from reality,” she said. “Got a lot going on at home at the moment.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like a controlling father who wants to pressure me into a future when, really, all I want is not to leave a mark at all?” Ava answered impulsively, regretting her honesty straight away. “Sorry. That was more than you wanted to know, I’m sure,” she mumbled and picked up her drink again, taking another big sip.

      God, she’d become one of those people. Oversharers who mistook the kindness of a stranger for an invitation to spill the most tragic aspects of their lives within the first minute of conversation. Shut up, Ava. Just shut up.

      Sunny stroked the rim of her glass, which produced a whistle. “Impossible, don’t you think?” she said, lifting her brows. “Trying not to leave a mark on the world? Might as well try not to leave footprints in the sand. We’re here to touch other people’s lives; that’s the whole point. Or at least, that’s what this place has taught me lately.”

      Ava nodded, tracing circles on the table with the condensation from her glass. “So, you live here in Stone Town, then?” she asked, not hiding that she was eager to change the topic.

      “Born and bred just around the corner,” replied Sunny. “And I assume you’re from the UK?”

      “London.” Ava nodded.

      “There’s something about your accent that’s a little off, though, isn’t it? You lived there all your life?”

      Ava cleared her throat. “I spent my teenage years in Costa Rica,” she said. The observation struck her as a little odd; hardly anyone picked up on those tiny fragments of Spanish she didn’t even notice herself anymore.

      “Pura Vida!” Sunny raised her glass. “Tell me, what brought you there?”

      “My parents’ divorce,” Ava said. “My mum was from there. After they split, the two of us moved back.” She fidgeted in her seat, her eyes scanning the bar. Maybe she had been too trusting with her saviour.

      “How old were you when your parents split?” Sunny asked.

      “I was nine. Sorry, but do we know each other from somewhere?” Was this going to be the second conversation that evening she needed saving from?

      “I… don’t think so.” Sunny leaned back in her seat. “Why?”

      “It’s just… you talk like maybe you’ve met me before or something.”

      “Don’t you think you’d remember that?” Sunny’s gaze held an almost knowing air, making Ava feel exposed.

      “I guess,” she said, leaning back as well. A moment of silence settled between them, the sounds of laughter and clinking glasses drifting over from the other tables.

      “So, what’s your plan for tomorrow?” Sunny asked, trying for a casual tone. “Snorkel tour? Hit the beaches, or maybe a shopping spree at Darajani Bazaar?”

      “I’ll be leaving the city tomorrow, actually,” Ava lied. “Might head up north, or maybe to Mafia for the whale sharks. I haven’t decided yet.”

      “Hey, you should come with me!” Sunny suggested. “I’m catching a dala dala up the east coast tonight.”

      “Tonight?” Ava jerked her head back. “I already paid for this place.”

      Their encounter had officially turned sour.

      Sunny leaned in, murmuring. “Don’t worry, I know a cheap little hotel by the sea, much better than this one. It’s one of the few places still off the beaten track, a real adventure. I grew up there; that’s how I know about it.”

      Ava’s eyes narrowed. “I thought you said you grew up here in town, just around the corner.”

      Sunny’s expression faltered as if she’d been caught stealing. “I did say that, didn’t I…”

      An awkward silence settled over them. Who was this woman? Some kind of a con artist, here to lure tourists over to her family’s place up the coast? Mel had warned Ava about the beach boys, aggressively trying to palm off their merchandise at horrendous prices. Maybe Sunny was in that game, too?

      Before Ava could make sense of it, her phone rang. It was Laura – the last person on Earth she wanted to talk to. Still, she took the call, grateful for an excuse to get away from Sunny, if that was even her real name.

      “Sorry, I should take this,” Ava said, rising from her seat. “Thanks again for your help earlier. Have a good night.”

      “Course,” Sunny said, her tone defeated. “Enjoy your escape, Ava. I’ll see you around.”

      “What does he want now?” Ava hissed as soon as she picked up, serpentining past the tables and away from Sunny. She retreated down the staircase and back to her room, the phone pressed against her ear, checking over her shoulder to make sure no one followed her. Laura’s voice filtered through in fragments, delivering apologies on Ethan’s behalf.

      “Hey Ava – I’m so glad I reached you. Listen, Ethan feels really bad about what he said to Misha. I told him it was out of line, too. But you know what he’s like, honey. He just… he really wants you to join the company, that’s why. You have no idea how much. He talks about nothing else. I mean, you know, when he finds the time to talk.”

      “Well, you can tell Ethan that if he wants to apologise, he can find the time to call me himself,” Ava retorted.

      “What?… Ava? I can barely hear you… The connection’s awful. Where are you?”

      Ava stepped out onto the balcony, but it didn’t do much to improve the signal. “Hey, Laura, did you know that a lion’s tongue is so rough it can literally lick its prey to death?” As if on cue, the muezzin’s song resounded again, adding to the effect she hoped to achieve.

      “What?” Laura’s confusion was palpable. “Ava, where on earth are you?”

      With a sly grin, Ava hung up. She leaned on the balustrade, and her spirits lifted as she pictured Laura relaying to Ethan that his daughter had gone haywire.

      The smile, however, faded quicker than it had appeared.

      That was the problem with running: It provided only fleeting relief, and somehow, life always found a way to catch up.

      Ava wrapped her kikoi around her shoulders like a blanket, gazing past the freight port and out to sea. Trailing the lights of a cargo ship as it left port. Wishing she was on it.

      Not noticing someone was watching her from the street corner down below.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            The Innkeeper

          

        

      

    

    
      Ava woke on her stomach, cheek in the sand, head heavy as a coconut. Gentle waves resounded from a distance. Wetting her lips, she tasted salt.

      “What the…” she mumbled, feeling a tickling at her feet. Drugged with fatigue, she flutter-opened her eyes. “What the hell?” A fully grown cow was licking her toes! She crab-crawled backwards, and the cow moved off, utterly unimpressed.

      Ava frantically scanned her surroundings, her hands checking her body for any signs of injury, her eyes darting around in search of something – anything – familiar to lock onto. Before her, a beach of glinting white sand stretched out as far as the horizon, where giant clouds billowed in the vibrant colours of early morning. The air was thick with humidity. Cicadas buzzed. Seagulls chit-chatted as they glided overhead. Palm trees snaked along the shoreline, where thatched umbrellas sprouted like mushrooms from the sand. In their shade, dilapidated steamer chairs gave the impression that this beach didn’t see many tourists.

      How the hell did she get here? And where even was here? Had she been kidnapped? Worse, had someone spiked her drink and taken advantage of her? Her panic surged when the realisation hit: She had absolutely no idea.

      Ava picked herself up. She had a splitting headache, and her mouth felt dry like the caked sand on her cheek. The remains of a campfire smouldered beneath a nearby palm. Next to it: her bag. She crept toward it, grasping the worn leather strap like a lifeline. A wave of relief poured over her when she found everything inside was still there – wallet, passport, phone.

      She hugged the bag to her chest, and her panic faded to confusion. Her mind was like a closet in the lead-up to a first date; nothing was where it belonged anymore. The last thing she remembered was Safari Tom chatting her up on the rooftop, followed by the phone call from Laura. Everything after that had become a blur. She didn’t even remember going to bed last night. There had been a reason for her going to the beach, though – she still remembered that – but she couldn’t for the life of her remember what it was.

      Ava fished out her phone. No signal. The display, however, flashed green with old messages from Laura, desperately trying to get a hold of her after last night’s call. But, hang on… that had been on Wednesday night. According to her phone, it was Friday morning now. What happened to Thursday?

      Someone must have drugged her.

      As unsettling as it was – that was the only logical explanation. But why, if not to take advantage of her or steal her things?

      That’s when Ava realised: Her backpack wasn’t with her. Had she left it in the guesthouse at the freight port? No, she hadn’t, had she? She had packed it and taken it with… Well, great. So she had been robbed.

      And yet, the pack carried nothing but shirts, pants, and old socks. Why not take her valuables?

      Confused beyond measure, Ava got up and staggered through a minefield of ripe coconuts, thanking her lucky stars that none had knocked her out. Although, on second thought… She frisked the back of her head, almost disappointed when she couldn’t find a bump. At least that would have explained her sudden onset of amnesia. Shielding her eyes from the sun with her kikoi, she stumbled on in search of someone to talk to, her desperation growing with each step. But at this early hour, the seashore was devoid of any beachgoers. Only a few fishermen cast their nets from a sailboat far out at sea, where the moon conjured up the next high tide.

      At last, her eyes latched onto something at the far end of the beach, something bright red – her pack! Ava rushed toward it like one of those poor fighting bulls in Spain, swirling up hot sand.

      The pack sat below a dingy sign mounted on a paddle. A shabby white wall towered behind it, a round garden gate in its centre, yellow paint flaking off the wood like snakeskin. Lifting the pack, Ava was relieved to find it was still as heavy as she remembered, but the whole thing made even less sense to her now. As she pulled on the pack, Ava read the words written in bold capital letters on the sign:

      
        
        Welcome to the Atlas – your anywhere hotel.

        Please note:

      

        

      
        By entering these premises, you agree to adhere to the below house rules.

      

      

      
        	Guests must not bring visitors to the premises.

        	Guests must never talk about the Atlas.

        	Guests must always return before curfew.

        	Guests must not engage in any criminalities.

        	Guests must never exit through the garden gate.

      

      
        
        Any transgression will result in expulsion.

        We trust you will enjoy your stay.

      

        

      
        The Atlas Management

      

      

      Ava chortled. She scanned the coastline, almost expecting to spot someone sitting there laughing, reaping the fruits of the prank they’d played on her – only to wince when she actually noticed a woman hiding in the shade of a nearby palm, watching her. Ava locked eyes with the stranger, and fear overcame her like a cold gust. She stumbled backwards – almost fell – when from behind her, a voice washed up the beach like driftwood.

      “Were you looking for me?”

      A man walked up the shore, cradling a basket filled with seashells. He was close. Strangely close. It was almost as if he’d appeared out of thin air. But that was silly, of course. He must have been there the entire time; Ava had just been too occupied to notice.

      Wearing a dark blue polo shirt and old jeans, torn in places, he was maybe in his mid-fifties and a little out of breath, as if he’d been running. Lean as a palm tree and with a thick shock of black but greying hair, he wore wire-framed glasses, a pair of knowing eyes lurking behind them.

      “I can never stop collecting these. They are all so different,” he said with an Italian accent as washy as his jeans, stroking over the shells and abalones in his basket. His eyes, however, busily scanned the shoreline, as if searching for something.

      “They are beautiful.” Ava nodded. She followed the man’s gaze, but whoever had been crouching beneath the palms just a moment ago was now gone. “I’m sorry, is this your place?”

      “Well, I wouldn’t say it’s mine,” said the man with the shells. “I look after it for the time being. I’m the innkeeper.” He shifted the basket to free up a hand. “Bruno di Mare, at your service.”

      “Ava,” she said, noticing the awkwardness that came from withholding her last name. “Marley,” she added a bit too late, then shook his hand. She loathed telling people who she was. Too often, someone would recognise the name and then make a snide comment. Ethan wasn’t exactly popular with the crowds. Another reason why Tanzania had been so perfect for her escape: Few people here would have heard of Marley’s Coffee. It was ironic, really: MCC opened at least two new cafés a day, somewhere in the world. Yet, in countries actually producing the coffee beans, you’d search for a very, very long time to find one.

      “A pleasure to meet you, Ava Marley. Are you… are you alone?”

      Once again, Bruno di Mare’s eyes darted in every direction, making him appear a little mad.

      “Yes. Yes, I am,” Ava responded, striving to anchor his focus with her assertive tone.

      “Oh, that is a relief… I mean, that is good to know.” The innkeeper fumbled in his pocket and produced a key chain, which he clattered nervously. “You see, because I only have a single room left. I take it you have come to stay with us?”

      Just then, Ava’s phone rang; she must have hit a sliver of signal. She glanced down at it. Ethan. Who’d have thought?

      “Actually, no,” she replied, rejecting the call and switching to silent mode. “That’s not why I’m here.”

      Bruno di Mare paused his fiddling for the right key. “I’m intrigued. Why are you here, then, signorina?”

      “I… I just had to get my pack.” She gestured over her shoulder. “It ended up here somehow.”

      The innkeeper tilted his head slightly, examining the backpack. “How mysterious,” he said. “And you are certain you don’t want to come in?” There was a hint of something else in his accent beside the Italian, but Ava couldn’t put her finger on it.

      “I… don’t think so,” she replied.

      “Why is that?”

      The phone buzzed again. Again, Ava ignored it.

      “I…” She cleared her throat. “To be honest, I don’t think I can afford a room.”

      That wasn’t true, but it seemed easier to lie than to tell the man he seemed a little suspect.

      Bruno di Mare put a tarnished silver key in the gate’s lock, but Ava noticed it was already open. “Well, you are in luck then, Fräulein Marley,” he said.

      German! That’s what he sounded like, a fusion of Italian and German.

      “Here at the Atlas, you don’t pay for a room if you can’t afford to,” Bruno continued. “We pride ourselves on having established a very successful volunteer program. Guests assist in the hotel’s upkeep in exchange for free lodging.”

      Ava cocked her head. “Not exactly a promising business model, is it?”

      Bruno pushed down the gate’s handle as if to check for any squeaking. “I guess we are more of a non-profit.”

      Another buzz from Ava’s phone, this time for a voice message.

      “Someone really wants to talk to you, it seems.” The innkeeper inclined his head at the phone.

      “Yes. Sorry about that.” She pressed the power button, savouring the small victory of making Ethan wait.

      “Boyfriend?”

      “Father.”

      “Well, maybe he has good news.”

      “Doubtful.” Ava weighed the phone in her hand like the words on her tongue. “We’re… not exactly on good terms.”

      “Oh, das tut mir aber leid,” replied Bruno di Mare. “I’m so sorry to hear that. Allora, how about it? I could use some help with the breakfast shift.” Bruno di Mare looked at her like a dog hoping for a treat.

      “If you must know…” Ava shifted her gaze to her feet, piling up sand. “It’s not just the money stuff – it’s this.” She gestured at the sign.

      “Ach ja, natürlich.” Bruno di Mare sounded familiar with the problem. And how could he not? Surely, that sign worked more as a deterrent than an invitation.

      “Yeah, what’s up with all the rules? Sounds more like a prison than a hotel.”

      “Well, I should think our rules are self-explanatory, are they not? Let’s see…” The innkeeper turned to the sign, trailing the words with a finger as he read.

      “You must not bring visitors to this establishment – pretty standard for most hotels around the world, I should think. We’d like to keep off the beaten path, so don’t tell people about us, please, especially not on TripAdvisor. The curfew is for your own safety, of course. No criminalities – that’s for the other guests’ safety. As for the exit through the garden gate” – Bruno tilted his head – “I must admit that one would strike me as odd, too.”

      “How do your guests leave if it’s not through here?”

      “There are ways.” Bruno examined one of the snail shells in his basket. “Many, many ways.” He peeked into the shell’s aperture with one eye pinched. “It makes a lot more sense from the inside, I suppose.”

      “I see.” Ava took a step back. She would have been lying if she’d said the strange front – of the hotel and the innkeeper – hadn’t aroused her curiosity. But frankly, she’d be mad to take this man up on his offer, what with the unsettling way she’d ended up here in the first place. For all she knew, he could have spiked
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