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Chapter One
I groaned and banged my head slowly against the steering wheel. Why today? Why me? Why now? Sitting up straight I took a deep breath. It could be worse, I reminded herself. The car could have failed me on the highway, or stalled at the parking gate at the airport, or... Or any one of a hundred other worse ways of finally deciding to die.
“Oh, Charlotte,” I said, stroking the steering wheel now and feeling bad about hitting it. “I'm sorry. So sorry. You've worked so hard.”
Just how many miles had the little car driven? From temp job to temp job she'd just kept on chugging. It was unfair to blame her for breaking down now. After all, it wasn't like I'd been assiduous about getting Charlotte serviced. The check engine light didn't even bother to blink anymore, it just sort of sadly glowed and fizzed. I'd had the car for a decade and it had been far from new when I bought it.
I sighed. What now? Looking back towards the house I could see the shadow of Laura flitting around in the kitchen fixing herself her early morning garlic tea. God no. I couldn't deal with that right now. Neither the stench of the garlic nor the pity in Laura's eyes and the way she'd grasp onto the slight problem of having no car and make it into a huge drama.
Laura always seemed to pity me. Laura with her boyfriend and her house and her everything else. Okay, so the boyfriend was a skinny IT guy that never spoke a word in my presence, and the house was decrepit with a roof so bad we didn't have enough pots to catch the rain. And Laura herself was at least fifty pounds overweight and constantly smelled of garlic. But at least Laura had something.
“Be kind,” I told myself. “Be nice.”
I should. I should be kind. Laura had let me into her life, barely charged me any rent, and having a roof over my head was a good thing. Well, most of a roof over my head. Some of a roof over my head. I thought about the leak in my room that managed to drip on my face no matter where I moved my bed.
Right, going back into the house was a no go. I checked my mobile. I could call for a cab. But how long would it take to get here? Besides, it wasn't like I had the cash to spare. The only reason I was on my way to the airport at all was because Mads had picked up the cost of the ticket.
“All part of the maid-of-honor package,” Mads had said, sliding the ticket across the table to me at lunch in one of those fancy restaurants she always chose.
I had smiled a sickly grin and wanted to turn her down but knew I couldn't, knew there was no way I'd be able to cover the airfare, no matter how many temp contracts I got between then and the wedding.
Besides, the wedding had seemed so far off, so unreal somehow, that accepting the ticket hadn't seemed to matter. But it wasn't far off now. No, now it was a week away. In a week my sister would be a married woman.
Not that that should come as any sort of surprise. Madison always had her shit together. Always.
I opened the door, unclicked my seatbelt and climbed out. There was nothing else for it, I'd have to take the bus.
The morning was damp but already starting to warm. I pulled open Charlotte's rusty trunk and grabbed my bags. I was just clanking the trunk closed again when a car slid to a stop beside me.
“Let me guess, Sandra's died on you.”
“Sandra?” I asked.
Mads rolled her eyes. “Sandra, Joanne, whatever the hell you call that rust heap of yours.”
I very carefully kept my eyes on my sister as I shrugged and nodded. There was no point looking at the shiny gloss on Mads' Mercedes, no point listening to the quiet hum of the healthy engine. German engineering, Mads would say. Worth paying a little extra for something reliable. Which was probably good advice if you happened to have a little extra. Which I didn't. Ever.
“What are you doing here?” I asked.
“Making sure you get to the airport on time. Making sure you don't decide to give your ticket to a bunch of orphans or traveling nuns or whatever.”
“As if.” I wouldn't dream of doing either of those things. Not least because I only had one ticket, definitely not enough for orphans or nuns plural. A single orphan or a single nun, fine. But just the one.
“Making sure you don't miss the flight because someone gives you a sob story about needing to get home to his family for Thanksgiving so you give him your ticket for nothing,” continued Mads.
Okay, that sounded more like something I'd do. “It's not even close to Thanksgiving,” I protested anyway.
“And why the hell would someone need to get to his family on an expensive resort island?” added Mads.
“Fair point.”
“Getting in then?”
I sighed and then grinned. Mads always had the best of everything. But then she worked hard. Always had. And she wasn't exactly stingy, she shared her good fortune. It was my problem if I didn't like accepting charity, not my sister's.
“Where's Josh?” I asked as I slipped onto the soft leather seat.
“He's flying in later with the rest of the bachelor party,” Mads said. She checked the rearview mirror and pulled out.
“Nervous?” As if my sister was ever nervous about anything.
“No, it's just a wedding. Everything will be fine.”
I couldn't imagine anyone less bride-zilla like than my sister. The chances of there being drama at this wedding were about the same as the chances of me striking it rich and getting a girlfriend and becoming president all in one shot. Which made them precisely zero.
“This'll be you one day,” Mads said, as though reading my mind.
“Chance would be a fine thing. I can't seem to hold on to a girlfriend for more than three months.”
“What about that girl Kelly?” Mads asked, swooping the car onto the highway to the airport. “She seemed nice.”
“Gone to Costa Rica to study birds or something.”
“I thought things were getting serious?”
“They were.” I didn't mention the fact that I'd considered moving into Kelly's place, that we'd talked about getting engaged.
“So?”
“I told her to go,” I said. “She wanted to, it was her dream, so I told her to follow it.”
Mads sighed. “That's the problem with you, you always put someone else first.”
“What was I supposed to do? Keep her here at home? Have her resent me? Tell her not to follow her dreams?”
“No, of course not. But I bet you never told her that you'd like her to stay. I bet you never mentioned your dreams,” Mads said, sliding into the fast lane.
I bit my lip and said nothing. Mads put a warm hand on my knee. “You've got to look after yourself, Jane, or nobody else will.”
“I know, I know.”
It was easier said than done though. Putting myself first wasn't something that I excelled at. Actually, it wasn't something that I did at all.
✽✽✽
 
“I'll drop you off with the luggage and then go and park the car,” Mads said as we drew up to the airport.
“No, I'll park the car,” I said, thinking of the shuttle ride back to the terminal. Mads had no patience with things like that. Chances were she'd call a cab to pick her up from the parking lot and then there'd be complaints and drama and...
“Are you sure?” Mads said, pulling the car to a stop. “I'm dying for a coffee. It'd be great if...”
“Not a problem at all,” I said.
I helped lift the luggage out of the trunk and left my sister heading for the nearest caffeine as I headed to long term parking. The car drove so smoothly it felt like flying, the engine so quiet it was almost silent. What would it be like, I wondered, to drive a car like this every day?
Not that I was jealous of Mads. Okay, yes, I was jealous of Mads. But in a strange kind of way. In a loving, not mad, not bitter kind of way. If that made any sort of sense at all. I loved my sister, loved her deeply. But it didn't pass me by that whilst Mads was the first to tell me to stick up for myself, Mads was also not averse to letting me put myself second when it suited her purposes. Not that I really minded. Mads didn't mean it in a bad way. Mads probably didn't mean it at all, I thought, she was just used to it. That was the way things had always been. Mads first, Jane second.
It was a good forty-five minutes before I got back to the terminal. Sweaty and stinky from a long wait and a longer shuttle trip I wiped my face on my hands to get rid of the shine before walking into the blessed air conditioning.
It wasn't tough to find Mads. She was the one that looked like a model sitting in a little bubble of calm as the airport crowds raged around her. I smiled. This week was about Mads. All about Mads. And I'd do anything to make this the best week of my sister's life.
“Where have you been?” Mads voice was clipped and angry.
“Parking the car,” I said.
“Well we're almost late for check-in, get your butt in gear.”
✽✽✽
 
“Here we are,” Mads said, dumping her purse on the seat by the window.
I looked down at my ticket and then up at the numbers written on the bulkhead. Clearly, my seat was the window seat. I bit my lip and thought about saying something. This was Mads' week, I reminded herself. On the other hand, Mads was likely to fall asleep the second the flight took off and wouldn't enjoy the view anyway.
“Um...”
“Um what?” asked Mads, pulling off her jacket. Then she stopped and smiled, a smile so bright it lit up the whole damn plane. “I'm so glad you're here,” she said. “I'd hate to do this without you. I couldn't do this without you. It means a lot that you agreed to be maid-of-honor, you know. And I didn't just ask you because you're my sister. I asked because you were the person I wanted standing next to me.”
And I could feel myself blushing. I reached out and took Mads' hand and squeezed it. “I wouldn't miss this for the world.”
“Want the window seat?” Mads said. “I'm just going to fall asleep anyway.”
I grinned and shuffled past, settling myself down next to the window. “Thanks.”
I waited until Mads was sitting next to me, until our seatbelts were buckled and we were both comfortable, and then I took my sister's hand again. “I'm happy for you. Really happy. Josh is a great guy and... And you're getting everything you deserve.”
“One day you'll get everything you deserve,” Mads said. “Don't doubt it, Jane. There's someone out there for you.”
“Well, I wish she'd hurry up and meet me,” I grumbled. “Knowing my luck she's walked right past me eight times and decided there's no one for her and that she's going to become a nun.”
“A lot of nuns in today's conversations,” Mads said. “Something I should worry about?”
“Nuns in general, or a nun in particular?”
“You becoming one.”
“I'm pretty sure you've got to be Catholic for that.”
“Hmm.”
I squeezed Mads' hand again as the plane started to taxi. “It's going to be a beautiful wedding.”
“It will,” Mads said confidently. “Don't get me wrong, there'll be a few screw ups, there always are, but it's going to be amazing.”
“A week on a resort island sounds amazing,” I agreed. “Even without the wedding as the icing on the cake.”
“Better to have everyone nice and relaxed by the time the festivities start.”
“You're always so logical,” I said, already watching out of the window.
“You don't get to plan a resort wedding for a hundred people lasting a week without being logical,” said Mads. “Actually, you don't get to be a lawyer without being logical too. It's one of the qualifications.”
“Along with not having a soul?” I asked.
Mads nudged me with a sharp elbow. “That's enough of that. It's my lawyer-ing that paid for your ticket.”
How weird would it to be a lawyer, I wondered. Maybe I could go to law school now. Maybe it wasn't too late. I didn't think I could handle it though. I'd never had the sort of defined life that Mads had. I'd never had the faintest idea of what I wanted to do other than to be happy. That was the extent of it. Not too much to ask, I thought on my good days, but absolutely unachievable, I thought on the bad ones.
“It's going to be a great wedding,” I said again. Then I turned to my sister and grinned. “Hey, at least you don't have to worry about the maid-of-honor sleeping with the best man.”
“You'd be surprised,” Mads said, her face tightening a little.
“No way,” I said. “I'm not going straight, not even for the traditional 'sleep with the best man' part of the wedding. Not going to happen.”
“There's no best man,” said Mads, smoothing down her blonde hair and picking up the in-flight magazine.
Now that made no sense. Mads, with her flower girls and her caterers and her perfect tiered wedding cake and all the rest. There was no way that she'd let Josh get away with not having a best man. It was tradition, after all.
“No best man?” I asked, suspicious now.
“No,” said Mads, her jaw firm and irritation clear in her eyes.
“But...”
“But nothing. Josh was adamant. There was no dissuading him, and God knows I tried.”
I shifted uncomfortably in my seat. Mads could be very persuasive when she wanted to be. “He was adamant?”
“Mmm. So in the end, I didn't have much choice. I mean, he gave me free rein on everything else. So she's coming.”
And now I was thoroughly confused. “She?”
Mads flicked through the magazine, her movements sharp and brisk. I didn't need to see her face to know that my sister was royally pissed off.
“She,” echoed Mads. She flicked a page so hard the paper tore. “There's no best man because instead there's a best woman.”




Chapter Two
“I'm afraid there must be some kind of mistake.”
I looked around the spacious reception of the resort. Cool tiles were underfoot, the walls white, rustic wooden furniture stood in comfortable groups. One wall was completely open to outside and I could see the sand trying to creep in, could smell the salt of the ocean already. I grinned and wriggled my toes in my sandals. A week here taking stock was just what I needed.
“And again, I'm telling you there must be a mistake,” Mads said.
“I'm afraid there's not,” said the blonde-haired receptionist. She clicked her tongue on her teeth as she pushed her mouse around the desk. “There's no reservation.”
Mads took a deep breath and slowly let it out through her nose. I bit my lip, I knew that sign. Things were about to get very messy.
Just then I heard the growling of an engine, loud enough to make me think there was something wrong. Turning around I saw a motorcycle revving by the front entrance. A tall woman clad in a leather jacket was pulling a helmet over dark-blonde hair. The tightness of her jeans made my stomach flip over and my mouth water.
I grinned as the woman revved the motor one more time before screeching away. Maybe a girl like that was what I needed. Maybe a motorbike was what I needed. Maybe I needed something that was the polar opposite of my life right now.
“Your life isn't so bad,” I whispered to myself. “It's fine. Your life is fine.”
Besides, I'd never be able to get a girl like that. Bad girls weren't interested in good girls. And if there was one thing that I was sure of, it was that I was a good girl. A very good girl. And that motorcycles were death traps.
I turned back to the reception desk. Mads was getting into full flow now.
“Are you telling me that I don't know how many people are in my own wedding?” Mads said quietly. “That I failed to make enough reservations?”
The receptionist blinked. There was no good answer to that question, and I watched in curiosity as the woman's face turned a pale shade of pink.
“I'm telling you that I don't show a reservation under the name of Jane Clark,” the receptionist said, sounding rather calm under the circumstances.
I sighed. I took one last look around the reception area. It had been nice while it lasted. Hawkin Island Resort was as swanky as the brochure had promised and then some. But this week was about Mads.
“It's not a problem,” I said, butting in before Mads could start shouting. “I'm sure there's another inn or hotel or something on the island that has a room. Mistakes happen, this isn't your fault.”
“Absolutely not.”
“Mads, it's fine.” A week in a smaller hotel wouldn't kill me. I'd be in the resort during the day helping out with wedding stuff anyway.
“No, it's not.”
Mads leaned over the reception desk so that she was inches from the receptionist's nose. To give her credit, the receptionist gulped but didn't move. I closed my eyes, afraid of what was going to happen next.
“My sister expects her room to be ready by the time she wants to go to bed, is that clear?”
“Yes, ma'am.”
And Mads took my elbow and swept me through the reception area.
“You didn't have to do that, I'd be just as comfortable at another hotel,” I said.
“No. I expect the best. I paid for the best. We're spending a ton of money here over the next week, and that means that the resort needs to buck their ideas up,” Mads said.
And I couldn't complain any further because a short figure was standing up and waving frantically at us from across the room.
“Mama,” Mads shouted and pulled me along until we met half-way and I was scooped into my mother's arms.
“How are the flowers and did the caterers drop off their tasting menu yet?” Mads said, practically ripping our mother away from me.
“Calm down, dear,” said ma. She already had a sheen of pink in her cheeks from the sun and her short grey hair was mussed by the breeze. She looked healthier than she had in years, I thought. “Did you girls have a nice trip?”
“Lovely,” I said. “But I didn't expect to see you here so soon. I thought you were flying in tomorrow.”
“Ma offered to come in early to meet the flower people and taste the caterers' stuff,” Mads said.
I looked at ma who smiled a little and dropped me a wink. Now just where did I get my self-sacrificing attitude from, I wondered. It was hardly surprising that I couldn't stand up for myself with a mother like mine.
I sighed. Ma just wouldn't stop. I'd thought, both Mads and I had thought, that after our father passed then ma would slow down, stop running around like a headless chicken without an invalid to look after. But she just couldn't help herself. And looking at her diminutive figure I just didn't know where she found the energy.
“The flowers are fine, Madison. And the tasting menu is in the kitchen ready to be tasted by you, rather than me. I thought that best, and since they're mostly cold dishes anyway they won't suffer.”
She was steering us towards the elevators, doing it so carefully that Mads, who was listening to ma's explanations, didn't even notice until the elevator bell dinged.
“Where...” she began.
Ma waved her hands. “Go. Get unpacked, get showered, get rested, get whatever. There's no hurry.”
“There's a hurry,” Mads said. “I'm planning a wedding here.”
Ma just shook her head and winked again at me. “Island life,” she said. “It'll slow you down. Trust me. At least go get your bathing suit on.”
She practically pushed Mads into the cabin just as the doors were sliding shut. And then she looped her arm through mine.
“So, little one. How's life?”
And I really didn't know how to start. With the broken car? The broken roof? The endless train of temp jobs? The fact that I didn't technically have a bed for the night? But ma already worried too much. She already carried too much weight. I smelled the salt of the ocean in the air again.
“Great,” I said. “Life's great.”
✽✽✽
 
“Hi.”
“Can I help you, ma'am?”
Why in hell was I feeling nervous? The room was my right. It had definitely been booked, Mads didn't make mistakes. So why did I feel like I was asking the frosty blonde receptionist for some kind of favor?
“I was just wondering if my room was ready?”
The receptionist gave me a long look then began clicking on computer keys. I rubbed at my nose. At least I'd had a shower. Ma had let me rest for a couple of hours in her room and had offered to share the bed. But Mads had put her foot down at dinner and said she had every intention of demanding that the resort fulfill the booking. Which led to me standing uncomfortably at the front desk. Better I did this, no matter how much I hated putting myself forward, than that Mads got us all thrown out or made a scene.
“There's nothing available yet,” the receptionist sniffed.
I swallowed. “I can always sleep on one of the couches, I guess,” I said.
The resort seemed to be littered with couches. Couches in hallways, couches by elevators, couches by the pool and even in the restaurants. If I had to guess, I thought that every guest could sleep on a couch and there'd still be extras.
“I'm afraid that won't be possible, ma'am.”
“I was joking,” I said, looking down at the terracotta tiled floor.
“I see.” There was a pause and then: “Come to the desk at around midnight. You'll be able to pick up a key then. There's a late check out going out at ten.”
My eyes felt bug-tired, gritty and stinging. In truth, all I wanted was to fall into a clean bed and let the day wash away. Dinner had been pleasant, but the strain of smiling and pretending everything was great in front of the two people who knew me best in the world was starting to tell. And now that other guests had started to arrive and Mads and ma were playing hostess and anxiously awaiting the arrival of Joshua it was the perfect time to sneak away.
Tomorrow was going to be better, I told herself. Tomorrow I'd relax, take some time to think things through. Who knew, maybe I'd come up with a great life plan on the beach. Or by the pool. Or sitting on one of the zillion couches. I sighed, the receptionist smirked.
“I'll come back at midnight,” I said.
I walked away from the desk, letting my feet carry me where they wanted, tiles slapping under my flip-flops. I knew I should probably go and join the rest of the wedding party but... But Mads had everything in hand and I really just didn't have the energy. Not today. Not tonight.
The moon was a silver ball low in the sky, the sand was soft and the evening still warm. I could hear the soft murmur of conversation coming from the resort, and seriously considered sleeping on the beach. Until I rounded a corner and saw a small bar tucked away by one of the pools. Maybe a drink was the answer to everything.
“What can I get you?”
I slid up onto a bar stool and the bartender drifted immediately over. She was an older woman, wrinkles in the corners of her eyes, a streak of blue in her dark hair. I frowned. I sucked at ordering drinks. Normally I'd just go for a beer, but the resort seemed... not like a beer kind of place.
“Um, a, uh, a... tequila?” I ventured.
The bartender grinned. “You sure about that? It's kind of hardcore, and forgive the presumption, but you don't look like a hardcore kind of person at all.”
A vague unease unsettled my stomach, like I'd been caught out, like I was a fraud. Was it so easy to read me? So easy to guess exactly what I was like?
“You shouldn't judge by appearances,” a voice said from behind me. “If the lady wants tequila, then the lady should have tequila. In fact, make that two. I'll join her.”
The bartender nodded and moved away and somebody hopped up onto the stool next to mine. I turned slightly, wanting to see who my knight in shining armor was. The scent of leather was strong in my nose and incongruous.
“Been a tequila kind of day, huh?” said the woman beside me.
I nodded silently, taking in the full picture. I recognized her immediately and would have even without the tight jeans and leather jacket. The woman with the motorbike. The woman who definitely wouldn't be interested in a good girl like me. But here she was, ordering tequila shots like it was the most natural thing in the world.
The bartender poured out two shots. “Leave the bottle,” said the woman.
“I didn't know you could do that,” I said. “Get the whole bottle, I mean.”
It sounded even stupider out loud than it had in my head, but I had to say something, had to actually speak.
“I'm a bartender myself, I know how these things work,” shrugged the woman.
What was a bartender doing in a resort like this? But then, I thought, what was a hopeless temp doing in a resort like this? The woman tipped back her head to take the shot and I saw the long, smooth line of her neck. I tried to do the same and emerged at the other end of the motion coughing and teary-eyed.
“Tequila not your regular drink?”
I was coughing too much from the sharp cut of the alcohol in my throat to speak, so I shook my head.
“Name's Ari,” said the woman. “Araminta, technically, but Ari will do.”
“Jane,” I managed to choke out. “Just plain Jane.”
“Nice to meet you, Plain Jane.”
I wiped my eyes with the back of my hands and Ari was already pouring two more shots. Her hair, I saw now, was blonde on top but dark underneath, an effect heightened by the fact that though her hair was chin-length on one side, it was shaved on the other. The lopsided look framed a face with a strong jaw, with olive skin and eyes of a frightening shade of blue. There was a tiny scar in one eyebrow. I felt the shifting of my stomach warming again. Ari grinned and pushed another shot toward me.
“I saw your motorbike,” I said, sipping at the tequila this time. I'd learned my lesson.
“Not my bike,” Ari said, tipping the shot back. “Borrowed it from one of the guys in the kitchen. Good ride though.” She stared at me for a second. “You gonna drink that shot or play with it?”
I felt myself flush and tipped the shot back as fast as I could. At least this time I managed not to choke, but my eyes still watered.
Ari moved a little closer. Close enough that the smell of leather from her jacket became more intoxicating than the alcohol. Close enough that I could feel her warmth and against my will began to feel... the sort of feelings I shouldn't have about a complete stranger.
“So tell me, Plain Jane,” said Ari, smoothly pouring two more shots. “What's a nice girl like you doing in a place like this drinking tequila?”
I couldn't take my eyes off the shot glasses, off the amber liquid sliding into them, off the long, slim fingers holding onto the bottle. “The resort screwed up my reservation,” I said without thinking. “I don't have a room to go to.”
The pour finished, the glass was put in front of me again.
“Take it slower this time,” advised Ari, downing her own drink and slamming the glass onto the bar. “So,” she said, turning so that I could see her glittering blue eyes. “You don't have a room to go to?”
I shook my head and fingered my glass, smooth and warm.
Ari raised a perfect eyebrow, the arch of it making my lips part involuntarily, making me lean in just a little. “Well, you can always come to mine,” Ari said.
And an unfamiliar shiver of anticipation ran down my spine.




Chapter Three
One eye blearily opened. Just one. But it was enough to see the ghost of the tequila bottle sitting on the nightstand. I groaned and let the eye close again. My mouth was dry, my breath tasted awful, and my head was throbbing in time with my heartbeat. I willed myself to go back to sleep, but my mind just wouldn't let me. There was way too much going on to sleep, my brain warned, far too much embarrassment to remember. I groaned again and screwed my eyes closed more tightly.
I remembered being in the bar. I remembered the motorbike woman. Ari, that was it. Short for... something long and weird sounding. I remembered an offer to go up to Ari's room, an offer that my body took seriously but that my head laughed off as a joke. I remembered tequila.
My stomach turned over and I thought I might throw up. But it settled again.
I remembered the snotty receptionist coming in at some point during the evening and presenting me with a room key like it was some kind of reward. I remembered Ari calling the woman a bitch and I buried my head into the pillow. Then I remembered thinking that Ari was right, though not saying the B word, and demanding an apology from the receptionist for her attitude. And getting one. So unlike me, standing up for myself like that. And having another shot to celebrate.
And another.
And then... and then... something else. Coming up here. This room. My room. 'Baptizing your room' Ari had called it. Then...
No. No. I hadn't. I was sure. I'd never do anything like that. I wasn't that sort of girl. I rolled over and took a deep breath. I'd been drunk, sure, a little confused perhaps, a little irritated at the way my day had worked out. But I definitely was not that kind of girl. Not the kind of girl that...
The bathroom door opened.
Long legs in tight jeans, dark-blonde hair swept back wet from the shower. Ari stood for just a second in the doorway and my stomach flipped again but it wasn't quite nausea, it was... heat, longing, wanting, shame, all mixed together in one messy bundle. Ari nodded at me and took a step or two towards the bed. I was already preparing myself, already starting to turn away. My breath was a toxic volcano, there was no way I could kiss this woman.
But Ari simply reached for the tequila bottle, drained the last few drops out of it and nodded at me before walking away. The door closed silently behind her.
Jesus.
I felt the softness of the very expensive sheet against my skin. I was naked. I was naked and the motorbike woman had been here and... and tequila.
I was ashamed. Ashamed because I wasn't that kind of girl. Really, I wasn't. But not just ashamed. There was something else. Pride maybe? Satisfaction? I couldn't quite put my finger on it.
I'd seen Ari, admired her, said that a woman like that wouldn't be interested in a girl like me. But she had been. Hadn't she?
And if my boring, no-accomplishment life was going to change then maybe something like this was for the best.
Maybe this was just what I needed to... snap me out of it. Yes, that was what it was.
My stomach flipped again. Definitely not desire this time.
I barely made it to the bathroom before last night's tequila returned.
✽✽✽
 
The combination of throwing up, napping, and a hot shower had worked wonders. I actually thought that I might live. The mirror showed that I was a little pale, but nothing too noticeable. Dark hair, bangs, green eyes, a good girl.
“You were still drunk before,” I told my reflection, as I patted on a little concealer to disguise the circles under my eyes. “Drunk and an idiot. But lesson learned, right?”
I gave myself an earnest nod. Lesson learned. Whatever changes I might want to make in my life, and I wasn't denying that a few changes wouldn't go amiss, I did not intend to include picking up drunk women in bars. Or being picked up by them. Or whatever the hell had happened last night. It had all been a question of misjudgment. That was all.
“At least you're not going to get pregnant,” I whispered to the mirror.
Small miracles.
“Jane, come on!”
I dropped the concealer and pulled on my t-shirt before answering the door to my sister. Mads looked as perfect and elegant as always, a cloud of flowery fragrance surrounding her.
“Jesus, you look like hell.”
“Late night,” I mumbled, following Mads out into the corridor.
Mads linked her arm through mine and pulled me along. “Well, try to stay awake. I know wedding talk isn't the most exciting of things for you, but Josh is here now, and you, me, him and ma need to sit down and talk logistics.”
“No such thing as a free lunch,” I said.
“To be fair, you're getting free lunches for a week,” said Mads. “Hurry up, or we'll be late.”
“Is this wedding business going to turn into a full time job for the week?” I grumbled as we hustled.
Mads sighed. “No, at least I hope not. We all need time to relax. Speaking of jobs, how's yours?”
I shrugged.
“Ready to give up temping yet?”
I shrugged again.
“You know, I can hook you up at the law firm if you want something steady?” Mads said. And she truly meant it, I knew, it wasn't the first time the offer had been made.
“No. Thanks, but no.”
“Why?” There was just a hint of exasperation there.
How could I start to explain? Sure, I wasn't into the whole nepotism thing. Having Mads get me a job wasn't exactly my style. I wanted a job that I got on my own terms, on my own merit. But... I also didn't want to work at the same desk every day, seeing the same people every day, drinking out of the same mug every day. I thought of the groups of workers I saw in the offices I visited, standing around a water cooler, asking about each others' kids. Nice, I guessed, comforting, but not my style.
No, I wanted... Something else. Not that. What, I had no idea. But something with a sense of motion, something where things changed every day.
“Why?” Mads asked again.
“Because I want to handle things myself,” I said, knowing my sister would relate to that far more than the not-wanting-to-stand-around-the-water-cooler thing.
We turned a corner, nearing the restaurant.
“At least you admit that you might need a change now,” Mads said.
For a long time, temping and living a, well, temporary kind of life, had suited me. I went where I was needed, and I liked being needed. Watching Mads settle down though, that put ideas into my head. Ideas that said I was over thirty, that I needed a life plan. Any kind of plan. Okay, a plan that didn't involve casual sex though. That, I'd decided, would be chalked up to an experiment. Nothing more.
Mads waltzed into the restaurant. With a sigh, I followed.
✽✽✽
 
Josh had the kind of firm jaw that I knew I'd find very attractive if I found men attractive at all. He also had a six pack hidden under his t-shirt, perfect blonde hair, and a pair of sparkling blue eyes. Kind eyes. All of which added up to a pretty sexy package, even I had to admit that. But it was the way he never put up with my sister's shit that made me really like him. Not that he bullied Mads, but he didn't let her get away with things either.
“Then just change the seating plan,” he was saying now.
“But...” began Mads.
“He's right,” said ma. “Change over these two here, and these two here and you're set.”
Mads, who'd obviously been planning something, had a face like thunder as she re-arranged labels on the seating chart. I peered over and noted the names on the labels. Match-making, I thought. That's what Mads was up to. She'd deliberately seated two people next to each other that she thought would make a good couple.
Mads' match-making credentials were... shaky to say the least. She thought she was amazing, but the distinct lack of couples set up by her belied that fact. If anything, Mads was likely to choose the very last person in the world someone would choose for themselves. A fact that reminded me of a very uncomfortable date with a football player in high school. A date that had, in the end, provoked me into declaring my sexuality not just to my family but to an entire restaurant.
“Not there, come on Mads.”
The spike in Josh's voice brought me back to attention.
“And why not?” asked my sister.
“Because she's at a table surrounded by men.”
“At least that way she won't try to screw anyone at dinner,” said Mads.
“Madison!” said ma.
“Unfair,” said Josh. “And unwarranted.”
“You know as well as I do that Araminta will sleep with any woman that moves, and I'd rather that my friends and family were safe from her clutches. At least on my wedding day.”
Gears started to turn in my head, but not quite fast enough.
“Mads, let it go. She's my best friend, whether you like it or not. I thought we'd already talked about this.”
“I just...”
“You don't like the way she behaves, I get it.”
“I don't like the way she makes you behave,” Mads said.
“I'm a big boy, Mads, I get to hang out with who I please.”
And this was one of the reasons I liked Josh. But right now I was too busy putting the pieces together.
“Fine,” said Mads.
“And she told you to call her Ari,” said Josh.
“Fine,” Mads said again.
And I said nothing because I was busy spiraling down into a well of... something. Not shame exactly. Embarrassment perhaps.
“And she's my best woman, so you've got to be nice.” There was a teasing quality to Josh's voice and Mads reluctantly smiled.
Oh, God. What had I done? One night into the trip and I'd already become... what? A cliché? The head bridesmaid sleeping with the best man. Not exactly a tradition I'd thought I'd ever take part in, but there you go.
There was more to it than that though. Mads had said that Ari slept with any woman with a pulse. So... so I was a conquest. A meaningless nobody. Just a notch on a bedpost.
Sweat started to prickle on my forehead, a chill went down my back.
“Are you alright, darling?” asked ma, patting my hand.
“Mmm,” was all I could manage.
“It's boiling in here,” said Mads.
I clung on to the idea. “Yep, boiling, I was just thinking that. Actually, if we're about done I thought I'd go out to the pool to cool off. You don't need me for this stuff anyway, I mean I'm not exactly the most logical of people, so you guys just... carry on.”
I was already standing, seeing my sister raise an eyebrow at me, seeing Josh grinning at my escape attempt, seeing my mother frowning worriedly.
“Just carry on,” I said again, backing away from the table.
✽✽✽
 
The water was cool and soothing and I felt some of my troubles being washed away as I lazily stroked my way down the pool.
This was all a sign, I thought. A sign that things needed to change.
The problem was, and always had been, that Mads was the lucky one. She just was. Everything she touched seemed to turn to gold. Not that she didn't work hard, she did, but she was lucky too. Our mother had always comforted me with the thought that whilst my sister was using up her luck on a regular basis, my luck was all getting stored up somewhere, ready to pour down on me all in one go.
The chances of that happening seemed slim to none though.
I reached the end of the pool and leaned against the side, putting my arms up into the sun and taking calming breaths.
In fact, my luck had apparently completely deserted me. I saw a familiar profile at the pool bar. Ari was sitting, glass in hand, chatting to the bartender. Goddammit.
I closed my eyes and pretended that Ari wasn't there. The best thing to do, I figured, and went back to trying to fix my life. A life that up until quite recently I hadn't believed needed fixing. But the combination of losing yet another girlfriend, of the fit that the temp agency had thrown when I'd requested a week off, and Mads' wedding all came together to create the perfect storm.
Try as I might though, I could still see Ari even with my eyes shut. Not sitting at the pool bar, but worse. I could see the curve of Ari's upper arm, could see the soft skin inside her thigh, could see...
I blinked my eyes open again and let out a small squeak. Not that. Anything but that. I needed to forget about this. That's what one night stands were about, surely? Forgetting. What happened had happened and now it was over. Gone. Never to be repeated.
Except there was a problem with that. A problem that was only just now starting to dawn on me. As much as I wished I could walk away from my little tequila-fueled accident, as much as I wished I would never have to set eyes on Ari again, as much as I wished I could forget the whole thing ever happened, none of those things were going to be possible.
Because I was the maid of honor.
And Ari was the best woman.
Which meant we were doomed to spend the week working together to make this wedding perfect.
I let myself sink down into the water, all the way to the bottom of the pool. I was seriously contemplating drowning myself.
Only when my lungs started to protest and my ears were buzzing did I allow my body to float gently to the top of the water. I opened my mouth, gasped in breaths of much-needed oxygen and blinked chlorine out of my eyes. And then I felt a prickling on the back of my neck, a feeling like someone was watching me, an uncomfortable sensation of being observed. So I turned around.
At the bar, Ari stood, elbow up on the counter, one leg hooked around her stool, drink in hand, and eyes very firmly on me. A warm thrill went through my body. A thrill I didn't want, didn't need. But politeness made me smile. Ari stared for a long second more, face blank, then turned away.




Chapter Four
I tugged at my dress. Black, tight, and shorter than I would have chosen for myself. I could feel a faint breeze in regions that really shouldn't be exposed to faint breezes.
“Leave it alone,” Mads hissed. “You look like a kindergartner dying for the bathroom.”
I sighed, straightened up, and followed my sister, mother, and future brother-in-law into the dining room. Our dining room. As in private, as in blocked off from anyone else in the resort. As in expensive.
“Everyone's here,” I whispered to my mother, surprised at the crowd.
“Not everyone,” ma said back. “But most everyone. Mads wanted everyone here and relaxed, you know how she is.”
And there was the tinkling of applause as Mads walked into the room. A room full of family and friends, familiar faces and unfamiliar, eyes that lingered over beautiful, successful Mads and glanced away from me. I sighed again. I was quite literally in Mads' shadow. On the other hand, that wasn't an uncomfortable place to be if you wanted to stay out of the clutches of aunts and family friends.
“Madison, darling...” A blonde haired woman, skin so lifted and tight she looked permanently surprised, swooped in. I rolled my eyes. Kathleen, my father's stepsister.
“Get back here, you...”
I bit back a grin seeing my overweight cousin Marie chasing one of her endless supply of kids around a buffet table. Marie almost tripped and then caught sight of me watching her.
“Jane.”
“Marie.”
My cousin sniffed. It wasn't like we were close, never had been. My father hadn't been close to his family and as a result, neither was anyone else. But still, family was family, I supposed. And I should be nice, for Mads' sake.
“You're looking good,” I painted on a smile.
Marie nodded, looking satisfied, and a grubby toddler pulled at her hand. “Still single?” she asked.
I was about to answer, was almost going to defend myself, when the toddler wailed and Marie bent to him and I was off the hook.
Jesus. Was the entire week going to be like this? A week of constantly needing to defend myself. A week of pretending that everything was great and I was happy. A week of... No. I needed to drop the attitude. A week of happiness, for my sister. I straightened up and half-turned before catching sight of the doorway.
Ari stood, sheathed in the same tight jeans, the same black tank that she'd worn at the pool, her hair sun-streaked, her cheeks pink from the heat. And my stomach flipped and then sank, like a bad dive. Because there was something I hadn't thought of. An advantage that I'd had for an entire afternoon and hadn't considered. I knew who Ari was. Ari, on the other hand, was clueless.
My heart started beating faster, my palms started to sweat. Ari was beginning to turn and acting completely on instinct, I did the only thing I could. I dived under the nearest table.
For a second I froze, heart pounding and breath coming in gasps wondering just what the hell I was doing. It wasn't like I could hide under here all night. The light under the table was muted, faintly orange with the tablecloth blocking most of the sun.
“You're not having the chocolate.”
It wasn't until he spoke that I noticed the child sitting on the floor next to me. A bar of quickly melting chocolate was in his hand.
“I don't want the chocolate,” I said without thinking. It looked furry as though it had been dropped more than once.
“Good.”
I frowned at him, recognizing the outline of his face, the shape of his nose. One of Marie's, definitely. I searched my head for a name and finally took a punt: “Ethan?”
He nodded solemnly and sucked the edge of his chocolate bar. “Who are you hiding from?”
“No one.”
“Liar.”
“Ethan, that's not a nice thing to say!”
“It is if it's true. I'm always supposed to tell the truth. And you're not telling the truth. You're lying. You're hiding from someone. Or else why are you under a table? Grown ups don't sit under tables.”
I sighed, I was doing a lot of sighing recently, and settled down, crossing my legs. He was right. Grown ups generally didn't sit under tables. So maybe I wasn't quite as grown up as I thought.
“I'm hiding from a girl,” I said, attempting to put things into a language he'd understand.
Ethan nodded gravely, chocolate smeared around his mouth. In his world, hiding from girls was normal, I supposed. “Do you like her?” he asked, sucking at the chocolate again.
“No!” The word came too fast and sounded too sharp even to my ears.
“My dad says that's how you know you like a girl, 'cos you say you don't,” said Ethan carefully. “He says that it's... um... opposites attract or something.”
“It's not the same,” I said.
“Why not?”
“Because I'm not in grade school!”
Ethan eyed me doubtfully. I was, after all, sitting under a table. A table that I really couldn't stay under. At some stage someone would start looking for me, if they hadn't already. I stirred, uncrossing my legs.
“If you like her, you should tell her,” Ethan said. “That way she can tell you if she likes you too. I think it's easier that way. I told Kayleigh in Mrs. Morrison's class that I liked her.”
I grimaced. “And what did she say?”
“She called me a booger-head.”
“Oh. I'm sorry.”
But Ethan was grinning. “So I think she likes me too.”
I grinned back. “She probably does,” I said. “I, um, should be getting back up there.” The last thing I needed was to be caught under the table.
Ethan nodded solemnly. “Good luck.”
I was still grinning as I crawled out from  under the table. I paused for a second, like I'd been fixing my shoe or something, and took a deep breath. So Ari was here. Obviously she was here. She had to be here. And at some point Ari would figure out what I already knew, that this one night stand was going to have more repercussions then either of us had planned on. So what? I was a big girl. I could live with the consequence. But my legs were trembling as I stood up.
“Where the hell have you been?” hissed Mads.
“What? Nowhere. Just, um...”
“Marie's going frantic because she's lost one of her kids, I've been kissed by approximately fifteen million people, and I'm pretty sure Uncle Gerry tried to slip some tongue in. This is a nightmare.”
“No, this is a wedding. It's what you wanted. You could have eloped.” While I spoke my eyes were scanning the room, trying to see a flash of black, a glimpse of dark blonde hair. Something, anything, to let me know where Ari was.
“I'm starting to think we should have,” grumbled Mads.
“No you're not,” I said, turning my attention back to my sister and smiling. “You love this. All the eyes on you, making the perfect marriage, living the perfect life. You deserve to be the center of attention.”
“Perfect?” said Mads, raising an elegant eyebrow. “That's what you think?”
But I didn't have time to answer. My heart was too busy skipping a beat. Josh was striding towards us, beaming, his arm hooked around the shoulders of someone busy talking to him, someone achingly familiar, someone who made my stomach sink and legs shake even more. I swallowed, my mouth suddenly dry.
“Fucking fantastic,” said Mads under her breath.
My sister rarely swore, and the shock was just enough that I wasn't looking at Ari when the moment of recognition happened.
“You.”
I didn't want to look but couldn't stop myself. My eyes were dragged to Ari's face, my gaze locked with hers. An uncomfortable weight sat in my stomach.
“You two know each other?” Mads asked, confused.
“Of course they don't,” Josh said. “How could they? Jane, this is Ari, my best friend in the whole world and my best man. Well, best woman, I suppose. And Ari, this is Jane, my almost sister-in-law and the maid-of-honor, so you girls play nice.”
“But not too nice,” muttered Mads so that only I heard her.
I gulped, then held out my hand. “Pleased to meet you,” I said.
Ari took the cue, gripping my hand with slender fingers, her eyes shining a little with what was either anger or amusement, I really couldn't tell.
“The pleasure is all mine,” she said in a smoky voice that last night had ordered tequila, had flirted, had said...
I shook my head a little to try to dispel the memories.
“How about some food,” Josh said brightly.
“I'm starving,” agreed Mads. “All this meet and greet stuff is hungry work.”
“Let's eat,” Josh was starting to steer Mads away, one hand reaching back for Ari.
“Actually, I'm going to grab a drink first. Plain Jane too, we need to bond.”
“Don't call my sister...”
But the rest of Mads' indignation was left in the breeze as Ari pulled me towards the bar. Her fingers were spiky in my skin until I wriggled and Ari released her grip a little.
“What the hell are you playing at?”
“Huh?”
Those eyes were hypnotic. A blue so deep it was like the deepest ocean, like the glaze on a china  plate, like the summer sky just as night crept in.
“Don't 'huh' me,” snapped Ari. “You heard me. What the hell are you playing at? I'm all for drunken pick-ups but Jesus, not when we have to get through a wedding together. So what the fuck was last night all about?”
And I knew what I wanted to say. My gut reaction was to apologize, to iron out the misunderstandings, to soothe the troubled waters with a drop of oil, to prevent the scene that was already starting to happen. But when I opened my mouth that wasn't what happened.
“Me? Me? What the hell was I playing at? What about you, huh? What were you playing at?”
The snap in my tone took me by surprise and I stepped backward, blinking. I never spoke to people like that. Ever. I was the one who prevented arguments, the flexible one, the one that bent to keep the status quo. I wasn't the one that snapped. It felt... odd. Weirdly uncomfortable and scary, but good all at the same time. I was still processing all of this when Ari raised an eyebrow.
“She's got teeth,” she said. “She bites back.”
I didn't know what to say to this, after all, I hadn't known that she had teeth. Or metaphorical ones, at least. So I kept my mouth firmly shut. At least I hadn't called Ari a booger-head. That Ethan had no idea what he was talking about.
“I assume from that that you had no idea who I was?” Ari said.
I shook my head, and Ari turned to the bartender. “Whiskey, straight up,” she said. “Anything for you?”
I shook my head again. The memory of the tequila was still bright and clear and besides, I apparently couldn't trust myself around this woman with alcohol. Ari bent over the bar to grab her drink, the smooth denim of her jeans molding against her body and making warmth flood through me. Maybe I couldn't trust myself around this woman period, alcohol or not.
“So, we fucked up,” Ari said, drink in hand now.
“I guess,” I said, finding my tongue.
“Jesus,” Ari said.
She leaned back against the bar, her eyes scanning the room, a faint bruise of grey shadow under them. She looked tired, somehow out of her element, fragile despite her confidence. I swallowed. “It was an accident,” I said.
Ari nodded. “Too damn right.” Her nose wrinkled and she almost smiled and I almost wanted to kiss her. “But one that won't happen again.”
“I never said I wanted it too,” I said before I could stop the words. There it went again, that brand new attitude that I didn't know I had. Where the hell had I been hiding this? And why the hell was this fake-confidence oozing out now?
Ari just arched an eyebrow again and took a sip of her drink. “And I never said you did,” she said, finally. She looked out across the room again and I wondered how the hell Josh had a friend like this. Ari didn't have the slightest resemblance to his usual friends, visible at a table in the far corner, shirts starched and white, women in strappy sandals and shiny lip gloss.
“Josh is my friend,” Ari said, as though she knew what I was thinking. “And therefore his happiness is important to me. This wedding will go flawlessly.”
She made it sound like a threat.
“Stay out of my way,” she continued. “And I'll stay out of yours. No more mistakes.”
“No more mistakes,” I echoed.
There was a lot more that I suddenly wanted to say. About how I never drank tequila, how I never acted this way, but Josh was walking towards us and Ari was grinning and so again I kept my mouth firmly shut.
“Quite the turn out,” Ari said.
Josh rolled his eyes. “I had no idea I knew this many people, let alone that I was related to most of them.”
“And they're doing your head in?” asked Ari.
“Something like that,” Josh said, grinning back at her.
“Then it's time for a drink. Bartender, two of your finest vodkas, please, no ice.”
“Ari, I told Mads...”
“It's just one drink, J-man.”
He hesitated for only a second, then nodded. “Just one,” he said.
I left them to it, there was nothing else to do. I turned my back on Ari and Josh. I'd keep my promise. More than anything I wished I could just forget about last night, rather than live with the constant reminder of it for the next week. But there was nothing I could do. Ari was right, we just needed to stay out of each other's way. It'd be fine. I could do that. Hell, I lived with Laura and managed to stay out of her way most of the time.
I sighed, wishing I could go back to my bed under the leaky roof. But Mads was looking angry and shooting looks of death at Ari and Josh and I knew that I needed to calm my sister down. So with a deep breath, I went off to play peace-maker.
✽✽✽
 
I struggled awake in the darkness, pulling myself up out of sleep. I was so tired. I remembered leaving the dining room just before ten, crawling upstairs into my own room, alone, and falling thankfully into bed. Mads had calmed down, ma was two gin and tonics down and smiling happily, everyone had been having a good time. I'd felt that I could safely leave, no one would need me.
But the banging on the door told me that I'd been wrong. I sat up, swung my legs over the side of the bed. Who could it be? Maybe... maybe it was Ari. The thought made me stand up so fast I had to sit down again. No, it couldn't be her. Surely. But then Ari knew where my room was, maybe she'd changed her mind, maybe she wanted...
A brief flash of the night before came to me, Ari's long legs entwined with my own. The door shook as someone hammered on it again.
“I'm coming, I'm coming.”
I wrapped a sheet around myself, stumbled towards the door. If this was Ari, if she was drunk, if she... If she wanted more then I was going to damn well tell her off. Or let her in. One or the other, I wasn't sure which. I fumbled and managed to pull the door open.
Mads stood there, blonde hair ruffled, eyes flashing and skin flushed. She didn't look tragic, but by my sister's standards I knew that something was very, very wrong.
“What, what is it?” I asked.
Was it ma? God, I really should have told the bartender to cut her off. It wasn't good for ma to drink that much. I'd never forgive herself.
“What is it, Mads?”
“The wedding is off,” said Mads. And she burst into tears.




Chapter Five
The tears were over. Not that they'd lasted long. Mads wasn't a crier, she was a brooder. So we lay on the double bed, blinds closed against the bright sunshine, watching dust motes spin in the air.
“I wish you'd tell me what happened.”
“I really don't want to talk about it.”
The ceiling fan sighed and I shrugged. If Mads didn't want to talk, she didn't want to talk. At some point she'd change her mind. This was what she did, the hurt was too bad so she shut it away. Pretended it wasn't there. It was a family trait. I could remember my mother frenetically cleaning the house after our father died, not sitting for a moment, not wanting the realization of what had happened to sink in.
“My perfect life,” Mads said.
“Hm?”
“You think my life is perfect. You said as much last night. You said I was making the perfect marriage, living the perfect life.”
I vaguely recalled it. Not that it wasn't true, as far as I could see, it was.
“You know the problem with perfection?” asked Mads. She didn't wait for an answer. “You don't plan it. It just happens, once, accidentally. And then forever afterward people expect you to be perfect, because you've already lucked out and achieved it once.”
I reached out and took her hand. “Mads, we don't expect anything of you.”
“Bullshit. Of course you do. I expect things of myself. This though, this I didn't expect.”
“To be sharing a double bed with your sister in your thirties?” I teased.
“To be the kind of bride that calls off a wedding when everyone's already here. To be that dramatic. To be that... cliché.”
I shuffled on the bed, propping my head up on one hand. “We all make mistakes.”
Mads shook her head, still staring at the ceiling.
“It wasn't a mistake?” It would be damn helpful if I knew exactly why Mads was calling off this stupid wedding.
Mads shrugged and I sighed.
“It's simple,” I said. “Do you love Josh?”
“Yes.”
The answer came so quickly that it shocked the both of us. Not a moment of hesitation, not a moment of doubt.
“Then all this is fixable,” I said.
“It's really not that simple.”
Sweat was beginning to drip down my spine. It was hot as hell in here, despite the ceiling fan. Mads refused to have the air conditioning on saying it dried out her skin. A pile of luggage stood in a corner, Mads' things, the stuff she'd moved out of the honeymoon suite. I rubbed my face and stretched.
“Mads, you need to go talk to Josh about this. You need to sort things out. Holing up in here isn't going to do any good.”
“I'm tired.”
“Go talk to Josh, fix this.”
The thought of Mads without Josh was... strange. From the first moment I'd seen them together I'd known they were perfect for each other. There was that word again, perfect. I'd envied my sister, been jealous of her finding a love that was such a good fit, that was so... well, perfect.
“No, I can't.”
And there was such defeat in her voice, such an unfamiliar tone, that I didn't push. Instead, I stood up. “I'm going for a swim. Why don't you come?”
“I think I'll stay here. Take a nap maybe.”
I nodded and went to dig out a clean bathing suit.
✽✽✽
 
I was rounding the corner, flip flops slapping on the tiled floor, when I caught sight of the flash of blonde hair. Gasping, I pulled back, just as Ari was turning towards me. I leaned against the wall, taking deep breaths.
Stay out of each others' way, that was the deal. And I intended to keep to it. Things were complicated enough at the moment without adding Ari into the mix. Still though, that glimpse of those long legs encased in denim, it was enough to bring a flush to my cheeks.
“Pull yourself together,” I whispered. “Really, just get it together.”
Denim. Jeans. At a top-end resort in the middle of summer. Honestly. Who wore jeans when it was ninety degrees outside? Okay, so the ocean breeze cooled things a little. But still, tight jeans were a stupid decision. And it wasn't like Ari had bad legs, or scars, or anything else. For just a second I disappeared into the memory of Ari's long, creamy-skinned legs wrapping around me.
“There you are.”
I blinked my eyes open. “Ma.”
“Did you find out what this was all about?” she demanded.
I shook my head. “You know what Mads is like. It's all too emotional. She won't talk about it.”
Ma sighed. “This is ridiculous. You don't come this far and then quit.”
“What happened last night?” I asked. “I mean, were they fighting, did either of them look upset? Did, I don't know, an ex turn up and declare undying love or something?”
With a sigh she looked down at the ground, looking uncharacteristically shame-faced. “I don't know.”
I gave a hiccup of laughter. “Gin and tonics?”
“Maybe a touch too much gin,” she mumbled. “I went to bed soon after you did, head spinning like I was a deb after her first drink.” She sighed again. “But still, you don't ruin things in just one evening.”
“It must have been something bad,” I said. “Something dramatic, life-changing.” I paused for a second, then looked at her. “What have you told the other guests?”
“Nothing.”
“Nothing?”
Yet another sigh. “I, um, I thought it best to hold off on any announcements. Just in case.”
“Just in case.”
“Just in case they change their minds.”
I put a hand on her arm. “Ma, how the hell are you going to hide the fact that Mads and Josh aren't even talking to each other, let alone playing the lovey-dovey about to get hitched bride and groom?”
“You leave that to me,” she said determinedly. “You take care of Madison, find out what's going on, and I'll take care of the guests.”
I shrugged. “Okay, ma. It's your funeral.”
“No, it's Mads' wedding.”
She strode off with purpose in her step and I knew she'd do anything to protect either of her daughters. Including lying to the majority of our family. I watched her go, not wanting to disappoint her, not wanting her to be unhappy. Madison either, for that matter. Seeing my sister so upset, so quiet, was almost more than I could bear.
There was only one solution to all this, of course. Make the wedding happen. I was sure that Mads loved Josh and that Josh loved my sister right back. Whatever it was that had happened had to be some kind of misunderstanding, or someone getting cold feet, or something that could be fixed. I just knew it.
And if there was one thing I was good at it was fixing things.
I walked slowly towards the pool, wondering how I was going to persuade Mads and Josh to put their differences aside and take part in the wedding they'd spent so long planning.
✽✽✽
 
The sun shone on the water, making wriggling reflections on the large umbrellas arranged around the pool. I lay on a sun bed, pleasantly cool after my swim, water still dripping off me. In the distance I could see the hazy blue of the ocean. A nice enough view, but not an option I'd considered. Swimming in the ocean was just too dangerous. Especially when there was a pool right here.
I stretched, feeling the clinging material of my swimsuit stretch with me. The pool was quiet. It was lunchtime, and families were at the beach, I supposed. Even the bar was empty. No sign of Ari there. Probably too damn hot for her out here in those ridiculous jeans, I figured.
I was just starting to feel pleasantly sleepy when I felt, rather than saw, a shadow descending over me. I opened one eye slowly.
“I've been looking everywhere for you.”
Somehow, Ari made it sound as though that was my fault, as though I was to blame for not making myself immediately findable.
“You told me to stay out of your way,” I pointed out.
Ari grunted and sat down heavily on the sunbed next to mine. “Could have been a little hasty on that one,” she allowed.
“Could have been? You looked ready to punch me. I don't know about you, but I don't tend to need to punch girls I've slept with, one night stands or not.” Like there'd been tons of those. “It's not like I had any idea who you were, it's not like I engineered all this.”
Ari took a deep breath then blew hair out of her eyes. Her nose wrinkled a little as she did so and my pulse quickened.
“Alright, alright, I get it,” Ari said. “I just...”
“You just what?” I asked. And again with the attitude. Something in Ari brought it out in me. “You just figured you'd never have to see me again and got freaked out when you saw that you're going to have to spend a week avoiding me? Is that it?”
“I suppose.” Ari looked down at the ground. “Listen, I could have done better. I get it. It's just that...”
“Just what?” I asked again.
Ari looked up now, deep blue eyes blazing. “If you'd let me finish a damn sentence then you might find out!” She took a breath. “It's just that I, well, I see a lot of girls like you around. At work, at the bar, I mean. And I know–”
“You know nothing,” I said, sliding so that I was sitting up, annoyed at the fact that she would honestly think she understood me after just one night. “You know nothing about me. Not a thing. You barely even know my name.”
“Plain Jane,” Ari said with a smirk.
“Stop calling me that!”
“Alright, so I know nothing about you. Except that you're the kind of girl that never leaves her comfort zone. The kind of girl who thinks she's strong and independent but who can't make a permanent decision to save her life. The kind of girl that has a one night stand and immediately regrets it and decides that to rectify matters she'll need to at least become friends with the bartender that took her home.”
“Never crossed my mind.”
“Bullshit.”
“It didn't!”
It hadn't. Though I'd admit that I'd have been happy to forget the entire thing had ever happened. I was no more pleased about spending the week with Ari than Ari was. There was a slight splash as someone dived into the pool, the smell of chlorine sharpened.
“At least I don't have to spend a week avoiding you,” Ari said, watching the form of the swimmer slide up the pool.
“Oh yes, you will.”
“Listen, this wedding is dead in the water. And I got that from Josh himself. There's no way this is going to happen.”
“This wedding is going to happen,” I said with more confidence than I felt. “I'm going to make damn sure of it.”
Ari laughed, throwing her head back so that I could see the smooth white arc of her throat. I wanted to kiss it, but instead I scowled. “What?” I demanded.
“You're a fixer,” Ari said. “Okay, I get it. You're one of those people that feels the need to fix everything and everyone.”
“Am not.” Ari raised an eyebrow and a thought occurred to me. The last time I'd seen Josh, he was with Ari. Drinking. “What happened last night?” I asked.
“Not a clue.”
“You were there, you were at dinner. Did they argue? Did something happen?”
“I told you, I've got no idea. I had a drink or two with Josh and then your sister dragged him away. She didn't look pleased, I'll admit. But I'm kind of used to women not liking me hanging out with their boyfriends. Despite the whole, you know, gay thing.”
“She didn't look pleased?”
Ari shrugged. “A little mad, I suppose, but not 'call off the wedding' kind of mad. Why? You're her sister, surely she's told you all about it by now. Isn't that what girls like you two do? Cry on each others' shoulders and spill all your secrets?”
The catch in her voice was either derision or jealousy, I didn't know which. What I did know was that my life would be a lot easier, getting this wedding back on would be a lot easier, if Ari would help. “Mads won't talk about it,” she said. “Josh?”
“Won't talk about it,” finished Ari.
“Which doesn't matter really,” I mused. “Since they really need to talk to each other, not to us.”
Ari pushed herself up off the sunbed. “Whatever,” she said and began to walk away.
“Wait!” I struggled up, chasing the few steps after her.
“What?”
“You were looking for me,” I said. “Not the other way around.”
Ari's eyes narrowed. “It wasn't important.”
“Fine.” I took a deep breath. Better to ask, I figured, better to spit it out. “I need your help to fix this wedding.”
A startled look came into Ari's eyes. “No way.”
“Yes way. I need help. I need someone to talk to Josh and I'll talk to Mads. You're the best woman, this is all part of your job.”
Ari put a hand on her hip and I could see the swell of her breast under her t-shirt, the rounding of muscle in her upper arm. “Give me one good reason why I should help you enact some kind of cheesy movie 'happy ever after' ending to this shit-show.”
“Because you love Josh,” I said immediately. “You told me so. You told me that his happiness is important to you. And like it or not, it's my sister that makes him happy. Just like he makes Mads happy. Therefore it's our duty as maid-of-honor and best woman to get them to at least talk to each other and try to figure this out.”
Aris' eyes narrowed even further and I could almost hear her thinking.
“Mads loves him. She told me just this morning, even after all this, she still loves him,” I pushed.
“I've never seen Josh so screwed up,” Ari admitted. She eyed me thoughtfully. “I'll help you, on one condition.”
“Which is?” Relief was making me feel lighter. This would definitely be easier with Ari's help. More complicated, yes, especially when considering those long slender legs, but also easier. Josh would never listen to me, but he would listen to Ari, I was sure of it.
“You do something out of your comfort zone.”
“What?”
“You heard me,” Ari said. “You do something out of your comfort zone. Go skinny dipping, go scuba diving, whatever, and then I'll help you.”
“What does that have to do with anything?”
Ari shrugged. “Call it a whim. Call it me interfering and trying to change you rather than you trying to change other people. Whatever. But it's the price of admission.”
“I go... scuba diving or whatever and you'll help me get this wedding back on track?”
Ari nodded.
I swallowed then let out a breath. Obviously, Ari wasn't planning on making this easy. I had a feeling that this was just some stupid dare, just Ari playing with me, taunting me. The woman in tight jeans who rode motorbikes teasing the little temp who wouldn't even swim in the ocean when there was a safer pool nearby. But I wanted to help Mads. I wanted this wedding to go ahead.
Finally, with a grimace, I held out my hand. “You've got a deal.”




Chapter Six
“This is it?”
Ari looked down at the small pool with disdain and I shrugged, though in truth I'd been expecting more myself.
“I've never been scuba diving before,” I said sharply. “I'm guessing that they don't just let you jump into the wild ocean with a big old tank on your back just because you say you feel like it.”
“No need to get snappy.” Ari scanned the area, there was no one else around. “Is anyone else coming to this shin-dig, or is it just you?”
“Us.”
“No, you,” Ari said. “You're the one with the dare, not me.”
I sighed. Jesus, this woman could be infuriating. Infuriating because Ari was the only reason I was here, infuriating because I'd moved heaven and earth to get this stupid scuba lesson, calling the hotel's coach in on his day off to get this over with. Infuriating because I had secretly been looking forward to seeing Ari in a bathing suit, the one potential bright spot of an otherwise shitty day.
“Fine, me,” I pouted. “And the guy will get here when he gets here, I suppose.”
Ari sat down and rolled the cuffs of her jeans before sliding her feet into the cool water. The pool lapped at the fabric of her pants anyway, but she didn't seem to notice or to care much. “You set this up fast, plain Jane, I'll give you that.”
“You didn't seem like a trusting kind of person.”
“Meaning?”
I sat down too, letting the water tickle at my feet, far enough away from Ari that we couldn't touch, not even accidentally. “Meaning that you seemed serious about this stupid dare and that you don't seem like the kind of person that would take my word for it that it'd get done. That's all.”
“It's not a stupid dare. Getting out of your comfort zone is a good thing, a big thing, something that shows you just how great you can be if you choose to be.”
“You think I'm great?” The question came spurting out, I really hadn't meant to say the words aloud.
“Not what I said. I said 'how great you can be if you choose to be,'” said Ari. “And you're right. I'm not a particularly trusting person.”
An irritating person, sure. A tempting person, definitely. But not trusting. Hardly surprising. Trusting people didn't generally go around picking up random strangers to spend the night with in my experience.
“So we're here a mere...” Ari checked her watch, a plastic black affair that could have cost no more than ten bucks tops. “A mere two hours after I gave you a dare to complete that dare. That's impressive.”
“Not impressive, necessary.”
I gritted my teeth and stared down into the water. It wasn't like I really wanted to do this. Though at least I wasn't being taken out into the open sea. But I'd been haunted by the defeat in Mads' voice. Haunted by the fact that my sister thought that so much was expected of her that she could never live up to those expectations. I wanted Mads to be happy, and getting Ari to help me get the wedding back on was the only way I could think of to put things right.
“I think it's pretty impressive,” Ari said. “Maybe I misjudged you a little.”
“Or not.” I was looking downward, sensing that the water was deeper than I'd thought. And I was about to go down there. To go down there in a claustrophobic mask with God knows how much weight strapped to my back.
“Really?” Ari said, seeming almost happy to be vindicated. “What was I right about then? You were going to try and be my best friend, weren't you? Going to try to make up for the whole one-night-stand thing?”
And now I did raise my eyes. Ari was lounging by the scuba pool, china blue eyes squinting against the sun, tank-top pulling against the swell of her breasts, water lapping at the cuffs of her jeans. And the sight was almost enough to take my breath away. There was something so perfect about her. Not flawless, far from it, the bright light showed the soft cobweb of lines around the corners of her eyes, but perfect nonetheless. Perfect. Hell. There was that word again.
“No, I wasn't going to try to make friends with you,” I said. “I was going to be polite, but no more than that. But you were right about...”
“About what?” prodded Ari, feet lazily kicking at the water.
“About me not being able to make a permanent decision to save my life,” I admitted, not even knowing why I was admitting it.
“Join the club,” Ari said, sighing with contentment and tilting her head back so that the sun shone on her skin illuminating every tiny hair on its surface.
“You don't make permanent decisions?” I asked.
Ari shrugged. “Decisions are never permanent, are they?”
But before I had a chance to say anything, to ask anything, Ari was sitting up a little straighter.
“Looks like it's showtime,” Ari said, pointing towards a figure struggling in our direction.
My stomach sank. I was really going to have to do this. This was ridiculous. “Why am I agreeing to this?”
“Because I dared you,” said Ari grinning. “Though to be fair, I only suggested scuba diving. You don't actually have to dive.”
“I don't?” I asked, a bubble of hope growing in my throat.
“You could... I don't know, go bungee jumping instead,” said Ari, still grinning and showing even white teeth. “Or sky diving, or –”
“No, no, it's fine,” I said. “Scuba diving is absolutely fine. Not a problem.”
I stumbled to my feet to greet the sandy haired man who was heading in our direction.
✽✽✽
 
“I think you're just about ready.”
Tim was smiling at me, his sandy hair ruffled by the wind and my stomach sank so far that I was afraid it was going to drop right out by the side of the pool. “Ready? Seriously? You've been here for like ten minutes.”
“Half an hour,” he said. “And that's more than enough theory. Let's get you into the water. You're going to be just fine. Just remember what we talked about, breathing nice and calm and slow. You'll be alright, no worries.”
There was a faint Australian burr to his accent. I swallowed and darted a glance over to where Ari was stretched out on a sunbed. If she was asleep and missed this, I was going to kill her. Okay, into the water. I had to do this, that was all. It was a necessity. I'd get in, go under, come out again, and then Ari would have no choice but to talk to Josh for me. No choice but to help get the wedding back on track. After all, we had a deal, right? And Ari wouldn't back out on a deal.
I eyed the long, sleek body on the sunbed. She wouldn't back out on a deal. Ari had said she wasn't a trusting person, and that wasn't the same as not being a trustworthy person. There was no way that Ari would go back on her word. A small warmth fluttered over me. No, Ari wouldn't back  out. I trusted the woman. Why, I had no idea, but I trusted her.
“Alrighty, arms up,” Tim said.
He was holding a pair of scuba tanks with enough tubes and pipes and straps trailing to the ground that the damn thing looked like an octopus. Obediently, I lifted my arms and allowed him to slide the tank onto my back.
My heart started to thud in my chest. “Tim...”
“It's all gonna be fine,” he assured me again, pulling at straps and tugging on pipes. “And hey, at least you don't need to get into a wetsuit. There's nothing less dignified than trying to pull a wetsuit on in public, trust me on that. If you ever want to see what a grown man trying to get his entire body into a condom looks like, feel free to come down to one of my early morning classes in the autumn. You'll laugh your pants off.”
I smirked a little at this, but knew he was just trying to take my mind off things.
“Right, I'm going to put the mask and mouthpiece on in a second, okay?” he asked, looking at me with earnest green eyes. “Then you'll be good to go. I'll give you a tap on the back, and you just take a step into the pool. Breath nice and calm and you'll float right up to the top of the water, okay?”
“Okay.” My voice sounded squeaky and weak.
“And I'm here to save you if you need it,” he said with a wink. “But you're not going to need it,” he added quickly as I felt the color bleed from my face.
The last thing I saw as Tim pulled the mask over my face was Ari stirring, sitting up. And then I couldn't see properly anymore, but I could feel Ari's eyes on me, could feel the heat of being watched. The mouthpiece went in and I was breathing hissing air from my tanks, the tanks that I was sure were going to pull me under, make me drown.
There was a tap on my back. Time to go, time to walk into the water. I was shaking now, adrenaline pumping through my veins. I felt sick, I had to pee, my legs weren't going to support me any longer. But still I could feel the heat of Ari's eyes, could feel them watching me, could cling on to that warmth. And I clung so hard to the warmth that I almost didn't notice as first one foot moved, then the other, and then, suddenly, I was sinking down and down.
The water pressed against me, squeezing at my body as I fell. I took an involuntary gasp and couldn't get enough oxygen to fill my lungs. Then I felt the drip of water inside my eye mask. I breathed faster and faster. No, this couldn't be happening. No.
Down and down I went. Except was I going down? I had no idea. I swung my head from side to side, not able to judge now which way was up, which way was down. My breath was coming in ragged gasps, my mask was filling up with water, the air in the tanks wasn't coming fast enough. I started to panic, arms and legs flailing, trying to propel myself up, out, anywhere. The mouthpiece fell from my face, water flooding into my mouth. I coughed, choked, but it made no sound in the eerie pale blue of the water. And then my vision was darkening, the edges closing in until I shut my eyes.
The last thing I felt was the brushing of skin against my arm. Someone else had already died down here, was my last ridiculous thought. I wasn't going to be the only body at the bottom of the scuba pool.
✽✽✽
 
“I almost died.”
“But you didn't die, and that's what's important, isn't it?” Ari said. “Here, have some of this.”
She passed over a silver flask, the top already unscrewed. I nearly drank from it, but then stopped myself just in time. I'd had enough of Ari's stupid ideas, enough of her stupid lifestyle.
“I panicked,” I said. “I was underwater, alone, I panicked, I couldn't breathe. Do you have any idea what that feels like? Any idea of the terror that I went through?”
Ari shrugged. “Maybe, maybe not, but now you know, right? I mean, you definitely went out of your comfort zone, and that's a step in the right direction.”
“Really?” I spat. I righted myself, sitting up on the sunbed now that my legs had finally stopped wobbling. “A step in the right direction? What the hell are you talking about? What the hell are you trying to do here?”
“Make a change in you for the better,” Ari said, accepting the flask back again and chugging a mouthful. “Though God knows why. I mean –”
“You mean what? I didn't ask to be changed. I don't want to be changed. And this little... whatever the hell this mind-game dare thing is... has proved nothing. No, that's not true. It's proved that you were wrong. Stepping out of my comfort zone, that's what you wanted. You said it was to show myself how great I could be. But all it's done is show me that stepping out of my comfort zone is an absolutely lousy idea.”
I was breathless with anger now, but Ari was lying quite calmly on her own sunbed, blonde hair flopped across her face, eyes half-closed. And just seeing her there, seeing how relaxed she was, made me want to slap her.
“Whatever you think,” Ari said lazily.
I swallowed. Okay, I could do this. This was for Mads, not for myself. “So what now?” I asked. “What are we going to do? What's the big plan?”
“The big plan for what?” And Ari sounded like she was falling asleep.
“For getting the wedding back on, for getting Josh and Mads their happy ending. That's what this whole charade was all about, remember? I fulfilled your infantile condition, now it's your turn. You promised to help.”
The terror was still sharp, though it was fading a little. The wavering blue of the water, the way my lungs had ached with the pressure to take a breath. Then Tim's hand on my arm, the pulling, the wrenching as my head finally came out of the pool, the deep gasps of air, the coughing and choking. I'd apologized again and again to Tim, but he'd only smiled. It happened, he'd said. Some people just took it that way, I could try again. But I'd declined. Scuba diving, I'd decided, was not for me. Besides, as I'd said, I'd done my part, or most of it anyway. Now it was Ari's turn.
“I'll talk to Josh,” Ari said with a sigh. She half turned, her eyes fully closed now, the sun stroking the softness of her face.
And I really wanted to slap her. I'd been an idiot. This was all a game, nothing more. I stood up, feeling the weakness still in my legs.
“You'll talk to him?” I spat. “That's it? That's your plan? I went through all of this, I nearly died, just to humor you, just so you could have a chat with Josh. This is bullshit, Ari. Total and complete bullshit. You're... you're nothing more than a fake, a cheat, a liar. You don't give a damn, do you?”
Ari slowly opened one eye. “Huh?”
“You say you want Josh to be happy, that he means something to you, but you're not prepared to help get this wedding back on track. No, you're too busy playing stupid games with stupid little girls who are too dumb to know when they're being played. Well, I'm onto you now, and I won't let you play with me any longer.”
Ari raised her head, just a little. “Huh?” she said, again.
“I'm done with you,” I said. “I don't need your help. I don't want your help. And I certainly don't want to be changed, not by someone like you. You know, when I first saw you, I thought that I'd like to be someone like you. Someone confident, brave, someone who owns her world. But I was wrong. So wrong. I don't want to be anything like you. Ever.”
I marched away, not looking back, anger and disappointment and a little fear flowing through my body. I'd fallen for Ari's manipulative little games, but it wasn't going to happen again. No matter how attractive Ari was. No matter how much I wanted to turn back right now. No matter how much I wanted to kiss those traitorous, lying lips.




Chapter Seven
“Just try and get her down to the dining room.”
“Ma, getting just Mads down there isn't going to make any difference.”
“It'll show the guests that we still have a bride.”
I looked at ma, then buckled. “Fine. I'll do what I can. But she was asleep the last time I saw her.”
“Just try.”
I nodded and watched as ma's gray head bobbed away down the corridor. Whatever else was going on, my mother was stalwart, determined not to break the news of the canceled wedding until absolutely every other option had been tried.
My legs ached, and my swimsuit scratched with sand. I'd stomped my way around the resort, angry with Ari, angry at myself, until eventually the sun, the sound of the ocean, and the warmth had calmed me enough to come back. But now I wanted nothing more than to take a shower and have a rest. Not that that was likely to happen.
I tapped on the door of my room. My own room. The room that I'd had for less than twenty four hours before being forced to share with my sister. When there was no answer I scanned the keycard and let myself in. Mads was sitting on the bed, fastening a leather bracelet around her wrist.
“Hey sis,” she said, smiling.
I frowned. “Hey.”
What was this? Why was Mads smiling? What was going on? Then a thought hit me with a jolt and I was smiling too.
“You talked to him,” I said. “It's all fixed. Oh, thank God. I've been planning all day for how I was going to...” I trailed off as I saw the confusion on Mads' face.
“Talked to him?”
“To Josh?” I said, hope fading with every heartbeat.
Mads snorted and turned her attention back to her bracelet. “Not likely.” Then she looked up and smiled again. “But I've decided that I'm not going to let this ruin my vacation.”
I sat down on the bed and shook my head. My sister was unbelievable sometimes. “You're not going to let the fact that you've broken up with your fiancé ruin the vacation that was supposed to be your destination wedding?”
“Nope,” said Mads, standing up. “In fact, I'm off for a look around town. I might even treat myself to dinner in a nice restaurant. Want to come?”
I shook my head again. “Can't, I need to help mom. I need to...” I thought about all the guests gathering below and groaned. “I need to deal with the wedding guests.”
“Why bother? They're getting a vacation out of this too,” said Mads. “So there's no wedding at the end of it, so what?” She twirled in front of the mirror, was obviously satisfied with what she saw and walked to the door. “Last chance, dinner's on me.”
For a moment I considered it. Considered running away with my sister, letting someone else deal with all this mess. But I couldn't. I couldn't let ma deal with this alone. More than that though, I couldn't ignore the look in Mads' eyes. Because my sister wasn't happy, she wasn't as carefree as her behavior implied. She was hurting and sad and trying to ignore the emotions that she didn't want to handle.
“Take the evening off,” I said. “Have dinner, have time to think about things. Maybe everything will look better in the morning.”
“Fat chance,” Mads said, opening the door. “Don't wait up!”
✽✽✽
 
I had barely enough time to take a quick shower, to pull on a sundress, and to grab my mobile off the nightstand. That was it. Now I was back to work, hustling through the resort toward the dining room.
So things with Ari had been a bust. So what? That was the conclusion I'd come to in the shower. There was no point being angry. I'd agreed to the stupid deal, and I was the fool for doing so. Okay, things would have been easier with Ari's help. But I could still fix all this without her. All I had to do was figure out a way to get Josh and Mads in the same room without either of them wanting to kill the other. How tough could that be?
“Jane, I was looking for Madison.”
Cousin Marie was blocking my way, her bulk filling half the corridor. “I'm afraid she's... indisposed right now.” Indisposed, what did that even mean? A good excuse though.
“Well this just isn't good enough,” said Marie, her lips blanched white at the corners with anger. “Not good enough at all.”
“What's not good enough?”
“Our au pair has gone walk about and the resort promised me a babysitter and no one's shown up!”
I put a hand on Marie's arm. I knew my cousin of old, it was best to stop her before she got into the full flow of things. In my dress pocket my mobile started to vibrate. I ignored it, and pushed all thoughts of the other guests and my mother out of my mind.
“I'll take care of this,” I said, better that this was done calmly rather than letting Marie vent her wrath on the receptionist. “Just go back to the dining room and enjoy your evening. Let me worry about this.”
Marie's lips turned back to their normal color. The thought of someone else doing the work was obviously pleasing to her. I nodded and smiled as my cousin babbled some thanks and watched with relief as she walked away before turning towards the reception desk. One problem after another. My phone vibrated again, but I let it ring out.
✽✽✽
 
Marie's babysitter taken care of, I realized that I was horrifically late for dinner. I rushed towards the dining room, my sandals slapping on the floor. I could hear the guests as I arrived, talking and laughing and apparently none the wiser. Thank God for my mother.
I pushed through the door just in time to see a man I didn't recognize trip over an uneven tile and spill his drink. I was picking up napkins from the nearest table before I knew what I was doing, mopping at the floor, checking the man was okay.
“Let me refill that for you,” I said, taking his empty glass.
“It's fine, I'm happy to do it myself,” he said, with smiling blue eyes. Must be a friend of Josh's.
“No, no I wouldn't hear of it. I'll be right back.”
And I was rushing the glass away and over to the bar. A bar that was being propped up with my mother, I saw as I arrived.
“Don't worry, no more gin and tonics,” her mother said as I put the empty glass down.
“Everyone looks pretty happy,” I said.
Ma looked over her shoulder to check if anyone was close enough to hear us, then whispered: “I've told them all that Mads needed an early night. The stress of the wedding and all. She'll kill me if she finds out.”
“She certainly will,” I said. “But at least they're all calm and no one is in hysterics about the canceled wedding, so...”
“My thoughts exactly. And no sign of Josh either,” said ma. “I don't know. Those two need to get this all sorted out sooner rather than later.”
I beckoned to the bartender to refill the glass that I'd presented. “Do you think they're going to work it out, ma?” I asked.
My mother sighed. “I hope so. I truly do. I like Josh. He's good for your sister. Really good for her. I've got no idea what they fought about, but I have a hard time imagining it's anything serious enough to derail what was a perfect relationship.”
“They are perfect together, aren't they?”
“Were perfect,” said ma smiling sadly. “But I think Mads is truly hurting right now.”
The bartender slid the filled glass back over to me. “I know she is, ma. I'm trying to think of a way to put this right. A way to fix it.”
“You'll come up with something,” she said, squeezing my arm. “You always do. My little fixer. Even when you were little there wasn't a fight in the playground that didn't have you wiping up tears and negotiating peace. You should consider working for the UN.”
I grinned and picked up the glass. The UN. Okay, international diplomacy, that could be interesting. Definitely something different every day, no time to get bored around the water cooler. But just how did you go about becoming an international diplomat? I was still smiling as I handed the glass back to whoever the man was. He smiled back and was about to speak when I felt my phone vibrate again.
Saved by the bell, I thought, as I pulled out my mobile and gestured an apology to the man. I had a feeling I'd been about to be hit on, something I'd rather avoid right now. I glanced at the phone screen, seeing the icon for missed calls and the landline number of the house flash up. I stepped out onto the terrace as I pushed the phone to my ear.
“Laura, hi, is everything alright?”
The line hissed for a second before Laura's voice came on. “Fine, fine,” she said. “Except that someone called Maggie has been trying to call you all day apparently. She called here, sounded pretty mad.”
That would explain the missed calls. Maggie. My boss. Well, as close as I got to a boss being a temp. Maggie was my coordinator, the head of the temp company, the one who decided where I went and when.
“Eugh, I left my phone in my room,” I said now. “Sorry about that. I'll call her right back.”
“Yeah, not a problem.” Laura paused, a heavy pause, one that intimated that there was more to say.
“Everything else okay?” I asked.
“Absolutely, yes. All's good. Everything okay there?”
“Yes,” I lied. “Great. Perfect. Sun's shining, all's good.”
We weren't exactly the closest of house-mates, but this was a strained conversation even for us. I heard Laura clearing her throat.
“So, uh, now that I've got you, there's um... Well, I wanted to talk to you before you left, but um, I never got the chance. And now... I don't like to do this over the phone. But at least you're somewhere nice, I suppose, somewhere you're enjoying yourself. So maybe it's not so bad...”
Laura was rambling, a side of her that I'd never heard before. “Cut to the chase,” I said, a little more sharply than I'd intended.
“Right. Yes. Um, it's just that, well, Dan and I are engaged.”
“Wow, that's big news,” I said. “Congratulations, that's... that's awesome.”
“Yeah, yeah,” said Laura as though she didn't quite believe it. “The thing is that, well, now things are official, well, um, we're thinking about moving in together. Me and Dan.”
“Obviously, of course, yes. Makes perfect sense.” And my head wasn't quite making the connection, not yet.
“Which means um, well... The thing is that your lease is coming up to renew at the end of next month.”
And the pieces clicked. “And you won't be renewing it,” I said.
I stared out across the beach, seeing the ocean rippling. Just what I needed. To be homeless. Fantastic. Like things needed to get worse. I'd been thinking of changing my life, sure, but now it looked like life was changing whether I wanted it to or not.
Laura hung up after a flurry of apologies, with me assuring her that it was all fine, that it wasn't a problem, that I'd easily find a new place. And  maybe I would, I thought as I wandered in from the terrace.
Christ, things were going from bad to worse. Not that this was really Laura's fault. It was time for a change anyway, I thought, trying to cheer myself up. A new place, a new studio apartment even, if I could figure a way to afford one. It might be nice.
The dining room was full of chattering relatives and ma was smiling and laughing. All seemed under control here. Phone still in hand, I walked through to reception. I might as well deal with everything at once. After taking a deep breath, I called Maggie back. What could be so important that she'd called so many times?
“Where have you been?”
Not even a hello. Today really wasn't my day. “I'm on vacation, remember?” I said, keeping my tone as light and cheerful as I could. “I did tell you.”
“Well it's not in my calendar,” Maggie huffed. “There's nothing here about you swanning off to wherever the hell you are.”
“I told you, you agreed,” I said patiently. She'd agreed begrudgingly, but she had agreed. “It's my sister's wedding.”
“I've got an urgent call for tomorrow morning. Law firm. You're our best bet. I'll need you there by nine,” Maggie said.
“I, uh...”
“How long can a wedding take?” demanded the voice on the other end of the line.
There wasn't even going to be a wedding. I might make it. If I left right now I could probably make it by the morning. Maggie sounded mad.
“Hold on one second,” I said.
“Is there a flight to the mainland tonight?” I whispered to the receptionist who'd been busy typing and pretending not to listen.
“Nope, first available is at nine thirty tomorrow a.m.,” said the blonde receptionist with a cold smile.
Fuck. And then I couldn't believe that I'd actually been considering leaving my sister this way. Not for Maggie, not for anyone. Certainly not for some stupid temp job at a stupid law firm.
“I'm afraid I can't, Maggie,” I said into the phone. “I...”
“No excuses,” barked Maggie. “I need you here. That's what being a temp is all about, being available when no one else is, putting yourself last instead of first. If you can't handle that then this job isn't for you.”
“I'm really sorry, I...”
“No. Enough is enough. If you can't be at a desk tomorrow at nine then I won't be calling again.”
There was a brief hesitation, long enough that I knew Maggie was giving me a chance to change my mind. But the words wouldn't come. There was nothing I could do. Then the dial tone sounded as the call was cut off. My eyes felt heavy with tears. I sniffed and felt the receptionist watching me.
The elevator was a step away and I pounded on the call button, wanting to be alone, wanting the space to process my life falling apart. Finally, finally, the doors slid open and I stumbled inside, leaning my head against the cool metal. Could anything more go wrong today?
“Well hello, stranger.”
For fuck's sake.
I didn't want to turn around, but couldn't help myself. Ari was leaning against the back wall of the cabin, hands in her pockets, motorcycle helmet under one arm. Without thinking, I turned back and mashed at the 'door open' button. The elevator shuddered, stopped, the doors screeched, but stayed firmly closed. I banged her head against the stubborn doors. Stuck. They were stuck.
This was the worst day of my entire life.




Chapter Eight
“That's not going to help.”
“What?”
“Banging your head on the doors like that, it's not going to help.”
“Then do something!”
“If one person banging their head on the doors isn't going to work, I doubt that two people doing the same thing will be more effective,” Ari said.
She was still leaning casually back against the wall, hands in pockets, and I wondered just what it was about her that made me want to simultaneously kiss and slap her. How could one person provoke two such extreme reactions?
“You're an asshole.”
“So I've been told,” Ari said.
But she pushed herself up off the wall, ambled to the control panel and pressed the emergency button. Something that I really could have done had I been giving the matter any kind of serious thought at all. From somewhere a phone began to ring, an old-fashioned echoing kind of ring. Ari pushed at the panel, opening a section, a pulling out a handset. She listened for a second, nodding, then said 'thanks' and hung up.
“Be about half an hour,” she said, going back to her old position.
“Half an hour.”
“Just gotta wait it out.”
I sniffed and felt tears threatening again. I wanted out of here. I wanted to go to bed to cry alone, thinking about how my life was toppling over around me. Hold it together for thirty minutes, I told myself. Just thirty minutes. I blinked rapidly, forcing the tears back, then closed my eyes, sinking down to the floor and sitting. My mouth was dry as sand.
There was a clicking sound, and I cracked one eye open enough to see Ari fishing in the bike helmet and pulling out a bottle of water. A bottle with condensation running off the sides, a bottle that I could almost taste. As I watched, Ari broke the seal and took a long drink. My mouth puckered in sympathy, wanting the drink more than I could remember wanting anything.
“If you want some, why not ask?”
“Huh?”
Ari cocked an eyebrow. “I said, if you want some, and from the looks of it, you obviously do, then why not ask for some? Why wait for it to be offered?” She crouched down and passed the bottle to me anyway, and I took it gratefully.
“Because... just because,” I said, after taking a cool sip.
“Because it's not polite, because you don't put yourself forward. That's a dangerous path to follow, always putting yourself last, you know that?”
I shrugged, I really didn't feel like talking. Not in the slightest. I handed the bottle back.
“Thought you were done with me anyway,” Ari said. “That's what you said.”
“It's not like I've exactly got much choice here,” I said. “I mean, I didn't plan on getting stuck in an elevator with you.”
Ari sank further to the floor, stretching her legs out. “True that,” she said with a sigh. There was a pause, a pause during which I could hear my heart beating in my ears, a comforting thrum. Then Ari said: “I'm sorry.”
“For what?”
“For the scuba diving.”
There was a flash of memory, the feeling of pressure in my lungs, a watery blue shadow passing my eyes. “It was a stupid idea. Immature.”
“Maybe,” Ari said, and she was looking at her hands, long fingers intertwining. “It certainly wasn't what I intended. I mean, not like that.” She looked up now, blue eyes burning bright. “Just to be clear, I'm apologizing for the scuba diving, not for trying to get you out of your comfort zone, which you obviously desperately need.”
“Oh, really?” I said, and I could feel the anger building up again. This was the problem. Ari said something nice, my heart softened just a little, and then the woman followed it up with a sharp pointed stick to the newly-softened heart.
“Yes, really. I mean, in my opinion. You should try putting yourself first for a change, try getting what you want.”
“What a lovely way to live your life,” I said. “Being selfish and not worrying about anyone else.”
“And yet if everyone lived that way, if everyone just took care of their own business, then the world would be a better place, wouldn't it?”
I shook my head. Talking about this was pointless. Everything today was pointless. Tears pricked at my eyes again and I blinked them away, but a touch too slowly. One escapee trailed down my cheek.
“Hey, hey, don't cry.” There was a shuffling sound and suddenly the warmth of a hand hovering over my arm but not quite touching. “Don't cry.”
In response, I sniffed and angrily wiped the tear away. “I'm not.”
“You are,” Ari said. A lock of blonde hair fell over her eye and she brushed it back. “I get... over-confident in my opinions sometimes. I'm sorry if I offended you.”
“That's not it,” I said. “I mean...” I sighed. I didn't want to talk about this, especially in front of someone like Ari, who obviously had her shit together. But it looked like I was going to. I had to explain the tear somehow. “It's just been a shitty day, that's all.”
“Nearly drowning doesn't make for the perfect afternoon,” Ari agreed. “But you don't seem like the kind of person who cries in public. And yes, I'm assuming again, feel free to correct me if I'm wrong.”
Her eyes were sparkling a little and my mouth tugged into a reluctant smile. “You're not wrong,” I said. “I'm not a drama queen.”
“So what is it?” pressed Ari. “You're obviously upset.”
And I found myself talking, spilling it all, the house, Laura, the job, Maggie, the details of my silly little life all crumbling while I sat here in a luxury resort that I didn't belong in. When I was done, I sniffed again, but the tears were gone.
“You're a good listener,” I said.
“I'm a bartender, all part of the job,” Ari replied. “As, by the way, is giving unwanted advice. In fact, there's an entire course on giving advice that no one asked for at bartender college.”
“There's a bartender college?” I asked, looking up and directly into Ari's eyes.
“No. Not at all,” laughed Ari.
I snorted a laugh.
“And in the spirit of unwanted advice, let me ask you something. Do you want either of these things?”
I frowned.
“Okay, let's start easy. Do you want to stay in your current house?”
“Well, yes, I suppose it would be easier. I can look for something else, but I'd rather not be kicked out a couple of weeks from now.”
“Fine, then ask to stay,” Ari said. “And next...”
“Hold up, just ask?”
Ari shrugged. “Why not. The worst that can happen is this house-mate says no. But she might say yes. Ask for something definite, an extra month, say, and see what happens. It's not like she's going to be getting married a month from now, so a little extra time shouldn't hurt. You don't get anything without asking first.”
“Okay,” I said slowly. It had honestly not even occurred to me to ask Laura for a little more time.
“And now the job. You were temp working, right? Do you want to keep the job you have right now?”
At this, I sagged back against the wall. I had no idea. “I've been thinking about a change,” I admitted. “But I've got no idea what I want to do. Not a clue.”
“Well, no one can help you until you decide what you want,” Ari said. “So I guess my unasked-for advice  is going to be simple: grow a pair.”
“Grow a pair.”
“Yep. Grow a pair. Decide what you want and go for it. Ask for it, get it, do it, whatever is applicable. But you're the only one that can help yourself. And if you're too busy helping someone else then you're the one that will suffer.”
Ari settled back and closed her eyes, leaving me looking at her profile. A smattering of light freckles sprayed across her nose, and for a second I couldn't believe that I'd actually slept with this woman. Someone so beautiful, so confident, so... perfect, had been interested in me. Well, for one night anyway.
“Are all your relationships one night stands?”
The question came out of nowhere and surprised Ari enough that she opened her eyes again. Then she shrugged. “Yep, pretty much.”
“Why?”
Ari sighed and sat up straighter. “Look at it this way,” she said. “How would you feel if you could only eat apples every day for the rest of your life? No other fruit. Not a banana once in a while, no oranges, definitely nothing fancy like a mango. Would that make you happy? Or would that make you dread getting up every morning?”
“I guess... I guess that's a point. Unless you really like apples.”
“As it happens, I'm not too much about apples myself. I like an orange, and a mango, and a starfruit, and anything else I can get my hands on.”
I bit back a smile. Fair enough. It wasn't my way of living, but I could kind of understand what Ari was getting at. It didn't necessarily take away the sting of being just a passing phase, but still. I watched Ari from under my eyelashes. Eating only apples for the rest of my life. Boring, predictable. Unless... unless Ari was the apple in question. The thought shocked me, but I turned it around in my head, examining it. Could I imagine waking up next to someone like Ari every morning? Going to bed with someone like her every evening? That... that didn't sound boring, not at all.
“Hey, you, wakey wakey!”
“What?” I asked, blinking. “I wasn't sleeping.”
“Well, you weren't answering my question.”
“Which was?”
“Which was what are we going to do about Josh and your sister?”
“We?”
Ari stretched her legs, one of them brushing against my calf, sending a pulse of warmth through my body.
“I figured you might forgive me now, since we've been stuck together and I've given you advice, and, well, we haven't killed each other or fought and I haven't indirectly tried to drown you for at least a couple of hours now.”
I grinned. “I'll think about it.”
“Forgiving me?” Ari groaned. “Come on. I'm sick of listening to Josh complain. I stole that kitchen guy's motorbike again just so I could get away from Josh's constant bitching.”
“You didn't,” I said quietly. “You want to help because Josh is important to you and you want him to be happy. I shouldn't have said otherwise before. So I guess I owe you an apology too.”
“Think nothing of it. Josh is... special. He and I have a bond.”
“Over what?” I asked, curious.
Ari waved a hand as though it wasn't important. “We should do something about all this, you were right. So let's come up with a plan.”
I nodded. “It's simple. We've just got to find a way to get the two of them together somewhere. I'm sure that as soon as they see each other they'll figure things out.” I hesitated for a second, then said: “You're sure you have no idea what all this is about?”
“Absolutely sure,” Ari said. “Not a clue. But I suppose you're right.” She checked her cheap plastic watch. “What say we think on it overnight and get together over breakfast to work out some details?”
“Are you inviting me to breakfast?” Suddenly, my day didn't seem so bad after all. Suddenly, I was lighter than before.
“A working breakfast,” Ari said.
But I was grinning. “Fine, whatever you say.”
Ari gave me an eye-roll and leaned back against the wall, her head tipped a little so that I could see the smooth line of her throat. I was imagining running my finger over the delicate profile of it, imagining the soft feel of the skin on my lips, when Ari spoke again.
“Do you really want to be like me?”
“What?”
“You said that when you first met me you wanted to be like me. Confident, brave, someone who owns her world. Those were your words. Did you mean them?”
“I suppose,” I said. It would be nice to be that confident. Nice to know your place in things, to be happy.
“You should be careful what you wish for,” Ari said now.
“And why's that?”
“Because you know nothing about me. Anyone can pretend to be confident, pretend to be brave. It's just a front, a... an attitude I guess. You don't know the truth until you've seen someone in action, until they've proven their bravery, their confidence. I dunno, it's one of those fake it 'til you make it things.”
“Okay.”
Ari sat up again, her eyes still burning blue. “And you know nothing about me.”
“So tell me something.”  I shuffled a little closer, my arm a bare millimeter from Ari's.
“Um, okay, I've never lived anywhere for more than six months.”
“Seriously?”
“Seriously,” Ari said. “Never. What's the point? I'm a bartender. I can work anywhere. So when I get the feeling, I move on. Hop on my bike and off to the next town. Life's more interesting that way.”
It did sound interesting. I could see myself now, perched on the back of Ari's bike, hair flowing in the wind, zooming off to the next point on the map, the next bar, the next apartment, the next life. But then I thought of my mother, of Mads.
“More interesting, but lonelier,” I said.
Ari looked at me sideways, then smiled. “A little, sometimes,” she said.
The smile was different, more genuine, more innocent somehow. As if just for a second Ari had let the act drop, like she was being vulnerable, herself, just for once. My arm moved, brushing against Ari's. Ari leaned forward, hair falling over her cheek, lips plump and slightly parted. I felt the stab of desire run through my heart, felt myself leaning in, wanting to stop but not wanting to stop.
Then the elevator shuddered again and began to move upwards. Ari pulled back.
“We're rescued.”
“Rescued,” I echoed. But I couldn't help wondering what exactly I'd been rescued from. Or if I'd even been rescued at all.




Chapter Nine
I hurried Mads down the hallway. The last thing I needed was to meet ma. The plan was a simple one, but that didn't mean that it was going to work, and I hadn't wanted to raise ma's hopes. Not yet.
“You've changed your tune,” Mads said, skipping a step to keep up with me.
“Because you were right.”
“As I so often am,” said Mads. “Um, about what exactly?”
“About enjoying your vacation. There's no point in turning this entire week into a nightmare,” I said, glancing at the time on my phone. We'd just about make it. As long as the cab was waiting for us outside. “Might as well have a little fun, drown your sorrows, all that jazz.”
“Who are you and what have you done with my sister?” Mads said suspiciously.
“I'm serious. You were right, and this is still your week, after all.”
“Are you alright?” Mads asked, stopping.
Alright? Well, I was homeless, unemployed, had spent what felt like an eternity locked in an elevator with the most attractive woman I knew, been taken to breakfast by said attractive woman, and was now thoroughly confused about absolutely everything in my life. But... yes, strangely I was pretty alright.
“I'm fine, come on.”
I half-dragged Mads to the hotel entrance where the taxi was waiting. I'd have to remember to thank the snide blonde receptionist for that, I'd been sure the woman would try to screw me over somehow. The receptionist had really taken a dislike to me.
I passed the address to the driver and bundled my sister in before sliding in myself and taking a deep breath. All on schedule so far. Fingers crossed that Ari was keeping her end of the bargain.
Ari.
The thought of her name made me tremble a little inside. Obviously, Ari was no longer interested in me, which, I thought, was my own fault. If I hadn't agreed to the one night stand then maybe Ari would be a little more flirtatious, a little more interested. But now there wasn't a hope. Not that I needed a hope. Not that I wanted anything to do with Ari other than getting this wedding going. Except... except, I had to admit that Ari made my stomach flip, made my heart bounce, made my mouth go a little too dry.
A stupid crush. A physical reaction. That's all it was. Just like when I wanted to slap the woman, which was at least half the time. I sighed and looked out of the window, watching the narrow streets go by.
Hawkin Island was a quiet place, the resort obviously the biggest industry around, but the streets were lined with small tourist shops and cafes. Pleasant, I thought, but probably nicer in the winter when the tourists were gone and the waves crashed on the shore.
I needed all this over with. Done and finished so that I could go back home and figure my life out. And never see Ari again.
A little shard of pain stabbed at me. Never see Ari again.
✽✽✽
 
My legs were shaking as I made my way across the restaurant floor. As much as I knew I was doing this for Mads' own good, I was nervous as hell about lying and was sure that my sister had noticed something.
“I'd make fun of your small bladder,” Mads had said when I excused myself just as we sat down. “But in general you don't have one.”
I had just shrugged and scampered off, leaving Mads sitting at the small table placed perfectly on the balcony of the restaurant, framed by a large window. As fast as my legs could carry me I'd fled, leaving the restaurant entirely, going out into the warm night air and threading through the evening crowds to the bench of a coffee shop opposite the restaurant.
There I waited, watching the silhouette of my sister, fingers crossed that this was all going to work out.
“Nice job.”
I almost jumped out of my skin as Ari slid into the seat next to me. My heart pounded and Ari's grin beamed.
“We've only been here a few minutes,” I whispered.
“You don't have to whisper, I'm pretty sure they can't hear us,” Ari laughed.
“They? So he's here?”
“I've already sent Josh up, told him I had to grab some aspirin and I'd meet him at the restaurant. He should be escorted to the table any minute now.”
The restaurant was one of the best on the island. However, Ari had used some sort of bartender's code to get the restaurant's barman to help us out, ending with a reservation that we should have waited weeks for. A twenty slipped to the hostess had ensured that Josh would be sent up to Mads' table when he arrived, so all we had to do now was hope.
My pulse quickened. I really, really, really hoped this worked, because I was damned if I could think of a better plan. Without thinking, I reached down and found Ari's hand. Ari's skin was warm and smooth and I swallowed hard as I saw two shadows approach the balcony where Mads sat.
The hostess left immediately, but Josh took a step closer, then Mads stood up and for an agonizing second I thought that my sister was going to slap him, or push him over the railing or something, anything. Josh hesitantly stepped forward again. My fingers squeezed Ari's hand tightly.
“Come on, come on,” I whispered.
The seconds stretched out and I could feel Ari's pulse through her fingers, and then amazingly, wonderfully, beautifully, Josh pulled out Mads' chair and then they were both sitting down and I let out a breath that I'd been holding since forever.
“We did it!”
“We did something,” Ari said. “It's up to them now. But at least they sat down together.” She wiggled her fingers a little. “Think I could have my hand back? I think I've lost all circulation and as much fun as a one-handed bartender would be, I'm not sure I'm cut out for it.”
Blushing, I jerked my hand away. “Sorry.”
“Don't be. Feel like a drink?”
I almost nodded, but then I remembered what had happened the last time I'd drunk around Ari. No. That couldn't happen again. As much as my body would like it to. I felt a rush of warmth to my mid-section when I thought about it. No, no, no. Absolutely not.
“Uh, I think I kind of want to go back to the resort, if that's alright?”
I barely had any money anyway, at least at the resort I could eat and drink without worrying that I'd end up washing the dishes to pay my bill. Ari shrugged.
“Not a problem. Feel up to walking it? I'm not sure we're going to flag down a cab here.”
The night was getting busy, prime dinner time with guests streaming from the resort and from several smaller hotels. But the air was warm and the lights bright and looking up at Mads and Josh outlined in the window I had a sense of satisfaction. “Sure,” I said. “A walk sounds nice.”
✽✽✽
 
Lights lined the edge of the beach, looking like a necklace stretched out and glistening in the darkness. The ocean hushed onto the shore and my bare feet sank into the wet sand. With the breeze playing with my hair I couldn't think of anywhere more perfect, of an evening more perfect.
The only thing that marred the perfection was Ari. Ari, striding along next to me, profile to the moon, limbs long and sleek, hair blown by the breeze. Ari, taking my breath away by simply being there. Ari, who I really had no business having any kind of interest in.
“Thanks.”
Feeling like I'd missed something, and instantly dismissing the memory of holding Ari's hand not that many minutes before, I said: “For what?”
“For setting all this up, for persuading me to help.” She slowed a little but didn't stop walking. “Your sister makes Josh happy. Happier than I think I've ever seen him. He deserves her. I'm glad we helped, or at least tried to.”
“I just hope it works out.”
“It will,” Ari said. “I have a feeling.”
Ari seemed convinced that she could read people, that she knew them inside and out without necessarily having even spoken to them. Snap judgments. I was starting to understand her more, starting to get what made her tick. “Ever been in love?” I asked, with a feeling that I knew what the answer would be.
“Nope,” Ari laughed. “Wouldn't dream of it. Like I said, I can't eat apples for the rest of my life.”
“What about other things, companionship, having someone there when you come home at night? Someone to take care of you when you're sick?”
“I can take care of myself,” Ari said. “And what about freedom, and independence, and, I don't know, peeing with the door open?”
I laughed now, the wind taking my sound and spreading it across the night. “I'd like to think that I could pee with the door open in front of someone I love.”
“And how's that working out for you?” asked Ari.
“Seems like a personal question.”
“We've shared bodily fluids,” Ari pointed out.
My heart beat a little harder at the memory of it. “It's working out fine, I guess,” I said, trying not to think of a naked Ari poised above me. “Same as most people.”
“A string of relationships that haven't worked out?”
“Like I said, same as most people.”
“You know, you don't just bump into the perfect person. Or at least in my experience you don't.”
“No?”
“No, you have to put yourself out there, you've got to ask for what you want, you've got to...”
“Let me guess, I've got to get out of my comfort zone,” I said. And right that second I was back to wanting to slap her. Seriously, did the woman ever let this stuff go?
“Something like that. Maybe. Just...” She hesitated. “It's just that you don't seem like the kind of person that will do that. You seem like the kind of person that will settle. Settle for something less than they deserve because they don't value themselves highly enough to know what they really deserve.”
The truth in the words stung, but I recognized it immediately. Ari had no idea how right she was, and I had no intention of telling her. Yet she'd somehow struck right to the heart of the matter with a simplicity that I had never had the courage to verbalize. I felt cold all at once.
“But what the hell do I know,” Ari said, continuing to walk. “And anyway, it's not me that you have to impress. I've already helped with the wedding, so our deal is done, right?”
I stopped short. I did want to impress Ari. Very much. In an embarrassed 'first crush in high school' kind of way. Which was stupid. Very stupid. And unnecessary. Besides, there was a distinct lack of truth in Ari's words this time. Our deal wasn't done. The more I thought about it, the surer I was about that. I hadn't scuba dived, all I'd done was nearly drown.
“I'm not sure we're through,” I said, slowly. Ari stopped. “I mean, you came through, but I'm not sure I did. I'm not sure I fulfilled my side of the bargain.” What the hell was I doing?
I couldn't stop myself though. The thought of Ari thinking of me as someone boring, the thought of Ari being left with the memory of a sad one night stand with someone that didn't even deserve her, left me feeling a little sick.
“Come on, plain Jane, you've done your part,” Ari said, winking at me.
It was the name that did it. I knew that Ari didn't mean to insult me. I knew that the name had nothing to do with attractiveness and everything to do with the foolish way I'd introduced myself. But it still hurt. And I still wanted to make an impression. And I still, deep down, felt like I hadn't exactly kept my side of their deal. Not to the letter of the law, anyway.
I hardly knew what I was doing as I reached up for my shirt and pulled it up and over my head. My fingers trembled as I pulled down shorts and underwear and yanked my bra off. I was breathless with the excitement of it all, ashamed that I was acting this way, but proud that I was standing up and doing something, that I was being different, that I was deciding something.
Only when I was fully naked did I scamper down the sand, practically throwing myself into the waves, barely hearing Ari calling my name and then the bright, loud sound of her laughter as the water slicked over my skin.
As my head dipped underwater silence reigned and I couldn't believe what I was doing, but I was laughing so hard that I was sucking down mouthfuls of salt-water, making me choke. Coming up for air I heard splashing and then a body cascaded down next to me, brushing against me with a softness that made my nerves tingle.
“That's the craziest thing I've seen you do,” Ari said as calmly as if we were lying on sunbeds by the pool.
I tried not to think about the dangers of swimming in the ocean, about the tide sweeping us out, about not finding my clothes on the beach when I got out. Ari's leg brushed my own and something was strange about the texture. “You're still wearing your clothes?”
“Well, I figured if skinny dipping was you stepping out of your comfort zone and doing the unexpected, then I'd have to get in fully dressed to be unexpected,” Ari said.
“That's... quite logical actually,” I said.
We lay side by side, floating gently on the swell of the waves, hands brushing slightly against each other. The moon was rising, sending milky light out over the water.
“How does it feel?” whispered Ari. “Being out of your comfort zone?”
“Peaceful,” I said, honestly. “Peaceful and calm and like this is where I belong.”
“Because you're not thinking about the future.”
“The future?”
“Me stealing your clothes before you can get to them and you having to walk back to the resort naked.”
A small smile twitched at the corner of my mouth. “You wouldn't do that.”
“Probably not.”
I turned my head just a little and saw moonlight in Ari's eyes. “You know, quite a lot of the time I want to slap you,” I said, conversationally.
“Really?” said Ari. “Only quite a lot of the time?”
A hand was reaching for mine, fingers were intertwining with mine, my pulse began to race. “Quite a lot of the time,” I managed to say.
“And what about the rest of the time?” asked Ari, her voice hoarse and deep.
“The rest of the time...” I began. “The rest of the time I want to...” I couldn't finish the sentence.
“You want to... do this?” asked Ari.
And she was pulling me towards her, letting me find my feet, letting me steady myself, as her lips came closer and the waves beat against my skin. Then we were kissing, moonlight spilling over naked skin.




Chapter Ten
It began on the beach. The soft caressing of skin on skin, the night air cool on my body as Ari's lips warmed me, as desire warmed me from the inside out. It started with kisses and hands in hair and a deep, desperate need to pull Ari into me, to consume her. It started with a sudden heat that I had never experienced before, uncontrollable and crazy and reckless.
It almost finished when Ari pulled away, her eyes lit by the moon, her mouth swollen and red. I'm not good enough, I thought. This isn't what I deserve. Not someone like this, not her. I steeled myself, physically stiffened my muscles to try to absorb the impact of the coming rejection, even holding my breath. But “not here,” was all that Ari said.
It almost finished at the entrance of the resort, when I held back for a moment, thinking that the bright lights would break the spell that we had. But then Ari's hand tickled up my arm, fingertips stroking on skin so long untouched that I gasped and followed her inside.
It definitely didn't finish in the elevator, when Ari pushed me hard up against the back wall, hip bones digging into my skin as lips met and teeth clashed and I was overcome with a need so deep that I groaned into her mouth. But it did almost finish at the threshold of Ari's room, the keycard already buzzed, the door already open. Open and inviting me in, the bed unmade, the smell of the ocean still on my skin, hair still wet with salt.
“I don't know.” They were the first words I'd spoken since this began.
“You know,” Ari said.
Ari stepped back, broke all contact between us, and I knew that she wanted my decision to be uninfluenced.
“You know,” Ari said again. “Deep down you know exactly what you want. You just have to decide to act. Whichever, I won't blame you. I swear I won't. But decide, Jane. In or out. With me or alone. Decide.”
I held my breath, let my heart beat harder and harder in my chest. I should leave, I should go. Ari was wrong for me, so wrong. I shouldn't be getting mixed up in this, I needed to sleep, needed to find Mads, find out about the wedding, needed to think about a new job, about finding a new place to live.
“What do you want, Jane?”
That slight emphasis on the word 'want' made me let go of the breath I was holding. There were hundreds of things I should be doing, I needed to be doing. But right here, right now, there was only one thing that I wanted.
In one movement I stepped through the doorway and closed the door behind me, and then Ari's hands were already on me, my clothes were already coming off. Damp and stuck to my skin with sand and salt, I let my shirt and shorts drop to the floor. Ari's clothes were more difficult. Still soaking wet, I managed to peel off her tank top, but she collapsed onto the bed as I stripped her jeans off.
Ari lay there, naked, body light in the darkness, breasts high and tipped with pale pink, legs slightly open. I paused, swallowed, looked down at her.
“Take what you want,” Ari said huskily. “Take what you want, Jane.”
I was petrified, too afraid to move. Too afraid that I would screw this up, that somehow, inexplicably, I would break her.
“It's your decision,” said Ari.
I swallowed. My stomach and heart were pounding with want, with desire, I could feel the sticky wetness on the inside of my thighs. So why was I hesitating? It was so clear what I wanted. Hand shaking I reached out slowly until my fingers were brushing Ari's skin. Ari gasped and the connection was enough, enough to give me the courage that I needed.
My legs were steady as I slid onto the bed next to her, and I let my instincts take over. A kiss that deepened into eternity, making sparks behind my eyes. My hands were moving over the curve of her waist, my nose full of the scent of her. A mixture of lemon and salt and lotion and sweat and something that was entirely Ari.
Ari's hands were still, arms lying on the bed above her head. But she was responding, her kisses were deep, her moans audible, the twitching of her hips as my hand stroked over her hipbone noticeable. I realized that she'd meant what she'd said. I was going to have to take what I wanted, Ari wasn't going to help me.
A wave of fear passed over me, but I swallowed it down. This was power, I could do this, I could take charge. I pressed my lips against Ari's one last time before letting my mouth stray down, peppering kisses over the sensitive skin of her neck. I moved my body, inserting myself between her legs as I suckled on a hard nipple, rolling my tongue around it, hearing Ari groan as I sucked.
I let my hand stray downwards, stroking at the soft skin of her inner thighs, feeling her bucking upwards to try and force contact. My heart almost stopped beating. I could feel the fluttering of myself, feel the pulse between my own legs, knew that unbelievably, I was close to pushing myself over the edge without ever having been touched.
And I hesitated no longer. I bent my head further, taking more of Ari's breast into my mouth and then relaxed, letting my body settle on top of Ari's, trapping my hand between the two of us, letting my fingers push upwards into soft wetness.
Ari gasped and moaned and pushed towards my hand, but I was in control now.
“Hey, I'm driving this bus,” I managed to growl.
There was a chuckle of laughter that morphed into a moan as I stroked upwards, finding the hardness, the swelling, and circling it with fast fingers. Ari's back arched and I slid my arm underneath, holding her up close against me as my fingers worked faster and faster, my tongue still working at her nipple.
Hands came up and tangled into my hair, Ari no longer able to hold herself back, no longer able just to take the sensations without moving, without participating. I was going to stop her, was going to force her to lie still again, was going to truly take what I wanted, but it was already too late. She was already arching even further upwards, was already starting to tremble around my fingers, was already releasing a loud moan as slowly but surely she tumbled over the edge of the cliff.
We froze for a second, Ari arched and clenching, pleasure flushing through her, me holding my pose, keeping pressure against her center. And then slowly we fell, coming back to earth, coming back to the bed, our weight collapsing, Ari's breath coming in deep gasps.
“That... that was incredible,” she said after a few seconds.
I felt myself blush, felt my skin warm where it was pushed against her chest. And then I felt myself being turned over, rolled flat on my back, felt anxious hands parting my thighs. It was all I could do not to touch myself, I was so close to the edge.
I closed my eyes, felt those hands creep up my thighs, felt the softness of hair tickle against my skin. And then there was the smooth wetness of a tongue, the sweet almost painful pleasure of contact. I clutched the sheet beneath me in hot fists, trying desperately to hold on to some kind of control. But it wasn't going to happen.
Ari's tongue lapped at me, circling and pressing harder and harder, forcing me upwards and upwards until I was almost taking flight. And then stars shot above me, fireworks exploded beneath my eyelids and my entire body shook with tremulous delight.
✽✽✽
 
She was gone when I woke up. Which was odd, since this was her room, not mine. The light was soft with morning and the other side of the bed was cold. I lay there, inhaling the scent of her. And I knew.
I suppose I'd known from the beginning, but it was easy to ignore, easy to pretend that my emotions weren't happening since Mads was the important one this week. Okay, that's not entirely truthful. It was easy to ignore because I wanted to ignore it. Because I didn't want to be the sad one-night-stand that fell in love and yearned after someone they couldn't have. Shouldn't have.
But now things had changed. I'd changed. I'd skinny dipped, for God's sake, how was that for a change? More importantly, now I was no longer a one-night-stand. Now I was... a two-night-stand. And that meant that I must be more important to Ari than she'd suspected, than I'd suspected.
I rolled over, the smell of her on the sheets making my mouth water with desire. Not that we were the ideal couple. But maybe, maybe we could work something out. She was changing me, that was for sure. So why shouldn't I change her? She'd never had a relationship before, never fallen in love, but that didn't mean that she was incapable of it.
This wasn't just sex. That was the major point here. As much as I might have thought it was to start with, as much as Ari might still believe it was, it wasn't. Maybe it was about time to ask for what I wanted. About time that I thought I deserved someone as... as breath-taking as Ari. How hard could it be? Ari told me I needed to grow a pair, make some decisions. I took a quick glance under the sheet. I hadn't exactly grown a pair during the night. But I had made a decision. I was making one right now. I wanted more from this little dance that we had going on. I wanted to see where this was going. I wanted Ari.
It was a full half hour before I stirred myself and got up. When I finally did I had to pull on my sandy shirt and shorts from last night. I wanted to find Ari, wanted to talk to her, wanted to tell her that I wanted more, wanted to take what I wanted again. But first I had other priorities. Ari could wait, we had the whole rest of the week to get this sorted out. First I needed to deal with my sister.
✽✽✽
 
The resort was waking up as I made my way back to my own room. I knocked gently on the door, but didn't really expect an answer. Mads would be sleeping at this hour, her one flaw was that she hated getting up early. I let myself into the room and then stopped short.
It was empty.
Completely empty.
No suitcase, no clothes on the floor, no Mads.
Which could mean only one thing. We'd succeeded. I gave a whoop of joy and was doing a victory dance when I heard knocking at the door. Thank all the Gods that there were. The wedding was going to be back on, ma would be happy, Mads' life wasn't ruined. And I was the savior of the day. Plus, there was that whole possibly being in love thing. Not that I was about to mention the L word to anyone other than myself.
“Jane?”
The knocking sounded again, louder this time. I opened the door to find Mads outside. She pushed her way in.
“I forgot my eyelash curler,” she said, going through to the bathroom.
I sat down on the bed, sure that I was about to hear the whole story as soon as she found what she came for. She came out clutching what looked like a metal torture device and turned to leave.
“Hey, hey, hold on there,” I said.
She turned back with a grin. “Didn't think you'd let me get away with that,” she said. “But it was worth a try.”
“So?”
“So?” she echoed.
I sighed. “Is the wedding back on?”
“Yes.”
“Fantastic. Are you going to tell me why it was called off in the first place?”
“No.”
“Less than fantastic. Come on, Mads. I worked hard to get things fixed. You at least owe me an explanation here.”
She rolled her eyes, but came to sit next to me on the bed anyway. “I suppose you're right.”
“So, what happened then?”
“Josh freaked out. Well, actually, I think we both did. After dinner the other night we were on our way back to our room when we started talking. He said a few things about losing his independence, maybe he was joking, I don't know. But I responded, and before you know it, we were yelling and screaming at each other.”
I found it hard to imagine Mads yelling and screaming at anyone. But I guess everyone's allowed to get cold feet sometimes. “You guys are all good now though, right?”
“Thanks to you,” Mads said.
She reached over and put an arm around me, squeezing me tight enough that it was hard to breathe.
“What would I do without you,” she said. “Thank you, Jane. Seriously. Thank you.”
“It wasn't just down to me,” I managed to squeak. “Ari had a lot to do with it too.” The arm dropped as suddenly as it had appeared and I was freed. Mads was looking a little pale. “What?”
“It's just...” She sighed. “Josh blames Ari for what happened. For the argument we had. He said that Ari was talking crap about marriage in general, that she hates the fact he's getting married, and that she put the idea of losing his independence into his head. We saw her at breakfast this morning, and he yelled at her.”
“Uncalled for,” I said. “It was thanks to her that he showed up at the restaurant last night in the first place. Actually, it was thanks to her that we got the reservation at the restaurant.”
“Ah.”
“Ah what?”
Mads looked shame-faced. “I don't like the woman,” she said.
Christ, I'd almost forgotten about that. My sister not liking the woman I was into could make life hard. “I know that,” I said breezily.
“But even not liking her, well, I think Josh might have over-reacted a little bit.”
“Damn straight,” I said. “He's a big boy and old enough to make his own decisions. It was stupid to blame Ari for putting ideas in his head, stupid to be mad at her.”
“It's not just that,” Mads said, pulling a face.
“What then?”
Mads was quiet for a second, then said: “He's sent her home.”
“Home?” I said, not quite understanding.
“Ari's leaving,” said Mads.




Chapter Eleven
A cold chill had run down my spine as soon as Mads had said that Ari was leaving. I'd thought that I had days to convince her to give me a shot, days to prove that I was worthy of her, deserving. Because that's what I'd intended to do, I could see that now, feel it. I was falling in love with Ari and I wanted to show her that she could fall in love too. Preferably with me.
And now this.
I was paralyzed with fear. How could I reverse this? What could I do?
But Mads was already standing up. “You go track down Ari and stop her walking out, I'm going to talk to Josh,” she said.
“Right. Yep. On it.”
I was up and out the door before Mads was even halfway there. Okay, so Mads didn't like Ari, that was an issue to be dealt with later. What I could always count on, however, was my sister's sense of fair play. No matter what her personal feelings, Mads couldn't bear to see someone treated unfairly, and it sounded as though that was exactly what was happening here. Josh was blaming Ari for his own fears. Unless...
No, Ari wouldn't do that. She wouldn't try to talk him out of the wedding. Not after she'd worked so hard to get the wedding back on. There's no way she'd give him the 'only eating apples' talk. I finally reached her room and hammered on the door.
It took a second before I realized that not only wasn't she there but that she couldn't be. I'd left the room myself only a few minutes before, and unless she was lightening fast, Ari couldn't have come back and packed and left again in that time. Which only left the question of where she actually was. And, come to that, why she'd disappeared from bed in the first place.
I'd been so overcome with my own emotions, so drunk on the scent of her, the memory of her, the idea of falling for her, that I hadn't even thought to question why she wasn't around when I woke up.
I glanced up and down the corridor helplessly. No sign of her. I ran down to the dining room, still no sign of her. A quick trip around the pool and back. No one. I finally went down to the beach, wondering how the hell I'd find her if she was there. But in the end, it was easy. She came striding towards me.
I grinned, prepared myself for the assault on my senses, my skin prickling with the need to be touched. Ari neared, shot me a look, and then... walked right past me. I stood confused for a second and then rushed to follow her.
“Where are you going?”
“For a walk.”
“Okay, uh, can we talk for a second?”
She didn't stop, didn't even hesitate, just kept walking. I decided to take that as a yes and hurried after her.
“Listen, Ari, there's been some kind of mistake.”
“Tell me about it.”
“Mads has gone to talk to him.”
Now she did stop, swirling around, hands on her hips. “You know the worst decision I ever made?” she asked.
I shook my head dumbly.
“Coming to this damn island. I knew I should have stayed on the mainland. Never trust a place that you can't drive a motorcycle to.”
She started walking again, a little slower this time. “That rules out an awful lot of the world,” I said.
Ari didn't reply. The wind was blowing back her hair, making her face look more delicate, more fragile.
“Josh didn't mean it,” I said. But in truth, I had no idea. In fact, come to think of it, I still had no idea why Ari and Josh were even friends in the first place. I did have faith in Mads' ability to fix this though and wanted Ari in the right mental space to accept Josh's apology.
“It'll blow over,” Ari said. “Always does. I'm not especially worried.”
But she kept stomping down the beach, as much as it was possible to stomp over the sliding sand.
“Friends fight,” I said, knowing it sounded lame. “He's stressed about the wedding, probably embarrassed about the argument he had with Mads, ashamed that you and I had to help them get back on track. He's, I don't know, I guess emotionally unstable right now or something?”
I sucked at this. Ari was the bartender-psychologist, the one that read people, understood them, not me. I just tried to make people happy, tried to please them. Not that I was planning on being such a people-pleaser anymore. No, I was going to grow a pair. Impress Ari. Like I was so obviously not doing right now.
“It's going to be fine,” I said.
Ari stopped, turned halfway toward me, then stared out into the deep blue of the ocean, the color matching the color of her eyes. She was biting her lip, the edge of her mouth white. She stood that way for a moment or so while I very sensibly kept my mouth shut. I was starting to have the feeling that I really wasn't getting what was going on here.
She looked at me, just from the corner of her eye, and for a second I thought she was going to say something. But I got caught up in the blue of her eyes, in the wind playing with her hair, in the idea of taking her into my arms, of taking what I wanted. And by the time I was paying attention again she was turning away from me, walking again.
“Ari, at least talk to me.” I followed like a puppy dog.
“I really don't feel like it.”
“Mads is going to work everything out.”
I could hear her sigh even over the sound of the waves on the near-empty beach. “You really don't get it, do you?” she asked without stopping.
“Yes. No. Maybe.” That should cover all bases.
“I'm not worried about Josh,” she said. “I'm worried about you.”
This took me by surprise to the extent that I stopped. But Ari didn't. She just kept on walking and when I'd finally recovered, understood the essence of what she was saying, she was far enough down the beach that I wouldn't catch her without running.
Worried about me.
Why the hell would she be worried about me?
I stared after her, a lone figure walking down the beach. What on earth was wrong with her?
✽✽✽
 
I took a shower and went out to the pool. There wasn't much else I could do. I was as sure as I could be that Ari wasn't leaving immediately, and I was still digesting everything that had happened. Last night had been amazing. Incredible. Last night for the first time I felt like I was really making decisions, really taking what I wanted from life. So why was Ari so concerned about me this morning? And what the hell was I going to do to persuade her to give me a chance?
The sun was shining bright and the morning was starting to heat up. I felt light prickling on my skin. My mind should be weighed down, overwhelmed by everything that had happened in just a couple of days. I needed to figure out the housing situation, the job situation, but I just kept coming back to Ari.
How could I fall in love with someone I barely knew? I knew next to nothing about her. Her name was Ari. She drove a motorbike. She was a bartender. Oh, and she'd never lived anywhere for more than six months. Not exactly a lot to go on.
But the truth was still that I had feelings for her. I didn't know where they'd come from, and I didn't care. I just knew that I wanted to run with them, see where this went. I could feel myself changing slowly, could see already how Ari might make me a better person. I already felt like a better, stronger person just from being around her. But a relationship had to be fifty-fifty. Could I really make Ari a better person? That I wasn't so convinced about.
“All sorted out.”
Mads collapsed onto the sunbed next to mine, angled carefully to keep her in shade.
“All?”
“I talked to Josh who is currently taking Ari to a late breakfast and apologizing for being an asshole to her.”
Ari probably wasn't entirely blameless in this scenario, but I wasn't going to make waves now. “Thank you,” I said. “She really helped me get you and Josh talking again. So there's no question that she wants the two of you to get together.”
“I can't pretend that I'm a fan,” Mads said, closing her eyes and lying back. “But justice has been served.”
“What's with them anyway?” I asked curiously. “Josh and Ari, I mean.”
Mads shrugged. “Best friends since college. Thick as thieves. I tend to stay out of the way when Ari's around. Too much heavy drinking for me.”
“So you don't know much?”
“Like what?”
“Where she's from? How they met?”
Mads cracked one eye open. “Something I should know?” she asked.
The problem with older sisters is that they always seem to have a sixth sense for things that they're not supposed to know about. I didn't want to confess feelings for Ari now. Really not now. Not before the wedding. I didn't know if Ari felt anything for me in return, but I did know that Mads didn't like her and that Ari was a player, a fact my sister had enlightened me to. I didn't want to overshadow the wedding in any way whatsoever.
“I could use a juice,” Mads said, looking around for a waiter before I had the chance to answer.
My muscles were already tensed to get up, to run find her the drink she wanted. But I stopped myself. If Mads wanted a drink, she could get it herself. Or she could ask me, if she really needed me to get it. I settled back again, proud of myself for not running to fix the slightest problem.
“Ma will be pleased about the wedding,” I said, changing the subject to something a little safer.
Mads turned to me, a look of horror dawning over her face. “Oh God, I forgot. What has she told the guests? Do I need to make some kind of announcement? Has anyone actually left?”
I laughed. “Calm your boots, it's all fine. Ma never told them.”
“She never told them?”
I shook my head and Mads laughed.
“Ma has such faith in me,” she said.
“You're lucky.”
“I'm not so sure about that.”
“Really?” I looked at her and frowned. “You've always been the lucky one. The one that everything happened to.”
“You've always been the loved one,” Mads countered.
“And just what is that supposed to mean?”
“Calm your boots,” she parroted at me. “Nothing, it means nothing.”
“Yes, it does. Spill it.”
“Just that... Listen, I know I'm loved. And I know I'm lucky. It's just that you always seemed more loved somehow, the baby, the cute little one, the one that dad adored. I'm not jealous exactly, just...”
“I get it,” I said with a grin. “You're jealous in the same way that I'm jealous of you. I always thought that things came so easy to you. I know at heart that I'm lucky too, that I've always had a little cash, a roof over my head, work. But you just seemed ultra-lucky somehow.”
“Isn't it funny how we see each other?” Mads said, lying straight and closing her eyes. “I don't just mean us, I mean everyone. I think you look at someone else and see what you want to see, you project your own insecurities, your own hopes and wishes onto them. I've never felt luckier than you.”
“I've never felt more loved than you,” I said.
For a second I wondered if Ari really saw herself as pretty, as brave, as confident and admirable. Like I saw her. Maybe not. But did that really matter? Those were things that she was, unchangeable.
“How do you know that you love Josh?” I asked. “Or maybe that's the wrong question. How did you know you loved him at first?”
Mads scooted me the side-eye again, but bit back whatever catty remark she'd been thinking about making. “I just knew,” she said. “I can't really explain. He wasn't the first, he's not necessarily the best looking, the smartest, the richest, or any other superlative. But he's the right one. The one that fits. Like... Like we've all got a hole inside us, a unique, specially shaped one, like a keyhole maybe. No matter how much you might like a key or try to force it to fit, it just won't. Until it's the right one. Then you wonder what the struggle was about, because the right key makes opening up the door so easy.”
Keys and locks, it all sounded horrifically heterosexual to me. But I got the point. When it feels right, it's right. But did Ari feel right?
I tried to think about all the other relationships I'd had. What had felt good, what went wrong. Sometimes it was easy, like I sent Kelly to Costa Rica, for example. Sometimes harder, like a relationship in college that had just sort of faded away. The truth was that things felt different with Ari. Maybe because it wasn't actually a relationship, maybe because so far it had only been sex.
That didn't mean that we couldn't have more though. That I couldn't have more. And I knew exactly what I had to do next. Ari had told me. Stuck in a stupid elevator with a mouth like a desert, longing after her water, Ari had straight up told me to ask for what I wanted. Straight up told me to grow a pair, a solution that I still somehow found slightly insulting.
“What are you grinning at?”
“Huh?” I opened an eye to see Mads propped up on her elbow and staring at me.
“You're lying there grinning like an idiot with your eyes closed,” she said. “I was just asking why. Should I call the men in white coats to take you away? I've heard the resort has very nice medical staff.”
I rolled my eyes at her. “Nothing. It's nothing. I was just thinking how nice it is here, that's all.”
Mads grunted and lay down again. “Nice to see a little gratitude,” she said, but she was smiling.
So, I knew what I wanted. All I needed to do now was ask for it. Which might be easier said than done...




Chapter Twelve
Try as I might, I couldn't track Ari down. I knew she was staying, Mads confirmed as much, but I was damned if I could find her. In the end, I resorted to heading to the bar where we'd first met. It seemed as good a place as any. And the little bar was secluded enough that I thought it might be just the place for someone who might want to feel a little sorry for themselves.
“Tequila?” the bartender asked as I pulled myself up onto a stool.
I must have pulled a face because she laughed. “Any chance that I could get a beer?” I asked.
Look at me, asking for what I want. The bartender grinned. “Not much call for that around here, it's all fancy cocktails,” she said, pulling a bottle out of a cooler. The bar lights glinted on the blue streak in her hair. She popped the cap and handed the bottle to me. “Glass?”
I shook my head and took a cold sip.
“If this place wasn't all-inclusive, that beer would be on the house,” she said, leaning on the bar.
The place was empty except for me, the walls open to the night air and the beach. “Free beer sounds like it'd be bad for business,” I said.
“You deserve it after giving Yvonne a telling off.”
“Yvonne?”
“The blonde woman who came in here the other night to give you your room key.”
“Ah, the receptionist.” I flushed a little at the memory, or lack thereof. I knew that I'd demanded an apology from the frosty woman, but not much more.
“Actually, she's the assistant manager,” the bartender said.
Now I was confused. “Then why is she always at reception?”
“Because every receptionist she hires ends up quitting because she's such a bitch,” the bartender said, leaning in further. “She's just mad that she didn't get the manager position when it opened up and now she's biding her time until she's worked out her notice. She'll be gone in a few days, which is why she's treating guests so badly, I guess.”
And I'd thought it was just me. “Sounds tough.”
The bartender shrugged and started to polish a glass. “Resort life isn't for everyone,” she said. “I'm out of here myself soon. It gets kind of stressful. New people all the time. New situations all the time. Every day is different and after a while... Well, I guess I'm looking for a little stability now.”
“So what are you going to do instead?”
I was getting drawn into the gossip. This was the side of things that guests didn't see, weren't supposed to see, and there was something salacious and even naughty about it.
“I'm going to culinary school,” the bartender grinned. “I've been at this game too long. I'm getting too old to be wiping up vomit and escorting drunks to bed.”
I smiled back at her. She didn't look that old, but I could respect her desire to make changes. Changes that I too wanted to make. I was about to ask her how she'd decided on culinary school when her face changed. She winked at me.
“She's here,” she said.
“Who?”
“The woman that I assume you're waiting for. Jeans, legs that go on for miles, flirted outrageously with you after too many tequilas?”
But I could already feel Ari's eyes on me. I turned around and she was already walking away. Great. Fantastic. She didn't even want to talk to me. What the  hell was wrong with her? I nodded to the bartender, then abandoned my beer to chase after her.
“Ari, wait.”
She slowed down a little but didn't stop.
“We need to talk.”
“No, we don't.”
“Ari, please.”
She was walking faster now, climbing the shallow steps up to the terrace. And here she'd made a mistake. Once our private dining room came into view we were going to have an audience and I didn't think that even Ari would keep running then.
“What's wrong?” I said in exasperation.
Finally, she slowed. But we were already outside the dining room, I could already see ma talking to guests, could see Mads and Josh surrounded by people.
“You.”
The word came out of nowhere. “Me? I'm wrong?”
“Yes.” She leaned against a railing and crossed her arms.
“Mind telling me exactly what's so wrong about me?” My lips felt dry, mouth too.
“You... you.” She sighed. “You're just...” She threw up her hands. “I don't even want to think about this.”
I narrowed my eyes, examined her more closely. She didn't look angry. More like... scared. Then a thought struck me. She'd never been in love, she'd never had a relationship. Ari was scared of me. Of us. Of this.
“You're freaked out about last night,” I said slowly.
“To be precise, I'm freaked about about the night at the bar and last night in combination,” she said. She was looking at her feet, at scuffed black boots that were so inappropriate for where we were.
“Because...” I took a stab in the dark. “Because you took home the same girl twice?”
Ari nodded.
I couldn't help but smile. My heart was thudding in my chest, but somehow, knowing that Ari was afraid made me feel better, more secure maybe. “And why is that such a problem?”
“Because it's not me. It's not what I do. It's not who I am.”
“And people can't change?”
Ari sighed again. The sun was setting, the light orange and yellow, the sky streaked with pink. The last rays of sun caught in her hair. She looked fragile again, just for a brief moment, and I wanted to hold her.
“I don't do relationships.”
“So you ate an apple and then another apple.”
“And that leads to eating apples every day,” she said, a small smile tugging at the corner of her mouth.
“Would that be so bad?”
She said nothing, kept looking down, and my moment had come. I screwed up every little bit of courage that I had, every atom that I could find. I was sweating and almost breathless, but I could do this. I had to do this.
“You, er, you told me that I should ask for what I want. So that's what I'm doing,” I said. She looked up, eyes sparking blue. “I want you, Ari. I have feelings for you. I'm not going to make any big declarations or anything, but I feel like we're starting something here and I'd like to follow it, see where it goes.”
Too many words. I shut myself up. I should have kept it short and simple. But it was too late now. I swallowed hard. Ari was shaking her head and I felt my heart starting to crumble.
“You know nothing about me, Jane. Nothing. You see what you want to see. You see someone strong and brave and whatever the hell else. But you know what? It's easy to be confident when no one knows you, it's easy to be brave when you've got nothing to lose. I'm not at all the person that you think I'm going to be, I can promise you that.”
“So show me the real you,” I said, taking a step forward. “If I'm not seeing you, then show me, tell me.”
She blinked, looked taken aback, then shook her head. “I can't.”
“Why not?”
There was a long silence. Then she said: “I don't want to disappoint you.”
Pain, hurt, fragility was in her voice. It hurt to hear. “You won't disappoint me.”
“You have no clue what I will and won't do,” she said, voice more robust, a little louder. “Because you don't know me. And you won't know me. Two nights doesn't make a relationship, doesn't even make a connection. It's nothing.”
It was my turn to be quiet, my turn to hesitate. The sun sank a little lower into the ocean. “You don't feel a connection?” I asked in the end.
I could see that she wanted to lie, could sense that she was trying to push me away. But she couldn't, even Ari couldn't go that far. “I didn't say that,” she said.
We waited for a long, long moment. Then Ari pushed herself off the railing and began walking away. I felt heavy like I was wrapped in cotton wool. I'd asked for what I wanted and it hadn't been handed to me. Well, what had I expected to happen? Did I really think that things were going to be that easy?
I tried to pull myself out of it. She hadn't said a direct no. She hadn't denied we had a connection. The pain in her voice when she said she didn't want to disappoint me was obvious. This wasn't over, I told myself. It was far from over. There was still a chance, still hope.
I was leaning on the railing myself, looking out at the ocean, when I felt someone settle in next to me.
“I swear to God, I could strangle those kids sometimes. I'd kill for a cigarette.”
“Don't have one.”
Marie was leaning next to me. We'd never been close, far from it. I really wanted to be alone, wanted to analyze the conversation I'd just had with Ari, wanted to figure out where to go from here, how to persuade her that I was right and she was wrong. But I wasn't going to be rude.
“I quit that business a long time ago,” Marie laughed. “Doesn't mean I don't fancy one every now and again though.” She sniffed. “You're looking down in the mouth.”
“It's nothing, just a little tired.”
“Weddings will do that to you,” she said. “I slept through most of my honeymoon.”
This was the longest conversation I could ever remember having with the woman. I had no idea what prompted it, and I cursed her ability to choose the absolute worst time to decide to be friendly. I was about to try and make my excuses and go when she spoke again.
“So you're not upset about that girl?”
“I'm sorry, what?”
“The girl, woman, whatever I saw you with. That's not what's got you all wound up?”
She wasn't looking at me, was staring out into the growing darkness. I didn't know what to say, so I swallowed and said nothing, willing myself not to run away, not to make waves here.
“You don't want to be messing around with someone like that,” Marie said, sucking in a deep sea breath. “No way, no how.”
“And why exactly not?” My tongue was sharper than intended, the words harsher than I'd meant them to be.
“Just not right, that's all. I mean, she's pretty enough, I give you that. But you just don't look right together. Not a good match. She's not the right kind of girl for you. She's...”
“She's what?” I was standing now, no longer leaning, my hands balled into fists, trying to control my growing anger. “She's beautiful, confident, smart.”
“She's just not like you,” Marie said.
Insinuating that I wasn't good enough for Ari, that we were poorly matched because I wasn't beautiful, confident, or smart. Marie laughed and I wanted to push her over the damn railing and into the sand below.
“You need to be looking for someone more like yourself,” she said. “Forget all that 'opposites attract' nonsense. You should be looking for a homebody, someone that'll appreciate you. Sure, these confident types are all very well, but they'll love you and leave you and then where will you be?”
“I'm not sure what you're talking about.” I was clenching my hands tighter and tighter as though trying to hold onto my temper. Don't make trouble, don't make a scene, I kept telling myself.
“Women like you and me, Jane, we need to understand the facts of life.” She leaned in a little and I could smell the wine on her breath. She was trying to drunkenly confide in me and I had to take a step back.
“What exactly are the facts?”
“That someone that attractive, that beautiful would only be interested in women like you and me for something other than the obvious.” She tapped the side of her nose with her finger, intimating insider knowledge. “I don't know what that might be in your case, but whatever the reason, she won't love you for you.”
There was no reason for Ari to play with me, to use me. No reason at all. Except... except she was a player, Mads had said as much. Maybe that's all she was doing, toying with me, because there was no one else on this damn island to play with. Marie laughed drunkenly again and I snapped.
“Listen, I don't know who's hurt you, or what's made you think this way, but I won't have it. I won't be spoken to in that way, I won't be included in your lack of self-esteem. This isn't a club, it isn't a trait we should be proud to share. Look at yourself, just look.”
She stood now, and in the moonlight I saw that she was pretty, under the makeup, under the terrible haircut. Sure, she needed to lose a few pounds, but who didn't? It was her constant bitching, the constant yelling at her kids that made her look ugly.
My anger calmed just a little. “You shouldn't feel that way. You should be proud of who you are, what you are. Love yourself a little and then maybe someone else will love you back.”
I stalked off, legs shaking as I walked back down the terrace. Adrenaline was pumping, but it had felt good. Good to defend myself, not just accepting what she had said. I doubted I'd made of a difference to Marie, but to myself, I'd just been a warrior. I was grinning and thought I'd treat myself to a drink.
A drink and time to ruminate on Ari. Because there had to be a way to make this work. I wasn't going to believe gossip, I wasn't going to fall for Marie's low self-esteem bullshit. I was stronger than that. Ari and I had a connection and she hadn't denied it. End of story.
I was starting to feel better about myself, starting to walk faster, stand up straighter, feel more confident. I could do this. I could speak my mind, I could ask for what I wanted, I could make decisions. Alright, so there were some issues I had to deal with, namely finding a job, somewhere to live, and convincing Ari that I didn't want to force-feed her apple pie three meals a day for the rest of her life. But I could do this, I really thought I could.
Until I turned the corner and saw for myself.
Ari stood at the bar, one leg propped up on a stool, pouring drinks, laughing, and looking directly into the eyes of the bartender with the blue-streaked hair. Even as I watched, Ari's graceful hand lifted and she swept a stray lock of her out of the bartender's eyes.
My heart cracked.




Chapter Thirteen
She saw me, I know she did. She caught my eye just as I turned and ran, but I didn't hear her call me or try to stop me. I was fleeing the scene, intent on trying to process what I'd seen, on trying to keep things together.
“Jane!”
Great. I gritted my teeth. Trying desperately not to show any kind of emotion I turned back to face Mads.
“I've been looking everywhere for you,” she said. She was holding a glass of wine in her hand. “Everything okay?”
“Sure, yes, fine. Just a headache.”
“Oh, alright then. Listen, can you go to reception and sort out wind-breaks for the ceremony? I was supposed to do it this morning, but I just... Well, didn't get around to it. The assistant manager is waiting up there now for someone to go make the arrangements.”
I was halfway into a nod when I stopped. No. I couldn't do this. Not right now. Anyone else could do it. There were a hundred people in that damn dining room, any one of them could take care of this.
“I'm sorry Mads. I can't. Headache. I'm just going to slip off quietly to bed.”
And I spun on my heel walking away before she could stop me.
✽✽✽
 
The next couple of hours were far from pleasant. I can admit that I cried. Cried hard. Cried at the unfairness of it, cried at the injustice, cried because it hurt. It hurt that I couldn't have what I wanted. It hurt to see Ari touch another woman, to see her make those small, intimate movements.
And then I might have screamed for a while. Into a pillow, at least, I didn't want to wake the entire resort or have the police banging on the door. Screamed because I hated myself for being me. For always putting other people first, for not taking care of my own needs, for not having the strength to do what needed to be done. And because I wanted to slap Ari. Again. For hurting me, for playing me, for poking me to change and then laughing in the face of that change.
Eventually, I fell into a sweaty, exhausted sleep, wrapped up in damp sheets.
I dreamed of sailing. Sailing away on that beautiful blue ocean, waves the color of Ari's eyes. I dreamed of a boat so small that we had to sleep in a tangle of limbs, that we had to constantly touch. Together we bounced and skittered over playful seas, learning each other, laughing, smiling until  our faces ached.
The dream was so bright and beautiful that when I woke up I didn't want to open my eyes, I didn't want to let the magic of fantasy go. I lay for a long time alone on my bed.
✽✽✽
 
Maybe Marie was right. Maybe Ari wasn't the woman for me.
I sat on the tiny balcony of my room sipping at coffee, sunglasses on against the bright light. I'd treated myself to room service, though I had no idea if it would be included or would just make for a bad surprise when I checked out and they presented me with a bill. But I didn't care. I figured I deserved it.
I'd been played. So what? It happened. It hurt and would continue to hurt. But I'd allowed it to happen. I'd been naïve enough to let someone get to me. And that was my problem, I needed to be stronger. I needed to deal with my own shit. I needed to grow a pair.
If I chose to, I could get more than just pain out of this experience, I could really change, I could be happier. Eventually. Maybe.
Being braver felt good. Standing up for myself felt good. Saying no felt good. Okay, so I still had a little squirming of guilt in my belly when I thought about turning Mads down last night, but it hadn't killed me. Mads hadn't stopped speaking to me, as far as I knew, or written me out of the will that I was sure she'd had prepared from the time she was old enough to know what one was. Mads was just that kind of girl.
Maybe, just maybe, it was time for me to take the initiative. Time to grab at life with both hands and damn well take what I wanted from it. After all, what had being giving and helpful and unselfish got me? Unemployed, homeless, and not even dumped because Ari and I had never had a relationship. Hardly a glowing recommendation for selflessness.
It was a brand new morning. Two days until my sister got married. Which meant that I had three days left in a resort that I was never going to be able to afford again. If I was going to take life by the horns, it might as well be now. I could stay here and be depressed, or I could open myself up to something new. Not exactly a tough choice.
But before anything else, there was something that I needed to do. Two things, actually. Because I might be making changes, but I wasn't about to be stupid about it. I needed a roof over my head and I needed a job. My current situation might be precarious, and I might be moving on as soon as I could to something new, as soon as I figured out what I wanted, but for the time being I needed a bed and money. So it was time to put my new-found confidence to the test.
I picked up my phone first. The number was top of my contacts list.
“Hello.”
Laura sounded like she'd been asleep, but I wasn't going to feel guilty about that. I wasn't. Not even a little.
“Hey, it's me. Jane.”
“Is everything okay?”
The note of concern in her voice got to me. She wasn't a terrible person, not at all. I didn't have to fight with her and I wasn't going to. Laura had always been kind. Distant maybe, but kind.
“Everything's fine,” I said. “I've just had a little time to think and I don't think I'll be able to move out at the end of the month.”
“Okay.” She said it slowly, like she was trying to understand, but not angrily.
“I have every intention of being out of there before you guys get married,” I assured her. “It's just that I think I might need a little time to find a new place. If it's alright with you, I'd like to renew the contract for a month, maybe two, until I've found somewhere to move to.”
“Sure, not a problem.”
And that was it. Done. That easy. “Um, thanks,” I said, surprised.
“No probs. Anything else?”
“Nope.”
“Great. See you when you get back then. Have a good time.”
She hung up and I was left with the phone in my hand wondering why I'd never done this before. After a second I put the phone down.
Okay, stage two wasn't going to be quite as easy. I had no intention of speaking to Maggie on the phone, so I pulled my battered laptop out of my bag and got to work.
Searching through my emails I finally found a couple that would work. Mails between me and Maggie that clearly stated when I would be on vacation. I copied them and attached them to a blank email.
Researching state employment laws took a little longer. But I didn't need much, just enough to scare Maggie into not actually firing me. I found what I needed and wrote a polite but firm email to the temp company. I made it clear that I was considering legal action but would be happy to forget everything as long as I had a job to come back to on Monday morning.
The mail whooshed as it left my laptop and I closed my computer down. I felt lighter already. A shower and a change of clothes and I was practically whistling.
Okay, it hurt inside, but being confident felt good. Really good. Taking care of business felt good.
When I stepped out of the elevator into reception the blonde receptionist had her back to me. I stuck my tongue out at her and walked out to the dining room, smiling a little.
“The prodigal daughter returns.” My mother was sitting at a table by herself, half a slice of buttered toast sitting on her plate.
“Hi ma,” I said, bending to put a kiss on her cheek. “Sorry I've been absent. I just... I had some things to take care of.”
“Finally ready to talk about it, huh?”
I sat down, grabbing a cereal packet from the middle of the table. “Talk about what?”
“Jane, I'm your mother. Every time I ask you how life is you say it's 'fine' or 'great' but I'm no fool. I know you better than yourself. You've had a tough couple of years. You've never wanted to talk to me about it, so I haven't pushed the issue. But don't think I haven't noticed.”
“It's not that I haven't wanted to talk, it's just...”
“It's just that you're a Clark. Like me, like your sister.” Ma sighed. “We don't do problems, in case you haven't noticed. We bottle things up until the situation changes or something else happens. It's not always the healthiest thing to do.”
I shrugged. “Sometimes it's the only thing to do.”
“Your father always said that,” ma said. She smiled a little. “He always said to grin and bear it, that there was nothing else to do.” There was a small hesitation. “Being here, like this, watching Madison getting ready to get married, I can't help but think of him. He'd have liked to have been here.”
I reached out to take her hand. “He would have locked himself in your room watching TV until he had no choice but to be out,” I said.
Ma laughed. “You're right about that. He never did like a crowd.” She squeezed my hand and let it go. “So, you're taking care of business?”
I nodded, pouring milk on the cereal. “I need a change, ma. I need a job, a career, something that satisfies me.”
“You'll get no argument from me. What are you thinking about doing?”
I shrugged. “Haven't decided yet. But I'll get there.”
She was watching me, pale eyes intent, a half-smile on her face.
“What?”
“You've changed,” she said. “I mean, already changed. You're taller, more... I don't know, more like your sister maybe.”
“Is that a good thing or a bad thing?”
She smiled. “I don't know. I do know that I want you to be happy. I feel like you've spent a long time looking for yourself.”
“I have.”
“I just hope you'll like what you find when you eventually find it.”
“I dreamed about sailing last night,” I said, wanting to change the subject.
Ma laughed. “I haven't sailed for years. Not since your father sold the boat. But we had such good times, didn't we?”
I nodded.
“You know what I always remember? You jumping off the boat to save Mads. I never once saw you jump into that lake, not once. You were always too afraid to do it, even when all the other kids were splashing around. But as soon as you thought Mads was in trouble you didn't even think twice. You took a flying leap off the side of the boat and for a second we really thought we'd seen the last of you.”
“I was terrified,” I admitted.
“So was I. Mads didn't need rescuing, she had her lifejacket on, she was just playing around with you, teasing. You, on the other hand, didn't have a jacket on at all. You'd never needed one because you'd never been in the water. You were under for maybe three seconds, but they were the longest three seconds of my life.”
And I could remember again the water in front of my eyes. I'd almost forgotten about the incident at the lake. Perhaps it explained why I'd panicked in the scuba pool. “It turned out okay.”
“It did. But I always thought that that was the perfect explanation of the kind of child you were, the kind of woman that you grew up to be. Someone who might be afraid, might be doubtful, but who would be brave as a lion if someone she loved needed help.”
“I'm not sure that's precisely true,” I said, blushing.
“Maybe you just have to find someone that you love enough to help you prove it.”
“I'm trying, ma, I'm trying.”
“The trick is,” she said, leaning toward me. “Not to find the person you deserve. But to find the person that deserves you.”
✽✽✽
 
My conversation with my mother was still on my mind as I walked through the resort. The place was a myriad of activities. Other than scuba diving, which I'd already tried and failed at, there was aqua-aerobics, windsurfing, water polo, and for some reason pole dancing, which I considered but dismissed. The potential embarrassment factor there was too high, and the last thing I needed was some forgotten family member catching me wrapped around a pole.
I was looking to expand my horizons, to challenge myself, to test this whole confidence thing. Everywhere I looked I saw people doing something, but nothing quite seemed to fit the bill. I walked past the small bar where I'd met Ari. A different bartender was working, and there was no sign of Ari, but I kept my eyes averted anyway.
The beach beckoned, long, stretching into the distance, with white sand that caressed my feet. The sun was beating down, making my skin feel tight. And I was half way between the resort and the ocean when I saw something that might fit the bill.
A little way down the beach was a wooden jetty, and tied to that jetty was a handful of small boats. Not sailboats, but they'd do the trick. I hurried down the beach and found a staff member sitting on a stool next to the jetty entrance.
“Are these for rent?” I asked.
“Depends,” he said, with a grin. “You got a driver's license?”
I nodded.
“Then they're for rent.”
I told him I'd be back and rushed back towards the resort. I needed my license and a change of clothes, then I'd be ready to go.
Taking a boat out by myself, recapturing those childhood memories, going alone to sea. It didn't get much braver than that. A little voice at the back of my head was telling me that this was a bigger risk than I thought, but I ignored it. It couldn't be that dangerous, or the resort would send a staff member out as well. No, I was going to spend a quite afternoon out on a boat. Alone.




Chapter Fourteen
I scooted into the hotel, practically running. The excitement of my plan, the tantalizing thought of being out on the ocean alone was enough to get me moving. Silence, the quiet to work through my thoughts, the calming sound of the waves. This was exactly what I needed and I wondered why I'd never thought of it before. I used to love going out on the lake with my father.
The blonde receptionist stared at me as I walked through the foyer but I held my head up high and pretended like I didn't even notice. In fact, I was so busy acting confident that I almost walked into a couch. I veered off, pretending like I'd meant to do it, and was about to turn to the elevators when I caught a flash of blonde.
Without thinking, I ducked around a corner. A green, glowing light informed me that the stairs were straight ahead. Fine. I could use the exercise anyway.
“Stupid girls. Stupid me. Stupid love,” I muttered as I stamped up the million stairs to my room.
My heart hurt. My pride was stung. And a conversation with Ari was the last thing that I wanted. No, I was sticking to the original plan. I stayed out of her way, she stayed out of mine. Once the wedding was done, I'd never have to see her again. That seemed like it was for the best.
But a little of the wind was taken out of my sails, the prospect of the boat was just a little bit less shiny than before.
Funny how for a little while there, just a few hours maybe, the thought of Ari could make my day better. Now the thought of her dimmed things, and I hated that.
I changed into some ragged shorts and a shirt with sleeves long enough to protect my shoulders from the sun, and grabbed my license. My phone sat on the nightstand and I considered taking it. After a second of hesitation, I left it where it was. I didn't want the disruption. Besides, this was supposed to be an adventure, my own little adventure, and what kind of adventurer has a mobile?
I was more careful this time. I jogged down the stairs, paused at every corner, and was most of the way to reception before I saw that flash of blonde again. Jesus, did the woman never stay in one place? I practically threw myself around the corner and ran smack into Josh.
“Hey there,” he said, voice far too loud. “You know Ari's...”
He didn't get a chance to finish his sentence because I was dragging him through the closest door which turned out to lead to some kind of cleaning closet.
“Dude, what are you doing?” He looked half-mad and half-entertained.
“Will you keep your voice down?”
“Dude, what are you doing?” he said again in a loud stage-whisper. “And also, Ari's looking for you.”
“I know,” I said, not whispering back. “But I'm, um, busy.”
“You're avoiding her.”
“Not.”
He stared me down.
“Fine, maybe I am,” I said.
He sighed. We'd never really spent much time together alone. I liked the guy, honestly, but we didn't quite have a dynamic the two of us, not yet. He was supposed to be like a big brother, I guessed. But sometimes he seemed just a little too grown up for that. At least there was no hair-pulling or frogs in his pockets, at least as far as I could see.
“Do I want to know what's going on between you two?” he asked.
I shook my head.
“You don't want to talk about it or you don't want to talk about it to me?”
“Does it make a difference?”
He was looking at me more thoughtfully now. But something in me cracked. I was tired of this. There was nothing going on between Ari and I, not anymore anyway, so I don't know why I felt the need to defend her. Us. Whatever. But I did.
“I don't want to hear it, okay?” I said. “I don't want to hear how she's a player and I'm going to get hurt. I don't want to hear that we're mismatched, I don't want to hear that I don't deserve her or she doesn't deserve me, or whatever combination you think. I just don't.”
The thoughtful look was still there. “I wasn't going to say any of those things.”
“Good. Because I don't want to hear them.”
“I was going to tell you to be careful, that's all.”
“Careful because she's going to break my heart, right, got it.” She'd already broken my heart. But I wasn't going to give him the satisfaction of knowing that.
“No. In fact, I wasn't worried about you in the slightest.”
And that came as a surprise. “What?”
He grinned. “Jane, you're... stable, steady, dependable, as well as being beautiful and smart and caring. I wouldn't worry about you in any kind of relationship. You've got your head screwed on and you're more than capable of looking after yourself, whatever you or anyone else might think.”
“Really?” My anger was definitely fading. Josh thought I had my shit together, thought I knew what I was doing. Huh.
“Really. You might not always have a plan, but you'll figure something out. You'll grow into yourself. I don't worry about you.”
“But you worry about Ari.” It wasn't a question.
His eyes flickered a little. “I...” Another sigh. He rubbed the bridge of his nose between his thumb and forefinger. “Just be careful with her, Jane. She's a lot more fragile than she looks.”
I frowned. “Let me get this straight. You want me to be careful. With Ari. Because she's fragile.”
“Right.”
Okay. I was hard-pushed to think of anyone less fragile seeming, but Josh was her best friend. “Why exactly is she fragile?”
“It's not my story to tell, Jane.”
I nodded. “But you're not telling me to stay away from her?” Just double checking.
Josh ran his hands through his hair. “Listen, I know Mads doesn't like her, and I kind of get it. Ari and I, we, well, we've got a bond. Something that's hard to understand, I guess. Plenty of other girlfriends have broken up with me because of my friendship with Ari. But she's important to me. Not in any kind of... sexual way.”
“Oh, I know.”
He flashed that grin again and looked me up and down. “Yeah, I'm guessing you do.”
“And what's that supposed to mean?”
“Just that you're exactly Ari's type, that's all. And no, I'm not warning you off her. Not at all. In fact, there's nothing I'd rather see than Ari finally finding someone. Someone exactly like you, actually. But I am telling you to be careful with her. That's it.”
I leaned back against a stack of fluffy towels. This shouldn't matter. None of this should matter. There was nothing between Ari and I and there wasn't going to be anything between us. And yet... Josh was the first person that had had something nice to say about her. The first person ever to tell me that I was exactly right for someone else. He could be bull-shitting me, but I didn't think so. He was too strait-laced for that.
“There's nothing between us,” I admitted.
“That's... unfortunate. I, well, I guess I was jumping to conclusions then.” He reached for the door handle. “Don't be fooled by appearances, Jane. That's all I'm saying.”
I nodded, and he opened the door and left.
Interesting. Weird, but interesting. And, I reminded myself, absolutely none of my business and nothing to do with me in the slightest. Ari's fragility, whatever her mystery was, belonged to someone else. Not to me.
I pushed myself up from the towels. Time to get out of here before someone found me lingering in a linen cupboard. Knowing my luck it would be the snarky blonde receptionist.
✽✽✽
 
The beach was getting crowded and I wound my way through towels and sunbeds toward the jetty. I was about half-way there when little feet pattered on the sand and caught up with me.
“Hey, table-lady. Where you going?”
Ethan, his face still covered in chocolate, though presumably a different bar now.
“I'm, uh, heading out to those boats over there.” Kids weren't really my thing. I'd never been around them much.
“Can I come?”
His blue eyes looked deceptively innocent and pleading. But I wasn't quite that stupid. Sure, Marie yelled at him a bunch, maybe too much, but I was pretty sure that he wasn't as innocent as he seemed. And being stuck on a boat with a small child didn't sound like my idea of a good time.
“Um, no,” I said, bracing myself for tears and screams.
He just shrugged. “'Kay.” He trotted along beside me.
“Does your mom know where you are?”
“Dunno. Does yours?”
“Dunno.” We had more in common than I thought.
“Who you going on the boat with?”
“Just me. Alone.”
“Oh. What about the girl that you like?”
I had a feeling that this conversation was spiraling outside of my control. “We, uh, had a fight.”
“Oh. Why don't you ask her to go on the boat with you?”
“I don't think she'd want to.”
“I'd want to,” he said forcefully. “I'd go on a boat with anyone. Even, like, a t-rex or a tiger. Boats are cool.”
“Yes.”
“You should ask her then. Because my dad says that sometimes you have to be the big guy and say sorry. Even if you didn't do something wrong. 'Cos sometimes the other guy can't do it.”
“Right.”
The jetty was coming into view and I wondered how I was going to get rid of the kid. Ethan didn't look like he was preparing to run off anywhere else.
“It'll all be alright in the end,” he said. He slipped a small hand into mine and my heart expanded a little bit. “Like that song, Que Sera, Sera.”
I paused and looked down at him. “How does a little guy like you know an old song like that?”
His shoulders moved up and down. “My mom likes it. She listens to it when she's sad.”
And suddenly I felt a pang of sympathy for Marie. I knew nothing about her life, but everything I'd seen so far told me that she wasn't a happy woman.
“Driver's license, please, ma'am.”
The staff member was smiling and holding out his hand. I deposited my license into his palm.
“A life-jacket for your son?”
Ethan went off into a fit of giggles and I almost, almost considered taking him with me. But then I remembered that Marie had no idea where he was. Plus, the boat-man had just called me ma'am and assumed that I had a child, both of which left me feeling old.
“Not today,” I said. I looked down at Ethan. “Maybe another day, but only if you get your mom's permission first, okay?”
He nodded and let go of my hand.
“Here are the keys,” the staff member said. “You can take the one at the far end, she's all gassed up and good to go.”
It seemed strange that I was about to get so much freedom. “And, um, I can just go anywhere?”
He over at the horizon and my eyes followed his. A dark line was etched across the sky and overhead clouds were beginning to form. “I wouldn't go far, there's a storm coming,” he said. “Besides, the resort has you pinned in. See the red buoys? You're not to go past those. Otherwise I have to chase you on a jetski.”
He looked pleased at this prospect and I laughed. “I'm not sure whether you want me to break the rules or not.”
“Well, I wouldn't mind a ride out,” he said. “But better stay behind the buoys. You should be fine for a while, but I'd head back when the rain starts.”
I looked again at the clouds. Maybe I should reconsider. He must have seen the look on my face because he said: “You've nothing to worry about inside the buoys, even if the storm gets fierce. The waves don't get too big in the bay so you should be fine though you might get a bit of a bumpy ride.”
I nodded, then took the keys from him. This was going to be an adventure. My adventure. I was brave and confident and independent and a stupid storm wasn't going to stop me. All I had to do was stay inside the buoys, and any idiot could do that on a motorboat. Hell, even Ethan could handle it.
I ruffled Ethan's hair. “See you later.”
“See you later. I'll wave from here though, 'kay? You just wave back.”
“Right, no problem. You can be my lookout, make sure there are no pirates or anything following me.”
He looked rather pleased at this idea and the boat-man dropped me a wink as I set foot on the warm wood of the jetty. This was going to be perfect, just what I needed.
The boat was small, but just the right size to control alone. I plugged the keys into the ignition and took a look at the levers and dials and felt a sense of familiarity. I could definitely drive this thing, no problem at all. I gave Ethan a wave and he gleefully waved back.
I was so intent on checking the boat over and making sure I was ready to go that I didn't hear footsteps on the jetty. I reached over and untied the rope mooring the boat and was settling into the pilot's seat when I felt the craft jump and the slew around to one side. The engine was already purring and I hastily corrected the course before I turned around.
“I guess this is the perfect place,” Ari said. “At least you can't run away.”
“What are you doing here?”
“I've been looking for you. And I get the feeling that you've been avoiding me.”
“So what if I have?”
The boat was chugging away now, heading out to sea.
“I feel like you and I have unfinished business. We need to talk. We need to straighten things out.” She stretched out on one of the seats along the side of the boat. “You have to give this a little thought, Jane. My best friend is marrying your sister. You do realize that for the next thirty or forty years we're likely to run into each other again and again. Christenings, anniversaries, birthday parties...”
I crossed my arms. “Fine.” Talking was the last thing I felt like doing. But I supposed I could hear her out. “Start talking.”
Ari opened her mouth. But before she could speak there was a spluttering, coughing sound. And the boat engine stopped dead.




Chapter Fifteen
I turned the key again and again, but nothing happened. I could feel my palms starting to sweat. A cutting breeze was blowing over the water, giving the waves little white caps.
“Stop,” Ari said. “You're going to flood the engine.”
“What do you know about boats?”
“Absolutely nothing,” she said. “But I know engines. And one petrol engine is much the same as another. Come and help me here.”
Together we lifted off the plastic engine cover and after rooting around in one of the storage areas, Ari came up with a tool kit.
“What are you doing?”
“Unless you fancy drifting out to sea, I'm going to fix the engine.”
Looking back, I could see no sign of the promised jetski rescue, wherever the staff member was, he wasn't looking out for us. Looking forward, I could see the line of red buoys getting closer and closer. “Do you know what you're doing?”
Ari was squatting by the engine, spanner in hand, a streak of dirt already on her cheek and I knew the answer to my question before I'd even asked it. She looked more at home than I'd seen her all week.
“Do most of my own bike maintenance,” she said. “Besides, unless you've got another mechanic hidden around here somewhere, there's not much choice, is there? So either help or get out of the way.”
I sat down promptly on the seat next to the engine. “Tell me what to do.”
“Right now, nothing. Touch nothing. I'll let you know when I need you.”
For a few minutes there was no sound other than the clink of metal on metal and the shushing of the waves under the hull. Ari's head was bent in concentration and I tried not to look, tried not to etch that profile into my mind, tried not to want to reach out and stroke her face. It was tough.
“What did you want?” I asked finally, voice colder than it really should be.
“Huh?”
“You wanted to talk. So go ahead and talk. You won't get a better opportunity. Unless you need every brain cell to work on that stupid engine.” Somehow, this new brazen, bold attitude reared its head whenever Ari was near.
She looked up at me, eyes blue and sharp and then shook her head and looked back at the engine before answering. “I hurt you,” she said, still focused on what she was doing. “I saw the look on your face when you walked into the bar. I knew as soon as I saw you that I'd hurt you. I'm sorry.”
“Why do you care?”
“I don't know.” Her face twisted into a pained smile. “I don't know why I care, but I do. And I never wanted to hurt you. That woman, the bartender, we weren't doing what you thought.”
She banged something and swore. Then she looked at me again.
“No, that's not right. I told myself that I was going to be honest with you, that you deserved it, so yes, I was hitting on the bartender. You'd freaked me out and I thought the best way to deal with that was to go ahead and find another one night stand. But as soon as I saw you I knew that I'd done the wrong thing. Nothing happened there. I just wanted you to know. Nothing.”
I lay back a little, wind nipping at my nose. The sun was darting in and out of the clouds, the warmth of it sticky and heavy. She was being truthful, I could sense it. I just didn't quite know what to do with her truth.
“Do you like me?” It seemed like the easiest question. If the answer was yes, then maybe this conversation was worth having. If not, well, we were both wasting our time.
“Yes.”
Her head was buried over her work. I had to bite my lip to stop myself from grinning. I was trying to contain myself, trying not to grab her and kiss her, when she looked up again. This time her eyes were as clouded as the sky.
“But I don't deserve you, Jane. I'm not... You don't want to get involved with me.”
“And why not exactly?” There was a tartness to my words. I was tired of this. Tired of other people decided what I did and did not deserve, who I should and should not get involved with. I was sick and tired of other people making decisions for me.
She went back to work and for a second all was quiet again. Then she started to talk.
“My parents died when I was four.”
I said nothing, not knowing what to say. The information was weighty and black in my heart.
“I had no other family. At least no family that wanted to take me in, so I was put into the system. The foster system. For a while, things were good. I was a little girl, I was cute, people wanted me. But...” She sighed and shook her head, reached for another tool. “But the system gets you down. It breaks you. I was ten before I was put with a family that kept me for longer than a couple of months. Ten. For six years I'd been moved around up and down the country, been hugged by strange women, been spanked by strange men.”
There was a hitch in her voice and she paused for a second. I didn't interrupt her.
“It's hard, you know,” she said. “Being the stranger, being the foster kid. Don't get me wrong, some of the parents tried really hard. But I just didn't fit in. Never did. Maybe I was the wrong age, maybe the memories of my parents were too strong, I don't know. Until I moved in with the Robinsons.”
“They saved you,” I said, certain in my happy ending, certain that this was going to be the sun breaking through the clouds.
Ari grabbed a different spanner and went on as though I'd never spoken.
“You know how some people are born parents? Like, you can see just from the way they stand, the way they speak, that they're going to be amazing. It's hard to imagine them without a baby or a little kid holding their hand. Well, some people should never be allowed within a foot of a child.” There was a harsh venom in her voice. “Some people should be locked up on an island as far away from anyone under the age of eighteen as they can get.”
And I knew my happy ending wasn't coming. I could feel tears pricking in my eyes and I blinked them away in the increasing strength of the wind. I reached for her but stopped before I touched her.
“You get hard,” she said. “You build up this shell, to try and stop yourself being hurt. To make yourself look less vulnerable, because if you look strong then maybe your predator will move on to a weaker animal. You get big and brave and confident because the alternative is to curl up into a ball and fade away. I was beaten. Starved. Abused, not sexually, but mentally, physically, every day. By people who look like your next door neighbors, people who walk down the street and you wouldn't give them a second glance.”
She paused for a second, hands busy, then continued. “So, you see, you really don't want to get involved with someone like me. I'm not... I don't know. You just don't.”
“So this is why you don't do relationships.”
“Yes.”
“Because you're afraid.”
She didn't look up. “Because I think I might be incapable of loving anyone.”
I let this lie for a second. I'd come back to it. Right now I needed to take in what she'd said. And a thought occurred to me. “You and Josh?”
She smiled again, but more kindly this time. “Me and Josh. Right. He's a good man, you know that? You're sister's a very, very lucky woman.”
“I think she knows that.”
“I got out as soon as I could,” she said. “Worked for a while, tended bar. I had this idea that I was going to go to college, that I was going to make it, show everyone what an unwanted, stupid foster kid could do. But bartending isn't exactly a rich man's job.”
The sky was a threatening black color now, the waves higher, the wind strong enough to give me chills.
“Even working as much as I could, I only ended up being able to take a class or two at a time. I was on my own. I was broke, eating ramen once a day and whatever I could steal from behind the bar. Things were tough.”
The look on her face, the sound of her voice told me that tough didn't even begin to describe that time in her life. I could see that there was so much more there, so much more pain and hurt.
“I thought I couldn't do it anymore.” Her voice tremored, she took a breath and swallowed. “So I decided not to do it anymore. I decided that enough was enough. I had pills, I had alcohol, I had everything I needed.”
I wanted to stop her now, wanted to tell her that she didn't have to tell me this, but she was talking fast as though she wanted to get it all out.
“I decided to do it after work, in the bar. I wanted someone to find me. I didn't want to be one of those sad sacks on the news, you know, the ones that lie for months in their apartments, with no one to notice they're gone.”
“But you didn't do it.”
She laughed, and the sound was lighter than I'd expected. “No. I didn't. Because your stupid brother-in-law forgot his wallet.”
“What?” She picked up a screwdriver with delicate, long fingers and I had a shudder of memory as I remembered those fingers tracing along my skin.
“Josh forgot his wallet. He came banging on the shutters a half hour after closing, just before I... Before anything could happen. I let him in and, well, I don't know if he knew something was wrong or what. But he didn't leave. He stayed there with me all night. We talked, he got me to open up. And by the time the sun was coming up I thought it might be worth sticking around for another day. Then a week. Then longer. He saved me, it's really that simple.”
A gentle pitter patter began. It took a minute for me to realize what it was, and when I did the rain got harder and harder, until a drip was running down my nose. Ari was still busy with the engine and for the life of me I couldn't see what she was doing, couldn't see that she'd achieved anything.
“So, you see, I do like you, as you put it. And I don't want to hurt you. Which is why I needed to talk to you. But on the same note...” Here she put down the screwdriver and picked up a spanner again. “I'm not the person you think I am, and I'm really in no position to get involved with anyone at all.”
The boat was starting to sway from side to side and I could no longer see the shore through the driving rain. I was starting to panic, my stomach sloshing with the boat's movements. It was dark enough to be evening, though it was early afternoon. Rain spattered into the ocean, waves started licked at the edge of the boat, water from above and below. My hands were shaking.
I reached out and clutched Ari's shoulder. There was so much that I wanted to say, but I couldn't. I had the feeling that time was running out. What was happening around us suddenly became more important than what was happening within.
Ari dropped her tools and banged down the plastic cover on the engine. “Done.”
“You sure?”
“Try it.”
I had to practically climb to the pilot's seat. Walking was impossible without something to cling onto. The storm had come on fast, far faster than I'd imagined. And now that I had time to think about it, I was mad that the boat-man hadn't at least made an attempt to follow us and find us. There was going to be hell to pay about that, I thought as I turned the key.
The engine coughed and then grumbled into life. Thank the Gods.
“Hold on tight!” I shouted across to Ari.
I tried to swing the boat around, but the weight of the waves crashing against us meant that I'd lost any semblance of maneuvrability. I was struggling to wrench the steering wheel around when I felt a hand on my arm, then another hand on the wheel. Together, Ari and I managed to drag the little boat around.
“Which way?” she shouted into my ear.
I looked around. Waves everywhere. Not a sign of anything but roiling, dark water. My legs were shaking now and I had a growing sense of doom. I should have paid more attention. I should have been watching the weather. But I'd sunk so deep into what Ari was telling me that I'd been careless. Now I was going to pay the price.
“I've got no idea,” I admitted.
“What's that?”
I followed her finger and saw something bobbing in the waves. Something red. A buoy. Okay, okay, I raised myself up and turned a full circle until I saw another. That had to be the line of buoys marking the edge of the bay. The only question now was whether we were inside or outside that line.
I had to make a judgment call and I went for it, angling the boat to cut across the line of buoys. I had no idea where we were. A wave crashed over the side of the boat and for the first time I had the inkling that we might not make it.
“I can teach you,” I shouted over the wind.
“What?”
“I can teach you. Teach you to love someone.”
The words were stupid, almost lost in the grasp of the wind and I didn't know if she could hear them or not. Suddenly I wanted to teach her. Suddenly, as the weather worsened, I had only one regret in life. It wasn't being a temp, it wasn't my broken down car, it wasn't anything to do with who I'd been just a few days ago. My only regret right now was that I wouldn't have the chance to hold Ari again, that I wouldn't get to tell her about the feelings swimming around inside me, that I wouldn't get to see where we could go together.
“Jane!”
There was pure fear in her tone. I looked down and saw water swirling around the bottom of the boat. Ari's fingers were pressing into the flesh of my arm. It was do or die time. I was shaking all over, wanting to scream and yell. Then Ari's pale face swam into view and a strange calm came over me.
I unwrapped her fingers from my arm and lifted one of the side seats. I pulled out a life jacket and pushed it over her head, tying the straps before reaching for a jacket of my own. Another wave crashed into the boat and I felt a distinct lurch.
“What now?” shouted Ari, her eyes wide with fear.
“We jump.”




Chapter Sixteen
Your life is supposed to flash before your eyes. Mine didn't. Maybe that meant that I wasn't as close to dying as I imagined, maybe not. I can only remember pieces of what came next, like jagged shards of mirror reflecting the stormy light of the ocean.
The water was salty and burned my lips, but was warmer than I'd expected. The rain was coming down hard and I had to pull Ari into the water with me. She was frozen with what I guessed was fear.
I remember my head going under and then the life jacket popping me up again like a cork. I remember tangling my fingers with Ari's, trying to pull her along, and realizing that it just wasn't going to work. I remember clinging on to her, feeling the wetness of her t-shirt and the swell of her breasts. I remember getting turned on, even then, even in the face of death when nothing but survival should have been important, I remember the warm squirming feeling of wanting her.
I kicked hard towards what I hoped was the shore, I tried as hard as I could, but could make no headway.
“Swim!” I shouted. I was tugging at her life jacket. “Swim!”
Her eyes were bright and wide, her face white, her hair plastered to her skull. And she kept opening and closing her mouth as though to talk, letting water rush in and then spitting it out again. She was lost to me, her mind not processing anything, her ears not hearing me.
“Swim!” I screamed again.
I yanked at her, trying to get her moving. But it was no good, she'd gone, disappeared into that quiet space that some people have, the space that keeps them safe and calm, a space away from danger. A space that I figured Ari had a lot of practice at finding. I had to break her out, had to get her attention and I didn't know how. My only other option was to let her go, let her drift away from me so that I could swim alone back to shore.
With a trembling hand I slapped her so hard across the face that I could see the redness of my handprint. She didn't even flinch.
I don't know why I did what I did next. Maybe I was going to let her go. Maybe I was going to save myself. I hope not, I think not, but I can't honestly say. Perhaps I was saying my goodbyes.
I pulled her as close as I could as waves lifted us and let us fall. And I kissed her.
It wasn't a gentle kiss. It had the pressure of fear, it had the passion of something that might never happen again. It had the violence of something that was ripping my heart right out of my body. But even as it happened I could feel her respond, could feel the life flooding back into her. She wrenched herself away.
This time I could feel her helping, could feel her legs helping propel us both forwards.
I remember being so tired I didn't think I could move another inch. So tired that I closed my eyes and couldn't care less about what was happening to me. I remember hands reaching for me. I remember voices. I remember coughing and choking up half the damn ocean. I remember the harsh scratching of the lifejacket against my skin. And I remember the firmness of land beneath my body, so stable and still that for a moment I thought the ocean had frozen over and kept me in its grasp.
And then I remember warmth and soothing darkness.
✽✽✽
 
Very occasionally, having a lawyer for a sister is a good thing. Not that I'd tell Mads that. I tease her for her job only because I couldn't think of anyone less like the stereotypical lawyer than my sister. She actually cares, really cares, about her cases. Business law isn't my thing, obviously, and I don't know how she can care so much about numbers and products and copyrights and whatever else. And in the end, I actually don't think she does. She cares about fairness and justice, and that's why I love her.
The story that I pieced together later was that the moment I took off in the boat with Ari as a stowaway, Ethan slipped past the boat-man and got into his own boat. The poor staff member was so intent on rescuing an expensive boat from the hands of a seven year old terrorist that he didn't notice that we were having trouble until it was far too late.
However, since I was technically in charge of the boat and had taken it, much against my will, outside the red buoys, I was to blame for losing it. Until my Mads got hold of the hotel manager that is. I don't know what she said to the woman, but I do know that when my sister came out of that office I was suddenly off the hook. Not only that, I was offered a room at the resort whenever I wanted one and was having my hand clasped and being called a hero.
I didn't question Mads. It's generally best not to. I was just glad that I didn't have to add the cost of a boat to my mounting debts.
In that respect, things couldn't have ended much better. As far as Ari went though, things couldn't have been worse.
I'd thought we'd talked. I'd thought we'd understood each other. I'd thought that we'd finally shared something that wasn't just a physical connection. I'd thought... If I'm honest I'd thought that now, after all this, she had to listen to me. We had to see where this led.
So when I saw her in the dining room the next morning I rushed to her table. It had been a long and peaceful night, one that I barely remembered thanks to the sleeping pills the resort doctor had given me after examining me and pronouncing me fine.
“I feel like I've gone through a washing machine, and you're bouncing around like a kid on candy.”
Her eyes were still a little swollen from the salt of the water, her lips cracked. But she looked incredible anyway. I slid a chair out and sat down. “Running on adrenaline,” I said. “High as a kite with that whole 'not dying' thing.”
She grunted and turned back to her plate. Not exactly the romantic reunion that I'd been hoping for. I took a breath, wondering where I was supposed to start. She was like a brick wall and I'd chipped away at her, thinking she was going to fall. But now it seemed like there was a whole other layer of mortar holding her together. I rubbed my nose.
“Ari.”
“That's my name, don't wear it out.”
And I really couldn't go any further. The words were there, but I couldn't build them into sentences. All I could do was watch those red, cracked lips closing around her spoon, see the way the light caught in her dark blonde hair. That kiss, the kiss in the ocean, had to have meant something. There was a clatter as Ari put her spoon down.
“If there's something you want to say, plain Jane, then spit it out.”
It was the first time in forever that she'd used the nickname and it stung. I screwed up my courage. “I think we should talk.”
Tiny lines formed around her mouth as she pressed her lips together. Her eyes were deep blue and stormy like the ocean yesterday. “I talked,” she said. “Yesterday I told you everything. Well, if not everything then more than I've told anyone before. So please don't do this, Jane. Please.”
“Don't do what?”
“Declare your undying love or beg me to move to Paris with you or tell me you want to give this another shot or whatever it is that you're gearing yourself up to do. Please.”
I held myself together better than I'd have ever believed. “Paris?” I asked as lightly as I could manage.
“Or Rome or whatever other crazy romantic place you had in mind.”
“I can barely afford to get home, I wasn't planning on whisking you away to Europe.”
“And that's just as well,” she said. She reached across the table and took my hand. “Because I'd have had to say no.”
“Why?”
“You know why, Jane. Please don't make me go into it again. This, us, you, it won't work, it won't ever work. And for once I'm trying to take the high road here, trying to do what's best for you, rather than what's best for me. So please stop making it so damn hard. I won't hurt you Jane, no matter how much you try to force me to do so.”
“You're taking the high road?”
“I'm protecting you, defending you, being chivalrous, sacrificing myself, whatever you'd like to call it.”
“And what exactly are you protecting me from?” I asked.
She pushed out her chair and for a second I thought she wasn't going to answer at all. But just before she walked away, she bent down and whispered so that I could smell her scent in my nose, so that I could feel her hair brush my cheek.
“I'm protecting you from me, Jane.”
✽✽✽
 
I could take a hint. God knew, Ari had been hinting for long enough. She wasn't interested. Maybe she was just trying to let me down gently, maybe she honestly believed what she was saying and that she couldn't love someone else. And I needed to accept that.
The sun was high in the sky but I was curled up in the shade under a towel, legs and arms still sore from yesterday, heart still sore from this morning.
I really needed to learn how to let things go. Maybe that should go on my growing list of things to be changed. This wasn't meant to be. The gaping sadness inside me was like a physical weight and I couldn't quite believe that two days from now, Ari would be gone. This whole thing would be over. A week-long escape from reality, that's all this had been. A quick glimpse of the kind of life I'd never have.
“Thank God,” Mads said, flopping down onto a chair by my side. “I've been looking for you everywhere.”
She poured a glass of water from the frosted jug on the table beside me and held it to her forehead for a second.
“So,” she went on, without giving me a chance to speak at all. “The piano player's gone AWOL, no one can find him. The only other person we can think of that can play for the ceremony is Marie's au pair, but that would mean finding someone else to look after the kids so that she could do it. And, uh, this whole day is starting out as a nightmare.”
She paused, looking over at me. She was expectant, I could feel it in the air, could feel the weight of almost-responsibility. I was on the verge of asking if she needed help, right on the cusp of jumping up and saying I'd take care of things when I saw a flash of blonde in the distance. It could have been Ari, more likely not, but regardless it made me stop.
“Yes, I'm absolutely fine, thank you for asking,” I said tartly.
Mads grinned. “I know that.”
It was true. One of the last things I remembered was Mad's curling up next to me on the bed, warming me, soothing me. It had been a bitchy thing to say. Most likely, my sister had sat up all night with me.
“Okay,” I said, a little less sharply now. “But what would you like me to do? I can't play the piano.”
“Forget it,” Mads said, sliding her chair back.
I wanted to be offended that she took me for granted, offended at the thought that after all I'd been through she'd just assume I was going to help fix everything. But I couldn't be, I suddenly realized. The only reason Mads expected me to do everything was because I'd conditioned her to be that way, was because generally I did do everything.
“Wait, hold on,” I said. “I'm sorry. Sit down, please.”
Mads eyed me, but sat down anyway.
“I'm just...”
And then I broke down. Everything seemed to collapse at once, everything falling on top of me. Ari, the accident, almost drowning, my sister getting married, losing my house, losing my job, all the changes that I needed to make in myself. It all suddenly became far too much and before I knew it I was sobbing in my sister's arms.
Mads let me cry. That was one of the nice things about her. She didn't interrupt, didn't try to talk to me. She just held me until the sobs turned to sniffles and I could breathe again.
“Alright, now tell me what's going on.”
I shrugged. “It's everything,” I said.
“It's Ari.”
I sighed. “You know?”
“I guessed. I mean, you two were out on a boat together. I figured something had to be going on. I'm a little pissed you didn't tell me about it, but, well, it's your business.”
“I thought... I thought you'd be mad. You don't like her.”
“You're a grown up, Jane. If you want to have a holiday fling, then, well, I guess it's your business.”
I gave a hiccuping laugh that was almost a sob.
“Except it's a bit more serious than that, isn't it?” Mads said.
I nodded. “But it's over. Everything's over.”
And finally, I spilled it all to Mads. The house, the job, Ari, the changes I needed and wanted to make in myself. It felt good, lighter, to be telling someone.
When I was done, Mads shook her head.
“What?”
“You,” she said. “Just you being you. Firstly, you're one of the bravest people I know. Okay, so you don't always run into burning buildings, but you don't run when the going gets tough. Bravery isn't always about doing the big things. Bravery is the little things, the constant daily battle, keeping a smile on your face and not letting the world get to you. You should never worry about being brave.”
I sniffed.
“As for confidence, well, you fake it 'til you make it. You'll be just fine.” She sat back on the sun lounger. “I feel responsible for this,” she said. “I feel like you're comparing yourself to me and that's not fair, on either of us. We're not the same person, and never will be.”
“But you've got everything right, done everything right.”
“And so will you, one day,” she said. “You work on your own time-table, we all do. So you haven't found the perfect career yet, so what? You'll figure it out. And sometimes the journey is as important as the destination. Wait and see.”
The water in the pool sloshed around and there were splashes from the shallow end as kids played.
“I'll look after the kids during the wedding,” I said. “The au pair can play the piano.”
“No,” said Mads. “I'll fix my own problems. You need to stop trying to save everyone, but on the same note I need to stop relying on you to solve my issues. So leave the piano player thing to me, I'll get the hotel to call in extra babysitters or something.”
“You sure?”
“Sure. I'm also sure that I'm going to kill Ari.”
I groaned. “Mads, please don't.”
“Are you kidding? If it wasn't enough that she almost ruined my wedding, now she's broken my sister's heart. I'm definitely going to kill her.”
I pulled on Mads' hand. “No, you're not,” I said. “Let it go. I'm letting it go, so it should be easy for you. I just want all of this to be over and then I can move on. Please just leave her alone.”
Mads sighed and then hugged me. “Fine, if that's what you want.”
“It is,” I said.
And it was. I just wanted to be away from here now. I just wanted to go back to normal life, or life as normal as it got, without having to worry about running into Ari. If I couldn't have her then at least I could be in a place where I didn't have to see her every ten minutes.




Chapter Seventeen
Nobody had told me how much waiting there would be. Of course, I'd been to weddings before, but only as a guest. Being involved in one was different. There was the wait for the hairdresser, the wait for the beautician, and the eternal wait for the actual ceremony. I supposed that something, somewhere was happening, something essential to the wedding, but whatever it was, I wasn't part of it.
I got antsy enough that eventually ma sent me out to wander the resort corridors.
“Just don't go outside into that wind, I don't want that hair destroyed,” she'd said.
I patted the up-do that I'd been forced to have, though I had to say it didn't look bad, and was pleased to find that it was more secure than I'd assumed. Secure enough that I decided to risk the terrace.
It was obvious that I'd see Ari at some point during the day. But I'd kind of hoped to avoid it before the actual ceremony. She was sitting sipping at a soda at one of the outside tables and she saw me just as I was thinking about escaping.
“I'm glad you're here,” she said.
Not what I was expecting to hear. “You are?”
She nodded. “Sit down for a second. I mean, if you don't mind. There's something that I'd like to say to you.”
Confused, I sat. I wasn't going to kid myself that this was going to be a great declaration of love or anything, but I couldn't help but hope.
“I wanted to say thank you. You made me do the right thing. I mean, getting the wedding back on and everything.”
“I, uh, it was nothing.”
“No, it was something. I tried to make it into a stupid game, tried to dare you into doing something to get outside of your comfort zone. And I shouldn't have. In the end...” She bit her lip for a moment and I wanted to kiss her. “In the end, I was the one that needed changing, not you Jane.”
“No.”
“Yes. I've been selfish too long. I guess I thought that just taking care of myself was enough, that I didn't need to worry about other people or care about them. But I was wrong. You've shown me that. I don't think I'd have made that swim from the boat without you. And I definitely wouldn't have talked my best friend into getting married, something that even I can see is the best thing for him. You've changed me. And I'm thanking you for it.”
I looked down at the wooden table, traced the lines of the grain with newly manicured fingernails. I so much wanted this to be more than it was. But I was done with being deluded. I had to stop this.
“You've changed me too,” I said. “So I guess we're even.”
She made me braver, stronger. Or maybe not, maybe she just showed me what was already inside, eager to get out.
I stood up. There was no point in prolonging this. Just today to get through and then I could walk away. Ari's eyes were sparkling and the sunlight was in her hair and her skin was bronzed now. She was still wearing the stupid jeans and tank top. Stupid and sexy. And right then I almost broke down, I almost begged her to be with me I wanted her so much.
But I didn't.
I smiled and said goodbye and walked away.
✽✽✽
 
“It's not too late to change your mind,” I hissed.
My mother swiped the back of my head with her hand and Mads laughed. We were standing just inside the hotel, the guests gathered outside, everything ready. There was just this one perfect moment of the three of us together, hesitating for just a second before everything began.
“Don't worry, ma, I'm not going to change my mind,” Mads said.
“Your father would be proud of you,” Ma said. And I could hear the sadness in her and knew how much it was costing her to keep herself together. “So proud.”
Mads took ma's arm. “I know,” she said. “I know.”
I thought that we should make this a momentous moment, that there should be words of wisdom and maybe angels singing or something. But there wasn't. There was just me and my mother and my sister in achingly uncomfortable shoes waiting for an unknown pianist to start playing. And then the first notes sounded and our moment was broken.
Ma walked Mads down the aisle, as Mads had asked her to do, and I tailed them both. For a heartbeat I could hear murmurs and shuffling, could hear the piano and feel the breeze. And then I saw Ari.
She was standing at the end of the aisle wearing a tux that wasn't a tux. The pants tightly encased her long legs, the waistcoat was snug around her neck and shoulders. But there was no shirt, just the glowing expanse of her skin, her arms and back bare to the sunlight. And she quite literally took my breath away.
In another life, in another world, she could be waiting for me, I told myself. If things had gone differently, if I'd been able to tell her how I truly felt, if she'd been less stubborn, then I could be walking down the aisle to meet her.
And it was all I wanted.
I knew that I needed to give this up, I knew that it couldn't work, but I damn well wanted it to. I wanted to yell and kick and scream at the unfairness of it all. But Mads was stepping up to the altar and Josh was reaching out to take her hand and ma was ushering me away and the wedding was starting.
My sister was getting married. But I only had eyes for Ari. I watched her every movement, her every breath. And I knew that I couldn't let her leave without at least trying to tell her exactly how I felt.
✽✽✽
 
The sun was going down lending the air a dusky orange color. Tiny lights sparkled around the railings of the terrace. A band was playing swing music, people were dancing and laughing and talking. It was, in every sense of the word, the perfect wedding party. I smiled to myself, of course it was perfect, this was Mads' wedding after all.
In the middle of the dance floor, Mads and Josh were an island of loving calm, clasped in each others' arms with eyes for no one else.
“She looks happy, doesn't she?” ma said at my elbow.
“She does that.”
“And don't you go getting all maudlin, there's someone for you out there too. Don't you worry about that. Unless, well, unless you've found her already.”
I turned and saw my mother looking at me with innocent eyes. “What?”
She shrugged. “I'm your mother. I notice everything. Not least that you're not as happy as you probably should be given that you've fallen in love.”
“I haven't fallen in love.”
“Okay then.”
I was about to protest when I saw something that made me stop. At the edge of the dance floor cousin Marie was clutching on to Ethan's hands. They were both grinning and laughing and for once, Marie didn't look sharp or pained or irritated.
“She's left him,” ma said, noticing my gaze.
“Marie?”
“Mmm-hmm. Threw him out last night, told him to get on the first flight out. Best move she's ever made, ditching that husband of hers. He did nothing but make her unhappy, and he was always playing around with a secretary or something, had been for years.”
“Why did she put up with it?” I asked, still entranced in the difference in my cousin who seemed almost... happy.
“Who knows? Maybe she loved him. Maybe it was easier. Maybe it was for the kids.”
We watched the dancers, Mads and Josh so desperately in love, Marie and Ethan twirling and laughing like ten ton weight had been lifted from them.
“If there's one thing I've learned,” my mother said, lifting her gin and tonic. “It's that love's messy. Messy and terrifying and never at all what you think it's going to be. Love is love, it does what it wants, it acts how it wants, and it makes us do the stupidest and most remarkable things.”
Not perfect then. I squeezed her hand. “Did you love dad like that?” I asked, gesturing towards Mads and Josh.
Ma laughed. “I loved your father. I hated him in equal measure. I found him funny and irritating and stubborn and selfish and generous and everything in between. But that's the way it has to be, I think. You don't just get to love someone, you don't get to pick that one emotion out of all the others and feel only that. You have to experience everything with them, you have to have something to balance that love against or it doesn't mean anything.”
I could see Ari now, propping up the bar in her half-tuxedo. I picked up a glass of champagne from a passing waiter and downed it before grabbing a second.
“If you like her, you know what you have to do,” ma said. “Because in the end, if it was meant to be then it will be.”
“Que sera, sera,” I said, watching Ethan grinning at his mom.
“I always hated that song.” Ma shook her glass, the ice chinking. “Time for a refill.”
✽✽✽
 
I had two more glasses of champagne, edging closer to the bar with each glass, trying to persuade myself that talking to Ari was a good idea. But I just couldn't quite bring myself to do it. I sat nervously on a chair, watching her.
She was so beautiful, so flawless, so graceful, the lines of her body like a painting. I could barely bring myself to breathe in her presence.
“Do it.”
“Huh?”
Mads sank into the chair next to me with a groan and a sigh. “You know, they don't tell you that getting married is so uncomfortable. I feel like my feet have been through a cheese grater. And I said do it. Go. Talk to her.”
“What are you talking about?” I was blushing and I could feel it.
“You're sitting over here like a love-sick child. Go over there and tell her how you feel. That is if she doesn't know, since it's patently obvious to everyone else in the room.”
“Are you giving me your seal of approval?”
“You don't need any seals of approval. You control your life, Jane. Don't let anyone else think that they do. If she's the one you want, then go get her.”
“What if she says no?”
“I'll punch her,” Mads said, grinning. “But what if she says yes?”
“Come and dance with me, wife.” Josh was holding out his hand and smiling and Mads was smiling back. “Unless my little sister-in-law would prefer a spin around the dance floor?”
“Absolutely not,” I said. “I've got... business to take care of.”
Josh spun Mads away and I was left sitting alone, still watching, still hoping, still trying to find a way to make this work, an argument to convince Ari that she could love. That she could love me.
✽✽✽
 
“It, um, it was a lovely wedding?”
It came out like a question. And I knew then that I was making a mistake. I'd had too much to drink and now I was going to act like an idiot. I just had that sinking feeling.
“Lovely,” Ari said.
I got onto the bar stool beside her. “I have to tell you something.”
I could see an inch of perfect skin under her arm where the waistcoat was gaping a little and it gave me a warm squirming feeling inside.
“What's that then?”
“I like you. I like you a lot. And I think that you like me too.”
Not exactly Cyrano de Bergerac. Ari was already turning around. I grabbed her arm.
“Please, Jane. I can't do this. Please.”
“And I can't either,” I said, pulling her toward me. “I can't pretend like there's nothing here.”
I slipped off my stool and now we were standing face to face, mere millimeters separating us. I could feel her warmth, could feel the alcohol starting to make my legs shake. I could smell her and my skin tingled for her touch.
“Tell me you don't feel it, Ari. Tell me you feel nothing.”
She closed her eyes but didn't speak. And then it came to me. The connection between us had been physical right from the start. Perhaps that was the only way to get to her, the only way to crack through that hard shell.
“Come to my room,” I whispered. I bent closer so that my lips were practically brushing against the skin of her neck. “Come upstairs with me. Come with me and tell me that there's nothing between us, that you feel nothing, that this can't work.”
Her eyes were still closed and I took the chance, I dared. I softly kissed her, then again, and again, lips making sparks on her skin, kissing upwards until I met her mouth.
“No.”
“What?”
“No.” She took a step backward. “You seem intent on letting me hurt you, Jane. And I don't understand why. Look after yourself better, make yourself more of a priority. You wouldn't throw yourself in front of traffic, so don't throw yourself at my feet. God knows, it's just as dangerous.”
Words deserted me. People still laughed, people still spoke, music still played. The night was warm and the ocean hushed in the background. But the only thing I could see was Ari's lips. Those lips rounding into the word 'no.'
Our eyes met for a moment that sparkled with electricity, and then she was going, turning her back, walking away. And I let her.
I'd had one last chance. I'd ruined one last chance.
Maybe she was right. Maybe I needed to look after myself. Maybe she didn't want a train wreck like me in her life, someone directionless, someone homeless and close to jobless. Maybe I had to work on me before I could have someone else.
“Ladies and gentlemen, it's time to cut the cake!”
The band leader was holding the mic and Mads and Josh stumbled laughing up onto the stage where the tiered wedding cake was sitting. They looked so happy, so complete. And I had to close my eyes. I couldn't stand to watch them together.




Chapter Eighteen
It was that kind of early morning when everything was still grey. The light was muted and the ocean seemed calmer, sweeter, rolling onto the beach. I was walking, sand stuck between my toes. It wouldn't be long now and I'd be back on the plane, back to my old life.
A week ago that would have been comforting. Fitting back into my life, sleeping in my bed, my body used to the dips in the mattress. Now though, now it seemed wrong.
It was like starting a book and not finishing it. I was changing, I had changed. Okay, so I hadn't found a magic answer to everything, and I hadn't got my happy ending. But that didn't change the fact that I was now a different person. Bolder, braver, more decisive. I felt like I needed to do something big, something to really show myself just how different I was. Something that would make me like this new Jane more than the old one.
I was just damned if I knew what that something needed to be.
My hangover was wearing off in the sea breeze and the resort was coming back into view when I saw a lonely figure standing by the edge of the ocean. I had to get a lot closer before I saw who it was, and when I did I almost swerved to avoid her. But she'd seen me, and... and screw it. I had nothing to be afraid of.
“Hey.”
The bartender was looking out to sea, the blue streak in her hair almost hidden. There was no real reason that she'd want to speak to me, or I to her, other than the fact that we were two women alone on the beach.
“Want some?” She held out a bottle of something.
“No, thanks. Bit early for me.” She took the bottle back again, but didn't seem too drunk. “Are you okay?”
“Yep.”
A heartbeat of a pause. I could see the small lines around her eyes, see the grey of tiredness beneath them. And I could see a sadness too. She was older than I'd originally thought. “What are you doing?”
“Saying goodbye.”
I nodded. “You're leaving?”
“Headed back to the mainland. Culinary school. I've been here long enough, been without roots long enough.”
She had made her decision. She was where I wanted to be, looking at the future, saying goodbye to the past. I stood by her side for a long minute or two before I turned to leave her without a word. I got it. She was saying goodbye to the island. But she was also saying goodbye to a version of herself, the version that had lived here, worked here. And that was something she needed to do alone.
✽✽✽
 
It was hard not to stare at the ocean. Maybe if you lived on the island it became less of a distraction. But the constant movement, the constant play of light on the waves was hypnotic. It helped me not to think. Because every time I did think it was about Ari.
I saw her shadow in corridors, I saw her outlined on my bed, I saw flashes of blonde and long legs encased in denim. And I wondered if she'd left yet, and if she'd given a thought to me before she did. If she'd stared down out of the plane window at little Hawkin Island and said goodbye to me in her mind.
“Pass me those hair straighteners.”
I handed Mads the straighteners from the cabinet and she threw them into a suitcase. “You know, going from a week long resort wedding straight to a honeymoon seems a little decadent,” I said.
“It is decadent,” said Mads, sitting on the suitcase to close it. “And there's nothing wrong with decadence once in a while. Might as well treat yourself, because life doesn't last forever.”
Spoken by someone rich enough to actually treat herself. My version of treating myself was a five dollar bottle of wine instead of the normal three dollar bottle.
“Jane, are you going to be alright?”
Mads was watching me with careful eyes. She knew more than I'd even told her, guessed because she was my big sister and that's what she did. I nodded numbly. She got up and pulled me into a hug.
“She's a fool. An idiot. How anyone can just walk away from someone as kind, generous, and beautiful as you, I'll never understand,” Mads said, holding me tight.
“It... It wasn't just her,” I said. “It was me too. I could have been braver, I could have been more honest about what I wanted, I could have tried harder. I don't know. It was both of us. It just wasn't meant to be.”
Mads let me go. “You know, I've never bought into that whole 'what will be, will be' nonsense. It always seemed like such a cop out to me. If you honestly believe that then what's the point of anything? You might as well just curl up at home and wait for fate to provide you with the money, the food, the love, the doctor that was meant to show up at your doorstep. 'What will be, will be' is what lazy people say. People who don't want to put the work into making things happen for themselves.”
She paused, looking me coolly in the eye, then gave me a half smile. “You're better than that, Jane, and you know you are. If there's something you want, then you should damn well go get it.”
“But–”
“No buts. In this life you get what you ask for.” She hesitated for a second then shook her head. “No, that's not quite right. You only stand a chance of getting what you ask for. You ask for what you want and maybe you get a yes, maybe you get a no. That's the risk you take. But don't ask, well then, you don't get anything at all, do you?”
I sighed, eyes drifting back to the ocean through the window. “I know you're right.”
She put her hand on my shoulder. “Maybe the problem is that Ari isn't good enough for you.”
“No, no, that's not it. We just... It's complicated.”
We stood there for a second or two, then Mads moved her hand and went back to cramming things into her case. “If you want to make yourself useful,” she said. “You can go down to reception and make sure they've got a taxi ordered for us. Tell them to have one here by ten.”
“Sure.”
I wandered down to reception. It was still early, and most holiday makers weren't around yet. I could hear plates clicking in one of the dining rooms, but the corridors and the foyer were empty of guests. Which is probably why I witnessed what I did.
“...completely unprofessional and rude to boot!” The manager's face was red and her hair was in disarray.
“You can't fire me now, it's the middle of the high season.” The blonde receptionist-cum-assistant-manager was also red in the face.
“I'll damn well do what I like. Get your bags and be out of here on the first plane or I'm calling security down to escort you out.”
The blonde stood there and glared, looking like she might punch the manager. But in the end, after an electric minute, she turned on her heel and stalked away. Which was when the manager saw me.
She hurried over in high heeled shoes that looked too uncomfortable for any normal woman. The trip between the reception desk and where I was standing was no more than twenty feet. Yet in those few seconds, I had more than enough time to think. More than enough time to decide.
All the pieces fell into place, everything fit perfectly, hell, a choir of angels was singing. It was one of those golden moments when all of a sudden you realize just what is possible, when you realize just what everything has been leading to. It was like that all important page in a book when you realize who the murderer was, or that scene in the movie when suddenly you understand everything. A momentous moment. The one I'd been looking for before the wedding. I glanced up, just to ensure that there wasn't a glowing lightbulb flashing over my head.
“Ma'am, I'm so sorry that you had to see that,” the manager said.
She was an older woman, maybe fifty, with curly dark hair, freckles, and chocolate colored eyes surrounded by laugh lines. In my head I couldn't help but compare her to Maggie, my current boss, who was stick thin and ate yogurt with a tiny metal spoon for lunch. Something about this woman gave me confidence.
“I'd like to apply for the job,” I said, loud and clear.
The manager stopped in mid-flow. “What?”
It made sense. It really did. I couldn't believe that this opportunity was falling right into my lap like this. “I want to apply for the job,” I said again. “The assistant manager, receptionist, whatever it was that that woman just got fired from. That's the job I want.”
Chocolate eyes shone and I could tell from the movement of her jaw that she was either holding back a laugh or preparing to yell at me. I waited a heartbeat, then two.
“Come with me,” she said.
✽✽✽
 
The office was piled with papers, but the window was open and a light breeze came in. It smelled like salt and sand and suncream and summer. Marcy, the manager, put a cup of coffee down in front of me.
“This is... unusual,” she said.
I nodded. “Right time, right place,” I said. The coffee was hot and delicious. “But I wasn't kidding, I really do want to apply for the job.”
She rubbed her face with her hand and I could see she looked tired. “Listen, Ms. Clark, I know that the resort is in your debt...”
Ah, the boat thing. I waved my hand. “Forget about all that stuff,” I said. “Just give me a fair hearing. I think I could do good here.” I knew in my heart that I could. I just knew that this was the job for me.
“Assistant manager is a tough job,” Marcy said, sitting back in her chair and looking at me. “There's little routine, you're always running around after someone else. Every day is different, and it's not like showing up to sit at a desk from nine to five and then going home. Here you'll be living with your work, leaving it at home really isn't an option.”
“That's exactly what I'm looking for.” No chance to get bored, no tedious data entry or anything else. It sounded perfect.
“And, well, do you have any qualifications?”
“Um, I'm good with word processing, Excel, all the normal office software,” I said. I was thinking on my feet here. “I don't have any direct qualifications for hotel management, but I'm a fast learner. My experience is in temping, so I have to be a fast learner.”
She nodded slowly. “I guess we could train you on the job, it's not that big a deal.”
“I've got plenty of customer service experience as well,” I added. “I'm a real people pleaser, it's what I do.” Things that I'd never thought would be a selling point.
Marcy sighed. She still looked doubtful. I wanted this. It was so right, so stunningly perfect, that I knew this was the job for me. This was God or the universe or whatever the hell it was I believed in slapping me around the face with something. I looked Marcy in the eye, and I could see how tired she was. The piles of paperwork around the office showed me how stressed she was.
“I want this job,” I said again. “And I might not be the most highly-qualified candidate around, but I do have a huge advantage.”
“Which is?” she asked with a small smile.
“I'm here and I can start whenever you like.”
There was a long silence and I could hear my heartbeat in my ears.
“A month long trial period,” Marcy said.
“Sounds fantastic.”
“Starting Monday, you'll need time to go and collect some suitable clothing, I'm thinking,” she said with a grin. “You'll have a bungalow on resort property, and I'll provide you with an information packet regarding salary, benefits and all the ins and outs before the end of the day today.”
I was barely listening by this point. My heart was leaping around in my chest and I felt better than I'd felt in weeks. Months. Years maybe. This was it, this was the very thing I'd been looking for, a career just like Mads had, but one that suited me. One that I could flourish in.
Not to mention the fact that I'd solved both the job and the housing problem in one short meeting. I was filled with a sense of rightness. This was me turning my life around. This was me asking for what I wanted. No, this was me working for what I wanted.
I stepped out of the office with bubbles of excitement fizzing in my stomach. Everything was coming together. I caught sight of the deep blue ocean out of the window. Everything except one thing. One important thing.
Appearances were deceptive. Ari herself had told me that. I'd assumed so much about her, and had never given a thought to the fact that maybe my assumptions were false. I'd assumed that she was brave and confident. But what if she wasn't? What if the reason she walked away from me was because she wasn't brave and confident at all, she was the very opposite.
I was changing my life, I was actually doing it. But there was one more piece that I wanted, one more thing that would give me perfection. It had to be Ari.
I couldn't let her leave without trying again. I'd never forgive myself. I had a job, I had somewhere to live. There was a bartender job up for grabs right here at the resort. As I'd thought, it was all fitting together.
I was practically running, jamming at the elevator button and then giving up before rushing for the stairs. If I was fast enough maybe I could stop her. Maybe I could be brave enough, confident enough for both of us. I didn't know. All I knew was that the thought of Ari leaving was like tearing a piece of my flesh off and I was damned if I was going to stand for it.
Racing down the corridor, my breath coming in gasps, I saw the cart standing in front of Ari's door. I saw it but its use didn't register. Not until I was at the door myself, not until I was standing in the room, watching the housekeeper fix the sheets.
Ari was gone. Of course she was. What did she have to wait for? She'd walked away because she was afraid and I'd never had the chance to tell her that she didn't need to be, that I could be the brave one, that I could look after her.
My heart broke into a million little pieces.




Chapter Nineteen
No. No, no, no. I wasn't having this. This wasn't going to happen. I deserved my perfection and dammit, I was going to have it. I took deep, calming breaths. Okay, I needed to track Ari down. This couldn't be that hard. There was one person that could help me now.
I spun around and fled back down the stairs.
The dining room was half empty, everyone from the wedding was hungover and packing. But Josh was there, as I'd known he would be. For some bizarre reason, Josh never got a hangover. He swore it was because he woke up early and went running and sweated all the alcohol out. To be honest, I'd never been brave enough to try it.
“Jane, you're up and about early.”
He was half-way through a plate of bacon and eggs. My mouth watered at the sight of them, but I tore my eyes away. “We need a chat,” I said.
“We do indeed. What have you done to Ari?”
Not how I expected this to go. “What?”
“What have you done to her?” he asked. “She's suddenly talking about going back to school, about actually settling down in one place for long enough to finish her degree. Did you do that? Did you persuade her that it was a good idea? Because if you did, you're a better man than me.”
“I, uh, no, I don't think it was me, I mean... We never really talked about it.”
“But you did talk,” he asked. He was raising an eyebrow and I caught his meaning.
“Yes, we talked. She told me about... About how you and she met.”
He nodded. “It was a difficult time.”
“Listen, Josh, I need something. I need Ari's number or address or something. I need to be able to get into contact with her.”
“You don't have it already?” He looked suspicious.
“Josh, I screwed up. I let her go. I let her persuade me that it was for the best, that we shouldn't be together, that we didn't deserve each other. And...” I took a deep breath. “And I made a mistake. A big one. I have to get her back.”
“Why?”
It was a simple question, just one word. The answer was the frightening part, the part that I couldn't speak out loud, the part that made me tremble inside.
“Because I think I love her,” I managed to whisper.
He leaned forward and I could smell the clean scent of him. His eyes were unfathomable and he was whispering too as he said: “Are you sure?”
“As sure as I can be. I just need to persuade Ari that she feels the same way.”
“Ari's afraid,” he said. “For a woman that's braver and stronger than anyone should ever have to be, she's absolutely terrified of letting anyone in. Trust me, I know. She's a womanizer, but only because she's too afraid to let herself feel anything other than that first shiver of excitement. But underneath it all I think, I've always thought, that she would make a good partner. She has love to spare, if only she'd let herself feel it.”
“I have to find her Josh, please help me. I know you want to protect her, and I know that you've got no reason to believe me, but I want to help her, really I do.”
“No reason to trust you?” he raised that eyebrow again. “You're practically my sister now. And I meant what I said to you before, Jane. I really do think you have your life together, and I really do think that you'd be perfect for Ari.”
“Then help me find her.”
He looked down at his watch, a fancy running model. “I'll text you her number, but her flight isn't due to leave for a couple of hours yet. I think if you hurry you can catch her at the airport.”
But I was already up and on my feet, running to the door without even thanking him.
✽✽✽
 
“There's not a taxi to be had on the island,” Marcy said, looking at me sympathetically. “It's all your relatives, they all checked out to get on morning flights. The traffic's a nightmare too, there's only one main road across the island. If you'll wait an hour, it'll be better.”
I didn't have an hour. I looked around, panicking, and then had a thought. “Which way to the kitchens?”
Marcy pointed and I ran again.
The kitchen was a hive of activity and I grabbed the first person I could find. “Who owns the motorbike?” I demanded.
Ten minutes later I was astride a bike that was twice as big as me, helmet in hand, getting careful instruction from the sous-chef. I'd slipped him every last bit of cash that I had on me and was trying to pay attention.
“Just keep the speed down and don't try anything fancy,” he said. “You'll be fine.” He handed me the keys. “This for Ari?”
I nodded, dumb with fear.
“Then you go get her. She's a hell of a woman, if I weren't married myself...” He tailed off and grinned. “Go get her.”
With my heart in my mouth I pushed the helmet over my head and turned the key. I was physically shaking. Motorbikes were the most dangerous form of transport that there was, I knew that. I knew that I had no training, that I shouldn't be on the bike at all. But there was no choice. This bike was the only thing that was going to get me to that airport on time and I was damned if I was going to let a little thing like being terrified stop me.
The machine rumbled beneath me and I managed to slowly steer it out of the resort parking lot. I was wobbly, my arms and legs were shaking, and I was hunched over with stress, but I was on the move.
The only bad side right now was that at my current pace it was going to take me a solid five hours to get to the airport. I pulled onto the main road behind a long line of cars. This was it. This was why I was doing this.
Hawkin Island had one main road and I was on it. Fortunately, it was a wide road, with plenty of room. To my right I could see a clear line all the way down the side of the highway. I took a deep breath then pulled the bike around and revved the engine a little. The thrum of power from between my legs gave me a little more confidence.
Slowly, slowly, past the cars, careful not to scratch any. It was a straight shot. I held my breath and upped the speed a little, then a little more, then even more. And then I was flying down the side of the road, hair streaming in the wind, bike humming beneath me. I straightened up a little. I was doing it.
And I saw why Ari liked this, loved this. The freedom, the speed, the feeling of being connected to everything around you instead of being boxed into a metal car. It was primal, sexual almost. I gripped the handlebars tight.
The road curved around and I followed it, letting my body bend into the arc and then straightening up and following the sign to the airport. It took every ounce of concentration that I had, but I managed it. When I pulled up in front of the terminal I was still shaking, but I was also full of a joy that was hard to describe. I'd done it, I'd faced my fears, and I had to have made it in time.
I pulled the helmet off, shook my hair out and jumped off the bike which promptly slid over onto its side. Crap. Fortunately, a security guard took pity on me and helped me to stand it and lock it and I was still thanking him as I ran into the terminal.
Then it hit me what I was here to do.
I hadn't exactly forgotten, but with the stress of the motorbike I hadn't had time to think about what I was going to do, what I was going to say. And I didn't have time now. I could see Ari standing at the check-in desk. I got the feeling that I'd have been able to pick her out anywhere, that I had a sense for where she was and I'd always find her. But I hung back, not knowing what to say, what to do.
“Hey, table lady.”
Ethan magically appeared by my side. The kid seemed to have a sixth sense when it came to me, just like I did for Ari.
“Hi Ethan, shouldn't you be with your mom?”
“My dad went home early, 'cept he's not going to be home anymore because he's going to live somewhere else.”
I remembered what Mads had told me. “I'm sorry, kiddo. That must feel bad.”
He shrugged. “It's okay, he wasn't home much anyway. Are you going to find that girl you like now? It's that one over there, isn't it?” He pointed in Ari's direction. “She's pretty.”
“She is,” I said. Apparently everyone at the wedding had known there was something going on between me and Ari. Fantastic.
“Then why are you waiting here?”
I took a deep breath. “I'm just... a bit scared is all.”
Ethan gave another shrug. “If you like her, you should just tell her. Always tell the truth that way you don't have to remember the lies.” He nodded at the wisdom of this. Then he caught sight of his mother. Marie looked frantic and I flashed her a grin, pushing Ethan in her direction.
“Thanks for the advice, kiddo,” I said. “Now get your butt onto that plane.”
He grinned and ran off to his mom and the next thing I knew Ari was standing right in front of me.
“What are you doing here?” she asked.
Right. This was my chance. Be honest. Be real. Do it right this time. Ask for what you want and step out of your damn comfort zone.
“I like you. I really like you.”
But she was looking down at my hand where the bike helmet dangled uselessly.
“Did you ride a motorbike to get here?” she asked.
I nodded.
“Jesus Christ.” She looked at that cheap plastic watch, saw the time, then pulled me away from the crowds, marching me outside into the warm, sea-scented sun. “You're insane,” she said when we were in front of the terminal.
“No, I'm out of my comfort zone.”
She laughed at this, her even white teeth flashing in the sun, her neck stretching out as she threw her head back. “Can you even see your comfort zone from where you are?” she asked.
I shook my head. “Not that it matters,” I said. “I don't really plan on going back.”
“Back to your comfort zone?”
“Nope. I'm here now, here to stay.” She turned to me and those eyes were so blue. “Got a job at the resort, going to be assistant manager, I get a bungalow on the grounds and everything. Life's changing. I'm changing. Thanks to you.”
“I didn't do a thing.”
“Oh yes you did, and you know it. And that's why I'm here. Because no matter what you say, what you think, I'm going to stand up for what I want, what I deserve, and what you deserve as well.”
There was a long pause and I could hear crickets chirping in the long grass. Could it be this easy? But then Ari shook her head. “We've had this conversation before, Jane.”
“No, you've told me your side of this conversation before, and here's the thing, Ari, I just don't buy it.” I was sounding angry, my voice going up. But I was damn well sick of people telling me what to do, how to feel. “I don't buy it in the slightest.”
She made as though to walk away, but I grabbed her wrist.
“When I first saw you, I thought you were brave and confident, but you're not, I get that now. You're scared, so afraid that you'll do anything to protect yourself from being hurt again. But what you don't get, what you really don't understand, is that yes, you're protecting yourself from being hurt, but you're protecting yourself from being loved as well. By me.”
She was pulling away, but my fingers held her tight.
“You don't have to be brave, Ari. You can be vulnerable, and that's fine. You say that you don't think that you can love anyone, but how do you know? Have you ever even tried? Have you? You told me to get out of my comfort zone, well now I'm telling you to get out of yours. I believe in you, Ari, I truly do. I know that you can love and be loved, but only if you're willing to take the chance.”
I let her go, my hand dropping from her wrist. She had to make this choice alone, not be dragged into it.
“Stay with me,” I said, more calmly, more quietly. “There's a bartender job at the resort. Stay here with me. Maybe not forever, maybe just for a week, or a month, or a year. But try it. Try eating apples every day and see how it feels.” I looked up into those dark blue eyes and my stomach flipped over. “I dare you.”
She was silent, eyes staring out towards the ocean, but her whole body was trembling. It was all that I could do not to take her into my arms.
“You're my happy ending, my cheesy happy ever after movie ending,” I said. “And like it or not, I'm yours. We deserve each other, Ari. We can grow together, we can love together, we can be happy together. And it might not be forever, I can't promise you that, no one can. But it can be for right now. And isn't that better than nothing?”
Her hand was moving, it was reaching toward me and I took it, pulling just a little.
“Ari, please. Stay with me.”
And then she was stepping to me, pulling me to her, and I could feel the warmth of her body, could feel her trembling still as I looped my arms around her neck, could smell her citrus and salty. Her eyes were the deepest blue I'd ever seen and I could hardly bear to look at them they were so beautiful.
“You are further out of my comfort zone than a motorbike,” she murmured.
I let a smile tickle the corner of my mouth. “I don't think so,” I said. “I think a fear is a fear, and once it's faced it's gone. And I think you don't need to be afraid of loving me.”
She hesitated, face so close I could almost brush her lips with my own.
“Don't hurt me, Jane.”
The words were raw and filled with scratching pain, but they were honest and were all the permission that I needed.
“I can't promise you forever, but I can promise that I will never deliberately hurt you.”
She nodded, a short, curt movement of her head and the trembling stopped, she melted into my arms and I into hers and we kissed long and slowly outside the airport as planes screamed behind us and the sea crashed in front of us.




Epilogue
There was a squeal and then I was hit by something akin to a missile that almost knocked me off my feet. I turned quickly, expecting to see a child and came face to face with my sister.
“What are you doing here already?” I practically yelled, grabbing her in for a hug. “We weren't expecting you until this evening.”
“Got an earlier flight,” Josh said, lugging a suitcase through the front door. “Mads didn't want to waste a second of this vacation.”
“It's going to be the last one for a while,” Mads said, stroking her bump which frankly, looked huge.
“You're not... you're not going to have it here, are you?” I asked.
Mads laughed. “You should be so lucky. And 'it' is a 'he' we've found out, so you're having a nephew.”
“Thank God, I had no idea how the hell we were going to deal with a mini you toddling around the place,” I said. I gestured to a porter to come and take the suitcases that Josh was piling up. “I've put you in the honeymoon suite, even though technically it's an anniversary and not a honeymoon,” I told Mads. “And I do have to work, so you'll have plenty of down time alone.”
“Last time we were here, we had a hundred of our closest friends and relatives with us,” said Mads. “After that, anything is going to be peaceful.”
She looked around the foyer and I grinned. Nothing had changed, not really. The sand still crept in from time to time, the ocean still hushed in the background, the tiles were still cool underfoot. The only real difference was me, dressed in a smart suit jacket, my assistant manager name-tag glowing on the lapel.
“I demand only the best,” Mads said, pulling at my elbow and linking her arm into mine. “So I insist that the assistant manager escort me to my suite.”
“Technically, the best would be the manager,” I pointed out as I led her to the elevator.
“Not in my book,” Mads grinned.
Josh was supervising the porter who looked slightly overwhelmed at the amount of bags he had to deal with.
“Bring the kitchen sink too?” I asked Mads.
She grinned. “Never know what you might need. And what about you, little sis? How are things going here?”
“Fine,” I said, pasting on a smile. The last thing I wanted to do was ruin her anniversary. So I said nothing more until the elevator dinged and we could go upstairs.
✽✽✽
 
“It's not that I don't feel it,” Ari said, wiping the bar down with wide sweeps of her arm. “It's that... I don't know, it just doesn't seem right to say it. I don't know why.”
I pushed my anger down even though I wanted to slap her so badly that my hand was itching. “That doesn't exactly soothe my feelings.”
I still burned a little with the embarrassment of it, and a whole week had passed. A week since we'd been walking hand in hand along the beach, the sun setting, the scene perfect, and I'd finally gathered up every ounce of strength that I had and told Ari that I loved her.
I didn't see what the big deal was. We'd been together for a year. A year of making love and fighting and laughing and working side by side. Love was there, I knew it was, I could feel it every morning when I woke up to see Ari's face next to mine, I felt it every time she looked at me or I brushed against her arm. We had love. So why was speaking it aloud such a traumatic experience?
“It wasn't supposed to soothe your feelings,” Ari said now. “And be honest here. Do you want me to say it to you just because you said it to me?”
“Of course not.”
“Then stop being so butt-hurt about it!” She stopped wiping and came back down the bar so that she was leaning over, taking my face in her hands. The blueness of her eyes took my breath away again. “You know I feel it, Jane. Just let me work up to saying it in my own time, okay?”
She pressed her cool lips to mine and I closed my eyes. It felt so right, so good, and my body started responding to hers. I pulled away. It was the middle of the day and I was in uniform.
“Fine,” I said. “I gotta get down to the beach and check on some of the rentals.” I jumped down from my barstool. “Don't forget that we're having dinner with Josh and Mads tonight.”
Ari rolled her eyes. “How could I forget? Josh is down here every ten minutes showing me pictures of that damn baby and it's not even born yet. All the ultrasound pictures look like aliens, but I don't have the heart to tell him that.”
I laughed. “Well don't bring it up over dinner, please.”
Beach walking always calmed me. It was one of the best parts of my job. But today I was still worried.
The problem was Seattle. As in the city. As in the new job that I'd been offered there and was desperate to take. The hotel was in the city, so it would give me more experience, and there was a hefty pay raise involved as well. All of which sounded pretty good. Except for the fact that I hadn't told Ari yet.
And I didn't even really know why I hadn't told her. She'd be happy, she'd be content to move. She was working on her degree, sure, but she was doing the work online, so that shouldn't be a problem. And she was aching to get back to a place where she could use her motorbike 'properly,' as she put it, rather than puttering around on the small island roads.
So where was the problem?
The problem was that until a week ago neither of us had said I love you. Neither of us had made any kind of commitment. Neither of us had been prepared to take the risk of our relationship going further forward.
So I'd taken the chance, I'd done it. And the response had been... nothing. Which was why we were still fighting and I still hadn't told Ari about Seattle, even though time was running out.
“You coming out later?”
I ran into Tim, the scuba instructor, by the boat jetty.
“Not today, my sister's in town with her husband.”
“Shame, we're going out to the reef on the other side of the island,” he said.
“I'll make it next time.”
I'd been on the island for a year, I'd learned to scuba dive, getting over my panic, and plenty of other things as well. Not least how to actually pilot a boat properly, though I still hadn't persuaded myself to take advantage of the pole dancing classes.
I was just checking out the boat rental log, making sure that the staff were abiding by the far stricter rental conditions that I'd finally implemented, when my walkie talkie hissed and grumbled into life.
“Jane? Jane?”
I got called on the damn thing fifty times a day, and it was nearly always one of the security guards calling. But this wasn't. Marcy's voice was loud and clear, and she sounded worried. I flicked the button to speak.
“Down at the jetty, what's up?”
“Jane, you need to get back up to the resort.”
The black box stuttered and hissed in my hand and distorted whatever she said next so that I didn't catch it.
“What?” I shouted, trying to swallow down my panic.
“Come back up,” she shouted through the static. “There's been an accident.”
✽✽✽
 
I don't remember getting back from the beach. I remember devastating flashes of imagination, seeing Mads in a pool of blood, seeing Josh crying over her. I know that the whole way back I assumed, had assumed from the very beginning, assumed from when Marcy made the call, that it was my sister in trouble. She was the pregnant one, after all. Somehow that made her more fragile, more at risk.
I never for one second imagined that it would be Ari.
“Clear the way,” Marcy shouted as soon as she saw me.
I was supposed to hurry, but I couldn't. As I neared the small circle of people near the pool my steps slowed and slowed and slowed some more, putting off the moment when I'd have to see what was there. Marcy's face was pale white, making her freckles stand out sharp.
“Come on, it's okay,” she said softly.
I let myself be forced into the circle, let the crowd split to let me through. And my heart stopped beating.
Ari's eyes were closed. There was blood. Trickles, dribbles, splashes. I heard a strange noise, keening, just on the edge of screaming, and realized that it was me and I couldn't stop it.
“Woah, woah,” the doctor turned his attention to me, half-standing, pulling me down toward him. “That's enough of that,” he said. “She's fine. She's fine.”
She's fine. I let the words circle my head for a moment, let them truly sink in.
“She's fine,” he said again. “It looks a lot worse than it is. I promise.”
I recognized the doctor, we'd had to call him out on occasion for guests, and I trusted him. I managed to swallow. “What happened?”
“That stupid shelf,” Marcy said.
And I could remember Ari complaining about it. A shelf of bottles above the bar, a shelf that she said was crooked, that bottles wouldn't sit on right, and I'd told her to put a work order in, to get it fixed. Jesus.
“Jane?”
Ari's eyes flickered open and instinctively I reached for her hand, squeezed it tight.
“She's fine,” the doctor said as the whooping of the ambulance came closer.
✽✽✽
 
“Stop fussing.” Ari batted my hands away and pulled her jeans up herself.
“Fine, but you've got to tell me if you're feeling dizzy.”
“Or nauseous,” she added dryly. “I was listening to the doctors too. And I also heard them say that it's more than fine for me to go about my daily activities, which includes having dinner with your sister and my best friend, as long as I felt up to it. Which I do. So stop fussing.”
I sighed. “Okay, okay.”
She sat on the edge of the bed and patted the mattress next to her. “Come here.”
I did as I was told.
“I've been an idiot, haven't I?” Ari said.
“You should have got that shelf fixed. A possible concussion and twelve stitches were a pretty small price to pay, it could have been much worse.”
“That's not what I'm talking about.”
“It's not?”
“I could have died without telling you. It could have been you there, you could have died without knowing.”
“You're being over-dramatic, no one died.”
“Just listen to me, Jane. I understand now. I understand that the feeling, the understanding, it's not enough. There's something about saying the words that makes it all real, which is probably why I was so afraid in the first place.”
“Ari...”
“Listen to me. Jane, my plain Jane, my wonderful, loving, perfect Jane, I love you.”
A week ago the sun had been setting and sand had been crunching under our feet and the ocean had been singing. Right now we were sitting in our cramped bedroom with the bed unmade and the shutters half closed so that dust spun in the remaining light, with clothes scattered over the floor. And yet right now was the most perfect moment that I could imagine.
“I love you too,” I said, before I noticed that Ari's head had dipped, that a tear was traveling along the length of her nose and dripping from the end. I put my arm around her. “What is it? You're supposed to be happy right now, not crying.”
She gave a snuffled laugh. “I know, I am. I swear.”
“Then why the tears?”
“Because... because I always thought I was broken. I didn't think I could do this, that I could love someone. And because you showed me how. You taught me how.”
“You're not afraid of eating apples every day?” I teased, still holding her.
She shook her head. “Can't even remember what a banana looks like,” she said.
“That's good, because I've got something to tell you.”
The light was already starting to fade, we were going to be late, but I needed to do this now. I told her as quickly as I could about Seattle, about the job and maybe moving, and when I was done she had a grin so big that I thought her face my split open.
“You mean I'll get to ride my bike properly?” she asked.
“If you want me to take the job, yes,” I said. “But it's up to you, we don't have to go.”
“No, no, I want to go. I mean, it's wonderful here, but it's time for a change, don't you think?”
I bit my lip and nodded. “There's one other thing,” I said. “With the new job there'll be more money coming in and I had a look around and there are some great colleges in Seattle and I thought, well, if you want, you could actually go to school to complete your degree.”
“Jane, I can't do that, I can't let you work and...”
“It'll only be for a year or so if you focus and get it done. I'm not saying you have to, I'm just saying that the option is there.”
She nodded. “Okay, I'll think about it. Deal?”
“Deal.”
“And we'd better get going or Mads is going to blame me for making you late.”
As we walked out into the warm evening Ari took the lead, walking a step or two ahead and I let her.
I'd always thought that she was the strong one, it had never occurred to me that I could be the strong one, that I could be brave, that I could plan things and lead things and make decisions. If I'd taught Ari to love then she'd taught me just as much, about myself and about making me, us, happy.
Little lanterns lined the side of the path leading to the resort and their orange glow caught in Ari's hair. In her jeans and tank top she looked exactly the same as she had a year ago. Only I knew that she'd changed, that we both had.
Only I knew just how lucky I was.
My heart skipped a beat watching her. I'd always thought that I needed to be more than me, that I wasn't quite good enough, strong enough, brave enough. Maybe that was true, maybe not. But I knew that Ari made me more than me, and that somehow I made her more than her. Together we were better, braver, and so much more.
“Want to take a boat out tomorrow?” Ari called over her shoulder.
“Only if you promise to check the engine before we go.”
She laughed and I saw the line of her throat and the way the light etched her profile and I wanted more than anything to kiss her. So I did.
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The Opposite of You
Chapter One
Mac
I slid slowly into character. I smiled, held out my hand and commented on the weather. It was what was expected of me. The blonde smiled back and I felt the familiar shot of adrenaline as the woman looked me straight in the eye.
“Cassandra Wheeler,” the blonde said, still pumping at my hand.
“Jennifer Leighton,” I said, widening my smile just a little further. “Jen.” I didn't stumble over the name. Never had. That had been one of my first lessons: choose a name that slips off your tongue. Jen was an identity I'd used more than once before.
“It's a beautiful building,” Cassandra said. “Well kept, clean. Are the building fees a nightmare?”
I stepped back to allow the woman entry to the apartment. “Not at all,” I said with a small grin. “All included in the rent.”
“Wow. What a place.”
I stood in the center of the large living room as the blonde spun around, taking in the tall windows, the high ceilings, the tastefully painted walls. It was quite the apartment. The pictures on the short term rental site really hadn't done it justice at all.
“It's a shame to leave it,” I agreed. “But, well, I don't really have much choice. And I definitely can't afford to leave the place empty.” I paused for a second, then took a step closer to the woman, creating a false intimacy. “You wouldn't like a coffee, would you? I'm dying for a cup.”
Cassandra laughed. “You read my mind.”
The blonde followed me to the breakfast bar overlooking the kitchen and I pulled two mugs out of a cupboard. I went for the right door, hand on the mugs immediately, I'd done my homework. I wasn't about to trip over something as simple as not being able to find the mugs in what was supposed to be my own apartment.
A fresh pot of coffee was bubbling on the counter, the smell permeating the apartment. The scent of cinnamon and fresh bread whirled around my nose, thanks to the bread rolls sprinkled with spice that I'd heated up in the oven earlier. Then ditched. I hate cinnamon. A minor expense, but an important one. People so often underestimate the power of smell when renting out a place. Not me though. No, Mac Seymour knows every trick in the book.
“So, if you don't mind me asking, why are you leaving this place?” the blonde said when her fingers were curled around a hot mug.
Time for the emotional sell. I needed to be careful here. Too much emotion and the mark gets jumpy, feels awkward and uncomfortable and eager to get away. Too little and they won't get drawn in, won't be hooked. It's a fine line.
“It's uh, well, I guess...” I pretended to stutter and turned away so that she couldn't see into my eyes. “My fiance and I brought this place together,” I said.
“Ah.”
There was a second when I thought maybe I'd misjudged the situation. But then her hand snaked out and patted me on the forearm, the sparkling ring on her finger glowing with newness. No misjudgment here then.
“It's fine, I'm okay, really,” I said. “Just... well, being here is tough now and I need to move on and... well, you know how it is.”
She tutted sympathetically. I held my tongue. Better a story too short then one too long, that's what my Uncle Frank always said. Sprinkle in too many details and you increase your chances of getting caught. Too many things that can be checked, too many lies to remember.
Besides, most people don't spill all the details at once, they savor some things for later, hold back the juicy parts in reserve for family and friends. It's only liars that feel the need to dot every i and cross every t, to fill in every gap.
“I'm so sorry,” Cassandra said eventually.
I shrugged, wondering what she guessed had happened. In her head, there was a whole different story to my life. A story where my fiance had died in a flaming wreck, or left me for his best friend, or jumped off the highway bridge just down the street. It didn't matter which of these she thought, of course, but I was curious nevertheless.
“Would you like to see the rest of the place?” I said, with exactly the right amount of forced cheerfulness to convey that I didn't want to discuss the thorny issue of my fiance anymore.
“Absolutely,” she smiled with relief, excused from having to comfort a grieving stranger.
We wandered together through the airy apartment, me holding back a little, letting her explore by herself. Letting her fall in love with the neutral tones, the clean lines, the minimalistic feel that made the place look like it was out of some magazine. Occasionally, she tossed me a question, and I answered fluidly, fluently. This wasn't my first rodeo.
“I love this room,” she said, stepping into the bedroom. “The windows, the view, the space. Wow, just wow.”
I nodded, smiling mechanically. The room was huge. So huge that I figured you could fit my and Mia's entire studio in without a problem. I shivered a little.
Comparing the filth of the hovel I shared with my sister to this place was an unpleasant reminder of what I needed to go home to. I sighed. I'd treated myself to spending the night in the rental apartment last night. I'd had no choice but to rent overnight, so it would have been a waste not to. One night of clean sheets and nice views and big bath tubs. Really not long enough.
“I'm sorry,” Cassandra said, patting my arm again. “This must be really painful for you.”
It took me a second to realize that she meant renting out my little love nest, dealing with whatever had happened to my fake fiance, piecing together a life shattered by... something. I gave her a small smile and backed out of the room, leaving her to the views.
She took her time. I glanced at my watch. Another prospective renter was coming in half an hour. Just enough time, as long as she made her decision soon. I felt the stirring of air as she came out of the bedroom. Time to get back to work.
“It's really a beautiful place,” she said.
I detected the hint of doubt immediately. “We were very happy here,” I said, laying it on a little thick. “The building fees are included, as are utilities.”
“You must have a hundred people lining up to see this place.”
I nodded and her face fell just a little, her confusion more than evident. Time to go in for the kill. “Listen, I have to be honest with you,” I said. Never, ever trust someone that says they have to be honest with you. It nearly always means they're lying. “I've kind of already promised the place to someone.”
A crease of frustration between her eyebrows. “You have?”
“Yes, but... Well, it's an older man. And I'd really prefer the place to have some life in it, a younger woman, a happy couple maybe. It would, I don't know, make me feel easier about leaving the place, I guess. Stupid, isn't it?”
“No, no, it's not stupid at all,” she said.
I flashed her a conspiratorial smile. “The other guy didn't leave a deposit. He said he'd let me know by the end of the day. So I guess if you were to leave a deposit now, well, the place would be yours fair and square, wouldn't it?”
The doubt was gone now. Now that she knew that she might lose the place, she suddenly wanted it all the more. “Is a check okay?”
“Cash is best, if you don't mind,” I said. “There's an ATM just at the corner. I'm moving out of state, you see, so I've already closed down my account here.”
But she was already fiddling in her wallet for her ATM card. “Just give me five minutes.”
It was eight minutes, to be precise. Those cold minutes whilst you're waiting for the mark to pay up are the hardest. They could change their mind at any second and the situation is no longer under your control. But she paid up, the full five hundred in cash, and left with my promises of emailed contracts ringing in her ears.
I breathed out a sigh as I rummaged in the kitchen cabinet for my bag. Carefully I stacked Cassandra's deposit with the other two bundles of cash that I'd earned today. Or extorted. Whichever you prefer, I'm not hiding what I do. I do what I have to to pay the bills.
Fifteen hundred bucks. And the place had only cost me two hundred to rent for the night. Add in the cost of coffee, bread rolls, and cinnamon and I was way ahead.
The doorbell rang. Way ahead and there was still one more mark to go. One more chance at an extra five hundred bucks. I hid my bag again and went to the door.
“Jennifer Leighton,” I said, holding out my hand. “Jen.”
The young red head in front of me grinned. “I love this place already,” she said, practically squeaking with excitement.
“Oh, just you wait until you see inside,” I smiled, ushering her in.
An easy mark. Who doesn't love an easy mark?




Chapter Two
Eleanor
The restaurant always strangely pleases me when it's empty. When it's closed, I mean, not just when we've got no customers. There's something satisfying about it being all clean, the chairs and tables being straight and in line, the glasses all washed, the floors all shining. It appeals to the more logical side of me, I suppose.
All of which implies that I like the place. That I'm not desperately trying to back my way out of what was, I now have to admit, a monumentally bad decision. The worst decision I've made in my business life. Hell, the worst I've made in my life period.
“So, what's the problem?”
The look on Addie's face as she waltzed in, shopping bags hanging from the crook of her elbow and eyes obscured by sunglasses, told me exactly how uninterested she was in this little meeting. Which should be surprising since we're technically business partners. But I've known Addie too long now to be surprised at her lack of interest in anything that doesn't involve her buying something shiny and expensive.
“The same problem we've had for the last year and a half,” I said, trying to be calm and level.
“Ugh, money again.”
She collapsed into a chair which creaked with her weight. Not that she's fat, but the chairs are a flimsy designer affair that I hated from the first moment I saw them. But Addie persuaded me they were exactly what we needed. She's good at that. Persuading.
“Money again,” I said. “We're just not getting anywhere close to the profits that we projected. And I want to understand why.”
Addie shrugged. “Restaurants are a tough venture, you know that. They're up and down, profit margins are thin. But we're getting better all the time, more bookings, more catering orders. I think you're jumping the gun here.”
She inched forward a little so that I could see the depths of her dark eyes, the way her lashes curled, the tiny dot on her nose that had once housed a ring. A ring that she'd removed three years ago stating that she was too old now for such nonsense. Three years ago when I thought it possible that Addie actually could mature.
“Jumping the gun?”
“Most restaurants close in their first year of doing business. You know that. We're long past that point. That's cause for celebration, surely?”
I sighed. The reason we were past that year-long deadline was simple. I'd pumped more money into the business. I'd increased my investment by half again. Addie was rummaging in one of her shopping bags.
“Look at this,” she said, pulling out a black, sequinned shirt. “Tell me how amazing I'm going to look in this.”
She held up the wisps of fabric and shot me that smile. The one that looked like a cat after getting into cream, the one that said she was satisfied, happy, indulged, the one that had once upon a time made my heart beat faster and my mouth dry up.
“Addie, we need to talk about this. It's important. If we don't start turning more of a profit soon, we–”
“We what?” Her eyes sparked sharp and she was glaring at me. “We close? I'm not falling for that, El. I'm not. This place is packed on the weekends. We're nowhere close to failing. So what if we're not making as much as we thought? The business is growing and you're being impatient.”
That's another thing that Addie is good at. Making you feel like you're the one in the wrong even when you've done nothing. I bit my lip and took a breath before answering.
“There's no need to get dramatic about things. I just want to know more about the finances is all. I just... I want this place to succeed as much as you do. Really, I do.”
Which was true. I wanted the place to succeed so that I could sell out and make my money back. There was no way after all of this that I was walking away with a loss. If I did, it would be the first loss I'd made in a business sense. And I figured I'd lost enough in the personal sense that I didn't need to double the pain.
“Okay,” Addie said, stuffing the shirt back into her bag. “But I still think you're over-reacting.”
I puffed out a breath of air. Over-reacting. Far from it. In fact, I was doing now what I should have done months ago. Would have done months ago. If I hadn't been blinded by Addie's smile, lulled by her touch.
“I've taken all the financial records,” I said. “The books. I'm going to go through them, see what's what. Maybe we can make some cuts, increase our margins.”
“The accountant?”
“Was happy to give things over to me,” I said. Her eyes were narrowing as she considered the implications of this. “This could help,” I said. “Really help.”
Finally, she nodded. “Fine. If you want to do it, I guess. I mean, it's no skin off my nose, just more work for you.” She gave me the side eye. “But then you always did like to spend your Saturday nights curled up with a good book, didn't you?”
The dig didn't hurt. Even when we were together I couldn't stomach Addie's party nights. The nights of drinking and clubbing and coming home at dawn with mascara smeared down your face. What she'd said was true, the difference between us being that she saw it as an insult and I didn't.
“I'll get to work on it,” was all I said.
Addie gave an irritated sigh. One that I was obviously meant to comment on. I considered letting it go, but frankly, if there was something worse than an irritated Addie it was an Addie that wasn't the center of attention.
“What?”
“Oh, nothing.”
A jolt of anger in my stomach. “What is it, Addie?” I asked again.
“Just...” Her eyes flickered to me then back to the tabletop. “Just I guess I thought this meeting was going to be about something else.” She paused but I didn't speak. “About us,” she added, finally.
“There's nothing to talk about there. There is no us.”
Even now it hurt, it stung. But I didn't know if it hurt because we broke up or hurt because I'd misjudged her, made a bad decision. The fact that I'd chosen her, been so sure about her, and been wrong, left me shaken like the carpet was being pulled out from under my feet. Like I couldn't trust my own judgment anymore. Couple that with the restaurant investment spiraling downwards and I was beginning to think I'd lost my touch.
Me. Eleanor Shepherd. Losing her touch. Who'd have thought it? Straight As through high school, college and business school. I ticked every box, filled every criteria, did exactly what I was supposed to do. All of which was meant to add up to success. All of which did add up to success. Until this. Until Addie and the restaurant and... I swallowed down the thoughts.
“No us?”
Addie's voice had gone up half an octave. A sign that she was about to yell or about to cry. I wasn't sure which.
“Anybody home?”
The shout came from the kitchen and I heard the back door clanking closed as footsteps came towards us. Addie rolled her eyes, denied her chance of a scene. Though depending on who was coming in, she might take a stab at getting her moment in the spotlight anyway.
“In here,” I shouted back.
“Ah, there you are.” Tom's hair was ruffled and his cheeks pink from the outside air. He was grinning and looked all of fifteen as he came into the dining room. “I'll just get the coffee machine switched on and open up the shutters,” he said. “Then I can get you both a cup if you want one?”
I really should have turned the machine on myself. I knew that it needed time to warm up before opening. “That'd be nice.”
“Yeah,” Addie said, pushing back her chair and scooping up her shopping bags.
There would be no scene today. If it had been Kyla, our pretty blonde Australian waitress then Addie might have gone for it. But not Tom. She had no reason to want to impress Tom. Men had never been her weak point.
She disappeared off into the back and Tom rattled the shutters open and let the afternoon light flood into the dining room. Addie's chair was crooked now, the restaurant was no longer perfect and quiet. And my hatred for the place burned a little brighter.
“Make mine a latte,” Addie shouted through to Tom.
Not for the first time I wondered why I'd done this. Why I'd fallen for Addie. Why I'd invested in the restaurant.
“Want a latte too?” asked Tom.
I shrugged. I couldn't trust myself to make the big decisions in life, so how the hell was I supposed to make the little ones? I felt my palms getting sweaty.
“I'll make it a double macchiato,” Tom said, grinning at me. “You like those.”
I nodded, glad that the decision had been taken out of my hands.
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