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After a wait that seemed to get longer every year, it was finally summer. Which meant not only was it summer vacation, but time for the greatest summer job a girl of twenty-one could have. Working a swim-up beach bar just off the coast, barely an hour by ferry, at a beach resort called Hotel de la Futa.

Of course, the owner was a friend of my parents, which was how I'd gotten the job in the first place the summer after I'd turned eighteen. But Brigid had always been nice to me. Nothing at all like the nightmare managers I heard about from my friends who were stuck working retail jobs in the summer.

This year, though, I knew Brigid had something new planned for me. A promotion? Maybe something actually inside the resort? I didn't know and I didn't care, mostly because the resort was amazing. It barely even felt like a job. And the dress code couldn't be beat. Bikinis. The only thing Brigid was really strict on was that our sarongs were not only properly in place, but tied correctly. She didn't care about nametags or vests like at my friends' jobs. Just the sarongs. One day I'd figure out why.

"You're late, but you're gorgeous, so you're forgiven," Brigid beamed, her voice barely audible over the rhythmic slap of the turquoise tide against the shoreline. She was standing on the weathered cedar deck of the bar, holding a clipboard that looked like it had survived a decade of salt-spray and spilled margaritas. She didn't wait for me to set down my bags before she swept me into a hug that smelled faintly of coconut oil and high-end espresso.

The promotion turned out to be less of a corporate climb and more of a trust exercise. Brigid had decided that the beach bar needed a 'Vibe Curator,' a title she had coined herself and which essentially meant I was now in charge of the music, the mood, and the crucial task of ensuring the VIP cabanas were stocked with chilled prosecco before the guests even realized they were thirsty. It was a subtle shift, but it moved me from the grind of the drink-mixing station to a role that allowed me to float between the sand and the lounge, acting as the social glue of the resort's shoreline.

"The first rule of Vibe Curation," Brigid announced, leaning in as if she were revealing a state secret, "is that the music must feel like a suggestion, not a demand." She handed me a heavy, weather-resistant tablet that controlled the hidden speakers embedded in the palm fronds and cedar beams. For the first few days, I spent my afternoons sculpting the atmosphere, transitioning from a low-fi, sun-drenched beat at noon to something with a bit more rhythmic heat as the shadows of the palms lengthened. It was a delicate balance; too loud and the wealthy retirees from the city would complain to management; too quiet, and the younger crowd would start checking their watches.

By the second week, I had developed a rhythmic shorthand with the other staff. A quick wink to the towel boy meant the VIPs in Cabana Four were eyeing the drink menu again, and a specific tilt of my head toward the bar signaled to the mixers that a fresh batch of frozen mango daiquiris was needed on the fly. We were a well-oiled machine, operating in a blur of SPF 50 and saltwater. The resort felt like a self-contained ecosystem where the only currency that mattered was how relaxed you looked. I spent most of my time floating between the lounging guests, chatting about their travels or suggesting the best spot on the beach to find sea glass, feeling less like an employee and more like the unofficial mayor of the shoreline.

"Did I hear right earlier?" Samantha beamed when a group of us sat around a bonfire that night, sipping her lemon water. "You turned twenty-one last month?"

"Unfortunately, yes," I laughed, leaning back into the sand. The fire crackled, sending a shower of amber sparks dancing toward the constellations. "Though I'm pretty sure I've felt twenty-one since I was fifteen."

Samantha, who had been the head mixer for three summers and treated me like a younger sister, gave my shoulder a playful nudge. "Well, that changes things. No more 'juice' for the Vibe Curator. Brigid’s already mentioned it to me. She wants to start you on the tasting menu for the sunset specials."

"Which means you're about to join the club," Nell winked at me over her fruity concoction.

"Don't spoil the surprise," Julie said, swatting Nell's knee.

"The club?" I asked, glancing between them. "The club of what? People who can actually handle a hangover?"

Nell laughed, the sound blending with the distant, rhythmic crash of the tide. "The club of the inner circle, honey. Brigid doesn't let just anyone handle the sunset specials. Those are the high-margin, high-drama drinks that require a certain... finesse. If you're tasting them, it means you're being groomed for the books."

"Yeah, that," Julie said, immediately sipping her mojito.

I could tell they were keeping something from me, didn't take a genius to see it. But how many secrets could a place like this have? Okay, maybe some CEOs brought their mistresses here, and maybe some of the wives enjoyed their pool boys. That was normal. This felt a little more personal. Especially since my age had entered the chat.

"But also, you know, access to the employee saunas, the real locker rooms, and showers and such," Julie added with a glance to the others.

"Wait, the real locker rooms?" I asked, sitting up. Until now, the staff had used a small, sandy shed near the ferry dock—essentially a glorified changing room with a few rusted hooks and a flickering fluorescent bulb. "You mean there's actually a place with, like, mirrors and towels that aren't made of industrial sandpaper?"

Samantha laughed, the sound warm and knowing. "Oh, honey, the employee wing is a different world. We're talking plush robes, rainfall showers, and a vanity setup that would make a bridal suite jealous. But you can't just wander in. You have to be 'initiated' by Brigid."

"And have the right, um, key," Julie said with another sip of her mojito.

"Oh my god!" Nell laughed. "Seriously? That's your euphemism of choice?"

"Would you rather me tell the truth?" Julie challenged as she uncrossed her legs.

"Don't you dare," Nell warned.

"The truth is that it's a very fancy key," Julie replied with a mischievous grin, though she didn't elaborate further.

The conversation drifted toward the upcoming guest list for the weekend—a group of eccentric art collectors from Milan—but my mind stayed anchored to the mention of the "employee wing." For three years, I had scrubbed salt from my skin in a drafty shed that smelled like mildew and old neoprene, assuming that was just the grit of the job. The idea that there was a hidden sanctuary of plush robes and rainfall showers felt like discovering a secret room in a house I’d lived in my whole life. I looked over at Brigid, who was chatting with a guest a few yards away, her silhouette framed by the orange glow of the bonfire. She seemed so effortless, so open, yet she held the keys to a kingdom I hadn't even known existed.
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The next night, the sight that greeted me was such a surprise that I nearly tripped over my own feet. The cedar deck had been transformed into a shimmering oasis of fairy lights and floating lanterns that cast a soft, golden glow over a spread of appetizers that looked more like edible art than snacks. There were chilled shrimp towers, sliced dragon fruit arranged in intricate spirals, and a tiered cake that looked suspiciously like it had been flown in from the city. The other girls—Samantha, Nell, and Julie as well as Naomi, Kelly, and Lauren—were already there, clinking glasses of something sparkling and wearing wide, mischievous grins. It was a belated birthday bash that felt entirely too lavish for a twenty-one-year-old beach employee, and for the first hour, I was convinced it was simply Brigid’s way of welcoming me into the 'grown-up' staff.

"To Connie!" Brigid announced, raising a flute of vintage champagne. "The newest Vibe Curator, the heart of the shoreline, and finally—officially—of age."

The party was a blur of laughter and shared secrets, the kind of warmth that only comes from working in high-stress environments with people who have become your surrogate family. We danced to a slow, pulsing beat that felt like it was coming from the earth itself, the sand shifting beneath our toes. I felt an overwhelming sense of belonging, a feeling that the last three summers had just been a prologue and the real story was finally starting. I was having an absolute blast, floating on a cloud of attention and prosecco, blissfully unaware that the party wasn't just a celebration of my birth, but the first stage of a transition.

As the moon climbed higher, turning the ocean into a sheet of hammered silver, the mood shifted from celebratory to something more intimate. The music dipped into a low, humming frequency, and the laughter softened into a comfortable hush. Brigid stepped toward me, her expression shifting from the boisterous host to something more serene and knowing. She didn't say a word, but she reached out and took my hand, her grip firm and grounding.

"The party is the surface, Connie," Brigid whispered, her eyes reflecting the shimmering lanterns. "But the resort has depths, and it's time you saw what lies beneath the sand."

"I won't lie, some girls freak out at first, but I promise you get real used to the change real quick," Nell chuckled.

"It's true, and then," Julie added, kissing the tips of her fingers in a chef's kiss.

"And the best part?" Samantha jumped in. "It doesn't change your life as much as you might think."

"It's true," Kelly confirmed. "Just some minor changes to your wardrobe and maybe sitting on occasion. But other than that? Surprisingly similar to what you're used to."

"Well, except the tips from some of the VIPs, those definitely get better," Naomi chuckled.

"Oh yeah," Julie laughed in agreement. "Just a little side view here and there, especially if you're on the excited side, amazing."

"Wait, what is happening?" I asked, my voice barely a whisper. I looked at the circle of women, all of them smiling with a warmth that felt supportive, yet their eyes held a glimmer of something I couldn't quite place. The champagne was still humming in my veins, and the tropical air felt thick, almost electric.

"The 'change' they're talking about is the wardrobe, honey," Brigid said, her voice smooth and reassuring. "You’ve spent three years as the girl who helps. Now, you become part of the image. The aesthetic."

"Are you feeling anything yet?" Julie asked.

"Feeling anything?" I repeated, glancing down at myself. I was wearing my favorite crochet cover-up over a cream-colored bikini. I felt exactly the same as I had five minutes ago—bubbly from the champagne and slightly confused. "No? I mean, I feel great, but I don't think I'm experiencing a physical transformation or something."

"Well, you will, and when you do, just know it's normal," Nell said.

"And awesome," Julie added, waggling her eyebrows.

"And definitely not a reason to scream, especially if it happens when we're asleep," Naomi said.

"Wait, stop. You're all talking like I'm about to sprout wings or turn into a pumpkin," I laughed, though a small seed of anxiety had finally taken root in my stomach. I looked at Brigid, searching for a punchline. "What is actually happening? What 'change'?"

Brigid didn’t answer immediately. Instead, she reached into the
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