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			For Adam – the only one for me

		
	
		
			Prologue

			I blink slowly, watching the world fuzz in and out in the clear honey light falling on us through your apartment window. The window is dirty; you’re not very good at housekeeping, but I don’t care, and after last night I’ve found out how good you are at other things.

			Even though we just had our first night together, I’ve already planned in my head that after we get married, you’ll be in charge of the cooking and I’ll be in charge of the cleaning. We’ll play to our strengths. If you always leave your laundry strewn around, I’ll think it’s cute. Promise. Each imperfection will be one more reason to love you, and we will never, ever resent each other.

			I’m only half awake. The scene is like a dream – you’re a dream, one I never even dared have. But last night, you changed that.

			The jut of your hip under white sheets, the drape of your arm, the tremble of your breath fluttering the edge of the coverlet. All so easy, and I never thought love would be easy.

			Your voice is deep in these early, tender hours as your eyes take me in and you murmur, ‘Beautiful.’

			You say it like it moves you. Like there’s something sacred about the mathematics that wove my proportions together when I was nothing but a blob of cells. When you speak that single word with all the certainty of an officiant blessing a sacrament, some old, broken place in my heart begins to mend. All my life, beauty has felt like a liability, but at that word from you (and I know it sounds crazy, but …), I heal.

			Do you believe that healing can happen in a single moment? I do. I experienced it with you that morning in your Cincinnati apartment above the bakery, with the smell of yeast and sugar in the air around us and the muted grumble of city traffic leaking through the window panes.

			‘Want coffee?’ you murmur.

			‘In a minute,’ I murmur back, because I don’t want either of us to move yet. I want to live in this moment for ever.

			Your fingers trail slowly over the line of my jaw, sending shivers like currents of wordless music into my bones. This morning, your touch is as delicate as smoke, but I remember your touch last night. The ferocious urgency that drove us together, tumbling backwards on to your unmade bed as you whispered, Are we doing this? and I groaned, Yes, and our beings cracked open in each other’s arms.

			That was before.

			But of course, there’s another scene after.

			A darker scene to bookend the light, the sheets now washed in shadows in the hush of a hospital. Still, the jut of a hip. The drape of an arm. The flutter of breath on sheets. A beeping monitor and quiet, muffled sobs that wrench and yank as they come out – my own.

			Then, later, me alone in the apartment, with the smell of the bakery in the air and the muted traffic and the sunlight slanting, sitting on the unmade bed alone, not wanting to move. Not because I want this moment to last for ever, but because I’m afraid of what the next moment will bring, and the next after that, and maybe if I stay still enough, I won’t have to face a future without you.

			It’ll get easier, my friends tell me. Just be patient with yourself.

			But they never held that kind of love in their hands, or felt its perfection and fragility.

			They never felt the slick, viscous slide of an entire future slipping away through the cracked shell of a life. In that single moment, I shattered.

			I’ve always hated that old children’s rhyme. You know the one – Humpty Dumpty. But it’s true, isn’t it?

			That there are some breakages that go beyond healing.

			That sometimes, a single fall can break you for ever.

		
	
		
			Chapter One

			‘A beverage, ma’am?’ Like a fish hook, the flight attendant’s whisper yanks me out of the meditative zone I’d just achieved, back into the chilly, dry atmosphere of the airplane.

			‘Tomato juice, please.’ My nerves are fizzing like live wires, but I force what I believe to be a calm smile and close my book. Crime and Punishment. Ambitious, isn’t it? I have yet to read a word. As Mom always said, go big or go home. God love her, she had no patience for mediocrity of any kind.

			The flight attendant rummages in the depths of her cart for a can of V8, and I glance at my seatmate, passed out with an action thriller movie still playing on his seatback screen. Light flickers over his slack face. The plane is full of sleepers. It’s a lonely feeling to be the only passenger awake, and more than once since boarding, I’ve wished I wasn’t making this trip. Any minute now, we should see the sunrise burning red on the horizon. The beginning of a day I’ve been anticipating and dreading for a year.

			‘Ice with that?’

			‘Yes, please.’

			As the flight attendant scoops a noisy volley of ice into a small clear plastic cup, I resettle my restless legs, angled towards the window to avoid my sleeping seatmate’s truly heroic case of manspreading.

			‘Thanks,’ I tell the flight attendant, as she reaches over him with my can and the cup of ice. He twitches, then his eyes blink awake and he lowers his Bose headphones so they encircle his neck.

			‘You don’t want some vodka in that?’ he says as he eyes my drink selection, stretching his muscled arms behind his head in a V shape and giving me an engaging half-grin. ‘Make it a Bloody Mary? My treat, since I was probably snoring or drooling.’

			His accent is New Jersey all the way. I put his age around fifty. Successful businessman. Gym-obsessed. Probably drives a Tesla. Divorced? I glance down at his hand and sure enough, there’s a pale mark where a wedding band recently moved out. I like to figure out people as quickly as I can. I’m not always right, but I do have an instinct. Which, right now, is screaming yes to the vodka.

			‘Why not.’

			I’m not a big drinker. But right now, I could use some help relaxing.

			‘Get the nice lady some vodka,’ he says, straining into the pocket of his jeans, presumably for a credit card. ‘Get me some too while you’re at it.’

			‘No card needed, sir,’ says the flight attendant smoothly. ‘We’ve gone contactless. We’ll charge it to your seat.’ She smiles at me. ‘I’ll be right back with your vodka.’

			‘Thanks,’ I say.

			‘Reading anything good?’ he says, already leaning in to read the back cover copy. ‘Dostoevsky!’ He leans back and gives me an exaggerated up-and-down. ‘She’s the whole package, ladies and gentlemen! The body and the brains.’

			I’m not usually one to engage in anger fantasies. It’s a waste of both time and emotional energy. Still, something about this guy makes it really easy for me to envision pounding my fist into his crotch. Instead, I tighten my grip on my plastic cup, stare at him, and take a long, savoury gulp of tomato juice. I shiver as it goes down.

			‘OK, woman of mystery,’ he says appreciatively. The plane gives a sudden shudder, and since I have to divert all my attention to balancing my tomato juice, my violent little vision pops.

			‘What a tin can,’ my seatmate murmurs, stretching his thighs out further to the side and grunting. ‘No space for a big guy like me.’

			Emasculation, of course, might create more room …

			Stop!

			‘I never fly coach,’ he continues, ‘but their first class section filled up. What the fuck, you know? I’m Kyle, by the way.’

			I force a smile but don’t try to make it reach my eyes, as the flight attendant returns with four tiny plastic bottles of vodka and hands us two each. I pour the first into my V8 and swish the ice around to mix it. Is it technically day drinking if the sun isn’t up yet?

			‘Cheers,’ Kyle says, knocking the tiny bottle in his massive hand against my cup. I sip; he downs his straight away. ‘You travelling for business or for pleasure?’

			‘Business.’

			‘Pleasure,’ says Kyle, twisting the cap off bottle number two. ‘Well, more like a reset. After the divorce.’ He waggles his fingers in the air. ‘You married?’

			‘No.’

			‘Cheers to that.’ He clinks my cup again. ‘Not worth it.’ He downs his second bottle in a few swift gulps, then calls, ‘Miss? Miss?’ towards the flight attendant, jiggling his two empty bottles before resuming his chat with me. ‘I’m the CEO of a really, really successful company, and that comes with sacrifices. She didn’t get it. She wanted the goods, you know – the luxury bags, the chef’s kitchen, all that shit – but she didn’t want to pay the piper. She said I was addicted to my phone, and I’m like, I’m running a company here, sweetheart. You want your five-hundred-dollar extensions, your spa days, your personal trainer, your Swedish au pair – Daddy’s gotta run his business, you know? She didn’t fucking get it, if you’ll pardon my French …’ For a moment, his eyes stray to his screen, where a car has burst into flames. He laughs and nudges my arm – ugh – but I’m wedged between him and the window and there’s no escape route. ‘Fuck, look, I love this scene, it’s a classic.’

			Some gangster type is standing on the flaming, overturned car, shooting into a line of police officers. Uniformed bodies dance and twitch in the air as the cops burst back like human confetti before falling. I look away. I can’t abide violence on screen. After you experience the real thing, the true significance of those final moments of someone’s life, you lose your taste for the fantasy.

			‘So you’re not married,’ Kyle says, turning his attention back to me. ‘Any interest in grabbing drinks when we land? Don’t tell me you have a boyfriend.’ He laughs, holding up both palms. ‘Literally, don’t tell me, because I don’t care. Beautiful woman flying alone? His loss, my gain. We can talk Dostoevsky, maybe you can class me up a little.’ He shifts in his seat, leaning closer so his breath tickles my skin. ‘You’re a very attractive woman – I hope you don’t mind my candour. What’s your name, by the way?’

			The flight attendant hands him two more bottles of vodka and takes his empties. Her eyes skim over both of us and briefly catch mine. I watch her hesitate, then I nod ever so slightly. It’s OK. I got this.

			‘Cat got your tongue?’ says Kyle. ‘What’s your name?’

			‘Lily,’ I say.

			‘So, what do you say, Lily? Airport mimosa when we land?’

			‘I’m going to have to pass.’

			‘And I’m going to have to insist. C’mon. Mimosas as the sun rises. If you’re good, I’ll toss in some breakfast too. Can’t beat that.’

			‘Let’s not, and say we did.’ This time my forced smile is truly more of a grimace, but I’m not sure Kyle is the kind to tell the difference.

			‘OK, OK,’ he says, nodding, leaning back a little, his eyes appraising me. ‘Playing hard to get, I’ve seen it before.’ He’s still smiling, but I can feel the tension. He’s not used to being turned down.

			‘I’m just not looking for a relationship right now. I hope you don’t mind my candour,’ I say.

			‘This isn’t a marriage proposal.’ His voice is louder, overly jocular. ‘Just drinks.’

			I can see a vein pulsing in his neck, and you know, Kyle, at this point, there are a few veins pulsing in my body, too – and it’s not the ones you might hope for.

			I’m generally coolheaded. I grew up in a trailer park with a mom whose nickname was the Slut of Calumet Heights – no mediocre insults for our family – so I had to learn early on how to manage my emotions. That didn’t mean I never let my fists fly. But I chose when to do it. Not my feelings.

			‘It’s not personal,’ I say with a shrug. ‘I’m just not that into it, Kyle.’

			His neck flushes. ‘Into what? Drinks?’ His laugh is short, aggressive. ‘Because you had no problem guzzling the one I just bought you.’ Then he mutters, ‘What a bitch,’ so quietly, I could almost imagine it didn’t happen. He pushes his headphones over his ears and leans back in his seat, his thighs pressing out even wider.

			Not ideal, Kyle. Not ideal.

			I discreetly send a wish into the universe that his ex-wife is finding her absolute happiness. That she’s having multiple orgasms at this very moment, why not.

			Then I gently nudge Kyle’s arm. He lowers his headphones and gives me a stony look.

			‘Sorry – random question – you don’t happen to be headed to the Riovan, do you?’ My voice is perfectly light, perfectly friendly.

			‘As a matter of fact, yes,’ he says gruffly.

			I figured. The main reason to come to Saint Lisieux is the Riovan, the sprawling, luxurious and exclusive resort where I also happen to be going. I imagine most people on this plane are headed there, too, if not to one of the neighbouring islands connected by ferry. Still, it’s a good feeling to stick a pin in Kyle and attach him to my mental map. And I know just where I’d stick that pin, too.

			An image enters my brain of a mini, butterfly-sized Kyle pinned in a display frame. The label underneath: homo sapiens assholiens.

			‘Why?’ Kyle adds, with an uneasy edge like he can see what’s in my brain.

			‘I just wondered,’ I say with a sweet smile. If he has any sort of survivor instinct, it should be blaring an alarm right about now. Lucky for me, he doesn’t. ‘But please – don’t let me interrupt your movie.’

			He casts one more glance at me as he slides his headphones back on, and soon he’s chuckling at a car chase scene. Already moving on.

			It’s always the jerks who move on first. Have you noticed that? You may think I’m bitter, but this is strictly an observation.

			As I see how easily Kyle moves between calling me a bitch and laughing at his gratuitously violent movie, something in me clicks.

			It’s a sensation as physical as my ears popping as I flip from one Lily to another. From Cincinnati Lily – the ‘30 under 30’ businesswoman who’s ‘revitalizing the city’; the fun friend who’s always up for karaoke; the ‘happily single’ girl who’s a great shoulder for everyone else to cry on – to the other Lily, the one I become for four weeks every summer. I don’t think it’s strange to have multiple parts to myself; most people do. They’re both me.

			I down the remainder of my drink in one final swallow, relishing the spice and the burn in my mouth. The restlessness is gone. The booze helped.

			The flight attendant is back, collecting trash.

			‘Everything all right?’ she whispers as she holds out the white bag, with a glance at me that says she heard more between Kyle and me than she’s letting on, and I appreciate her concern. Really. More of us should be looking out for one another. But she needn’t be concerned for me.

			I know how to take care of myself.

			‘Just dandy,’ I say, as I toss the cup and can into her bag.

		
	
		
			Chapter Two

			The plane touches down at Saint Lisieux’s small airport. Passengers are yawning and stretching in their seats as we bump and roll down the runway. I stretch too, arching my back until it cracks. I did finally manage to fall asleep with the hood of my sweatshirt pulled up. I push the hood back down and rework my ponytail as we pull up to the gate. I sense Kyle’s movements next to me, stuffing his headphones in his backpack, rattling a tin of breath mints, but I don’t engage, visually or otherwise.

			The morning sun slices through the row of oval windows, casting my side of the plane in furious light, and I drink in the green of the palm trees beyond the runway as they slide past, a shade of emerald so intense, I can hardly take my eyes off the sight. Bright flashes of ocean jab through the gaps in the trees.

			The plane comes to a shuddering stop. The seatbelt sign turns off. Everyone shoots up, but not me. I let them go first. Why get caught in a crush of people – or smashed against Kyle – just to gain a thirty-second advantage?

			I watch Kyle as he pops open the luggage compartment and muscles down his Tumi roller bag. As he thumps it down, he catches the eye of a woman across the aisle.

			‘I hate these red-eyes, don’t you?’ he says, and she laughs politely. It’s impossible to miss how the two of them take each other in with one swift, evaluative glance. Both seem pleased with what they see. ‘I’m Kyle, by the way.’

			‘Serena,’ she says.

			‘Here for business or pleasure?’

			Ah. He’s one of those guys who has a single pickup line.

			‘Definitely business,’ she says, standing up and showing off a trim, muscular body in Lululemon leggings and a strappy crop top. She’s petite, so as she reaches for her own roller bag overhead, Kyle says, ‘Let me,’ and takes it down for her.

			‘Thank you, that’s so sweet,’ she says.

			I wait until the last few people are struggling with their bags down the narrow aisle, then edge my way out of my seat and grab mine.

			‘Thanks for flying with us,’ says the pilot, an older woman with a silver bob, as I reach the door. I’m the very last person to leave the plane. ‘Enjoy your stay.’

			‘Thanks,’ I say.

			The second I step over the threshold of the airplane, a wave of Caribbean heat hits me. I pause at the top of the steep metal stairway that leads straight down to the tarmac, pull my sunglasses from my oversized purse, and slide them on. My roller bag bangs against my ankles as I descend. At the bottom of the stairs, I stop for a second to breathe the island air.

			Every year it’s the same; the smell brings the memories. It smells so different here – densely alive, with a sweet and salty edge that lingers in your mouth and nostrils. The smell is objectively lovely, but it’s also sending me back five years to the first time I set foot on this island at twenty-four years old, with two bikinis, a couple of battered paperbacks and a heart full of dreams. That Lily had nothing – but she had everything.

			I don’t know if it’s the mostly sleepless night or the vodka, but I walk in a slight daze down the demarcated path towards the terminal, dragging the roller bag behind me, its rattle filling my brain with noise, feeling the heat press down, feeling the memories press down. For a second, I could almost be that twenty-four-year-old girl again right now. I could probably even fit into the same bikinis, if I’d held on to them …

			Whoosh.

			The sliding doors open before me and I’m in the terminal. I’ve done this often enough that my feet automatically take me to the line for Immigration, which is moving slowly in corridored zig-zags, with only two officials to handle the planeload of people. I can spot Kyle down the line, absorbed in his phone, shaved head gleaming in the overhead lights, and I have to suppress an eye roll.

			I take my place at the end of the line. The air conditioning crawls in chilly tracks over my skin, and I shiver. Forget the bikini. I’d kill for a sweater now.

			Hot and cold. Twenty-four and twenty-nine. The Lily with her whole future ahead and the Lily with her future behind … All of a sudden, my heart starts racing. I have an extra hair elastic around my wrist; I snap it against my skin. One thing that’s not helpful at all? Getting in my own head.

			The line shuffles forward. I rub the goosebumps off my arms.

			Why do you keep going back to that place? my friend Nate asked at Murphy’s two nights ago, my last hangout with the gang before leaving Cincinnati. Isn’t the pay shit? You’re missing peak summer fun! All the singles mingles …

			‘You’re forgetting all the rich resort singles I’m going to meet,’ I said with a grin, and my friend Phoebe laughed, slinging her arm around me.

			‘Now we’re getting to the bottom of this weird-ass summer job you’re so obsessed with!’

			I sipped my drink and played coy as they tossed around jokes about trophy wives and gold diggers, and tried to convince me to catch up with the podcast they’re all obsessed with.

			They’re not a bad crew, Nate and Phoebe and the rest. They’re doing their best to navigate the world they live in, swiping left and right, expecting with a kind of sweet naivete that things will be different with their next match. Listening to true crime podcasts to add excitement to their doldrum days. Hoping for that next promotion at the shit company they don’t even want to work at; dreaming of that bigger apartment, that next vacation … Coasting on all the mediocre wins that drive their lives forward.

			Wow. Harsh much?

			They’re doing their best, I remind myself quickly. It’s not like I think I’m better than them. But we are different at a really fundamental level, and it’s impossible for me to spend time with them and not feel that difference. They’re still walking through life in a kind of daze; nothing that bad has happened to any of them, whereas—

			‘Purpose of your visit?’

			I jolt my head up.

			Speaking of walking in a daze, I don’t know how long I was in la-la land, but I’m now at the immigration booth, face to face with a man with bags under his eyes and an excitable-looking moustache. His accent sounds mildly French.

			‘Oh, um – the resort. The Riovan.’

			‘So you’re a guest there? How long will you be staying?’

			My heart chooses this moment to start drumming so hard it’s like someone is playing techno against my chest. I snap the hair tie against my skin. The drumbeat slows.

			‘Sorry – no. I’m working there. Four weeks. Lifeguarding. I have a visa …’ I indicate the passport, which he’s paging through. The temporary visa is affixed inside somewhere. I’ve done this every year, but still, the person behind the desk holds the power of the stamp. I’m acutely aware they could deny me entry for some obscure, official-sounding reason.

			The official frowns. Frowns deeper. A little fizz of adrenaline worms through me. Maybe turning around and going home wouldn’t be so bad …

			‘Ah. Here we are.’ He’s found the visa. He gives a brisk nod and stamps my passport with all the enthusiasm of an executioner. I’d like to say my shoulders loosen, but they don’t. ‘Enjoy your stay, Miss Lennox.’

			OK, it is not a good sign that, one, I’m traitorously wanting to go back home, and two, that I’m freaking out about a basic immigration question I get asked every year. But the way he said purpose … like he knew …

			‘Stop,’ I mutter, making myself walk briskly, purposefully, towards the baggage carousel area, where many of my fellow passengers are waiting for the big conveyor belt to spit out their luggage. I didn’t check a bag – I’m a light traveller – but I do have to stop at a little kiosk to fill out the customs form stating I’m not bringing agricultural products or large amounts of cash with me.

			‘So you said you were here for business …’ says a male voice, startling me so badly I have to bite back a yelp. Kyle. Unbelievable. I’m about to spin around and say something truly cutting that I haven’t come up with yet but I’m sure will come to me in time, when I realize he’s not talking to me. He’s a few steps away, facing the baggage carousel with his back to me, talking to the petite brunette in leggings from the plane – Serena.

			My pen freezes above the box where I was about to check ‘no’ for disease agents, cell cultures, snails. Also … snails?

			‘Yes!’ beams Serena.

			‘Sorry, remind me of your name …’ says Kyle.

			‘Serena Victoria.’ She lays a hand on her chest. ‘I’m actually the new VP of Branding for the Riovan Resort. Well – new-ish. I’ve been here … four months? I was just in New York for a wedding, and now it’s back to the old grind!’

			‘VP, OK, impressive.’

			She laughs. ‘It’s really not as fancy as it sounds. Basically my focus is digital content growth and customer outreach, and let’s just say their last VP of Branding had no idea TikTok even existed, which …’ She makes a cringing face and they laugh together.

			The carousel beeps, then begins to move. The first piece of luggage comes tumbling down.

			‘That’s mine!’ squeals Serena. ‘It’s a sign, right? My luggage never comes out first. Like, someone up there must be looking out for this girl.’

			‘Let me,’ says Kyle, muscling her massive bag off the moving belt.

			‘Thank you, that’s soooo gentlemanly of you,’ she says, helping Kyle right the suitcase before snapping up the handle.

			‘No problem. I’m one of your guests.’

			‘Oh, that’s awesome! Are you doing the four-week intensive?’

			‘I am indeed.’

			‘Well, you’re going to love it!’ she sings, clapping her hands together into prayer formation, the fingertips pointed at Kyle. ‘It’s totally life-changing. We might expand it to two sessions next summer! I have big dreams for the resort …’ She arches her eyebrows and nods. ‘The market for this kind of transformational experience is so hot right now, you know?’

			‘I like what you’re saying.’ Kyle nods his head philosophically. ‘Transformational experience. This is good to know. I was kind of afraid it might turn out to be a glorified weight-loss camp—’

			‘Oh! No, no, no, weight loss is not at all our focus. We are all about holistic wellness,’ she says in an ultra-sincere tone. ‘Our whole philosophy is that health starts here.’ She gives her forehead two quick pats, then her chest. ‘So if you want your body to be at its peak wellness, it really has to start deeper within.’

			‘I’m loving this,’ says Kyle. ‘You’re speaking my language.’

			Oh, puke me a river, Kyle, I’d like to say. Instead, I check ‘no’ for snails with a vicious X.

			‘This’ – Serena pinches the almost non-existent flesh at her side – ‘is just a reflection of what’s within.’

			All of a sudden, I notice a young teenage girl standing next to Serena. She’s dressed in a long-sleeve tie-dye T-shirt over leggings. Her eyes are wide; clearly, she’s taking in every detail of Serena and Kyle’s interaction. Her hair is pulled into twin French braids, and her round body doesn’t seem to have hit its growth spurt yet. A tall, slim woman who I assume to be her mother taps her on the arm. ‘Isn’t that your bag, honey? Chop chop! Let’s go! We have a shuttle to catch!’

			Kyle and Serena, oblivious to their young spectator, keep flirting like their lives depend on it.

			‘So what you’re saying is, I’m the whole package?’ Kyle teases Serena, rocking back on his heels to give her the full view of his muscular form.

			She giggles and fans her face flirtatiously. ‘Oh my god, Kyle. Stop.’

			They laugh together for a minute, then Kyle pulls out his phone.

			‘Are you on LinkedIn?’

			Serena pulls out hers. ‘Yeah, but I’m way more active on TikTok – let me give you my personal handle, and the resort handle – and are you on Insta? I’m going to be posting so much amazing content—’

			I block out their conversation and sign the bottom of my customs form.

			Nothing to declare.

			Soon I’m exiting the airport and boarding one of the shiny new Riovan-branded shuttle buses that will take me to the south side of the island, where the resort lies sprawled on an outcrop of rock guarding its private beaches below, like a sleeping dragon.

			You can say a lot about the Riovan, but you can’t fault it for its looks. Even though it will be a good thirty minutes of bumpy roads before the resort comes into view, I can see it in my mind’s eye. It’s imprinted there from the first time I saw it five years ago, the same way a flash of searing light imprints itself on the back of your eyelids. A white building on white rocks, overlooking a flawless crescent of crystalline sand and turquoise water that starts shallow, but thirty feet in drops off, the colour changing to a deep and dangerous blue-green.

			The resort is shaped like a tiara. In the centre, facing the water, are the public areas, stacked in a tall building: dining hall, two restaurants, bar, gym, yoga studio, spa. Spreading out like curving wings to either side, to maximize the view of the water, are the guest accommodation and staff rooms. Enclosed in the tiara are two pools, tennis courts, a Zen garden with a water feature, and a cluster of gas fire pits for evening lounging. The first time I saw the Zen garden, I burst out laughing. I’m not sure why. I suppose luxury at that level struck some chord of silliness at the time. Let’s just say I wasn’t laughing by the time I left.

			I find a seat in the back row of the shuttle and rest my head against the top of the bench seat as my stomach protests all of my life choices. Mainly the vodka. In my mind’s eye, I see the Riovan like a fortress on the cliffs, waiting for me like it does every year, silent and watchful. Does it know why I come? If it did, would it snap its jaws shut as I crossed the threshold?

			I stir in my seat. Silly. The Riovan isn’t a being. I jiggle my leg as passengers continue to trickle in. Soon we’re full up. The mom and her teenage daughter are the last to board. They press into the row right in front of me, the daughter closest to the aisle, and barely have a chance to sit before the bus lurches down the road that will take us to the southeast corner of the island.

			‘I told you to wear something different. It’s hotter down here,’ I hear the uptight mother say in a low voice.

			‘I don’t like to show my arms,’ says the teen.

			‘I don’t want to hear it, Skylar,’ the mom hisses, before reaching into her purse for her earbuds. ‘I’ve told you and told you. The solution isn’t to cover them up, it’s to firm them up.’

			The girl, Skylar, silently turns her head away from her mother and leans into the aisle, giving me a full view of her profile. I’d put her around fourteen. The same age I was when I started dressing in oversized everything.

			I watch her for a few seconds. Lean forward.

			‘Hey.’

			She twists back.

			‘I like your shirt,’ I whisper with a conspiratorial smile. ‘Great choice.’

			‘Oh, thanks.’ She seems embarrassed, but pleased. ‘I made it. With a tie-dye kit? I got for my birthday? It has, like, um … all my favourite colours in it …’ She plucks her shirt out from her body.

			I smile. ‘I like the purple and the blue. They’re kind of blending together. In a ring.’

			‘That’s my favourite part too! Hey …’ Skylar scrunches her nose. ‘How much would you pay for a shirt like this?’

			‘Are you selling them?’

			‘They’re really fun to make. And I could customize them with people’s favourite colours …’

			‘Love it. I’d totally buy one.’

			‘Sweetie?’ says her mother, one earbud plucked out and pinched between her fingers. ‘Look forward or you’ll get motion sick.’ She gives me a suspicious frown.

			With a guilty little ‘sorry’, Skylar turns forward again.

			‘I was just admiring your daughter’s T-shirt,’ I say with a friendly smile, even though I’d love nothing more than to give the woman two firm slaps across the face. You have a great daughter. Don’t you dare fuck her up. ‘She’s quite the artist.’

			The mom doesn’t deign to respond with anything but a thin-lipped smile.

			As the shuttle bus bumps over the rough island roads, and the first-timers seated around me ooh and aah as the ocean sends teasing little sparks through the thick vegetation, I close my eyes again and let myself drift.

			I don’t want to be here. It would be more comfortable to stay in my Cincinnati life, to disappear into the routine of work, the distraction of my friends and their small dramas, the slow, sleepy rhythm of Sundays spent reading the next book on my list of 100 Classics to Read Before You Die (Crime and Punishment is number 48).

			But I have to be here.

			Call it duty? Compulsion? Vocation? Passion? Maybe. So many labels I could put on it to try and manipulate how others would see it, how I see it … but labels are cheap. Reductive. As my mother’s daughter, I should know.

			The existentialists had it right. (The Ethics of Ambiguity is number 25.) We are fundamentally free, which is actually terrifying. We are responsible for our choices. Every. Single. One.

			Maybe this is the most profound difference between me and my friends. They don’t realize how much power they actually have to quit their sucky jobs, or stop answering work emails after hours, or drink less, like they keep saying they mean to. Whereas I realized the power of choice early on.

			Never let anyone treat you that way, Lily.

			Whoops – here I am, in my head again.

			I choose to doze. A strange half-dream wafts through my consciousness, slowly gaining solidity. The immigration man is my therapist, and as I sit strapped into the chair with motivational quotes blinking Wellness Starts Here, Mom is chanting over a loudspeaker, Don’t be mediocre, honey, which is clearly driving the immigration man crazy because he’s screaming, ‘Purpose of your visit?’ over and over, until I do the absolute worst thing I could ever do in this situation.

			Admit the truth.

		
	
		
			Chapter Three

			‘I’m sorry, I can’t seem to find your name …’

			‘Lennox. Lily Lennox.’ I’m trying to keep my cool, and it’s normally not quite this labour-intensive, but today has already been a lot – and it’s only ten o’clock. I’m sweaty, tired from my red-eye and the bumpy half-hour ride across the island, and all I want to do is crash in my room for the rest of the day. It was definitely a mistake to let myself doze on the shuttle bus – napping always makes me foggy, and it can be hard to shake. Which just goes to show that choices matter. Thank you Mr Sartre, etc.

			‘Is Vic here?’ I say. ‘Vic knows me.’ Vic is the Executive Manager of the Riovan and has been for as long as I’ve been working here. It’s not like Vic and I are best buds or anything, but after four years reporting to the guy, I can say I know him pretty well. I know his office pretty well too, since I break in every year. He uses a really nice air freshener.

			‘You’re not here … I don’t see you here …’ The blond guy behind the desk in the small Staffing Resources office is young – twenty-two? He exudes a particular brand of lethargic irritation that says, I’m not sure if I care enough to solve this problem for you. He’s called Nick, according to his name tag. Even though I assume his job keeps him in this little office most of the day, he looks like he could be a fitness instructor himself; all the staff do. Including me, I’m aware. I know that’s why they keep hiring me … though at twenty-nine, I’m at the older end of the spectrum, and trust me, I’m counting the time until I’m told, Thank you for your application, however, we’ve already filled the position. But for this year, I’m still young enough, still on-brand enough.

			I wait as Nick types. There’s … a lot of typing. I shift my weight and look around the small office. The only change from last year is a big framed poster that I recognize from the Riovan’s recent ad campaign. A woman in a yellow bikini is doing yoga on diamond-white sands, her hair blowing sideways, the ocean a luminescent smear of green behind her. Bold white letters proclaim, Your Best Self Starts at the Riovan.

			I have to work to keep my face neutral, since I don’t think the puking face I actually want to make is appropriate.

			Still typing. Is he writing a novel?

			‘Lennox,’ I say. ‘That’s L-E—’

			‘Found you.’ He smiles. ‘Looks like you’ll be in the poolside block – I mean, Vista West. Welcome back, and let me get your key activated.’ He pulls a plastic key card out of a small drawer.

			Um, no.

			I coax a smile on to my face. ‘Listen … Nick? There must be some mistake. I’ve worked here for … a lot of years. And I always have an oceanside room.’

			‘Sorry, this year you’ll be in Vista West,’ he over-enunciates, like I’m either hard of hearing or an idiot.

			Keep smiling. I have a good smile. I’ve done a lot with this smile.

			‘I get that this is probably an annoying request. But I’ve always, always had an oceanside room. I know it might take a minute to switch me, but I don’t mind waiting.’

			Nick’s face is frozen in a smile drawn so tight, it might start twitching any second.

			‘Miss Lennox,’ he says. ‘Lily. You come here every summer. I get that. That’s so great. Retention! Yay. But. This year, we remodelled the East Suites. For guests. They face the ocean and the sunrise, as you are obviously aware.’ He extends the key card. ‘B-T-W, there’s a fifty-dollar replacement charge for lost keys.’

			‘There sure is,’ I say without taking the key, still smiling even though my pulse feels loud and erratic in my head. This is not how things are supposed to go. I snap my hair tie. I should let it go. I just got here; I can’t die on this hill.

			Just take the card, I tell my stubborn hand, which appears to have clenched itself into a fist at my side—

			‘If it isn’t Lily Lennox, our most faithful employee! You deserve an award, girl. So good to have you back!’ A short man with gelled hair and a face like an ultra-bronzed Roman emperor is leaning into the office with a tablet in hand.

			‘Vic!’ Thank God. ‘Listen, I’m sorry to be a pain, but there’s a situation with the rooms—’

			‘I know.’ He hisses out a frustrated breath through his teeth. ‘Your roommate hasn’t shown up yet! It turns out she went and missed her flight, can you believe it? So, good news, it’ll be just you for tonight in the room; bad news, we’re going to need you to step in and cover for her.’ He tilts his head and purses his lips. ‘I hate to do this, but can you be on the beach at two o’clock? Is that going to be OK?’

			No, it’s not OK. I’m supposed to be in my usual room, facing the ocean, with twenty-four hours to unwind and acclimatize and deal with all the feelings I know are coming, because I do this every year, and I know the process, my process—

			‘Two?’ I repeat with a bit of an incredulous laugh. ‘I don’t even have my gear yet—’

			‘You can pick that up right away from Supplies. There’s a new swimsuit this year, and some really cute branded sweats.’ Vic’s words spatter me like hot oil. I snap the elastic, snap it, snap it harder. ‘It’s all branding all the time this year, we’ll go over it later in our staff training—’

			‘Vic,’ I cut in – too forcefully, I realize, but I smear on a smile like a hasty layer of icing dragged over a botched cake and forge ahead. ‘You know I always stay in the East Suites—’

			‘Oh, yes, right, but not this year. We flip-flopped staff to the back – complete redo. We updated the rooms – the guests get the sunrise – and of course we needed new plumbing because of—’ He flushes like he said something he didn’t mean to. Like a slap, it hits me what he’s talking about. What happened last year.

			‘Because that’s the hotel biz, we gotta keep things fresh,’ Vic finishes in a kind of cheerful panic. His phone rings and he holds up a silencing finger at me. ‘Yes, hello? Mr Thorpe, what a pleasure. Yes, the inspector approved everything—’ He makes an apology face at me before walking brisky away. I can hear his voice retreating down the hall. ‘Yes, by the end of the summer it will all be PVCs, as we discussed …’

			‘What’s up with the plumbing?’ I ask Nick, gesturing to where Vic just disappeared, trying not to panic over the fact that what happened last year is still something Vic is dealing with. I fucked it up, I tell myself. But no, if I had truly fucked it up, I wouldn’t be here, right? ‘New pipes?’

			Nick gives me an annoyed shruggy head-shake, like he’s saying, How should I know, and why exactly do we care?

			Which reminds me, I shouldn’t make a bigger deal of this than it is. So they’re still replacing the older hotel plumbing? Fine. That doesn’t mean they’re still investigating the accident. I remind myself that it’s hard to get contractors out here on the island – I’ve heard Vic complain about it a million times. Also, it’s not like they can shut down the entire Riovan to replace all the old metal drainpipes at once. They’d have to do it slowly, so as not to lose revenue.

			‘Your key,’ Nick says, and maybe there’s not smug satisfaction in his tone, but you know what, I choose to read that into it anyway, because I just need to hate someone a little bit right now.

			The key is smooth and cool in my hand. Sweat trickles down my chest. Lily zero, Riovan one.

			‘What’s the number?’

			‘Room 2-2-0-8,’ says Nick. ‘See you at staff training tonight.’

		
	
		
			Chapter Four

			There are lots of ways to get around the Riovan, and I’ve learned them all.

			With my key in the back pocket of my jeans and the bag of branded gear I just collected from Supplies pressed against my chest, I pick my way over sandy paver stones and grasses, a back way I discovered a few years ago that winds upward through the rocks, eventually looping back down to the West Suites. A rougher path, certainly not roller-bag friendly, definitely less efficient. But more private, and I’m in no mood to run into anyone . . . especially my past self.

			Memories are a funny thing, aren’t they? They can be delicate as ghosts one minute, and wallop you like an old-fashioned backhand the next.

			I speak from experience about the backhand. And no, my mom didn’t hit me, so you can dismiss that lovely trailer-park stereotype. It was one of her boyfriends. I was eleven. ‘Don’t give me lip, girl.’ What had I said? I wish I could remember. Anyway, it only happened once, but it’s not something you ever forget. Mom ended things with him immediately. Never let anyone treat you that way, Lily, she said, her mouth aflame with her favourite red Revlon lipstick, her eyes blazing like justice. Even though she was a petite woman, she looked about a mile tall that afternoon.

			The sun is beating down, punishingly bright, the heat cut occasionally with a cool breeze off the water, which gleams down below, peppered with swimmers. I’m huffing and puffing. The incline is steeper than I remember, and I have to lift my bag awkwardly between the stones.

			Further up the hillside, scattered like white petals along the cliff, are the Riovan’s most expensive – and exclusive – accommodation options: the Villas, single occupancy buildings that offer privacy, luxury and a killer view. The type of guests who can afford them mostly keep to themselves. I heard that one time Celine Dion stayed there.

			When I finally reach the Vista West wing, with its more modest poolside rooms that used to be the cheaper option for guests, my shirt is stuck to my back with sweat. I swipe my card to gain access to the building. Immediately, frigid air conditioning spills over me.

			Inside the elevator, low thumping mood music is playing, and I lift the moist tendrils of hair off my neck. I have no interest in looking at my dishevelled self in the mirrored wall, so I lean my head forward and close my eyes for the few moments it takes to rise from the ground floor to the second.

			The doors slide open. I orient myself in front of the signage before taking a left. The hallway feels dystopian in its length, door after identical door. Has it always been this long? The wheels of my bag are nearly silent on the carpet. There – 2208. I pull out my key card and try to feed it into the slot, but it won’t go in.

			Did Nick give me a bum key, just to screw with me?

			Nope, it’s my hand, shaking so hard, the white card is fuzzy at the edges. I need to relax. Unfortunately, there are no manspreaders offering me free alcohol. Where’s a Kyle when you need one?

			‘Come on,’ I coach myself under my breath. There’s a loud click, but it’s not from my door. It’s someone coming out of the room next to mine.

			‘Hey, are you one of the new lifeguards?’ It’s a girl with bleached blonde hair shaved on one side, long on the other. She’s in the lifeguard’s red swimsuit, a sweatshirt and a towel hanging over her arm. I can’t help but notice that the resort-issued bathing suit this year is cut higher than ever before, displaying not only most of her ass, but her impressive leg tattoo that goes from ankle to left butt cheek.

			‘Yeah, hi. I’m Lily,’ I say. Since I’m trying to overcompensate for feeling unstable, my voice comes out sounding a bit too mechanical, so I tack on a laugh. Great. Now I sound like a robot ditz.

			‘Hannah,’ she says, moving her towel from her arm to her shoulder and cocking a slim hip. ‘Where’re you from?’

			‘Cincinnati.’

			‘Oh, cool, another Midwest girl. I’m from Chicago.’

			‘Nice to meet you.’ I pause. ‘Have you worked here before?’ I already know she hasn’t, but it’s as good a conversation starter as any.

			‘No, first time.’ She angles her head. ‘Are you … OK? You look a little—’

			‘Oh! Yeah. Fine. I’m just rattled from …’ No! Stop! ‘The key card. They’re … a little different from last year. I can’t seem to get the door open!’ And then I tack on another laugh, because at this point, why not.

			‘Here, let me,’ she says, and of course, the door opens right away for her. She gives me a sympathetic little grin. ‘So I guess you’ve worked here before?’

			‘Fifth year.’ I wedge my foot in the door to keep it open.

			‘Wow! That’s commitment.’

			‘You have no idea.’

			She smiles uncertainly. Am I coming across too intense?

			‘So … have you met your roommate?’ I say quickly. Her expression lightens.

			‘Yeah, we both got here beginning of June. Her name is Bridget, from the UK. She’s on a gap year. She’s been working her way through the Caribbean getting jobs at all the best resorts, isn’t that awesome? Have you met your roomie?’

			‘No, she missed her flight. I’m covering for her on the beach in about an hour and a half.’

			‘Well, if you’re interested, a bunch of us are pooling our money to charter a boat Friday night to Saint Vitalis—’

			That’s the next island over. The Las Vegas of the Sea, according to the advertisements. My memories of

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		
	EPUB/images/cover.jpg
SIENNA SHARPE





EPUB/prh_core_assets/fonts/avenir-heavy.otf


EPUB/prh_core_assets/fonts/avantgarde-regular.otf


EPUB/prh_core_assets/fonts/avenirrounded-bold.otf


EPUB/prh_core_assets/fonts/avenir-light.otf


EPUB/prh_core_assets/fonts/avantgarde-bold.otf


EPUB/prh_core_assets/fonts/avenirrounded-regular.otf


EPUB/images/title_page_logo.png





EPUB/images/logo_large.png





