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To anyone who has ever been unsure if that little voice inside is intuition or fear.

Keep listening.





“One must still have chaos in oneself to be able to give birth to a dancing star.”

—NIETZSCHE








PROLOGUE

I take another step forward as a wave crashes on the shoreline. My foot is unexpectedly submerged in the water. I jolt back as if the ocean shocked me, but the tide comes up faster with every swell. Saltwater clings to my ankles.

“Help,” I call out, though I don’t understand why. The water is not at a dangerous level. I could make it back before it reached my waist, and yet I’m drawn inexorably deeper and further into this mystery.

Swaying back and forth with the gentle waves of the ocean, I squeeze my eyes shut. I wish this would all stop and I could return to my perfect life. The life of my dreams, I’d said.

Dreams are not wishes. I know that now.

Wishes represent wants. Selfish, shallow, or otherwise misguided desires.

But dreams show you what you need. Especially the ones you don’t even know you have, the ones that live in your subconscious.

Most people use the words wishes and dreams interchangeably, myself included. In fact, I wouldn’t understand the difference until they taught me.

They gave me what I needed, and it was nothing that I wanted.

Proof that dreams do come true.






Five Days Earlier
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SUEÑOS RESORT

—AT BECK ISLAND—

GUEST MANIFEST

Guest 1: Ethan Foster, age 45

Guest 2: Paige Foster, age 41

Arrival date: Sunday, March 15, 3 p.m., helicopter transfer from San Juan airport

Preferences

Bedding: Italian cotton in powder blue or celadon green, goose down pillows with silk pillowcases, firm for him, plush for her

Flowers: peonies and gardenias

Food: no cooked seafood, only raw

Other notes: son, Jonah, age 2, will not accompany them on this trip






GABBY

I make other people’s dreams come true.

It’s my job as the concierge for the Sueños Resort at Beck Island. If you’re not familiar with the destination, you aren’t alone. We have no website, no online reservations system, no phone number. Vacations are booked through word of mouth, and we coordinate solely with executive assistants and publicists of the rich and the famous.

Sueños is an intimate resort boasting thirty-six premier standalone suites on the pink-sand beaches of the Caribbean, on Beck Island, nestled between Puerto Rico and the U.S. Virgin Islands. We host up to one hundred guests on any given day, and as many employees are on hand to cater to their every whim. Groups are broken up by marital status, such as the singles, couples, or family cluster, or by interests such as the explorers, the relaxers, or the networkers. So if you asked, the guests themselves would report that they vacationed with only twenty people. That’s intentional. We want them to feel like they’re the only people in the world, without feeling like they’ve landed in apocalyptic isolation.

No one is permitted to drive themselves to Sueños, and there are no available directions. One of our in-house cars will retrieve a group from either the airport on the windward side of Beck Island, or the yacht port on the leeward side. Inside the gates, each cluster of twelve guest pavilions has its own reception hut, pool, entertainment bungalow, fitness hut, and spa, though most guests prefer treatments in their suites or alfresco.

I am the only concierge across every casita at Sueños, and I am the piece that elevates the entire experience. Sueños roughly translates from Spanish as dreams, and I’ve taken the resort name to heart. That means I can have Nutella, Trader Joe’s Fruity Gummy Candies, or even a diamond ring flown in on the same day it’s requested. I have priests, rabbis, and psychics on speed dial. The more outrageous the ask, the more amped I am to make it happen.

Eldest daughter syndrome, but make it set in paradise. That’s my life.

I press the intercom for the Oak Pavilion. “Good morning, Mr. and Mrs. Jackson.”

“Gabby, I don’t want to leave!”

“Do you have good news for me, Gabby?”

“Of course. I wanted to let you know that I was able to secure you a chopper to San Juan so you will not be delayed due to this morning’s private jet backlog at the Beck Island airstrip.”

“And then the jet will meet us in San Juan?”

“Yes, Mrs. Jackson.”

“Are you sure? Because I have a meeting in New York and I don’t have a minute to spare.”

“The helicopters have a separate flight pattern from the jets, so you won’t have to get in the taxi line, which is what’s causing the delay. Your car will be here in ten minutes. We hope you’ve loved your stay at Sueños.”

I hear the Jacksons urgently discussing the next time they can return to Sueños and I hang up with a smile on my face. I resent the trope that people who work for the rich and powerful are bitter and angry. Instead, I am honest with myself knowing that I would have never sacrificed what it takes to amass that kind of wealth and influence. I’m perfectly content running in their world, even when some people think I’m nothing more than their “beck and call” girl.

And this life isn’t all superficial entitlement, despite what the most popular shows portray. Sueños is beautiful, and it has a surprisingly rich history. Ownership changed hands twice after the land was abandoned by troops in the Spanish-American War, but it became an icon of luxury with the vision of the late Oscar-winning actress Mara Morgan, and her estate. Mara enjoyed astronomical success in her twenties, during the nineties and the early aughts, but she grew insulted by the roles offered to her after she turned thirty-five. Instead of fighting, Mara bowed out of Hollywood and bought Beck Island in 2011 to pursue a solitary, peaceful life.

It was an accident—fate, they said—that she met her adoring husband at a political fundraiser soon after she retired. They moved to Beck Island and lived as a happy couple until they died in a tragic house fire, sparked in the dark of night and ravaging their home before firefighters could make it from the mainland. I imagine they were holding hands in their bed as they took their last breaths. It’s so Romeo and Juliet.

“Hey, Gabs.”

Mercedes, my roommate and best friend, bursts through the reception doors and collapses into my guest chair.

“Busy day?” I ask.

“Crazy,” she says, blowing the bangs out of her eyes.

“Are you going to cut those?”

“I’m growing them out.”

“I think it’s time to pin them back then, Merce.”

Mercy is the yin to my yang. When she gets frantic, I get calm. When she worries, I soothe. When I get low, she brings energy. We are a great team, in work and in life.

“Have you heard from Cassie?” she asks.

I shake my head no.

Mercy was thrown into the head-of-house vacancy when our veteran coworker Cassie moved to New York. Mercy had worked on Cassie’s team for two years, holding positions in cleaning and butler services, and she’s capable enough to handle the position, but the transition has been hard on her. Especially hard because everyone is comparing her to Cassie, who was a flawless head of house for five years.

“I bet she’s busy in rehearsals 24/7,” I offer.

“Do you think it could have happened for her that quickly?”

“Have you met Cassie? She’s magnetic. I bet theater companies are fighting for her.”

“I don’t know, that sounds like the optimistic can-do concierge in you. I’ve been trying to reach her with questions about the scheduling software and it’s been three weeks.”

I don’t tell her that it’s been a month already, but secretly I wonder if some of her frustration is jealousy in disguise. Mercy was once an actress too.

The first time Mercy visited Beck Island, she was traveling on the arm of a famous director who declared her his muse. The second winter, a big studio had greenlit his film but wanted to cast Jenna Ortega. He flew home without Mercy and suddenly she was a local.

Having become friendly with the staff, she called in favors for a job, but it was a bumpy road. Way worse than this. Cassie would find her on a lounge chair in the middle of a shift because Mercy kept forgetting she was no longer a guest. At first she declared that she was saving up for a plane ticket home, and then it was a security deposit for an apartment, but it’s been two years. I imagine she accepted the promotion to dull the sting of Cassie leaving to pursue the dreams she had once claimed as her own. If Mercy were like me, she would have let them die a long time ago. Foolish girl.

“The system will click for you. It just hasn’t happened yet,” I assure Mercy, but she shakes her head like I don’t get it.

“What I mean is, Cassie’s been gone three weeks and I haven’t heard from her at all. No one has.”

“Oh,” I say. That sounds like more than Mercy’s petty jealousy or frustration. “No one?”

“No. And I have a bad feeling,” Mercy says.

In true concierge fashion, this is my cue to tell Mercy that everything will be fine, or that I can fix whatever might feel off. But right now I can’t muster up what suddenly feels like a lie.





PAIGE

The only thing better than arriving at an exclusive resort on a private island in the Caribbean is waking up there the next morning. The filth of travel has washed off, first in the ocean, then in our suite’s outdoor rainforest shower. The swelling in my feet has gone down. The butler has unpacked and hidden our suitcases out of sight, fostering the illusion that we live here now and that vacation can last forever. I miss our two-year-old Jonah so much it hurts, but spreading out in the soft, crisp sheets of our king-size canopy bed is a powerful salve.

Ethan emerges from the bathroom in a plume of steam.

“Are you going to have breakfast with me?” I ask him.

“Not today.”

I pout, even though I know it’s not really fair. Ethan is a very important and busy man as chief operating officer of the hospitality company that developed Beck Island, and he spends a lot of time here, making sure operations run smoothly. Right now he’s negotiating the largest proposed addition to the resort property since its inception, and it’s taking a toll on him.

Ethan buttons up his crisp powder-pink shirt over dark linen shorts—his version of an island-style suit. “I’m sorry, I can’t today, but I promise I will ask my assistant to clear one morning. We’ll have eggs and watch the sunrise hand in hand.”

“Deal.”

“So what’s on your agenda today?” Ethan asks.

“I have been dreaming about that crispy golden Belgian waffle with fresh fruit since we were here last.”

“Food cravings. Could you be?” he asks as he slides his watch over his wrist.

“No, this is my fertile window, remember?”

“That’s right,” Ethan says. He sits next to me on the bed and leans down to kiss my collarbone.

“You know what that means for us this week,” I say as I pull him to me, pressing my body against his.

He moans as he pulls away. “I wish I didn’t have a meeting.”

“Well, you better make time to sneak away when the tests show I’m ovulating.”

“You got it, boss.”

“My agent’s sending out my nonfiction proposal to editors at the major publishing houses today,” I remind Ethan, full of nervous excitement.

“Bring home that big book deal, babe,” he says while fixing his hair in the mirror by the door.

“I just want someone to publish it. This is the book I needed as I transitioned from a high-powered career woman to a mother with a high-powered career.”

“Just publish it? It’s going to be a bestseller. My wife is a superstar, no matter what she’s doing,” Ethan says.

“And don’t you forget it,” I say.

“Don’t you forget it,” he says. Ethan rolls his sleeves up just once, enough to show off his watch, before slipping out of our suite. The blast of warm air from outside is immediately neutralized by the air-conditioning. I pull the buttery soft sheet of our canopied bed up to my neck and roll over to call room service. While I wait for the food to arrive, I decide to check in on work.

Work has a new meaning to me these days, since I left the firm to focus on growing our family.

I had dutifully returned to my partnership position at the Park Avenue law firm when Jonah was six months old, but it was torture. Being away from him was difficult, but what was impossible was doing work that suddenly felt like it was draining me of life. It would have been irresponsible—not to mention devastating to my father—to quit with no backup plan. So I kept working.

When Jonah turned one, Ethan and I started trying for a second baby, and the relief was palpable. I didn’t realize how desperate I was to create rather than destroy, which was all I did in my litigation work. I was overjoyed when I got pregnant on the first try. And I was devastated when I woke up bleeding and cramping six weeks later.

I hadn’t told anyone yet, not even my ob-gyn, so it was almost as if the miscarriage hadn’t happened. I acted accordingly. We waited two months and tried again. I got pregnant and this one stayed for two months, but there was no heartbeat at the ten-week sonogram and I had to have a D&C. No one confirmed it, but I was certain she was a girl.

After my third miscarriage, I knew I had to leave the firm. The hours and the stress weren’t good for me. Mentally and logistically I could handle the work, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that these miscarriages were a sign that just because I could do it, didn’t mean I should. So I quit three months ago, cashed in my firm equity and got a job as an adjunct law professor. I also started writing a nonfiction book on blending career and motherhood, all while researching IVF to give Jonah a sibling.

In the Magnolia Suite, I pad over to the laptop set up by the butler on the desk in the living room area. I tuck the computer under my arm as I pull on the knobby natural wood handles of the French doors leading to our veranda. Ethan’s company took extraordinary care to preserve the island’s natural beauty when building Sueños. Each hut was constructed by hand using rudimentary tools and not heavy machinery, and every structure incorporates local, sustainable materials. As a result there’s an undeniable harmony between nature and luxury here.

I plan to really lean into that nature and luxury this week, and my empty inboxes are proof that the Universe supports me. I review the list of editors that my agent and I agreed on last week until breakfast arrives.

I eat on the veranda listening to the waves gently lapping the beach on the other side of my palm tree−lined patio. When I’m done, I glide a flowy off-the-shoulder dress over my favorite bathing suit. Ready to tackle the day, I set off to find Gabby at the concierge office.

The first few years we visited Sueños, especially after every expansion, I could get easily turned around in the maze of the resort. The thick, lush flora and the tall palm trees are intended to maximize privacy, but they make it challenging to navigate the winding pathways. After the third cluster of casitas was added, Ethan commissioned an interactive map app to guide guests around, but I no longer need it to find my way.

Instead, I imagine the grounds like an octopus. The large reception bungalow is in the center, the saltwater shaded pool off to the right, the sun-soaked infinity pool to the left. Beyond reception and the pool areas, huts spiral out from the center into singular limbs. This affords every room privacy. And then at the top, where the head would be, is the overwater restaurant.

“Hi, Gabby!” I say when I spot the concierge behind the glass doors of her office in the reception pavilion. Gabby is the sweetest and most cheerful person I’ve ever met. The first time we met, I joked that she has a different kind of RBF—a smile so wide and unyielding I call it Resting Barbie Face. I’ve never seen anything different in the three years she’s been working here. Gabby jumps up from her chair and greets me with open arms as soon as I cross the threshold.

“Paige!”

I insisted that she call me by my first name after the lengths she went through to not only obtain the Czech sweet and sour heirloom pickles I craved when I was pregnant with Jonah, but to have them made into ice cream available on demand at the Sueños restaurant. Professional appearances be damned, she was a friend after that.

“How was your morning waffle?” she asks.

“Crispy on the outside, soft on the inside.”

“The flowers in your room?”

“Heavenly gardenia.”

“Excellent! I’ve already got you set up for the usual morning—the most secluded private cabana and a triple espresso so you can lock in and get your work done.”

Gabby really does know me too well, which is amazing most of the time. But right now, it’s an obstacle to change. “I’m actually off espresso. We’re trying to get pregnant again.”

“Wonderful, I’ll nix the coffee. Would you like a smoothie?”

“Green juice would be great. Also, I’m thinking of a cabana near the pool? I might want to mingle a bit. Does that sound terrible?”

Gabby takes a beat to process. “No, that sounds wonderful. What brings about this change?”

“I want to stay open to everything Sueños has to offer on this trip.”

“A complete one-eighty,” Gabby says.

Her brutal honesty ruffles me. I don’t think of myself as closed off, though I can be intense. If I come off that way here, it’s only because the beauty and slow pace of the resort allows me to get more focused. I’ve always been happier at Sueños than I am at the office, even if I’m not working much less. In any event, there’s no point in taking Gabby’s “one-eighty” comment personally. She’s here to help me whether she believes I’m capable of taking it easy or not.

“I’m thinking pool cabana number two—it’s the one I usually reserve for the guests with the highest curiosity levels,” Gabby says.

See, that’s what I mean about not taking her comment as a slight. She just described the busybodies as highly curious. Gabby’s got her manners on lockdown. I’m being too sensitive.

“And how about a fertility massage?” I add.

“Done. We also have a yoga instructor who specializes in all pre- and postnatal matters.”

“Private yoga? This agenda is leaning towards the old me. Very regimented and solitary.”

“I’m sorry, we don’t have group exercise classes, everything is one-on-one.”

“What if I pay for a private session that we do on the lawn outside the entertainment pavilion and you can mention it to any guest that might be interested?”

“Absolutely. That sounds like a great idea, Paige.”

I say goodbye to Gabby and tuck my research book on brain plasticity in pregnancy under my arm to bring to the pool cabana. This phenomenon is commonly referred to as the infantilizing “mommy brain,” but ironically, I can’t focus when I try to read. My thoughts float away, like I’m about to drift off into sleep, except I’m not tired.

Is this what relaxing is like?

A small gust of wind blows past me from behind on the right side. The research notes balanced on my thighs wobble back and forth. There’s something about the charge in the air that makes me think it’s a sign from my mom, but I quickly dismiss the idea. We don’t communicate with wind. Her typical sign is always the color yellow, or a banana, especially the heavenly scent of banana bread baking. That was her specialty, and sometimes I can smell it in the air even when there isn’t an oven in a mile radius. Otherwise, she lets me ask for something specific. Wind was never part of our thing, not even when I was little.

I move the papers from my lap onto the side table, and as I do that, I’m compelled to look over my right shoulder where the breeze came from. Of course, there’s nothing there. Did I think I was going to see the ghost of my dead mother hovering behind me? I turn back to my book.

But the wind returns, gentler this time, like someone whispering into my ear. A voice follows, but the sound is warped, like a vinyl spun backwards. My hand flies up to scratch the tickle left behind.

A moment, later, I hear another far-off voice, but this time I can identify it as a guest violating the Sueños rules. I search until I spot a woman pacing the perimeter of the pool area, shouting orders into her phone. A part of me tingles with jealousy; I used to believe I was above normal human limits. I used to be that powerful and commanding.

I’m surprised by my own word choice. If I used to be all of those things, what am I now? Have I made a huge mistake by quitting the firm to pivot to teaching, writing, and growing my family? What if I never get published? What if I can’t stop the miscarriages? Will all my efforts be erased and all my dreams for nothing?

As I watch the woman heatedly gesticulating, a Sueños employee approaches and guides her away from the pool area. At first I’m relieved, but it doesn’t last long. She’s not the problem, I am. And the dilemma raised by her presence lingers even when she’s faded into the manicured spaces of the resort. My hope for this week was to lean into the nature and luxury of Sueños, but all I feel is irritated and confused, like nothing will go according to plan.




SUEÑOS RESORT

—AT BECK ISLAND—

GUEST MANIFEST

Guest 1: Lindsay Law, age 34

Arrival date: Monday, March 16, 7 a.m., off a direct red-eye flight from Los Angeles on her private jet

Preferences

Bedding: bamboo viscose sheets and latex pillow

Flowers: wisteria and cherry blossom

Food: lean proteins, collagen smoothies in tropical flavors

Other notes: don’t mention the Oscars unless she does first






LINDSAY

I step off my plane with two scripts in hand and a massive chip on my shoulder. Last night, I lost the Oscar. Again.

The Best Actress award was third to last in the night’s program, and as soon as they whisked the winner offstage, my getaway plan was in motion through a flurry of texts to my manager and assistant. I was to take the jet straight from LAX to Sueños at Beck Island, the retreat center my manager had recommended when I told him I needed to escape. He knew I didn’t mean from the Dolby Theatre where the Oscars are held, or even Hollywood. I was so mortified that I needed to disappear from the face of the Earth.

My assistant was then on her way to my Westwood home to pack a bag before the Oscars telecast even wrapped. She met me at the airport with my luggage and a pretty but sparse bouquet of wildflowers.

“They’re from Hugh,” she said.

She was referring to Hugh Whitman, chisel-jawed A-list actor, my former costar, and now my ex-fiancé. He knew I would be devastated by another loss, but didn’t want to violate my request for space. “Please tell him I got them.”

Last night, I boarded the plane in my shimmering one-shoulder gown knowing that cursed dress alone probably cost me the statue. I said it was bad luck to wear gold when you want to win gold. It happened to Glenn Close in 2019! But my stylist had insisted that nothing could stand in my way.

In fact, every article I read declared me a shoo-in, whether written with enthusiasm or bitterness. And now I have four nominations, but no wins. I’ve been awarded the Golden Globe, a SAG Award, and a BAFTA. Six in total over my career so far. But not the Oscar. Not the goddamn Oscar.

I know how insufferable this sounds. That’s exactly why I’m taking a solo vacation. No one wants to hear poor me, I don’t have my Oscar yet.

After the long overnight flight, the Sueños resort ambassador stands at the bottom of the stairwell of my private jet. “Good morning, Ms. Law. Welcome to Beck Island.”

He walks me to the black car waiting on the runway to whisk me away. While we drive, I can barely focus on the Caribbean blue ocean sparkling on every side of the island roads because I’m replaying moments from the last two years in my head. Everyone on my team said this was going to be The Role. My manager, the movie’s producers, my agent, the casting director all believed This. Was. It. But then I got to the set and the unbridled enthusiasm shifted. At first it was little things.

The costume designer wanted me to lose a few pounds even though I’d been the same weight when they hired me. The dialect coach wanted me to smooth out my accent, the one I had adopted in every step of the auditions. Then the director wanted to downplay the character’s tics, the same ones that I perfected for the role. What got you here won’t get you there was the message. I trusted their notes. At the time I didn’t see any other choice.

Now I see that every little quiet mandate brought me further away from who I am and the role I was meant to play until I became generic enough to appeal to a wider audience. I unwittingly sacrificed my artistic integrity for their box office back end.

“Welcome to the Sueños Resort at Beck Island, Ms. Law.”

The driver stands outside the car and holds my door open as I step out. I’m set at ease by the scent of sweet citrus and the friendly voice of a woman.

“Welcome, Ms. Law. My name is Gabby, I’m the resort concierge.”

Gabby gestures to a wooden pavilion with dark windows at the end of the pebbled driveway where we’re standing. “My office is through there, but even when I’m not inside, I’m accessible to you 24/7.”

“Thank you,” I mutter.

“Shall we get you settled in? The Dahlia Suite is one of our most special accommodations, I can’t wait for you to see it.”

I follow Gabby dutifully into paradise, but my mind can’t shake getting rejected back in Hollywood.

My publicist forwards requests from multiple outlets for a statement after last night. They aren’t seeking a comment for my big win, the way it should be, nor are they asking about my next project to highlight my future potential. Instead, they want an explanation for that stupid look on my face when Emily Gem’s name was called. Despite the tabloid headlines, it was not a death stare! It was confusion, and disappointment in myself, and it lasted less than a split second. I consider Emily a friend, or at least we were friendly. There’s certainly no basis for a catfight. I don’t respond to any of their requests for comment, not yet anyway.

How do I explain that I’m not jealous of Emily, but that I’m afraid I might be an imposter? I was first nominated for an Oscar at twenty-two, and twelve years later I still don’t have a win. Isn’t that the sign of someone who has pulled the wool over the public’s eyes? Over the years, countless critics and Academy members have insisted that I was something special, and I’ve been struggling to prove them right ever since then. But I can’t deny that every awards cycle there are fewer of them in my corner.

“Follow me, this way,” Gabby says. “Your luggage has already arrived and has been unpacked, and the documents that your assistant sent for us to print are waiting.”

We wind through walkways shaded with flat palmed leaves, shrouding me in the seclusion I’ve been craving since last night’s public loss. Finally, with a tree bark−colored bungalow in sight, the flora gives way to an expanse of beach. The blue-green water lapping soothes me and my shoulders drop for the first time since the Oscars. I remind myself that I’m here to forget the past and focus on the future. It’s the only way forward.

“As a nod to the actress who developed Beck Island, all of our suites are named after flowers in the titles of award-winning movies and TV shows. You’re here in the Dahlia Suite, and we have the Magnolia Suite, the Lotus Suite, the Rose Suite, and so on.”

We turn away from the ocean and I’m greeted by an emerald-green door. Gabby keys in the code and the grand door opens slowly. The room is cool, with no trace of the humidity outside the cabana. Gabby gives me a tour and I take note of the neutral sand-colored palette accented with pops of sunset orange, like the hammered-copper bathtub and the throw pillows on the curvy fainting couch at the bottom of the dreamy canopy bed. It’s as if I’ve stepped inside the most luxurious treehouse ever created.

After Gabby leaves, I order granola, a protein smoothie, and tons of caffeine to my room before stepping into the rainforest shower. After twenty minutes under the hot water, I emerge to the smell of freshly brewed coffee.

In the Dahlia Suite’s living room, breakfast is spread out across the elegant dining table like movie magic. I eat while reading one of the scripts my manager had printed overnight. I can tell in the first ten pages that the role is not for me. I pour cream into my coffee and choose another script. I read to the end of that one, and while it will make a great movie, it’s not going to push me to perform better than I ever have before. I pick up a third script. It’s terrible.

I told my manager I wasn’t coming home until I found my Oscar-winning project. At this rate, I’ll die on Beck Island.





GABBY

For the afternoon, I’m locked in battle with drones, forcing me to shed the vague sense of worry lingering from Mercy’s earlier visit. Beck Island is a no-fly zone, and our perimeter security guards have already pellet-shot down two of the intrusive flying objects, but three more arrived in their place. An actress of Lindsay Law’s caliber brings out the worst in the rabid tabloids.

It would be nice if I could just call the cops to declare the felony nuisance, but there is no government police presence on Beck Island. It’s all private security hired by Sueños, which means I’m the one who has to take care of it. I start by reaching out to the Sueños off-site IT guy who can lock into their GPS. I can’t have what happened last time.

Three years ago, leaked pap shots of last night’s Oscar winner, Emily Gem, stained Sueños’ reputation for utmost privacy and exclusivity. After the pixelated photos were published, A-list actresses got spooked. I had to personally call the teams of a few of our regulars to assure them we’d implemented new security measures. There are some resorts where celebrities go to “be seen,” but Sueños is a hideaway where they come to disappear completely.

After that mess, a contemporary from the Four Seasons in Thailand reached out with a list of reputable hackers that I could use to my advantage. I hired one of them to Sueños IT immediately. So far, he’s been flawless and I’m counting on more of that.

While I wait for his response, I head to the restaurant with my list of today’s requests, to confirm they have the special stock we ordered. This is a task usually covered by the head of house, but Mercy’s been drowning so I decide to take it on myself. I also use this trip to check in with the smoothie mixologist, but he hasn’t heard from Cassie since she left the island either. Head down, I stride back to reception making a list of people who might have more information about Cassie’s adventures in Manhattan. There has to be someone.

“Gabriella?”

I almost don’t answer to my given name. No one has really ever called me Gabriella. I’ve been Gabby since I was born; Babby during my toddler years before I could pronounce a hard G. So I ignore the familiar voice that calls out Gabriella. Until I see that face.

“Tim,” I say. Our eyes lock, drawn together like magnets.

“I thought you were going to walk right past me no matter how many times I called to you,” he says.

I break eye contact, but I don’t know where to look. His lips, the scar across his eyebrow, the swoop of the cowlick above his ear, every detail assaults me.

“What are you doing at Sueños?” I ask. The question sounds like an accusation.

When we met, Tim was a junior associate at the firm where I did my summer clerkship after my first year of law school. By the end of the summer we were hopelessly in love, but Tim knew me as Gabriella. These two realities together means he knew me more intimately than anyone else, and also not at all.

Not that it’s his fault. I started introducing myself as Gabriella on my first day of law school. High from the pride of being the first person in my family to graduate college, I felt the house of cards was climbing too high. If I was going to become a lawyer, I had to implement changes that would make a difference. That started with my name. Gabby might be your BFF, but Gabriella was a trusted counsel. Gabby was sweet and useful, but Gabriella was a shark. Gabby was your favorite waitress, but Gabriella was your attorney.

But it’s not only the incongruence of my law firm name being used at my resort job, it’s the fact that my worlds are colliding. Memories rush back to me that don’t belong here. Holding hands in the backs of taxis. Stolen kisses at fancy restaurants. Our bodies twisted in bedsheets.

“You know that we represent the Sueños Hospitality Group. They’ve been a client of the firm for almost ten years,” Tim says.

I guess I did technically know that, but I didn’t really. I wasn’t assigned to any of their matters during my summer, and while I knew Tim occasionally sat in on mega-conference calls, I never put two and two together, not even when I started working here. That’s because I was actively trying to forget everything in my past. After that summer at the firm, I dropped out of law school. I stayed around Manhattan waiting tables for another six months before I met a hospitality executive who recognized my natural inclination for taking care of customers and introduced me to Beck Island.

But yes, I’m aware that every few years the original developer comes up with plans for another cluster of casitas, or the latest entertainment pavilion (last year it was pickleball). During inspections and negotiation, there are at least a dozen lawyers and businessmen crawling around the resort and staying in the outdated cluster we call the corporate casitas. I never imagined my ex-boyfriend would be in one of them.

“Well, what a coincidence,” I say.

Tim blushes, and it’s a tip-off that this may not have been an accidental encounter at all. He wanted to see me.

“How are you?” he asks.

“I’m great, thanks.”

“Paradise agrees with you.”

As nice as it is to witness Tim’s boyish grin, it’s unpleasant to feel the way I did so many times during our summer together. Outside of the firm, Tim revealed a new side of the city I’d lived in my whole life. But instead of feeling opened up to a new world, it felt like confirmation that I would never belong. For the first two decades of my life, no one invited me into those spaces, and now that I was inside, it was too painful to stay ahead of all the opportunities for me to be exposed as an imposter. So I moved far away and I don’t appreciate this complicated reminder of who I was, or who I might have been if I’d had the courage to stick it out a little longer.

“I’m actually in the middle of something important,” I say, thinking of Cassie.

“You’re working. I should let you go,” Tim says. It’s a question disguised as a statement. He hopes that I’ll say, no, stay and that we’ll catch up or make plans for later. But I start to walk away instead.

“It was really nice to see you, Tim,” I say over my shoulder. A concierge lie. If a small part of me means it, the rest of me hopes I never have to see him again.





PAIGE

The centrally located pool cabana might have been a step too far, even after I declared this vacation would be different from all the others. I can barely hear myself think with all the guests complaining about the UV index, or their spouses, or the world being on fire while they are shrouded in extravagance. Gabby was right that it was paradise for someone who wanted to hear every morsel of gossip, but it was too much for me. I practically run to my spa appointment.

I retreat to the Magnolia Suite after my massage, and there I discover I got my period, twelve days earlier than expected. This is supposed to be my fertile window. How did I get the timing so wrong? Since the miscarriages, I feel lost even in my own body.

Without thinking, I head for the person who has a solution for everything: Gabby.

“How was your massage?” Gabby asks as I approach the reception counter.

A complete and utter waste of time, I think, of my ill-timed fertility-enhancing treatment.

“Very nice, thank you,” I say. “Can we talk in your office?”

Gabby allows me to lead the way and closes the heavy glass door behind her as I take a seat in her guest chair. “This is a bit of an odd request,” I begin.

“Before even hearing it, I can assure you it’s not out of the norm for me. You would be surprised what Sueños guests expect I can make happen for them. The wilder the request, the more flattered I am.”

“This isn’t really like that. It’s medical.” Gabby nods, to show she’s not scared off. “I’m wondering if you ever work with doctors.”

“Absolutely. We have a network of specialists from all over the world, and I’m frequently called on to set up a second opinion, or to connect guests with alternative medical practitioners.”

“I’d like to meet with the best fertility specialist you have access to,” I say.

Gabby looks confused. I continue.

“I have the best doctors at home, but I don’t feel urgency from them to solve my problem, probably because I have been pregnant before. Secondary infertility is not as well-known and researched.”

“I’m so sorry to hear this.”

“Thank you. And I’d like discretion on this matter. I don’t want to worry Ethan just yet.”

Gabby nods. “Of course. I’ll get right on it.”

“Maybe just as important, can I also ask for another cabana reservation? One that’s a little less central?”

Gabby laughs and directs me to Horizon Cabana #4. I walk there feeling both worse and better about tackling my fertility issues. On one hand, admitting the problem to another person makes it more scary and real. But I know Gabby can move mountains. And Beck Island is a magical place. I’ve known that since the first time Ethan told me about it.

Ethan’s hospitality company was granted the development rights on the same day we had our third date. Ethan ditched his celebrating coworkers and excitedly gushed to me about what he called the project of a lifetime.

After dinner, Ethan took me back to his office, where he showed me pictures of Beck Island. Before the fire, the island had consisted of an airstrip, a port for freight deliveries, an old chapel, the stunning primary home of Mara Morgan, and three guesthouses. After the fire, some developers didn’t want to touch the land. At best, it was little more than palm trees and ashes. At worst, it was a site of tragedy for the original owner, Mara Morgan, and her husband. But Ethan saw the potential in this diamond in the rough. It’s one of his gifts.

On that third date, Ethan explained that the trustee of the Morgan estate had approved the plans for a resort that included only one cluster of pavilions behind the gate-lined twenty acres, but later that night he unrolled architectural drawings for full development of the island. It would take time—double the years they’d anticipated—but Ethan was in it for the long haul. I remember thinking that I had been around ambitious people for a long time, but unlike the anxious, manic colleagues I had at the firm, Ethan’s energy was stable and strong like an electric current. He lit me up.

Phase 1 of the Sueños development was only twelve casitas, and reservations were booked solid before they even broke ground, based on lore and renderings alone. During construction, they were wise enough to realize that the typical model of hiring locals to service the resort wouldn’t work for a deserted private island. They needed to create locals, so outside the Sueños gates they erected prefabricated two- and three-bedroom cottages where families could live, or young people could double up.

Hiring wasn’t as hard as they’d anticipated, though getting workers to stay would prove more challenging. A lot of the workers treated their time on Beck Island like the first sixty minutes of The Beach (although these kids had probably never seen the movie they were emulating). Coming here was an extended vacation for travelers who hated tourists, or it was a season of life to check out of the rat race, but it wasn’t a long-term career choice.

Even with the staffing turnover and construction hiccups, Sueños exceeded forecasted profits in its first year and only grew from there. I made partner at the firm that year too, and it felt like Ethan and I were high voltage.

During the soft pre-opening week, all the top execs and their partners were invited to play guests to a fully staffed Sueños, and that’s when Ethan proposed, setting the blueprint for future romantic engagements at the resort.

Every time we’re here, our relationship gets an infusion of that same magic. I have to believe that this enchantment will help our family grow.

As I walk along the Sueños shoreline, I realize that there’s been a quiet but persistent buzzing deep in my brain all day that I can’t shake. It probably started with the incessant gossip, it made a nap impossible, ruined my massage, and not even a swim in the ocean soothes the sound.

The pool steward greets me at the beach shower with a fluffy towel and leads me to a terry cloth−draped lounge chair to dry off in my new cabana. This one is set just outside the perimeter of the pool, overlooking the ocean.

“Oh, I left my sunglasses in the suite,” I say, absently patting the top of my head.

“Of course, Mrs. Foster.”

“And my phone?”

“We’ll have those to you momentarily.”

Waiting, I notice two women under an umbrella near the deep end of the infinity pool. One of the women lets out a laugh and she leans over to show a friend something on her phone.

“Too funny. Send me that one, will you?” her friend says. Even though our phones are supposed to be on silent in common spaces, I hear the whoosh of a message sent and received.

“Your sunglasses, Mrs. Foster. I took the liberty of cleaning them on my way over.” I look up at the runner holding my glasses on a small microfiber towel. “And your phone is on the table next to your cucumber water.”

“Thank you so much.”

“Would you like a facial spritz or are you still warming up?”

“Not right now, thank you.”

The women continue sharing photos while I slip my oversize sunnies over my eyes.

“Bustle’s fourth slide, that’s so me,” the woman says to her friend.

“I’m the second.”

“And did you see the one Evan Ross Katz posted?”

I realize now they are exchanging memes, not photos. I tap on my phone hoping to pick up on the viral moment. I go straight to the account they referenced to see a shot of actress Lindsay Law wearing a gold gown and an expression like she just got a whiff of day-old trash, cut side by side with actress Emily Gem on stage holding a gold statue. The text below reads: TFW you and your bestie are twinning, but she looks so much better in the fit.

It’s an unfortunate moment, but I have to admit the memes are funny.

“She’s such a bitch,” the first woman says.

“You can’t talk like that here,” her friend shushes her.

“Why? I’ve never liked her. Besides, she’s not here here.”

“How do you know? You’ve been paying more attention to that martini and your phone than the pool.”

Both women crane their necks searching the area. I close my eyes to avoid their attention and wonder who they’re talking about.

“Of course she’s even thinner in person.”

“And did you see her skin? Literal glass.”

My eyes blink open at the exact moment Lindsay Law walks into the cabana right next to mine.

Help, a voice in my head says. For the first time today, the buzzing in my brain is gone and the sound is crystal clear.

She needs your help.

But why would Lindsay Law need my help? The lawyer and writer in me knows exactly what to do: research. I google, what happened at the Oscars last night? Buried among the lists of winners and the Lindsay Law memes is a Substack that promises “a coincidence that defies the boundaries of the living and the dead.” I click the link to read all about it.

OSCAR LORE by Leonora Harrow

A Coincidence that Defies the Boundaries of the Living and the Dead


First, for any of you who think it’s too soon to call a moment from last night’s Oscars “lore,” you’re wrong. Second, you are missing out on a huge scoop if you’re not asking why Emily Gem thanked a dead woman in her Oscar acceptance speech last night.

Luckily, I have some answers.

My mother’s favorite movie in the world is Tell Me This. I can remember her in her robe, in her bed, watching it at all times of day. She would mostly shoo me away, tell me it wasn’t a movie for kids, to go play outside, but one night I woke up in the middle of the night inconsolable. I’d had a nightmare that my mother had died, and she couldn’t get me to stay in my bed no matter what trick she used or bribery she offered. So she brought me into hers.

That night, I mostly watched my mom as she watched Tell Me This. In real life she was stoic but loving, present but always at a slight emotional distance, but this version of my mom was magical. I had never seen her face awash in so many emotions.

I never grew to love that movie, I didn’t really get it, but I went on to watch it with her dozens of times, always keeping my eyes on her like I was that seven-year-old in her bed.

I don’t yet have a favorite movie in the world, but one of my contenders is Not Kansas starring Emily Gem. I’m not here to convince you that it’s the best (it is) or why I know it will stand the test of time even though it’s brand-new (it will). No, I need to talk about something from last night’s Oscars. It’s been ten years since Tell Me This was released in theaters on Christmas Day in 2016 and Mara Morgan earned the same Best Actress honor (along with the Best Original Screenplay win for her script), so I was surprised that Emily thanked Mara in her acceptance speech.

Her note of gratitude came after the music started to play, ushering her off the stage, after she had quickly rattled off the names of her agent, manager, lawyer, and stylist. She held up the gold statue and said, “And one more, thank you, Mara Morgan. You know what you did. This is because of you.” She said it while looking up at the dome of the Dolby Theatre, but we all knew what she meant.

On the night Emily thanked her, Mara Morgan had been dead for almost ten years.

Let’s rewind to May 2023, production for Not Kansas began in North Carolina. Two months earlier, Emily had reportedly been at Sueños Resort at Beck Island. I say reportedly because this place hosts all kinds of very important people so it’s super protected and private, not to mention paparazzi culture has been suppressed on tiny Beck Island. But some photogs were on a Royal Family−level mission because Emily was rumored to be dating Jacob Elordi at the time, and the first photographic evidence of the insanely hot duo would be worth a fortune. That’s how we have grainy drone pictures of Emily outside her Sueños villa reading a bound script.

For those that believed the pictures were real, all the talk was how a tall dark-haired man had his hand on her thigh. But the man isn’t the point, the script is. I’d bet my money that the reading material in Emily’s hands was the script for Not Kansas. A week later Deadline announced that she was attached to the new Spike Jarvis−directed unnamed project. Which would become—say it with me now—Not Kansas.

But why did Emily thank Mara? That’s the question I can’t answer. Did Mara visit Emily in a dream and tell her what script to choose? Even that doesn’t guarantee a win. Does Mara’s ghost haunt the members of the Academy telling them how to vote? Does she have the power to cast ballots from the grave? I don’t have a clue, but I hope a real reporter, someone who has access to Emily Gem, asks her. I’m dying to know.







LINDSAY

It’s in the Dahlia Suite, my gorgeous luxury villa, that I decide I’m doomed. The irony of sitting in a tropical paradise while trapped in existential hell is not lost on me.

From the couch I close the script and throw it as hard as I can. The pages flap open and it falls quickly, sliding across the rustic hardwood floor, where it stops unceremoniously in the middle of the room. I am never going to find my next project.

That’s the third terrible script I’ve read since I’ve arrived. Okay, the scripts aren’t actually that bad because no one sends me second-rate content anymore, but none of them set off that special spark that I need. I want something where I can shine. A mobster’s manipulating wife who is actually running the show after her husband has a stroke. Then I can wear big hair and fake long nails and call it work. Or one where I can play a lawyer tasked with an impossible case that barely goes to trial, because I hate to wear a suit but I love to deliver impassioned monologues about justice or truth.

I’m not looking for something specific, there’s just a feeling I get when a project is special. It has to intrigue me on the first read, and the feeling has to make me want to go back and read it again. And then again. It’s not so much that I immediately know it’s “the one” as that it’s the one I become obsessed with. It’s a good sign when I can’t stop thinking about my character. How she was written. How other actresses would play her. How I would play her. When she stays with me like that, I know she’s the one. And in this pile, there’s not even a single scene that left any impression on me. I text my manager but he responds with a FaceTime call.

“A FaceTime means bad news,” I say as I answer.

“Nah, it’s not a big deal.”

“What is it?”

“WME has released you.”

“What the hell? I make them so much money, what do they care if I lose the Oscar?”

“It’s not that,” he says, though I know it’s a lie. A lie I appreciate.

“So what is it?”

“Emily Gem.”

“What? Why?”

“Have you been on social media today? Your nasty reaction to her win is a viral meme.”

I open TikTok and the first push is a video loop making fun of my reaction last night. I close it immediately, unable to handle the hate for not selflessly celebrating the national treasure of Emily Gem. “I was disappointed in myself, it wasn’t about her.”

Earlier, I reached out to Emily to congratulate her, but my undelivered messages have turned green. I think she’s blocked me.

“It doesn’t matter, it’s everywhere and Emily’s upset. Her team told WME it was her or you.”

“Of course they picked her. Because the Oscar does matter.”

“Lindsay, don’t be a baby. This is business. We’ve already signed with UTA. The agency agreement is in your email to docusign.”

I thank my manager for his quick work to save me further embarrassment, but I’m not exactly beaming with gratitude for any of this. I hate that I’m so obsessed with something as pretentious as an Oscar when all I’ve ever wanted was to act. It was a shock to earn my first Oscar nomination for Summer’s Sinew at twenty-two, before my brain was fully formed.

That first loss barely stung. I was so young. I was in demand. I had the pick of scripts on The Black List, but I also refused to be pigeonholed. I starred in four or five movies a year, of every genre. Indies, dark comedies, and superhero juggernauts. I wanted to prove I could do it all.

At first, the money was more validating than awards for a small-town Kentucky farm girl. My parents finally stopped harassing me for picking such an outlandish profession. They enjoyed the state-of-the-art equipment, the farmhand help, and especially the fancy cars I bought them. It was all better than critical acclaim… for a while. But like eating too much candy, I started to crave something more substantial. A heartier role like Summer’s Sinew again.

That’s when I found the script for Circles of Air, sent by the most exciting new director in town. I thought I’d blown my chances to be taken seriously after my commercial success, but the awards came knocking even louder this time. I won my first Golden Globe. Then a SAG Award. And a BAFTA. But no Oscars, despite nominations at twenty-two, twenty-eight, thirty-one, and now at thirty-four. Every role felt like I was getting closer, and still Hollywood seemed to push me further away from that coveted prize.

My manager’s email finally arrives in my inbox. I e-sign the new agency agreement and slip out of my robe into shorts and a tank. I slide on my massive sunglasses and step outside. I need fresh air before the new scripts arrive.

Sueños feels like a well-manicured jungle, not unlike the set for my dystopian superhero movie. But here, there are no directors yelling or makeup artists fussing. The only sound is the slow lapping of the ocean meeting the beach. The silence is slightly eerie but peaceful once I get used to it. I’ve never been good with too much quiet. It’s why I ran from the farm where I grew up straight into the mouths of Manhattan and LA, home of the sirens and helicopters, respectively. I need violent white noise.

After a few minutes of strolling, I pull up the interactive resort map on my phone and watch my blinking dot move away from my suite. I decide to take the long way to clear my head. The reception hut is in my sights when I spot the concierge leaving in a hurry.

“Hi, hello, good morning.” I wave to catch her attention. Gabby stops and holds the door open for me. We step inside the air-conditioned space and I notice the clock on the wall. “It’s afternoon, sorry, still on LA time.”

“It’s morning somewhere, Ms. Law.”

“It’s an occupational hazard. Moving time zones like they’re rooms in a house.”

“Of course. Is there a problem with the new scripts?”

“Are they there? Did I walk right past them?”

“One of the runners picked up your scripts five or ten minutes ago. You must have just missed each other.”

“I took the long way here.”

“Let me walk you back to your suite so I can personally confirm that you have everything you need.”

We step outside and I slip my sunglasses on. We walk mostly in pleasant silence, or at least I hope it’s pleasant and Gabby doesn’t think I’m a snob because I can’t think of anything to say.

“Ah, there they are,” Gabby says, gesturing to the basket of bound scripts sitting outside my door.

“Would you mind coming in?” I ask, sensing Gabby is ready to turn around and leave. I don’t need anything specific, but I’m not ready to let go of her quite yet. I know as soon as she leaves, I’ll think of exactly what’s missing.

“Of course, Ms. Law.”

“Please call me Lindsay.”

She waits for me to key into the suite and follows me inside carrying the scripts. Gabby slides the stack of papers onto the coffee table while I flop on the couch.

“I’m sure it’s part of your job to be aware of guest preferences, but you probably know a lot more about me than the usual visitor. Like the fact that I lost the Oscar again last night.”

Gabby nods and clasps her hands behind her back. “I’m sure it’s an honor just to be nominated.”

“It is, of course. For me. But there are dozens of people that are counting on that win.”

“I read about that indie film that won last year. The movie cost $6 million to make and they spent $18 million on the Oscar campaign alone.”

“Exactly. That’s a lot of pressure,” I say.

“Well you came to the right place to relax. I’ve got an acupuncturist coming to your suite in an hour.”

“That’s great, thank you, Gabby.” I stretch my legs out on the table and toe the stack of scripts absent-mindedly. “But can I just vent for a second?”

“Yes, of course,” Gabby says. She gestures to a chair across from the couch and I nod for her to take a seat.

“I don’t want you to think I’m a narcissist like every other actor. More than anything I’m afraid my team is questioning whether they’ve hitched their horse to the wrong wagon.”

Gabby nods with empathy and concern.

“If you told me it was never going to happen, I’d be fine with that, but I’d let the people around me know that this ship only sails so far, you know what I mean?”

“Let them decide what they are in it for,” Gabby says.

“Right. They might stay, or they might leave, but they’d have the information to make that decision.”

“It’s not your responsibility to tell them whether you are going to win an Oscar.”

“I just wish I could!”

Gabby sits up straighter and her face lights up. I’ve activated her fix-it mode. “I have someone who might be able to help you there. His name is Gonzalo Lopez. He’s the best psychic in all of Latin America,” Gabby says.

Of course I’ve seen a psychic before. Every single wannabe actor in Hollywood has stopped on a corner of West Hollywood desperate for some indication that they should keep going in the face of so much rejection. The famous ones have Laura Lynne on speed dial. No one talks about it, but it’s an accepted practice and a known subculture. There’s too much uncertainty to survive without them.

My first time I was nineteen, a year after I’d arrived in Hollywood. My success in hometown theater plays had translated immediately to paid work on Broadway, so I was frustrated by my stunted growth on the West Coast. To that point, I’d only managed to get paid as an extra on a couple of movies, but a few months later I landed that lead indie role in Summer’s Sinew—at the same time that I was offered “unnamed sister” in the newest blockbuster. To be a breakout star in a small movie or to build my Hollywood résumé—that was the question.

Genuinely unsure of which direction to move in, I consulted a psychic to tell me what to do. The psychic did not mince words. She told me that her guides said the indie movie would be a detriment to me. That’s when my contrarian warrior appeared, the same scrappy voice that insisted I renew my lease after a miserable first year in LA, and she became desperate to prove the psychic wrong. I picked the starring indie role.

I worked so hard on that movie. I rehearsed day and night, but I practiced different methods and different takes every time so it never felt stale. I recorded myself and watched my performances back and then I stopped doing that and went on intuition alone. By the time the director had the camera in my face, I wasn’t acting, I had become the character. I could implement his notes instantly. Everyone on set was in awe. I was too.

That movie was a commercial and critical success, one that catapulted my career into superhero territory and earned me my very first Oscar nomination. But it was only in hindsight that I could see that the psychic was not wrong—that movie was a detriment because I dated the director for two years and he verbally and emotionally abused me to the point that I was a shell of myself. When I think of the six-year gap between my first Academy Award nomination and my second, I think about that ex and that psychic. If I had listened to her and turned down the role, would something equally Oscar-worthy have come along? A role that wasn’t coupled with a debilitating personal relationship? Or if I hadn’t gone to see her and hadn’t been dead set on proving her wrong, would my performance have been amateur? What was my free will and what was my fate?

Given my mixed results with psychics, I hesitate. Gabby notices.

“He’s booked out eighteen months in advance, but he always holds time for Sueños guests. Shall I call him?” Gabby asks, clearly trying to dispel my doubt.

His exclusivity appeals to me and tips my decision. “Let’s do it.”

Gabby leaves and I open my phone to a new Google alert from Deadline. Decorated Actress Lindsay Law Signs with UTA, the headline reads. My publicity team put a strong spin on the agency move, but I know the truth. The alternate headline could have been: WME Dumps Loser Lindsay Law.

I don’t know how I’ll recover if anyone else on my team abandons me. The public already hates me for picking on America’s Sweetheart Emily Gem. And wait until they find out that I dumped my wonderful fiancé for what they will say is “no good reason.” Am I beyond rehabilitation? Is this the end of my career? I need some sort of sign so I can chill out.

I close out the article when Gabby texts: Gonzalo can fly in this evening.





GABBY

Guests rarely surprise me. Even when they think they are being outlandish with their requests, they’re actually more basic than they imagine—at least when adjusted for the über-wealthy. You want to propose on the beach at midnight with fireworks? I’ve arranged it before. You don’t have a ring? I have a jeweler. We pay the rent of a helicopter pilot that lives on Beck Island, that’s how often we are summoned for an immediate sunset sky tour or an island hop excursion. A “special” cucumber water dispenser in your room? I have seven in storage.

Vulnerability? Now that is rare. And now both Paige Foster and Lindsay Law have opened up when they could have just requested a doctor and a psychic and left it at that. I’m every guest’s problem solver, but it’s unusual that I’m their emotional outlet too. In fact, many of them even lie about why they are making certain requests, or say it’s for research, or for a friend, rather than expressing their true need or their real fear. Normally I don’t mind their fibbing, because it’s more self-delusion than a lie. And it’s not personal. But Paige and Lindsay’s blunt honesty surprised me in a good way.

I secure Gonzalo first and while I’m researching Paige’s doctors, I send a message to Cassie’s ex-boyfriend to find out what he knows. When I’ve got three exceptional recommendations for Paige, I radio the staff for assistance locating her.

“House Mouse here, she was in her suite when we retrieved the breakfast dishes.”

“Trip reporting she went for a walk along the beach at 2 p.m., reentered the resort at 2:28.”

“Chlorini here, I’ve got eyes on her at the pool.”

“Thank you,” I respond. I gather my papers and head out of reception.

As I approach Paige’s cabana, my phone buzzes in my hand. I turn it over. Mercy sending a 911 text. She’s a little more liberal with what constitutes an emergency than I would be, but given the Cassie situation, I want to answer. I look up to see if Paige has spotted me and notice she’s looking right at me. I hit ignore on Mercy’s follow-up call.

“Paige, I’m so happy with what I could come up with in a short time.”

“I never had a doubt.”

I hand her the small stack of papers. “I have three doctors that specialize in secondary infertility. This one would be my personal top choice, but I have a one-sheet on each of them so you can decide for yourself.”

Paige flips through the sheets.

“And they are all available this week?”

“In the next day or two max. If you want to read those over later, I can drop them in your room.”

“Yes, please. I’m having trouble focusing and I want to look at them with fresh eyes after a shower.”

“Of course,” I say. With the papers in hand, I start toward her suite. But before I take another step, I pivot back to her. “This might sound a little strange, but an idea just came to me.”

“What’s that?”

“I have a specialist coming to the island for another guest. His name is Gonzalo Lopez. He’s a psychic. Would you want to meet with him?”

“A psychic?”

“He is going to be here anyway. It would be no trouble to set something up.”

“Not a lot of lawyers seek supernatural counsel.”

“True. But you left the firm for a reason, right?”

Paige laughs. My phone buzzes in my hand again.

“I’ll think about it. Thank you, Gabby.”

When I’m out of Paige’s eyeline, I look and see Mercy’s name flash across my screen again. I break into a brisk walk toward reception and try not to make eye contact with any passing guests. Once inside, I close the door to my office and call Mercy back. She sends me to voicemail.

I realize that I’ve crumpled the papers for Paige, and I hit print on my laptop to produce fresh pages. I then radio for someone to deliver them to her suite. As my runner exits, Mercy bursts into reception, her face red and puffy.

“It’s Cassie,” she says.

“She called?” I ask. My mind runs through my list of contacts in Manhattan. Whatever she needs, I can make a call to get her help. I lock the door to reception and radio all staff to keep guests away for ten minutes. That’s all I have to spare on a personal issue, but I can make a lot happen in ten minutes.

Mercy collapses into my guest chair. She buries her face in her hands and begins to cry.

“She’s dead, Gabby.”

“Cassie is dead?” I repeat.

“It’s all over the Sueños employee WhatsApp.”

I pick up my phone. The little telephone in a bubble icon has been in my notifications all day, but I can never keep up with the daily chatter so I ignore it. The icon blinks as more messages come through. I don’t dare click on it though. “She can’t be. She’s on Broadway making her dreams come true.”

Mercy shakes her head to tell me I’m wrong.

Cassie had moved into an apartment not far from where I grew up in New York City. Gang activity, violent theft, and deadly domestic disputes weren’t out of the norm. It never got easier, but I learned to keep my hands clean and count my lucky stars.

“That’s so tragic. The city can be a cruel place,” I say.

“No, she’s here,” Mercy says.

“On Beck Island?” News of Cassie’s death jolts me from the fantasy that we’re always safe here. That’s the whole point of Beck Island: safety. Each of us came to escape the pain of crushing expectation, broken hearts, addiction and violence. Death is not welcome in our local enclave of paradise. “But she left a month ago. Why did she come back?”

“All I know is her covered body was loaded onto a barge to the mainland this morning,” Mercy says.

I look out the window as if I’ll spot a sheet-covered corpse. Instead it feels like I watch the Universe tear open before my eyes. There will always be before and after, when death showed itself on Beck Island.





PAIGE

I turn over the message that popped into my head when I saw Lindsay Law in person for the first time, but it makes no sense. Lindsay Law doesn’t need anyone’s help, she’s an Oscar-nominated actress who has enjoyed more critical and commercial success than most celebrities in Hollywood.

On my phone I google her and learn she was raised on a farm in Kentucky, and then moved to New York at sixteen after winning a part in School of Rock on Broadway. Lindsay is the baby of five children and the only girl. Her parents couldn’t leave the farm, so they sent one of her older brothers to chaperone her Broadway stint, and a different brother accompanied her to LA. She clearly had power over her family, as evidenced by the fact that they let her pursue her dreams as a minor, but in a crew of farmers—the most practical, tangible way of life—I bet she felt like a misfit for pursuing the art of make-believe.

Still, if Lindsay Law does need help, it wouldn’t be from me.

I notice one of Gabby’s runners walk toward my suite with a small stack of papers in his hand. Since they dress in a neutral green that blends in with the resort, I was unaware of these employees for my first few trips to Sueños. It wasn’t until Ethan told me how many runners were on payroll that I spotted them pushing carts of dirty dishes under a crisp white sheet, delivering sunscreen to the beach staff, carrying a masseuse table to set up in a suite. Now I can’t unsee them.

I arrive at the Magnolia Suite as the runner closes the door behind him and gives me a curt nod.

“Thank you,” I say. He disappears as quietly as he arrived.

Inside the suite I collect the envelopes of research on alternative fertility doctors from Gabby and bring them over to my laptop. After a day in the sun, the air-conditioning feels heavenly.

I start with her first recommendation, a man who works at a fertility lab at Stanford, and conduct a quick search of his background before moving on to the next. For all five I skim their bios, websites, and reviews. Gabby was right. The second doctor, a woman who graduated Johns Hopkins three years earlier than her peers, is my pick too.

If Gabby was right about the doctor, maybe she’s right about her other suggestion too.

I open a new tab and type in Gonzalo Lopez.

The praise across the internet for this man is even greater than that for the Johns Hopkins−trained doctor I chose. Of course, there are people who simply don’t believe in psychics and call him a charlatan. But of those who are open to believing, the praise for his accuracy is glowing. It seems Gonzalo tells it as he sees it, even if that means bad things are coming, but he assists on preparing people for struggles ahead. All his clients say they felt “supported” and “cared for.” That’s exactly what I’m looking for in my fertility journey.

As I’m closing my research tabs, I spot the Substack I read that mentioned Emily Gem was reading the script for Not Kansas here on Beck Island and how she thanked Mara in her acceptance speech. What connection did Emily see between her and the deceased actress?

Mara Morgan died in 2017, the same year she won the Oscar, so I google Academy Award winners, Best Actress since 2017. Two of the names jump out as previous guests at Sueños. I can recall their visits because Ethan complained about what pains in the asses they were. I took it with a grain of salt because actresses really get under his skin, often through no fault of their own. But I have no idea whether the others have ever been guests at Sueños. Gabby may try to signal yes or no if I press her, but I don’t want to put her in a bad position. Especially not when I have another option.

I open a new email, cut and paste the list of actresses from Wikipedia, and send it to Ethan’s assistant. I text her separately. I just sent you an email. Have these actresses visited Sueños?

Give me five to check the books for the ones I’m not sure about.

She replies to my email three minutes later. The message contains the names of only two actresses who have not visited Sueños. That means eight out of ten actresses who won the Oscar in the last decade have either owned or visited Beck Island. That’s an extremely high percentage, especially because Sueños is not the preferred resort for your average celebrity. There is no chance of “being seen” here, and it’s a different style of service than they’re used to. There’s no spotlight, no fawning, no freebies. And yet all of them visited and went on to win the highest Hollywood accolade. What are the chances?

I decide to return to my new cabana and stop obsessing. I pull aside the gauzy white entrance curtain, but the cabana is occupied. A long and lean woman rests with her eyes closed, sunglasses over her face, earbuds jutting out from the side of her head.

“Excuse me?” I say. She doesn’t move. I say it again, louder this time.

“Yes?”

Lindsay Law sits up and looks at me.

“This is my cabana. Number four. Yours is right next to this one,” I say.

“Oh,” she says. She looks around for her belongings, but she doesn’t exactly scramble or move quickly. It seems she’s hoping that I’ll trade or let her keep this cabana. Another people-pleasing Paige might have done that, but I’m trying to seize the opportunity to engage.

“I’m sorry about your loss,” I say, taking a seat on the couch across from her lounger.

“Thank you,” she says with a smile.

“If it’s any consolation, I thought you should have won,” I say. “I’m Paige Foster.”

I offer a polite wave as the wind kicks up from the back right again. Lindsay’s hat blows off her head, and while she’s turned around to grab it, I struggle to think what can keep our conversation going. Mara Morgan pops into my mind.

“Speaking of the Oscars, did you know that eight of the last ten Best Actress Oscar winners visited Sueños?”

Lindsay pushes the hat down on her head again but takes off her sunglasses. “STOP! I knew about Emily, but eight?”

“I just found out two minutes ago.”

“How could you know that? This place has very strict paparazzi rules. And it’s not like they advertise who stays here.”

“My husband works for the company that owns and operates this place,” I say. I’m instantly worried that I’ve violated all sorts of laws and confidences that might make Lindsay run, but instead she moves closer, sitting on the couch next to me.

She takes out her phone and I watch her google the Best Actress list. She runs down them one by one. “I knew about her. And her.” She points to a name.

I open my phone to pull up the same list, but I divert to an email from my agent. Hi Paige, I wanted to give you a quick status of our submissions at the end of the day one. Sara and Nelly passed, but don’t worry, there are others reading!

What my agent writes might be true, but I already had my heart set on Nelly. I was sure that as a new mom herself, she was the right editor for this nonfiction project. I don’t understand how I got that so wrong. She was the first to pass!

Lindsay doesn’t notice that I’m distracted and continues her commentary. “She doesn’t surprise me, but she does! I forgot about that upset.”

“I bet she hasn’t forgotten that upset.” I jump back into the conversation without knowing which actress Lindsay is referring to.

“Yeah, you’re right. I still replay my close calls over and over in my mind.”

“I know that feeling. Like the thing you should let go of is the thing you can’t stop using to torment yourself,” I say.

“Oh my God, it’s all I think about. Will I ever win? I’m so desperate to know that I asked Gabby to bring over a psychic so I could ask him.”

“Gonzalo Lopez?” I ask, realizing this must be the guest Gabby was talking about.

“Yes! How did you know?”

“I’m going to see him too!” I say.

It’s not a lie. I’m in now. I was resistant to Gabby’s offer, but Lindsay’s casual mention of the psychic right after I got my period and a gut-wrenching no on my book proposal can’t be a coincidence. Maybe I got the voice’s message wrong and Lindsay Law is the one that will help me, not the other way around.

More concerning is the next question this realization prompts: Why do I need help?





GABBY

The sun is setting outside my office, and as promised, Gonzalo is in a car with one of our drivers on his way to Sueños. I’ve instructed them to deliver Gonzalo directly to the chapel where he conducts his readings. After hearing the news about Cassie’s sudden death, I don’t have it in me to make small talk with anyone who isn’t one of my charges, and especially not this kind but eccentric old man.

“Gabby?” a man’s voice calls. Gonzalo appears at my office door, bathed in the golden light of the final gasps of dusk. He looks older and frailer than the last time he was summoned here, but as always, there’s a glow about him.

“I would like to see you before I have my sessions with the guests.”

“Me?”

He nods. There’s no getting out of this.

Outside, the evening lanterns turn on like magic as Gonzalo and I stroll toward the Beck Island chapel. The coqui are out in full force. Mara Morgan loved the rhythmic song of the small frogs native to mainland Puerto Rico, and she brought over a few for her own personal collection. They not only survived the fire, but they have run wild on the island, procreating and populating every square mile.

“You know I believe it’s my duty to push people in my readings. I must force them to confront hard truths, but I never tell people what they aren’t ready to hear. That’s where I draw the line. It hurts my reputation to push too far, and it can damage them. It creates hostile energy and that goes against the essence of my readings.”

“That is where the true magic of your abilities lies, Gonzalo. Everyone knows that. It’s why you’re the best.”

“Will you come in with me?” Gonzalo asks when we arrive at the chapel.

Inside his assistants busy themselves with their preparation and cleansing rituals with two lit candles on the altar table.

“As soon as I landed, they told me about Cassandra,” Gonzalo says.

“Cassie? Who was talking about her?” I say, surprised. We are fiercely private as a community, and I can’t imagine the news would pass outside of our tight-knit group.

“My guides. They want me to cast a spell for strength and protection over you, but I won’t do it without your permission.”

I don’t know what a strength and protection spell entails, but it can’t be a bad thing after this crazy day. Tim reappearing in my life. The news of Cassie’s tragic death. All day I’ve been feeling the ghosts of my old life circling, threatening me.

“Yes, of course,” I tell Gonzalo.

We sit across from each other. The light from the candles flickers across his face as he settles in. Gonzalo doesn’t close his eyes, but after he blinks I can see that his gaze is somewhere that’s no longer in this room.

“The guides want me to tell you that you will be called on to find the ones responsible for her death.”

“Mercy said there’s a real detective from the mainland assigned to Cassie’s case. I don’t think I’ll be able to figure anything out.”

“They say you cannot rely on the authorities. They will miss a lot. Everything. There is reason for them to dismiss the work. They will not see the connections you can see.”

“With all due respect, I’m not a detective. I was never even a real lawyer. Do they know that?”

Gonzalo places his hand on mine as if to comfort my frustration. “They say you are going to need the help of those on this island. It will be someone you don’t expect.”

I force myself to recall that unending trust I felt for Gonzalo before he started to tell me things I didn’t want to hear.

“And now the protection,” he says. He raises his hands over me. His assistants rush to his side, one of them with sage, the other lavender. They circle the two of us in opposite directions. “You have the protection of one hundred and two angels, bathed in golden light. Everywhere you go they will be with you. Feel their presence. Know your power.”

The assistants end their circles, and I ask for permission to retrieve the guests waiting for their sessions with Gonzalo. One of them nods, though Gonzalo remains silent with his eyes closed.

After I inform Paige that Gonzalo is ready, I spot Mercy outside of the restaurant. She looks even more chaotic and harried than when she delivered the devastating news about Cassie.

“Are you hanging in there?” I ask.

“I feel like I’m constantly looking over my shoulder.”

“For what?”

“I don’t know. I have a bad feeling. Like karma is at work and we’re all going to have to pay for our past sins.”

“You’re insinuating that Cassie somehow deserved this?” I ask.

“Not that she deserved it. But let’s just say some people might see that my side of the karmic street is not as clean as yours.”

“Well, listen, Gonzalo Lopez cast a protection spell on me. One hundred and two golden angels are keeping me safe, and I can share.” I mime dividing up the imaginary army of angels flanking me and directing them to stand behind Mercy. “There, now you’re all set too.”

She wraps her arms around herself like pulling a blanket over her shoulders. “Thank you, bestie.”

Mercy’s cryptic thoughts raise more questions for me until I realize that I’ve been operating in shock and denial since I first heard the news of Cassie. Call it the placebo effect, or call it real, but Gonzalo’s spell has given me the confidence to invite in the scary questions. What happened to Cassie? Was it an accident? Why was she here? There are so many questions and no answers… yet.

There was a time when I thought like Mercy. I believed that consequences flowed logically from a person’s actions. Good things happened to good people. Bad things happened to bad people. My family, and my childhood, seemed proof of that.

But true crime podcasts, Reddit, and the gossip rags were proof of another model, where nothing flowed logically from the actions of humans. Women were harmed for standing in the way of weak and selfish men’s desire. Killers got away with murder. Cassie was a good person and something terrible happened to her.

Most people—good and bad—live to see another day, but no one is ever really safe. Not even in paradise.





PAIGE

Lindsay and her Oscar ambition have inspired me to think bigger. I had originally planned to ask Gonzalo if I will sell my book proposal and whether I will be able to carry another child, but I’m not willing to stop there. I envision several books, a speaking tour, and two or three more pregnancies that result in successful births.

Who do I think I’m kidding? I’m ashamed by that much wanting even in my own private thoughts. I’ll never utter those desires to another human, even a stranger.

I finish my makeup and leave my hair to air-dry in the Caribbean humidity. I arrive at the reception bungalow and Gabby’s welcoming smile tells me I look as good as I feel.

“Do you know the way to the chapel?” Gabby asks.

“Of course,” I say.

The little chapel was restored by Mara Morgan to the condition of a church you’d find in Spain, and I love it for its rich history. It’s a shame that every modern structure was destroyed in that tragic fire, but it was a beautiful testament to a higher power that the stone chapel survived.

The steeple appears in the distance, and soft yellow light emanates from the seven small star windows on the face of the white stucco exterior. The building is glowing. It’s breathtaking every time.

I hold my skirt to walk up the stone stairs without tripping on the fabric. Through the window I see four pews covered in red velvet, two on each side of a narrow aisle, and a small marble altar.

Inside, I am stunned by the volume of noise bouncing off the stone walls. A tall, thin man is on the phone speaking Spanish with the speed of a podcast at 2.0x. Another man flits around him, adjusting his small matador-like cape. A woman waves a smoldering wrap of leaves around the room from corner to corner.

“Hi,” I say. The three of them freeze in their tracks. The man at the center of all the commotion, Gonzalo, wears tight black stretch pants, a deep V-neck in bright purple, and the short cape. I suppose the gift of this costume is the ability to write him off if I don’t like what he says in the end. Ironically that also makes me more likely to believe him. Someone who was afraid of not being taken seriously would be dressed in a suit and tie. Gonzalo is the real deal.

I walk down the aisle toward him. He gestures for me to sit in one of the two ornate, tall-backed wooden chairs. I adjust the red velvet cushion underneath me as Gonzalo sits across the table.

“Let’s begin,” he says, laying a deck of cards between us. “Por favor, ask your question.”

“Will my book proposal sell? Am I meant to be a writer? How many more children will I have?”

“That’s more than one question,” Gonzalo laughs. “Shall we let the cards tell us what you need to know?”

I nod and cut the stack in half as he indicates. Gonzalo shuffles like a blackjack dealer in the movies, cards flying from one hand to the other. He sets the deck on the table and turns over the top card. It’s the first moment I understand these are tarot cards. I’ve never had a reading before, but I recognize the pictures from the videos that appear on my social media between OOTDs and cat videos.

“The Empress,” he says.

The card depicts a woman sitting on a throne.

“Is she pregnant?” I ask, leaning in for closer inspection. She is and I feel my heart skip a beat with joy.

“Tell me about the baby,” he says.

“The baby,” I repeat. Gonzalo nods. “He’s at home. Jonah. He is the light of my life.”

“And his arrival?”

My joy softens a little, mixes with melancholy. “His arrival was complicated.”

“Sí.”

I had wanted to deliver spontaneously, but he had to be induced due to low amniotic fluid. At forty-one weeks I refused the induction, but when levels got lower and I was forty-two weeks, they insisted.

“But it wasn’t his fault. It was my body’s fault,” I tell Gonzalo.

“There’s no fault in fate. Go on, tell me about 3:33.”

“How did you know?” That’s the exact time that Jonah was born.

“My guides, of course. Cuéntame la historia,” Gonzalo says.

I close my eyes again, and in an instant I remember every single moment of that early morning. As every frame flashes through my memory, it’s as if I’m speaking to a future Jonah.


After sixteen hours of Pitocin-induced labor and four hours of pushing, you arrive. 3:33 a.m. on Saturday morning. Immediately I begin to hemorrhage.

3:38 a.m. I lose consciousness. Your father tells me that my eyes roll back in my head and I go limp. With some oxygen they revive me as they call for the crash cart. Grandpa is with you in the nursery. He hears the Code Blue call to maternity but cannot imagine that it is his baby that might be dying.

3:45 a.m. They wheel me to an operating room. I am crying into my oxygen mask. I’m confused and terrified, but I want to tell everyone it’s okay. “I’m okay,” I say. No one listens. Or no one hears me. Your father runs down the hallway beside my bed. His face is white even though his voice is strong. That is how I know this is bad. He wills me to stay with him. “Stay with me, stay with me,” he says, holding my cold hand.

4:02 a.m. I am alone in an operating room. The doctor tries to explain. The placenta. They cannot deliver the placenta. It has grown into the uterus. She needs to perform a D&C. Here, sign these forms. We may have to remove your uterus entirely. I consent to a hysterectomy twenty-seven minutes after giving birth for the first time. “Hope you enjoyed that experience because it will be your last,” the Universe taunted.

4:11 a.m. Your grandpa is annoyed that no one has come up to see you. He returns to my delivery room to find it empty of people but covered in blood. Buckets and buckets of blood, like The Shining.

4:21 a.m. My doctor is working. Working to save the life I feel slipping away into the cold air above me. There are no less than eight nurses and doctors around me. The room is full but I feel so alone. No one talks to me.

“I need a tray for the placenta,” the doctor calls out.

“The bleeding has not stopped, Doctor.”

Staring up at the glaring white lights, I bark questions into the air. No one answers. Am I dead already? Above me, is that the white light they talk about or is that standard operating room lights? I’ve never been in an OR or dead before, so I don’t know. I move toward the light in my mind. I leave my body.

4:35 a.m. “Doctor, look at the EKG.”

“We’ve got pulseless electrical activity. Her heart can’t keep up with the blood loss.”

“You are going to need a transfusion,” my doctor insists. She says my name too and her direct address brings me back.

4:36 a.m. I am caught. Stuck. Disoriented. Which way do I go? I am crying or maybe I’m asleep. Everything is a blur. Suddenly I realize you are not there. “I miss my baby. I want to see my baby. When can I see my baby?” My pleas are ignored by everyone around me.

4:36 a.m. They won’t let your father in the OR. He receives the cold shoulder from the nurses going in and out of the room. At best, a vague update. “We are doing everything we can.”

4:40 a.m. They tell me I have to go, but these voices are not those of my doctors and nurses. They tell me it’s time to leave. I’ve lingered long enough. But I resist. I don’t know who they are, but I know I don’t want to go with them. Not before I’ve had a chance to hold you. “Let me hold him first,” I say.

4:42 a.m. “Paige?” My doctor calls my name. The other presence in the room multiplies. They try to cover my ears. They yank at my hand, my arms, my legs. “Doctor?” I call out. “I’m here, Paige.” I shake them off, all the hands pulling at me. I kick and bite and pull myself back to my body.

4:44 a.m. I open my eyes. The D&C was successful and the blood transfusion complete. I am wheeled to a recovery room.

5 a.m. I still have not held you. Thankfully I am the only one that is deprived. Your daddy and your grandpa are loving you every second that I am gone.

6 a.m. After my incessant begging, they bring you to me, with a warning: “Do not sit up, do not stand, do not feed. You may hold him and nothing else.”

As I hold you for the first time, I am starry-eyed and breathless. You return the look. Something inside me cracks open and flows through me. Into my blood and lungs, my heart, my soul. It’s love. But it is also something else. Something dark and scary. Fear. Doubt. A vortex of need.



As I relive that night, I feel Gonzalo’s thumb rub the top of my hand, encouraging me to stay with the painful parts of the memory. When I reach the end, tears wet my face and I move my hand to wipe them away. Gonzalo releases me, understanding.

I open my mouth to apologize for oversharing but my lips are pasted together. I try to ask what happened to me that day, but I cannot speak. My throat is blocked.

“They wanted me to see that,” he says. His eyes shine with compassion. I clear my throat with a cough.

“You saw?” I squeak.

“You have a strong guide on this island. She shows me everything.”

She? Is the voice I’m hearing the voice of my future baby girl? My mother?

“Do you hear her?” Gonzalo asks. “Do you hear her voice? You were supposed to die that day, she tells me you know that,” Gonzalo says.

“That’s how it felt, but everyone tells me that I have to let go of that story. I didn’t die and I need to stop believing that I could have.”

“You say you could have died that day, but I’m saying you were supposed to die that day. It was your fate.”

“What do you mean, my fate?”

“It is in your astrological chart, and you defeated that. Your doctor could not have done that alone. It was your choice. You are very powerful.”

I don’t recall it feeling like a choice. And that night that I was strapped to an OR table, helpless, might be as far away from powerful as I’ve ever been.

“Powerful, how?” I ask.

“The creator. Mother Earth. She is strong in you.”

Gonzalo looks up at me. His stare goes through me. My whole body tingles. The creator is strong in me, he said. I love the promise of that.

Gonzalo closes his eyes. “You’re getting it very wrong. Your future is not what you think. Let the cards tell you.”

Gonzalo turns over another tarot card from the deck. This one is a woman, blindfolded, sitting on a stone bench on an island, choppy water surrounding her. The woman holds two swords crossed in front of her chest like an X.

“You will be faced with a very difficult decision. One you will deeply struggle to make.”

That card would have made sense if I’d gotten it three months ago when I left the firm, but right now it’s not ringing any bells.

“Let’s ask for more clarity,” Gonzalo says, reading the confusion on my face. He turns over another card. It is a person, facedown and lifeless, stabbed in the back by not one, or two or three, but ten swords. I have such a strong reaction that I have to remind myself to breathe.

“Okay, this spread taken together gives me a new vision. Because you were supposed to die in childbirth, you will not be able to bring any more souls into this world.”

“No. They didn’t perform the hysterectomy. I can still have children,” I say in an attempt to correct him.

“It’s not a physical barrier. It’s a spiritual one.”

“Is that why I’ve had miscarriages?”

Gonzalo nods. “Going down that road will only bring you the pain of the Ten of Swords.”

“We’re moving on to IVF.”

“It will not be successful. That portal is closed, but another opened in its place. When you came back from that place on the operating table, you brought something back with you.”

“Evil spirits?”

Gonzalo shakes his head. “A gift. You ignore your true purpose by holding on to rigid expectations.”

Gonzalo points to the first card, the Empress, again. “She represents feminine energy, nurturing, abundance, and creativity. She is the ability to create and nurture life, both literally and metaphorically.”

He points to the middle card again, the Two of Swords. I stare at the blindfolded woman on the island. What can’t she see? What is she trying to tell me?

“She is your guide. She will speak through you, if you let her. But you are blocking her. Let her in.”

“I don’t understand,” I say.

But even as the words come out of my mouth I recognize that the reason I don’t understand is solely because what he’s saying doesn’t line up with what I wanted. He was supposed to tell me how to have the family I’ve always wanted while enjoying new career success as I pivot, and I was going to agree to do whatever it took to ensure those dreams came true. No matter the difficulty or the cost.

“You must give up what you want in order to get what you need,” he says.

“Why can’t I have both? What I want and what I need?”

“Ah, what a great question,” he says. “Hopefully, they will be one and the same once you get them. But they are not the things you believe you want today. My advice is to accept your fate and hone your gift. If you do that, then what you want and what you need will be the same.”

Gonzalo watches me as I stumble over finding the right words to challenge him. But in the end I simply say “thank you” before leaving the chapel politely, keeping my innermost thoughts buried so deep that I can’t even hear them.

I was willing to do whatever it takes to get the things I was seeking, but Gonzalo is asking me to do the impossible: to give up wanting them.





LINDSAY

Gonzalo stands in the doorway of the chapel waiting for me. He looks exactly as I expected him to. Bold and beautiful, if a little garish. It’s as if he doesn’t want to disappoint the lawyers from Manhattan who need to laugh off the fact that they’ve signed up to have their fortunes read. Like the casting agents from Los Angeles are in on the gag. But I know from Gabby’s research that this man is anything but a joke.

“You must be Gonzalo, I’m honored to meet you. Thank you for making this trip.”

“Beautiful, beautiful Lindsay Law,” he says with a bow.

Gonzalo reaches for my arm and intertwines it with his, leading us down the aisle of the chapel.

“I feel the energy radiating off of you, mi amor,” he says as he slides into the first pew. He pats the cushioned bench next to him.

“You can?” I ask, sitting.

He nods. “You ready for this?”

“I am,” I say. How can you be ready for something you don’t yet know? And yet I’m certain my answer is yes.

“Let’s begin,” he says, picking up a deck of cards that I immediately recognize as the Rider-Waite tarot. He shuffles the stack by passing them back and forth from one hand to the other. “Por favor, ask your question.”

Gonzalo’s eyes are open, but he doesn’t appear to be looking at me or even anything behind me. His eyes don’t move, it’s like they are looking into a place that isn’t here at all. Like a portal to the other side. This experience is more real than any of my readings before.

“I want to win the Oscar for Best Actress.” It’s a statement, not a question, but it’s what came out.

“This desire is at the heart of your dilemma?”

I nod, but I’m concerned he can’t see me with that faraway look in his eyes, so I say yes to reinforce my response. Gonzalo puts the cards down and cuts the deck before stacking one pile on top of the other.

“Will you help her to win the Oscar?” he asks. With his accent it sounds like Oh-scare. “Repeat it,” he tells me.

I can’t get the words out. It’s not the Oscar part. It’s the phrasing “will you help me?” that has me stuck. I hate to rely on others. It’s unnatural to me. I am suited to Hollywood in this way. It is a cutthroat, backstabbing world, and if you learn to trust and rely on others, you may suffer a setback too devastating to recover from. Independence is strength in this business.

As Gonzalo waits me out, I can feel the air crackling with the anticipation of who will break first. “Will you help me win the Oscar?” I ask.

“Very good,” he says. Gonzalo places three cards facedown in between us. He turns them over one by one in silence.

The first is marked the Tower, a tall building that’s on fire with two people falling from the top.

“Ah,” Gonzalo says before turning over the next card. The second is upside down, facing Gonzalo, marked Death. Gonzalo says nothing, but turns his hand to the third card. It’s also facing Gonzalo and I recognize the regal Queen.

“You see how the Tower is facing you, that’s reversed,” he says.

I’d heard that term before, and seen enough tarot readers to know that cards had different meanings when they were flipped over.

“The Tower typically means unexpected change is coming, but reversed, the card tells me you are deeply resistant to personal transformation. Change is not coming, because you are blocking it.”

That doesn’t sound right. “Transformation is my life. I inhabit a different person all the time.”

“As an actress, yes, but you aren’t transforming as a person. My guides tell me this is right. Look at you, resisting the card even!”

I remind myself to keep an open mind. “I’m not resisting. I’m asking for you to be clear. What do I need to win?”

“They tell me that you’ve been here before. Wanting this same thing. Over and over and over.”

“Yes! I’ve had four nominations.”

“But you’re not willing to do anything different to get it.”

He’s only half-right. I have been doing the same thing over and over, but that’s because I seem to have a pulse on what the Academy wants enough to get more nominations than most working actresses. I just can’t get over the hump to secure the win.

“Me being here is proof I am willing to try something different.”

“That’s where the Death card comes in.” Gonzalo points to the second card.

“Death?” My heart races. I think of Mara Morgan, the Academy Award-winning actress who died here. My skin breaks out in goose bumps.

“It’s rarely literal Death. Usually it’s metaphorical. And the spread must be read together to tell a story. The reversed Tower and Death with the Queen of Wands. To unlock your full potential you are being called to do something you have not done before, and you will need help from your Queen of Wands.”

“Who is my Queen of Wands?” I ask.

“Who? No, but I can tell you where. She is here.”

“Here?” I ask, looking around.

“I cannot tell you any more. You must make the connection. But she is here on the island. Go find her.”





GABBY

When I have a quiet minute in the concierge office, I don’t make rounds to check on staff, and I don’t visit with guests to make sure their experience is one-of-a-kind. I think of Cassie. She and I didn’t always agree on our philosophy of service, but I really looked up to her.

I’m having trouble getting my head around the fact that she was found here on Beck Island. In my mind she’d been in New York City for a month! I’d had visions of her auditioning, making friends with some of the other hopefuls, drinking all night in victory when someone won a role, or eating their feelings in bagels when they weren’t picked. Had she given up already? I find that hard to believe. Why didn’t she tell me, or anyone else, that she had returned?

I make it through the rest of the day on pure survival instinct alone. I have no choice but to serve with a smile and plan with precision. Despite this tragedy, I need to keep this life exactly as I’ve constructed it. Not only for me, but for the guests that I serve and the employees I lead.

When the evening is finally on autopilot and the night manager takes over, Mercy and I drive silently to the one tavern on Beck Island. It’s a converted cottage that has no name so we creatively call it Local. As in Do you want to go to Local tonight? Or See you later at Local. It has to be violating every law and ordinance, but the rent gets paid and no one complains and so we carry on. The bar is full tonight because of Cassie. Bad news travels quickly on this tiny island and gossip spreads like wildfire.

“It was suicide,” the Sueños barback next to me says.

“Cassie would never!” a valet objects.

“She was something special,” the bartender says.

“That’s why she couldn’t accept the failure. This was her only way out,” the barback says.

“Beck Island isn’t the real world,” the valet adds. The small group around us all nods in agreement.

Mercy orders a shot and I hop off the barstool to make my way to the bathroom. I don’t even need to go, I just need to get away from the noise. I close the door behind me and stare into the small vanity mirror over the sink. I couldn’t believe that Cassie would feel that hopeless. But isn’t that why suicide is such a shock? You never know what demons a person is wrestling inside.

An accident seemed more likely, but it doesn’t explain why she was on Beck Island. My gut reaction was homicide, but that was when I thought she was in New York City. No one has ever been murdered on Beck Island. The locals all know each other, and the visitors are all transient. They’re here for a posh respite, not a criminal fix. None of it made sense.

“Hey, you fall in?” someone shouts as they bang on the bathroom door. I rejoin the crowd and share as many of my fond memories of Cassie as I have the energy for.

Later, back in the living room bar, I spot Mercy slumped over near the empty shuffleboard table. She looks wasted, or maybe she’s just sad and drunk.

“We should get going,” I tell her.

“Cassie’s gone,” she mumbles.

“I know. Have you eaten anything? Shift dinner was out before we left.”

Mercy shakes her head. “Not hungry.”

I didn’t eat either, so I don’t blame her. Death robbed me of my appetite. But I also chose to nurse a single beer all night. I sit down next to her and wrap her arm around me so I don’t pull her shoulder out of its socket. When we get outside into the warm air, Mercy perks up a bit. She keeps her arm around me but leans a lot less.

“Who was that boy you were talking to today?” she asks when we’ve made it to my car.

Tim. I forgot about him in all this chaos.

“An ex of mine.”

“You have an ex? I forgot you’re a Taurus. So sneaky secretive.”

I start the car while Mercy fumbles with her seatbelt.

“It’s not a secret.”

“Why don’t we ever stalk him on social media like we do with my exes?”

“I don’t do that,” I say, leaning over to snap her buckle into place myself.

“Have a little fun?”

I roll my eyes playfully to show her I’m in on the joke. “I’ll social media stalk a future crush, but not an ex.”

“That makes no sense!”

“The past should stay in the past,” I say.

After I pull into our driveway, I wake Mercy up and hobble her to her bed.

“Cassie didn’t kill herself.”

“I agree with you, Merce,” I say as I pull one sneaker off and then the other.

Mercy wrestles with her blanket and finally pulls it over her shoulders and nuzzles into her pillow. “Not all bad people take their lives. I didn’t.”

“You’re not making any sense, drunkie,” I say as Mercy’s eyes settle shut.

I tuck the blanket under her chin before going over the night in my mind. The general consensus at Local was that Cassie had taken her own life. The story goes like this: She went to the city wide-eyed and full of hope, but it chewed her up and spit her out. She came home thinking she would return to her old life, but on the morning she was supposed to beg for her job back, her ego refused. Some even speculated that she did it on the eve of the Oscars with the realization that she would never be a “real” actress. So Cassie flung herself in the water—fitting for a Cancer, according to Mercy—and took enough deep breaths until she returned to her maker.

It’s a devastating image.

I understand why people want a theory that will ward off uncertainty—or worse, fear. But I can’t accept the story spreading about Cassie on Beck Island for a few reasons. First of all, she was a theater buff and she wouldn’t have cared about an Oscar. If an award show was going to be a devastating sign of her future failure, it would have been the Tonys. Secondly, there’s no one more stubborn, patient, and committed. I don’t see it.

I turn my bedside lamp on and reach for the notepad by my bed, making a list of questions to tackle tomorrow.

Where was Cassie’s body found? Who found it?

What was the cause of death?

When was the last time anyone had contact with her?

I scribble down a few more, as well as a corresponding list of people I can try to contact for answers. I brush my teeth and change my clothes, intentionally avoiding my list. There’s one question I can’t bear to write even though I haven’t stopped thinking about it since Mercy brought him up.

How long has Tim been on Beck Island?

I believe in coincidence. I’m no longer one of those people who insist that everything happens for a reason. Still, I acknowledge that isolated events can happen and in hindsight appear related. But that doesn’t make it destiny or fate, it makes it coincidence.

Sometimes the day you cut someone off in traffic is the same day you get a parking ticket across town. Not everyone and everything is connected.

Sometimes your work friend is murdered on the same day your long-lost ex appears on the island where you came to hide from him. Right? That’s surely a coincidence of timing.

I get into bed and stare at the ceiling as Mercy’s snores disrupt the island quiet.

Even as a believer, that particular coincidence doesn’t sit well with me.





PAIGE

I wake up with the rage of a shaken bottle, Gonzalo’s words having bubbled in me all night long. How dare he tell me that I won’t have more children? And how stupid am I to believe him? He’s not a doctor. He probably doesn’t even know all the medical advances available today. Hormone therapy. Surgery. IUI. IVF. Surrogacy. There are plenty of women for whom a diagnosis is not an end to having children.

Also, who decided that “I was supposed to die”—if that’s even true—means more than the fact that I didn’t die? If I’d died, obviously I wouldn’t have more children. But I didn’t.

And yet as I finish getting ready for breakfast, I acknowledge the grotesque appeal of Gonzalo’s words. He has offered the only explanation for my miscarriages and mysterious secondary infertility. My brain secretly craves the certainty of a final answer, even if it’s not the result I want.

And what a relief it would be to shrug my shoulders and say it’s my fate to have only one child. I could stop poking, prodding, testing, drugging, and sobbing at the sight of blood in my underwear.

But no. I’m not a quitter, and I refuse to believe there is one person other than me who can dictate what my body can and can’t do.

“They’re ready for us.” Ethan pokes his head into the Magnolia Suite bathroom with a sly smile on his face.

As promised, Ethan cleared his schedule to have a special romantic breakfast with me. He worked with Gabby to arrange for a two-person cabana set up on the beach so we could watch the sunrise side by side.

“This is stunning.”

It’s so quiet that you can hear every bit of nature around us. The gentle breeze, the crabs clamoring, the lizards scampering, the frothy white waves crashing. Our little table is decorated with seashells and rose petals. There are hand-calligraphed menus and note cards for us.

“Do I like eggs Benedict?” Ethan asks, scanning the options.

“No, you always think you do, but you hate it.”

“Why do I do that?”

“There was that one time at Spago six years ago. Neither of us has ever forgotten how good they were, but nothing has ever compared. Get the scramble.”

After the cotton candy colors of the sunrise melt into one perfect blue sky, our food arrives. The spread includes our eggs made to order, crispy bacon, kiwi and mango slices, and my favorite waffle with the brightest berries and whipped cream like silk. I would have been in heaven if I wasn’t still sick to my stomach from my reading with Gonzalo last night.

“What if someone says that we can’t have any more kids?” I ask casually as I pop up a slice of kiwi in my mouth.

I wish I could share the details from my reading, but as a non-believing Gemini, Ethan would never accept news from a psychic, and he’d probably get angry with me for even going. But deep down I know that I won’t share the news with Ethan because I don’t want to believe it.

“Who says we can’t have more kids?” Ethan asks.

“I’m speaking hypothetically. If some expert said that.”

“I wouldn’t accept no for an answer,” he says.

Ethan’s reaction surprises me. I thought he’d be content with one child, especially a son. “Really? Why?”

“We’re the good ones, Paige. You and I should have ten kids. The world needs more smart, capable people like us, with a strong work ethic and even stronger morals.”

Ethan’s support feels hollow, though it’s not his fault. He doesn’t understand the physical and emotional anguish of the assisted fertility process. And now I feel icky. This was clearly my pathetic attempt to rile Ethan up so he would help me get what I want, and all I’ve done is set him off on one of his tirades.

As my resolve wavers and my shame grows, a gaggle of small children screech in the distance. I spot the big family round the bend toward the Sueños beach. Five children—I count them one by one—of various heights and genders appear. Their mother brings up the rear with a baby in a carrier on her hip.

Ethan turns around to see what’s distracting me. “Okay, that’s exactly who shouldn’t have a bunch of kids.”

“Why would you say that?”

“Come on,” Ethan says. “Locals, resort workers with off-hours, living in small employee cottages.”

The mother adjusts the baby’s hat and kisses his bald head in the brief moment it’s exposed. One of the younger kids drops back, tired of running. I can hear him whining. I watch her open her bag and pull out a snack. The boy’s face lights up.

“Sounds like a solid life,” I say.

Ethan rolls his eyes. “And those kids? There’re no schools on Beck Island.”

“Maybe they will move away,” I say.

“Oh yeah, where to? Manhattan?”

“Obviously not. Florida? I don’t know. They’re going to make it work.”

“They have no choice,” Ethan says, continuing his unnecessary diatribe. “That’s why we are better suited to having a gaggle of kids than most of the people. We have the space, help, and money.”

I know Ethan and he’s trying to make me feel better, but it’s not working.

One of the middle kids lets out a bloodcurdling scream as he collides with one of his older siblings. Ethan cranes his neck to watch the mother assessing the damage.

“Guests are not going to be happy about the noise. She better turn around now,” Ethan says.

I grab my napkin, ready to help her if there’s blood, but a sudden gust of wind rips the cloth from my hand. The white fabric floats up and dances along the shoreline in a way that defies its weight.

Mom.

I know that we don’t communicate using wind, but Gonzalo’s words stayed with me. Your guide will speak to you, through you, if you let her. But you are blocking her.

It has to be my mom. Who else would be trying this hard to get my attention?

In the distance, the middle child is soothed with hugs from his mama.

“What a mess,” Ethan says.

I put on my sunglasses and watch the family turn around. The mother, who brought up the rear of the group, now leads. Her children tag and race one another to get ahead of her. Another runs to her side and grabs her hand. They walk with fingers interlaced until the group begins to disappear around the bend from where they came.

I try to see what Ethan sees—what a mess—but all I see is love. The love right in front of me. And the love I don’t have.

I wonder how much of my urge to have a big family is making up for the lack of a mother. She died in a car accident when I was ten years old. For most of my life I considered myself fairly lucky as things go for a motherless girl. My dad’s sister lived nearby, and though she had no children of her own, she was happy to step in as a mother to me in every sense of the word. She helped me with homework, she talked to me about puberty, listened to me complain about friend fights and boy crushes until it was time to tour colleges and move out on my own.

My mom always said that my dad and I were the same person, and it helped that the surviving parent was the one who understood me so completely. I never felt alone or abandoned by my mother’s death. Until I became a mother.

After that I missed my mother like a phantom limb. I reached for her all the time. She had kept records of all my milestones—when I rolled over, what solids I tried, when I took my first steps—but there was nothing about her as a mother. I was desperate to ask her, Mom, what was it like for you to give birth? Were you excited? Were you ready? Did you have a birth plan? Did it go the way you hoped? It didn’t for me, I would tell her. I wanted nothing more than for her to reply, I know it didn’t, honey.

I wonder what she would say about my infertility, about the perfect boy I have in Jonah, about my career pivot, about Ethan, about everything. The signs she sends bring me comfort, they really do. And I love that she communicates with me more than ever since I gave birth. But I want a real, ongoing conversation.

I close my eyes behind my sunglasses and send a message to my mom.

If you’re trying to talk to me, send a bird. If it’s not you communicating with me, then send a lizard.

“Did that spastic family stress you out?” Ethan asks, interrupting my message.

“No, not at all,” I say, holding my tears of frustration inside.

“Good, because that would never be us.”

It won’t be. I know that in the deepest part of me, even if Ethan isn’t aware of the prophetic nature of his declaration. For my own mother, and for the mother I’ll never be, the rage I woke up with turns to sadness.





LINDSAY

Buzzing from my reading last night, I stole off to my suite, ordered room service, and picked up the script on the top of my pile. Stardust Island, the new Rodger Yaros−directed story, gave me full-body chills on nearly every page. I could already envision Rodger’s style, but what gave me gooseflesh was the way I could see something that’s not quite there yet. The script was written with a male lead, but I knew instantly that I was meant to star in this movie.

Then, I checked my phone. It was 10 p.m., but only 7 p.m. in LA. Honestly, even if it had been midnight, I’d have called my manager. The idea was too good to wait.

“You know this is my gym time,” he answered.

“Listen, is there any chance that Rodger would consider me for the lead of Stardust Island?”

“What do you mean? That’s why I sent it to you.”

“Not the female lead, the lead lead,” I say.

“This is the sci-fi space one?” In the background, metal clinked together in the way it only does at a gym.

“I loved it. It’s Sliding Doors meets Interstellar, two of my favorites. You know that.”

“Because you remind me all the time,” he teases.

“I think if we can reimagine this with a woman in the lead, I really believe this could be it,” I told my manager last night.

“What about that pilot I sent? You know Sera Gamble is showrunning that.”

“I already have an Emmy.”

“Do you hear yourself, Lindsay? You are messed up in the head.”

“Aren’t we all?”

He laughed and I finally exhaled.

“Honestly, it’s not a bad idea. I love that script too,” he said.

“So you’ll go to bat for me?”

“I’ll leave word for Rodger’s team. See what he says.”

I fell asleep dreaming of Gonzalo cheering me on.

I had wanted a straight answer from Gonzalo, but what I got was even better. A mystery. A puzzle to put together.

This morning, I wake up ready to figure out how the tarot cards he pulled apply to my life.

Step 1: Reverse the Tower. The stroke of luck having Stardust Island at the top of the new batch of scripts helped, but the idea to flip the gender for the lead as a guaranteed Oscar contender was all mine. Step 1 = Done.

I order a green juice and ask them to deliver it to the gym pavilion in half an hour, after I work up a good sweat on the treadmill. Afterward, a cold plunge jolts me into a new mindset so I can tackle the symbolism of the Death card and the Queen of Wands.

My phone rings and my manager’s name flashes across the screen. He starts talking before I even say hello. “Rodger is on board.”

He sounds so excited, breathless almost, that I’m confused. “What?”

“He said, and I quote, ‘I would love to make Stardust Island with Lindsay Law as the lead.’ ”

“This is IT! I know it is.”

“Slow down, Linds. You’re seven steps ahead.”

“As usual.”

“We still need to get the studio on board, but don’t worry, they’ll want to keep Rodger happy. Hopefully they don’t require a rewrite of the screenplay.”

“Fingers crossed,” I say.

“This is a massive victory, Linds. Congrats on a wicked idea.”

I hang up with my manager and see that Gabby texted that Beach Cabana #2 is reserved for me. With overflowing excitement I carry my script for Stardust Island to read again and make another pass of notes.

“Hey.”

I look up from my pages to see Paige standing at the front of my cabana.

“How was your reading with Gonzalo?” I ask.

“I left the chapel feeling pretty deflated. Like I didn’t get the answers I wanted,” she says.

“Oh, I’m sorry to hear that.”

“You had a good reading?”

“Not as clear as I wanted, but I’m approaching it like an island treasure hunt.”

“Well, don’t let me drag you down, go back to your work. I’ll find someone else to complain to,” Paige says with a kind smile.

I laugh and wave goodbye to her. Some actresses like to hide when they’re on vacation, but at a resort as exclusive as Sueños there’s so much value in striking up random conversations with strangers.

Not to mention the valuable information that Paige provided yesterday: eight out of the last ten actresses were on Beck Island when they either found, signed, or prepped for their Oscar-winning role. That all begins with Mara Morgan, the woman Emily Gem thanked in her speech.

I pick up my phone and google a Vanity Fair profile of Mara that I remember leaving an impression on me.

Vanity Fair Profile

February 19, 2017


Her reputation precedes her, that’s true, but one’s idea of her reputation stems from each specific era of being Mara Morgan. There’s her party girl era, her prankster-on-set era, her “serious actress” era, her irreverent era. And now, Morgan has stepped into her power era.

Morgan invites me to her private island in the Caribbean for this interview, and when I tell her I’ll be arriving in the late afternoon on a delivery barge, she hangs up in a huff. An hour later I have confirmation for travel on her private jet, on her own dime. She’s clearly annoyed, but also immovable on the arrangement. That’s Mara Morgan.

It’s a windy, cloudless day when I land, and the island smells like the flower shop on Lexington Avenue that my grandmother took me to as a child. Morgan’s home looks like a Nora Ephron movie set. It’s grand but not ostentatious, beachy but not feminine. An assistant welcomes me into the sunken living room, where the ocean serves as the entertainment. The woman has to ask me if I’d like something to drink twice, I’m so captivated by the view.

The real estate agent that brokered the sale of the island to Morgan says “she had a vision for this discarded, dilapidated piece of land from the first time I brought her here.”

Hardcover spines stretch from one wall of the room; titles range from blockbuster bestsellers to obscure translations. The wide range of reading material reflects the breadth and depth of the roles Morgan has taken on in her career spanning three decades. Beginning with her stage debut at the age of 11, and cemented with her teen comedy breakout role, she earned her first Oscar nomination for Best Supporting Actress at the age of twenty-six.

Despite what you might think, Morgan doesn’t take herself too seriously. She doesn’t want to talk about her body of work (“what a disgusting phrase”) or her craft (“I’m sorry, it just makes me think about the food on set,” referring to craft services). While we’re at it, she doesn’t want to talk about her appearance (she wears light makeup, her hair is voluminous, her skin glows), fashion (she wears linen pants and a green cotton top), or her age (43).

She wants to know what I’m reading or watching on TV, and everything I mention, she wants to discuss in depth. She is a wealth of opinions and insider info.

I gently raise the topic of her husband and I’m pleasantly surprised that Morgan is game. “Apparently we circled each other fifteen years ago at some charity event. We didn’t speak a single word to each other, but that didn’t stop us from making assumptions from afar. He said I was shallow and I said he was boring. We were both wrong but I was slightly more accurate than he was.”

When I asked if I could print that, she responded, “I said it, didn’t I?”

“So what was different when you met for the second time, fifteen years later?”

“Everything,” she says. Her tone sounds like a swoony teen but her facial expression says don’t ask another follow-up.

Again, I’m face to face with the irreverent Mara Morgan. While this attitude would have once stunned the reader, nothing could shock us anymore, not after Mara penned a bleeding heart story about domestic abuse, and then terrorized all of Hollywood in her pursuit to make it. It was all worth it, it seems.

Since marrying tech billionaire Alan Fisk and taking an extended hiatus, Morgan has catapulted to the top of Hollywood star power. “Alan is so supportive of me and my work, but he hates Hollywood and thinks our awards shows are silly. That dichotomy has given me a lot of freedom to focus on the work, not the accolades.”

And yet, the accolades arrived in spades. Tell Me This is up for eleven awards at this year’s Oscars, and Morgan has made history as the first woman to be nominated for both acting and writing an original screenplay. If she wins, she will be the only actor, male or female, to have done so.

[Author’s Note: Matt Damon was nominated as Best Actor and Best Original Screenplay for Good Will Hunting, though he only won the latter. Emma Thompson was nominated, and won, both Best Actress and Best Adapted Screenplay for 1995’s Sense and Sensibility.]

This interview is one on a three-month whirlwind press tour that the studio has scheduled for Morgan, but she wants you to know that she’s there for the right reasons. “I never wanted to leave Hollywood, Hollywood decided it was done with me. If I wanted back in, I knew I had to come with something I’d never done before—a Black List−level script with my name on the title page.”



That’s it. That’s my Death card. I have to lay my acting identity to rest in order to reemerge as a hyphenate writer-actor. This is the thing I’m being called upon to do that I’ve never done before.

My manager said he was afraid the studio might require a rewrite, but now that’s exactly what I’m going to ask for. I text him.

I’m going to write the screenplay adaptation

For Stardust Island?

Run it by the studio when they pitch me as the star

I love this swagger. Will do

As planned, I spend the next few hours reading and re-reading Stardust Island. I mark it up with the red pen Gabby had delivered with a fresh copy of the script. This isn’t about simply changing pronouns and physical cues. I make notes on dialogue, I block out scenes to suit the way I move. I feel like a genius. On more than one occasion, I can’t help but think to myself, This is a brilliant idea. I also love that the script has the word island in the name, like a nod to Mara and Beck Island.

The whole thing feels like golden statue magic. The Oscar is going to be mine.





GABBY

I get to work early to get ahead of the day. I have to keep up with all my normal tasks, plus make a dent in my list of questions around Cassie. So, I order one hundred white roses for an anniversary dinner, and then leave a message for the real estate broker who found Cassie her rental in Manhattan. I confirm Paige’s fertility doctor’s appointment, and I google the detective who reached out to Mercy. I submit an order for a palette of fresh mango, and I text my contact at the Beck Island port to find out how many times Cassie was back and forth to the island.

There is no public transportation to Beck Island, so when locals want to leave, we have to arrange a ride in any number of creative ways. Most hitch a ride on a food or supply delivery boat, while some are desperate enough to hop on the garbage barge. A rare few are connected and well liked enough to score a ride on a guest’s private jet, helicopter, or yacht. Cassie was one of the rare few.

Cassie was also known for her ethos of never saying no to a guest. That ethos included requests for gold flakes in their smoothies, as well as day trips on their catamaran. She was invited to join guests for dinner regularly, like the captain of a luxury yacht would be. As a result, Cassie would have had more options than most, and I’m hoping my contact at the Beck Island port can give me some indication of how she left Beck Island, or when she came back.

While I wait for calls, texts, and messages to get returned, I do the thing I’m dreading. I pull the list of names in the corporate casitas for the newest round of business negotiations. I have a one-sheet on every guest at Sueños that includes their picture, relationship status, food preferences, and favorite island activities, among other details. I do not, however, have a sheet like that for anyone on the business list. Security has the basics covered so they know who is coming in and out, but my services wouldn’t be available to them. The only exception is Ethan Foster, the highest ranking corporate officer who travels for negotiations. He’s always in the Magnolia Suite.

I grab the business list from the printer and search for Tim’s name.

Tim Matthews—senior associate with Foley & Gottman—arrival date—2/28/26—CC#2.

He’s been here for three weeks? This cannot be a coincidence by any definition of the word.

My heart races, and before I have time to think, I’m marching toward the corporate casitas. I find Tim on the phone between his suite and the boardroom pavilion. He smiles wide when he sees me and holds up a finger asking me to wait.

“Okay, Jim, I’ve gotta jump into this meeting, but send me an email with those deal points and I’ll see what I can do.”

“Why did you come find me?” I ask when he’s off the phone.

“It was a coincidence. A chance encounter.”

“Bullshit!” I’m more surprised by my language than Tim is. That’s how I acted when I was at the firm. Loud, aggressive, loaded with expletives. That’s how everyone spoke. At Sueños, I try to be the complete opposite.

I scan the area, but no one even turned a glance toward us.

“You’d been here nearly three weeks and then, on a random morning, we happen to run into each other? You don’t even eat at the restaurant or use our reception.”

Tim blushes. “I can explain.”

“You’re beet red because you’ve been caught stalking? Lying? What?”

“Don’t you think that’s a little harsh?” His voice dips to a whisper. “I said I would explain. Although I wish I didn’t have to.”

“What does that mean?”

“There was an element of fate, at least for me, when I realized I was here on the day we first met, four years ago.”

He can tell I’m confused. I was a summer associate and wouldn’t have started until May. It’s March.

“The firm had spring cocktail hour for all accepted summers, to woo you into joining our program over another firm. It was March 16.”

“That’s right!” I was aware that Tim and I had met before my first day, and that we had instant chemistry, which made things move even faster during our summer together. I forgot the date.

“I couldn’t believe that after three years apart, you and I were a couple of football fields away from each other on the anniversary of the day we first met.”

“And that’s why you orchestrated our run-in?”

“Yeah,” he says, blushing again. “Is that stupid? It sounds stupid when I say it out loud.”

“It’s not stupid at all,” I say.

My anger dissipates, and I’m in awe that Tim still wears his heart on his sleeve with me this way. I don’t know what was in my head last night, but Tim could never have had anything to do with a local death.

“But I admit I felt betrayed when I found out you’d been staying here for so long.”

“Betrayed?”

“Like you were hiding.”

And even as the words come out, I know that, in part, that’s what I’ve been doing here on Beck Island. Hiding from my family. From law school. From Tim. Still, it feels different. I’ve made this place my home. And now Cassie’s death hangs over us. This must be what Mercy meant when she said she’s constantly looking over her shoulder. I’m suddenly operating out of a fear I’ve never experienced on this island.

“I’m not hiding. In fact, I want to see more of you. Can we have a drink together after work?” he asks.

I know I should say no. And not because I think he has anything to do with Cassie’s death. For a thousand reasons. Because I never mix work and personal. Because it’s Tim. My Tim. The love that took me years to even slightly forget. Because the past should stay in the past.

“There’s a local bar. 5400 Morgan Way. 8 p.m.”

I should say no, and I stand by that. But Cassie should be alive and she’s not, so maybe I’m done with shoulds.





PAIGE

Ethan walks me back to the Magnolia Suite before he leaves for the boardroom pavilion. In the privacy of our room, I collapse on the bed and cry. I’m overwhelmed by the signs I cannot make sense of: gusts of wind, garbled voices, tarot cards of pregnancy and blindfolded women. Where is my mother? I need help.

My phone trills with a FaceTime from my father with Jonah, calling to say good morning.

“Did you sell your book yet?” my father asks after Jonah has lost interest and gone back to the iPad.

“Dad, it’s only been out to editors for twenty-four hours!”

“You are so smart, I know everyone is going to gobble it up. First a lawyer, now you’re writing books. Have I ever told you how proud I am of you?”

“Thanks, Dad. I’ll be sure to let you know when there’s news,” I say. But only good news.

I haven’t told my dad the extent of my secondary infertility. He’s asked when we’re going to have more, and I’ve only vaguely suggested that we’re working on it. If I shared my struggles, he would listen with an open heart, but I don’t want my father to have to worry about his adult daughter. But I can talk to him about Mom.

“Dad, something weird is happening to me here.”

“Weird?”

“I’m getting different communication, but I think it’s from Mom.”

“You know how to reach her. Ask her for a sign.”

“I did. But nothing.”

“Well, today is the anniversary of her accident.”

I can’t believe I missed that. “I hate this day.” Subconsciously, my mind always blocks out that date.

“She’ll keep trying to reach you.”

“Thanks, Dad. I’ll keep an eye out for the sign I asked for.”

We hang up and I step outside onto the veranda. I scan the sky, but I don’t see a single bird. I look around the bushes, but no lizards.

Mom, is that you talking to me? Are you trying something new? Bird for yes, lizard for no.

After a few more minutes I go inside to re-read my research in case my agent says we need to do edits for a second round of submissions. But when I sit down, I rationalize that I’m overreacting after only two rejections. So I find myself googling Mara Morgan instead. I click through some images and note the men on her arm. A young Mara with short hair making out with Key Lonergan. A fresh-faced, curly-haired Mara holding hands with Brian Bratt. A sleek, styled Mara staring dead-eyed into the camera next to Adam James on a red carpet. Finally, a regal-looking Mara, waving to the paparazzi as she boards a private jet behind her husband, Alan Fisk. I click on one of the magazine profiles and read. Mara herself says that she fell in love easily, but no relationship had been as life-changing as Alan. I skip the craft talks and the press interviews in favor of anything, even the trashiest tabloid account, of her only marriage. It’s a love story for the ages.

By afternoon I have pages of notes and research done—but it’s all on Mara Morgan and not motherhood.

I feel an unexpected kinship with Mara Morgan. She was told she couldn’t do something—work in Hollywood past a certain age—and she refused to accept it. Everything I read about her inspires me.
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Mara Morgan Won’t Go Away—And I Couldn’t Be Happier About It

BY CAILIN CONNORS


Mara Morgan was born on November 5, 1972, in Scottsdale, Arizona. Her father was an English professor at Arizona State University and her mother was a homemaker. She had two older brothers.

Her father died of a heart attack when Mara was seven years old. Due to the sudden nature of his death, Mara became convinced something bad was going to happen “every second of every day.” This trauma led to what Mara refers to now as a severe anxiety disorder.

Mara refused to go to school most days, and on the days she went she would arrive late or leave early. At the age of ten, her stepfather insisted she undergo counseling, but the psychologist recommended a creative outlet over talk therapy. Becoming someone else was the answer, according to Mara. She felt safe as long as she was acting.

But after two decades, Hollywood told her she wasn’t welcome anymore. She was past her prime, which is code for an aesthetic standard only women have to uphold. Mara took her millions and left without a fight. With the money she made from her many massive commercial roles and the rom-coms of the early aughts, she bought a small piece of land in the Caribbean, abandoned and neglected for over a century.

Around the same time, Mara met Alan Fisk, a very different kind of man than the lead actors, crew members, and directors she had previously been associated with. Alan was a finance guy who didn’t care about her fame. In fact, he’s on record as saying he thought all the “make-believe” of Hollywood was silly. He made plenty of money and didn’t need her, the way her other industry love interests clung to her for dear life.

After they were married, it seemed that she didn’t want to work anymore. There were rumors of bad plastic surgery, or that the acting bug had left her, or she was just happy, but she never appeared in Hollywood after she bought that island.

So when she came off of a five-year hiatus with an announcement that not only had she selected her next role, but that she had written it, fans were over the moon. That is… until it was leaked that the movie was a drama, not a rom-com, and that it tackled domestic violence, not domestic bliss. The narrative tide turned on our golden girl, and many members of the press thought she’d lost her mind isolated on that island for too long.

It wasn’t until the script landed on The Black List and there was a twelve-studio auction for it that entertainment news outlets started to take the project seriously. Then box office darling Christopher Loomis was attached to direct. Even with a studio and a household name of a director supporting her, there was still so much hate from the public. She’ll ruin her reputation. What’s wrong with the modern woman? It’s because she has no kids. The headlines were nasty.

Tell Me This was not only a box office success, breaking opening weekend records, but it went on to earn eleven Oscar nominations, including Best Original Screenplay and Best Actress for Morgan, Best Director for Loomis, and Best Picture. More importantly to me, and so many other women, this movie was a feminist call to action, the way Thelma & Louise had been decades earlier. And it’s all because Mara didn’t listen when Hollywood told her no.



As I’m reading this article, the fire of rebellion ignites in my belly. Like Mara, I decide I won’t take no for an answer. Not from the editors who said no to my book proposal. Or from Gonzalo, who said I would not be able to have more children. They don’t get to decide what I’m capable of, or how far I’ll go.

I light a candle and close my eyes thinking of Mara Morgan. The photos I scrolled through of her earlier pop in my mind one by one. There’s a connection, but it’s not obvious. We look nothing alike, and we live and work in very different realms, but she is my inspiration for refusing to back down.

I push my chair back to get a glass of water and the candle blows out on its own. I didn’t feel a gust of wind, and I didn’t hear anything either. But when I look down to slip into my sandals, a lizard scurries across my foot. This is the answer to the question I asked earlier.

Whoever is trying to communicate with me from the other side, it’s not my mother.





LINDSAY

My plan is to spend all afternoon lost in the Stardust Island rewrite, but the roadblocks pop up quickly. Although I’ve read hundreds of scripts, I’ve never written one. I have no idea how to get the words in the middle of the page. Nor do I know when to use caps and italics. Google suggests I use the software Final Draft. I text my assistant asking her to download the program and walk me through a quick tutorial so I can write my version in a format that resembles a script.

While I wait, I take a walk around the Sueños grounds. I’m only as far as the spa pavilion when my manager sends me a text.

Hey, just saw the news. Stay away from Charlie.

A photo of Charlie Sweeney pops up in our chain. She’s lounging on a yacht docked at port.

Is that Beck Island? I ask.

That’s what the caption says. You haven’t seen her?

Twenty-six-year-old Charlie Sweeney dated my first long-term Hollywood boyfriend, and though she says the timelines don’t cross, I saw her nudes in his DMs before I dumped him. In fact, the nudes are why I dumped him. Not because she was younger and hotter (though that stung, not gonna lie), but because he was a cheater. I didn’t hold a grudge against her, but that’s exactly what she claimed when I later landed a role she coveted from afar. The director came out and said that he wrote the script with me in mind, but that did nothing to stop her from spreading hate through the rumor mill.

Let’s just say Charlie and I seem to like the same things.

Not yet. Hopefully not ever, I respond to my manager.

I’m looking for positive vibes only on this island and that means staying very far away from Charlie Sweeney.

Lost in my thoughts, I’ve wandered into an area of Sueños that I don’t recognize. I pull up the app and wait for my blinking dot to appear. Though it can tell me where I am, it can’t tell me where to go next. Finally, I spot the smoothie hut around the bend and walk in that direction. Even though I’ve been ordering them from room service, Gabby said the hut was not to be missed.

As I approach, I notice Paige. She’s lingering near the pickup window staring off into the distance. She spots me and she smiles. “Hi! I was just thinking about you!”

This is what I find intriguing about Paige. She has that parasocial thing going on where she thinks she knows me when she doesn’t. But at the same time, she clearly has boundaries. When we’re chatting, she leaves before she depletes her goodwill, she never gets too close physically, and she doesn’t ask inappropriate questions. Typically these are the first social contracts that strangers break with celebrities.

“You were thinking about me? Why? Was one of my movies randomly trending on Netflix?” I ask.

“No, I was reading Mara Morgan’s profile in Vanity Fair. I thought of you a few times.”

Well, now she’s really caught my attention. “No way! I just read that!”

Either she’s lightly stalking me or we’re really on the same wavelength. Only time will tell.

“Paige?” The man in the window gently calls her name as he sets down a bright blue smoothie.

“That looks interesting,” I say as she inspects the color. It’s somewhere between cobalt and cornflower. “What is it?”

“At the hut you don’t order ingredients like with room service. You order emotions,” Paige explains.

“What does that mean?”

“You walk up to the first little privacy window over there and you can tell them that you’re extra tired or anxious today and they customize your smoothie to combat your struggles.”

Paige stirs the drink with her straw and takes a sip. She lets the drink linger in her mouth, perhaps trying to discern the ingredients.

“Therapy smoothies,” I say.

“Or you can order an aspirational smoothie. Which is what I did. You tell them how you want to feel today.”

“What emotions did you order?” I ask.

Paige takes another sip and appears to be pleased with the flavor. “Intuition, connection, and creation.”

“That’s some next-level guru-type ordering.”

“Well, I am a Sagittarius, the wisest sign of the zodiac,” Paige adds.

“I should have known. I’m always calling in Sags.”

Paige holds out the glass straw in her drink as an offering. I accept and take a sip while we maintain eye contact. The intimacy of the moment surprises me.

“Oh my God, that is delicious. Help me order one,” I say.

We approach the window together and Paige speaks to the woman. “She’s looking for a big career boost.”

The woman asks a few more questions about my palate and allergies before disappearing into a kitchen in the back. Paige and I wander back toward the pickup window on the other side of the hut.

“Have you ever thought about playing Mara Morgan?” she asks.

“Like a biopic?” I ask. Biopics are a darling of the Academy. It’s an intriguing premise.

Paige shrugs. “It’s just a feeling. Like there’s a connection between you two.”

The man at the pickup window calls my name. He hands me a pale pink drink and I’m slightly disappointed at first. It’s not vibrant like Paige’s.

“Her favorite color,” Paige says.

“Yours?”

“No, Mara’s.”

“Pale pink?”

“She wore it on the night she won the Oscars. Fashion commentators didn’t get it. They expected something brighter and bolder from her. Or maybe black, in line with her post-hiatus ‘you’re dead to me’ attitude toward Hollywood. But pink? They didn’t get it. Mara said the dress was inspired by the pink sand beaches of Beck Island, and it was as simple as that. But I believe she was really just beginning to come into her divine feminine power.”

I take a long pull of my smoothie and use the extra beat to assess Paige. Why is she interested in Oscar winners? Is it just Mara? She’s clearly not a celebrity fiend. Years in the spotlight has given me a sixth sense about people who want something from me, and Paige has had plenty of opportunity to show her hand. Maybe she’s impressed by excellence. Maybe she’s even chasing it herself. But is she seeking it in Hollywood? That could get tricky. Whether she proves to be an enemy or ally, she’s someone I want to know.

“Let’s have dinner tonight,” I say. Paige doesn’t hesitate when she says yes.





GABBY

I add a final round of check-ins before I leave for the evening, but I’m really just looking for Mercy. I’ve decided that it’s time to reinstitute the buddy system.

When I first arrived on the island, Cassie used to tell stories of this utopia where dreams came true for guests and employees alike and nothing bad ever happened. It was around the one-year anniversary of Sueños breaking ground that a guest’s teenage son drowned in the ocean during a night swim that, according to the coroner, involved multiple illegal drugs. There was no exposure of liability for the resort, but consequently teenagers were banned from Sueños. The policy now reads that adults and children under thirteen accompanied by their caregivers are welcome.

But Cassie said the spell was broken, and after that incident, death was a presence on the island again. And death, he seemed to favor the locals. Cassie instituted a system among the women on the island about the time that I arrived. If you weren’t at work, you told your buddy where you were going, who you were with, and you checked in every few hours.

The system worked, but as is the pattern of things, it worked too well. Newcomers to the island thought the buddy system was useless, or worse, bordering on a nanny state. At the very least it was antithetical to the total freedom many of them sought when they came to paradise and so it was abandoned. I can’t help but wonder that if Cassie had a Beck Island buddy, she might still be here somehow.

I find Mercy leaving the Sueños Noche cluster with her assistant head of house.

“Look at you!” she says.

I should have expected her to make a big deal about my outfit change. Gone is the khaki-and-white neutral jumper that I wear every day as the Sueños concierge. I indulge Mercy’s unexpected good mood with a little spin. A bold red dress was not my first choice for meeting Tim. I’d planned to go home before heading to Local, but my afternoon was much busier than expected. This was the only alternative outfit I had in the office.

“I’m here to tell you I’m going to meet Tim at Local. And before you react, this is not a date.”

“So why are you here telling me about your not-a-date?”

“We’re back to the buddy system. I’m going to text you when I get there and when I get home.”

“Good. And maybe try to have fun?” Mercy says.

“I already told you this is not a date.”

“Okay, but it doesn’t need to be an investigation either.”

I’m not sure I agree with that. I have no reason to spend time with Tim other than to look him in the eye and feel certain that it’s a coincidence that he came to Sueños at the same time Cassie was found dead.

“I can’t say I’ll have fun, but I can promise I’ll leave my detective notebook at home,” I say.

“You look incredible by the way. Make him eat his heart out.”

I hug Mercy a little longer than usual.

As I drive to meet Tim, I think about the details I gathered today about Cassie. Fred, a runner at Sueños, was snorkeling on his day off when he found Cassie’s body. He had launched his kayak from a beach on the local side of the island, but paddled over to the Sueños side, where the wind is calmer and the fish more abundant. He discovered Cassie tangled in underwater brush about a hundred yards from the shore at the Mara Morgan memorial home.

People seem to think this proves the point that she was on the way to Sueños to beg for a job when she decided she didn’t have the courage to admit her failure. I wonder, in moments, whether I should just give up and accept that maybe Cassie was not the same as she was after she left Sueños. I should take off my concierge “fixer” hat and trust the people investigating her death.

I arrive at Local to meet Tim and I’m five minutes late, which means I truly didn’t have time to go home and change before 8 p.m. But if two things can be true, then I have to admit that I wanted to wow Tim. Put it this way: if I’d had a frumpy dress in my office, I probably would have found time to stop home.

“You look beautiful,” Tim says.

I wave hello to the owner before leading Tim to a table in the corner away from the small crowd at the bar.

“You know how on the first day of summer associateship they tell you to keep three things on the back of your door?” I ask.

Even though it’s not that kind of establishment, Tim pulls out my seat before sliding in across from me. “Of course I remember, I was in charge of telling the summers this year,” he says.

“A change of clothes in case you pull an all-nighter, a suit in case you’re asked to sit in for court, and a ball gown or tux in the event there’s a plus-one at a client gala.”

“So this was behind your door at Sueños. Nice work,” Tim says.

“I guess I learned something useful that summer after all.”

The owner slides two unlabeled growlers onto our table. Tim inspects the bottle, and I explain that he brews the stuff in a darkened shed in the back.

“A darkened shed in the back sounds ominous,” Tim says.

“Not really. It’s just because there are no basements on Beck Island. The water table is too shallow or something.”

I’m nervous but Tim smiles at me. I feel the same surge of chemistry that I felt in our early days.

“You are even more gorgeous than you were three years ago,” Tim says. “And it’s not the outfit, though it’s stunning. I thought it earlier too, I just couldn’t get the words out while you were on the job.”

“Well you are the exact same Tim.”

“So not more gorgeous than I was three years ago?”

I reach across the table and touch his face. I don’t know why I can’t tell him that he is the most handsome man I’ve ever laid my eyes on and that no bags under his eyes or stray white hairs could ever change that. That’s how I feel.

Instead I say, “What I meant was I appreciate that you were willing to meet me here rather than insist we have a drink at Sueños. At the firm you were good at those boundaries too. You never even smiled or flirted with me until we were at least fifty yards from the building.”

“Does that sound as bad as I think?”

“No. I don’t know.” I acknowledge it came out different than I’d intended. It was meant to be a compliment, but I sounded sad and nostalgic. “I wanted it that way too. I felt my place there was so tenuous that a forbidden office relationship would have definitely given the firm cause to fire me.”

“Tenuous? What are you talking about? Everyone loved you there. It was actually ridiculous, the level of golden child shine you had on you. They would have let you off with a warning for infractions way worse than fraternizing, which everyone does despite it being against the rules.”

“Really?”

“You remember Frank?

I nod. Of course I remembered Frank. He was impossible to forget with his sparkling white smile, his perfectly fit body, his stories that kept everyone rapt. I also remember always keeping a safe distance from him. I thought he was bad news from the start.

“He hooked up with Angie, Sarah, and Miles that summer,” Tim says.

“Kissed or hooked up?”

“Oh, all of the hooking up.”

“Did they fire him?”

“No! They promoted him to co-chair of litigation.”

I laugh. Lawyers love to work hard and play harder. “Tell me everything I’ve missed,” I whisper.

We spend the next hour catching up on all the characters at the office. Tim was always an excellent observer of human nature, but also a great storyteller. My cheeks are sore from laughing by the time I’ve asked about every lawyer I recall. I nurse my first beer while Tim orders a whiskey on the rocks at the bar.

“What about you? What’s it like living in paradise?” he asks.

In the second hour, I switch to drinking water but spill all the tea on the A-listers on the island without naming names. Tim is only too thrilled to match the stories to the celebs like it’s a game of Jeopardy! By the third hour we’ve circled back to the long ago past, reminiscing about our summer together.

“Why did you keep such strict boundaries at the office if it wasn’t a big deal?” I ask.

Tim doesn’t hesitate. “I didn’t want to give any asshole the reason to say that you were so well liked because of me. You earned that shine all yourself.”

“That’s very sweet, but it’s not how I saw it.”

Tim never understood how hard it was for me to fit in at the firm. I may have finished my first year with honors the way the rest of my peers at the firm did, but as soon as we were in a professional setting versus an academic one, I realized what a hole I was standing in. My upbringing taught me nothing about how to be a person in that world. Not knowing which fork to pick up and glass to drink from at firm dinner parties was merely the tip of the iceberg.

“Well then, I wish I had told everyone I was in love with you.”

My face feels aflame as the blood rushes to my cheeks. That summer we said “I love you” to each other very quickly, but after I left, I rationalized that it wasn’t love at all. I told myself that we had gotten caught up in the rush of it all, the secrecy and the lust. Hearing Tim say the words now, I know the feelings were real, even if I’ve been trying to convince myself otherwise for the last three years.

“Let’s not relitigate the past,” I say.

“What if I don’t want it to be the past anymore?”

“What does that mean?”

“I want us to get back together.”

“That’s impossible,” I say.

“Is it? I’ve dated a lot, but nothing has even come close to this. What we had.”

I shake my head, not because I can’t see and feel it, but in an attempt to deny all that. I can’t do this. I haven’t bothered with intimacy since I moved to Beck Island. I’ve blamed my hectic work schedule and the incestuously small dating pool. But Tim’s words unlock the truth. I wouldn’t have had the nerve to show up in front of Tim and admit that I’d never stopped loving him for a single day since I fled New York City. I have secretly been waiting for this.

“Hey Gabby.” Two women in housekeeping stop by our table to say hi, but their tone is snide and disrespectful. Many of the staff at Sueños resent me for speaking out against the majority theory that Cassie’s death was suicide. But Tim is oblivious to their reaction, and my real life.

“I’m sorry, Tim, but I just can’t process this, not now,” I say.

“Even if you can’t process it, I need you to hear me say it. If I’m ashamed of anything from that summer, it’s that I let that kind of love go.”

That word again. It hasn’t lost its effect on me.

“And I don’t plan to do it again,” he says.

I needed Tim to be the one to chase me. To make this declaration. And now that he has, I do the only thing I can do. I stand up a little to lean over the table to kiss him.





LINDSAY

I finish my beachy makeup look in the small, round magnified mirror before checking my hair. I opt for strappy thongs rather than high heels and drape a pale pink pashmina over my arm. I haven’t made this much of a fuss for a date since the early days with Hugh. But the stakes are high with Paige. Especially now.

After Paige and I retreated to our respective suites to get ready, I got another text from my manager.

The studio says it’s a no go, he said.

Because I want screenwriter credit? I typed back.

No, I never even had a chance to mention that. They’re already in contract negotiations with Chris Pine.

But Rodger said he could see me as the lead.

Rodger loves you, but the studio is driving the bus on this.

That’s it?

It’s over. I’m sorry.

I was so furious after the studio rejected me, but in the shower that morphed into something even worse—choking desperation. Some people rise to the occasion when they’re down, but I’m not good when I feel hopeless. I get clingy and needy and pathetic. It’s not a good look, for me or for anyone forced to watch. It’s like that with every aspect of my life. That’s why I don’t chase projects. And if I get the slightest sense that a guy is pulling away, I dump him. I’m a Leo, there’s not an underdog bone in my body.

This unwelcome desperation makes me consider canceling on Paige, but I think of Gonzalo’s warnings. I have to do things differently. And I’m going to need help. This isn’t the time or place to ghost.

“This is so pretty,” Paige says when the hostess leads her to our table.

I asked Gabby to arrange a table that was private but not romantic. I also nixed a beach cabana. I love putting my feet in the cool sand, but not while I’m eating. I swear I feel like I’m chewing on tiny grains of sand with every bite.

Gabby delivered above and beyond. She had the staff set up a canopy on a floating dock secured to the end of the overwater restaurant. It’s totally isolated without feeling claustrophobic. The full moon hangs low in the sky.

“You look nice,” I say, which is a polite understatement. Paige looks stunning in a light-coffee-colored backless dress that makes her tan look radiant. Her dark brown hair is down in loose waves. The highlighter on her deep-set brown eyes makes them pop and the pink pigment on her cheeks gives her a youthful sheen. I hadn’t seen her with makeup on or her hair done around the resort.

“Well, I had to try to keep up with you,” she says.

Moments later, the server appears and informs us that there is no menu and we will be sampling a wide array of delicacies specially prepared by the chef. She asks if we have any allergies or food aversions and then requests our drink orders. I select a white wine and Paige orders a skinny margarita.

A second server arrives then with two coupe glasses balanced on her tray. “The bartender would like to send you a special offering before your order arrives,” she explains as she pours the muted orange liquid from a shaker.

“This local specialty is made from our own distilled rum and is named for a glass ceiling−shattering actor, Mary Pickford. Are you familiar with Ms. Pickford?”

“I’m not. Tell me about her,” I say.

The server smiles and holds a beat before launching into her story. “Pickford was an actress, producer, screenwriter, and film studio founder who starred in fifty-two features over a career that spanned five decades. Our bartender wishes that for you too.”

“Cheers to that!” I say as we take a sip. It’s sweet and tropical. Not my usual style, but refreshing. Satisfied with our reactions, the server leaves us and promises to return with an amuse-bouche.

Paige slips her phone out of her purse. “I haven’t heard of Mary Pickford, have you?”

“Never,” I admit. “But I’ll take her career.”

“In 1916 she became the first actress to sign a one-million-dollar contract,” Paige reads from her phone. “And she won an Oscar for Best Actress.”

“The highest critical and commercial success, that’s the dream,” I sigh.

“That would be over $22 million today. For one movie.”

“Do you learn something new every day?” I ask.

Paige blushes. “I love hearing about women who are pioneers in their field.”

“I’ve been so impressed with what you’ve uncovered about Mara Morgan in such a short period of time.”

Paige waves me off while sipping her drink. “All I did was google,” she says.

“Yeah, but left to my own devices, I would have clicked link after link and ended up with two cashmere sweaters and a new serum. You know where to start, how to revise the searches, which links to click and which ones to ignore.” Not all internet research is created equal.

“Ah, well, I guess I should tell you that I’m a lawyer. Professionally trained in sifting through clickbait to the real gems.”

“A lawyer. That makes a lot of sense now. Even though Mara was my peer in a way, I didn’t realize she had been out of Hollywood for all those years. I just thought she stopped getting roles.”

“Ladies, your burnt offering, three balls of exquisitely charred melon with a garnish of pineapple and tomato.”

The server brings one delicious but strange course after another. We eat, drink, and laugh. We talk about our favorite books, TV shows, and movies. Paige’s entertainment sensibility matches mine perfectly.

“I hope the night doesn’t end like The Menu,” she says.

“Anya Taylor-Joy was fierce in that movie.”

“And Ray Fiennes?”

“I’m impressed you said his name right. Most people call him Ralph. That’s how it’s spelled,” I explain.

“Wait, his name isn’t just Ray, R-A-Y?” She takes out her phone and googles him. “Oh my God, his name is RALPH?”

“It’s not, it’s pronounced Rafe,” I say, giggling.

“So I thought it was Ray and the ‘f’ I was hearing was just the start of his last name. This is blowing my freaking mind.”

I don’t know why I find this hysterical, but I do. Paige is so earnest and unaware of what others would be ashamed of. I would never have this conversation at a party in LA, not even in a quiet corner with a newbie. Everyone is so busy acting as if they’re “in” and she lets it all out.

“Why does it feel like you know a lot about movies for a lawyer? Aren’t you supposed to research quantum physics in your free time?”

“What lawyer movies have you been watching that gave you the idea we were studying physics?”

“Good point, so in your free time you should be solving Mafia crimes or saving the world?”

“Better,” Paige laughs. “You know, it just occurred to me that I probably decided to be a lawyer for all the wrong reasons.”

“Which were?”

“Scott Turow, John Grisham and Lisa Scottoline?”

I don’t know why I also find this so hilarious, but I do. Paige is an unexpected Frankenstein’s creature of depth and frivolousness. She’s smart but also shallow. I’ve never met anyone like her.

“What would you have been if you weren’t a lawyer?” I ask.

Paige hesitates by taking a sip of her skinny marg. She places her glass down on the tablecloth and busies herself wiping the salt that has dripped down the glass. I wait, with the gut feeling that what she’s going to say is really important.

“I want to say a writer, but I also know there’s no way I would have done it.”

“A writer?” I repeat in disbelief. I had hoped that would be her answer given the influences she mentioned, but this is too good to be true. I look down and readjust my napkin across my lap. Paige is smart, she’s great at research, she’s interested in Mara Morgan and the history of Beck Island, and now I learn her lifelong dream is to be a writer. This is the recipe for my Oscar.

Paige, mistaking my giddiness, gets defensive. “See, it’s so stupid,” she says.

“Why?”

“It’s not a real job.”

“Like an actor?” I say.

Now she looks up to see if she’s offended me. She hasn’t. I know being an actor isn’t a real job, and if I’d had to make the choice after college, after my brain was better formed, I probably wouldn’t have done it. I was lucky the profession found me when I was a thoughtless and reckless teenager.

“High risk, high reward,” I say.

“Yeah, I couldn’t get past the risk. My mom died when I was little. It was just me and my dad. He worried about me more than any parent should. It was a huge weight off of his shoulders when I got a full ride to college and then got into law school. He knew I would be okay. That’s all he wanted, and I wouldn’t have denied him that.”

“What about now? Forgive the assumption, but if you’re at Sueños, surely you have enough money to stop practicing.”

“Funny you should say that because I left the firm three months ago.”

“You did? To write?”

I know I haven’t hidden the excitement in my voice because Paige looks up again. She nods solemnly.

“I’m working on an examination of motherhood and career in a late-stage capitalist society where traditional indications of success are breaking down, and there’s more equanimity among domestic partners, but care still has no value. What is an ambitious woman to do? The proposal is out to some of the most important editors in the publishing industry.”

I nod, but I can’t imagine I’m hiding my disappointment well. That book sounds boring.

“How are you ladies enjoying everything?” the server interrupts.

“This is the most incredible skinny marg I’ve ever had. What’s in it?” Paige asks.

“There’s nothing extraordinary added, it’s the quality of a drink sourced from the environment you are enjoying. We use fresh lime juice from trees on-site, nectar from Caribbean agave plants, and a pinch of sea salt right from this ocean.”

I watch the relief on Paige’s face as she talks about something trivial, and I can feel my opportunity slipping away. Once the waiter leaves, I go for it with confidence.

“I need you to help me write the Mara Morgan biopic screenplay.”

I can’t believe I used that word, help. The one I could barely choke out during my tarot reading simply slipped out of my mouth. This must be a great sign.

“Help?” Paige says, choking on the word herself.

“You know how you suggested I play Mara Morgan? I need you to help me make that happen.”

“Me? I’m sure you have a dozen Hollywood screenwriters on speed dial.”

“But in my reading, Gonzalo pulled the Queen of Wands. He told me a woman on the island would help. That’s you, Paige.”

Paige shifts in her seat, agitated. “Well, Gonzalo told me things that I’m actively trying to disprove, so that doesn’t hold much weight for me.”

“Okay, so forget Gonzalo. You said it was a childhood dream to be a writer. When is anyone going to offer you the chance to write for an Oscar-nominated actress?”

“I don’t want this to sound insulting, but I’m not really a fiction person.”

“You just named three authors who inspired you.”

“I was a kid then. I’m pursuing the grown-up version of that dream with my nonfiction book on modern motherhood.”

“What about Mara Morgan? This was practically your idea.”

“I’m flattered. I really am. But I can’t help you.”

Paige looks away when she says this. She moves her glass around, wipes a line in the sweat from the base to the rim. She licks the salt from her thumb. She opens her mouth to speak but closes it again. I give her time and space to understand that I am dead serious. But Paige doesn’t break. She drains her skinny margarita, and along with the alcohol, all my hope disappears.





PAIGE

I think Lindsay expects me to flee from the table as soon as I tell her no, and a large part of me truly wants to. No one likes to disappoint. And my answer is more complicated than a vague belief that nonfiction is the only “real” writing.

The server finally brings the last course of the evening: deconstructed s’mores. She lights a dark brown, almost black, candle and sets it down between us.

“The wax is edible and flavored,” she says.

“Chocolate sauce?” Lindsay asks.

“With a hint of horchata,” the server smiles. She instructs us on the perfect way to assemble each bite and leaves us to our tasty treat. I can’t even look at the gooey sweetness, but Lindsay takes a bite so she can get this whole exchange over with.

“You were so good at finding the juiciest bits about Mara Morgan. Seriously. Imagine what we could come up with together. And wouldn’t you love to see your name up on the big screen?”

I’m surprised that my childhood dream still exists, and Lindsay touching that nerve is like a live wire.

When I was nine years old, I saw a summer revival of E.T. on an outdoor movie screen in the park and I returned home a different child. My world expanded not only beyond my family, my school, my town, but my eyes were open to life that existed outside of our Universe. The roof was blown off my curiosity and imagination.

But my world shattered in the worst way when my mother died in a car accident months later and I closed up, tight as a fist, willing to engage only in stability and predictability.

As I got older, the interest in storytelling found me again, but I was drawn to books. I fell in love with reading the human drama of Danielle Steel, the psychological horror of Stephen King, the political power dynamics of Sidney Sheldon. Basically, I devoured whatever mass market paperback was on my nana’s nightstand when I was bored and wasn’t allowed to watch movies on cable. Even in my teens it didn’t occur to me that people wrote movies. I knew about directors and actors, but scripts seem to simply exist fully formed. On the other hand, I’d seen the typed words and studied author photos on the back of book jackets.

I finally got a glimpse behind the curtain in college when I took classes in screenwriting, narrative nonfiction, and short stories, but the writer ship had already sailed. I declared myself pre-law and never shared my passion outside of these storytelling electives. It all stayed in my head.

I was mortified when my advisor informed me that I had enough credits to declare a double major in creative writing. My side courses threatened to expose me as a frivolous person indulging her make-believe side, so I declined to add it to my transcript and I tightened my very serious lawyer mask.

At dinner, Lindsay is encouraging me to let that mask down completely, but that dream isn’t something I can trust. Not the way it’s finding me on Beck Island—through voices and guides rather than plot points and story structure.

“You really won’t help me?” Lindsay asks.

“I can’t.”

Lindsay folds up her napkin and places it on the table. She seems disappointed, but not angry. She’s too composed to be angry. Like I said earlier, she probably has a dozen screenwriters on speed dial. She might need help, but she doesn’t need me.

We stand, and I follow her out of the restaurant as she thanks every employee who served us, and even those that never came to our table. I really like Lindsay and I hope this isn’t the end of our connection.

“I can send you the links I found on Mara, if you want?” I ask.

“That’s so kind of you, thanks.”

We walk toward our suites in awkward silence, and even though I’m the one who said no to her request, I unexpectedly fear an opportunity slipping away.

“You were right before. I was kind of obsessed with Mara Morgan.”

“Do you think that’s just because we’re on her island?” Lindsay asks. I can tell she’s humoring me for the rest of the walk back to our suites, but she no longer has any use for me.

“No, that’s not it. I’ve been here so many times before,” I blurt.

“Is something different this time?” she asks, her curiosity piqued.

“Not that I know of. Meaning I don’t know why anything would be different this time.”

Lindsay stops walking. “But something is different this time. What is it?” she asks. She makes no attempt to hide the hope in her voice.

Still, I don’t stop with her. I continue walking and let Lindsay catch up. I’m well aware that walking side by side, with no possibility of eye contact, is the reason I can work up the courage to share.

“Gonzalo says I have a gift. Maybe it’s something I’ve had my entire life, or at least since my mother died when I was in elementary school. It got stronger after I gave birth.”

“And there’s something about this island?”

“He said I have a guide.”

“Do you believe any of this?”

I don’t know how to answer that. I don’t want to believe anything Gonzalo said because of the fact that he was certain I would never be able to have more children. At the same time, I can’t seem to deny that someone is communicating with me here and it’s not my mother.

Instead of answering, I speed up a bit, eager to flee to the safety of my suite. Lindsay brushes my arm lightly with her fingertips. Her touch is so gentle that it calms me enough to slow my pace.

“Can we please sit? I want to hear more,” she says.

I can’t believe how seriously Lindsay is taking this notion. Those Hollywood types really are a different breed. I feel guilty for saying no to her request for help, so the least I can do is answer her questions. I guide us to a bench outside the spa pavilion.

“Are you a medium?” she asks.

I laugh. “Where do they teach you that? Because it wasn’t in law school.”

“But this isn’t the first time.”

“Not at all, but I thought it was just my mom. I can ask her for specific signs, like three yellow taxis at a stop light on Park Avenue. Sometimes she responds in a matter of minutes, sometimes it’s a few days, but she never fails to answer my question or comfort my worries.”

“Why haven’t you told Gabby? I’m sure she could get someone to guide you and teach you what all of this means.”

“No, I don’t want that,” I snap.

What would I even do with that kind of power? I’ve developed it enough to communicate with my mom, which is all I want.

“You don’t want to see what you could do? What you could know? Really?” Lindsay asks as if I said no to a million dollars.

Lindsay obviously doesn’t understand what she’s encouraging me to do. Invite other people’s voices into my head? Gush about my spiritual guides? I’d be disbarred as a lawyer and discredited as a nonfiction author before I could even spell aura. Why would I wish for that?

“No, not even a little bit,” I insist.





GABBY

I slide up to the bar next to Tim and his smile lights up his eyes instantly. I was only gone ten minutes and yet he still looks at me like it’s the first time in forever.

“Hi,” he says.

“Hi.”

Despite getting hassled by the locals for bringing an outsider to our bar, it has felt fantastic to reminisce with Tim tonight. But if there’s anyone who is going to pump the brakes on our chemistry, it’s going to have to be me. Tim’s had a couple of the owner’s heavy pours and he’s a freight train barreling ahead. Over the course of the night his propositions have escalated from me going back to the firm while I finish law school, to us starting a long-distance relationship, then me moving into his place. If I don’t get him home, he’s going to be on one knee proposing marriage. He’s such a Pisces.

“Should we get out of here?” he asks, though I don’t think his inner monologue matches mine. Is he inviting me back to his room at Sueños? Do I want him to ask? Would I say yes if he did?

“I’ll drive you home,” I say. It’s the closest thing to putting my foot down that I can think of.

At the curb outside Local, I open the car door and am mortified when the interior lights shine a spotlight on empty Cherry Coke cans and random used spoons from home. Tim laughs at my embarrassment. He must remember how messy I was, and now I can’t pretend to have changed that part of myself since we’ve been apart.

As soon as we buckle in, Tim turns in his seat to face me.

“What?” I say, laughing.

“Do you ever think about coming back?”

“And leave this paradise? Not really,” I say, trying to keep it light.

“But what about law?”

“It wasn’t the right fit.”

“Are you kidding me? I’d never seen someone take to the rules of litigation the way you did. I know Waters would take you back in a heartbeat,” he says.

“You’ve talked to the firm’s managing partner about me?”

“Of course. You were a highly promising summer associate.”

“That was years ago. Why would you still talk to him about me?” I ask.

“What do you mean why, Gabriella? You should be there. You summered there, you were offered a full-time position when you graduated law school. We all saw something special in you. The real question is why aren’t you there now?”

“I’m not there because I’m here, living and working on Beck Island.”

“That’s not a real answer.”

“I’m happy here. I may have been a promising lawyer, but I’m a damn good concierge. It’s the right fit.”

Tim lets the subject rest and we ride in silence. We wait for the Sueños gates to slowly open after I swipe my pass over the hidden sensor.

“How’s your family?” Tim asks.

I can’t help but sigh. Tim has no idea what a knife to the heart that question is for me. Gabriella, the version of my name I was trying on when I knew Tim, was just one example of the phase I was in then, where I believed I was my entire family’s savior. Tim knew that we had vague systemic troubles—poverty, lack of access to good education, trapped in the cycle of petty crime—and he admired my personal reasons for studying the law.

My father had always hung the family’s hopes on me—my intelligence, my empathy, and my ability to negotiate anything I wanted out of strangers and family alike. I was proud to take that weight onto my shoulders, and it fueled me to earn a full-merit scholarship to an exclusive all-girls high school, all the way through the law school admissions process. The pride of that responsibility began to fade during the summer I spent at the firm, when it felt like I was abandoning their needs to become a fancy rich person attorney.

“Everyone’s fine, thanks for asking,” I say.

The last time my mother called it was because my brother had been arrested for stealing a car with a sleeping baby in the backseat, which my mother defended by saying, “He didn’t know there was a baby in the back” (denial) and “Who leaves a baby in a car?” (blame shifting) and the perennial “What was he supposed to do? His car broke down in the middle of nowhere” (justification). It was a cycle I was so desperate to break free from that I escaped to Beck Island. Sometimes I’m proud of myself for that, but sometimes I feel like a coward.

“How’s your family?” I ask in return.

“Oh, you know. Always some drama,” he says.

In contrast to my family of janitors and baristas, Tim is third-generation in law, an attorney like his mother and his grandfather. His sister’s name is Chloe. Chloe and Timothy, is there anything more perfect? The four of them sat for formal portraits every year that were featured on their Christmas card, distributed to close friends and esteemed colleagues.

“I hope this wasn’t just a ride home,” Tim says as I pull into the parking lot.

“I’ll walk you to your door, but I don’t think I should come inside.”

“Did I do something wrong? Is that why you left?”

“You did nothing wrong. And I had a really great time with you tonight.”

I know Tim wants to clarify that he was asking if he did something wrong to make me leave New York, but I get out of the car before he can press the subject.

“Hey there!” I hear Mercy’s voice call out. “I was wondering how long you two were going to hang out.”

When I reinstituted the buddy system, I didn’t expect it to leave me open to questions beyond my safety. Mercy knows exactly how long we were “talking” at the bar.

“Tim, this is my roommate, Mercy.”

Tim extends his hand to Mercy. “Have we met before?” he asks.

“No, I’d remember if I met you before,” she says playfully.

I slap her arm. “He looks pretty drunk, he won’t remember my teasing,” Mercy defends herself. She’s not wrong. Tim’s eyes stay closed a few beats too long every time he blinks.

Mercy turns to face me, and her expression becomes solemn. “The detective called me back. The case is closed. Everyone else was right. We were wrong.”

“Really?”

“That’s the official conclusion,” she says.

Tim waves a hand between me and Mercy to break our intensity. “We made out,” he interjects as if he can’t hold the secret any longer.

“Good for you!” Mercy says, her mischievous smile returning.

“You’ll probably hear about it,” I add to make it seem nonchalant.

“You were at Local when that happened?” Mercy asks.

I blush, which is all the answer she needs.

“I’m headed there now, I bet you’re the talk of the town.” Mercy giggles at our high school antics.

“I’ll text you when I leave here,” I say.

I walk Tim to his suite. He wants me to come inside, but I’m ready for this to all be over. There isn’t a single doubt in my mind that Tim being here at the same time we learned about Cassie’s death is nothing but coincidence. He’s the same exact Tim I knew three years ago. The Tim that fights for what’s right, not a Tim who would do something so wrong.

In fact, maybe I never believed it was anything but coincidence and Mercy was right to call me out. It’s possible that I used the idea of vetting him as an excuse to spend time together. But I have to put an end to that. I’m happy here. I want to stay happy here. I don’t want to go back to having to dream my own complicated dreams. I’m better off making other wishes come true.





PAIGE

Not ready to end our time together, Lindsay and I decide to make a loop around the resort. She peppers me with questions about my mother’s death, my traumatic birth experience, the garbled voices and attention-grabbing wind gusts on Beck Island. I’m happy to answer as long as I’m not expected to do anything about it.

Between the entertainment pavilion and reception, I hear a voice that makes me want to listen harder. But this time I recognize it as Gabby.

It sounds like she’s in playful conversation with a man. I grab Lindsay’s arm and shush her.

“What is it? You hear Mara?” Lindsay asks.

“It’s Gabby, with a guy and another woman,” I explain.

“Is that weird? She’s so pretty I’d expect her to have a boyfriend, or girlfriend,” Lindsay says as she peers around the corner at them.

“We made out,” the guy says, gesturing to Gabby. That answers my question of who’s with whom.

I scoot from our spot to another one behind a palm tree, trying to get a better angle without being noticed.

“This is what people do to me,” Lindsay says. I look over my shoulder to check her facial expression. She looks gleeful. “It’s more exciting than I would have imagined!”

The other woman breaks off, and we trail Gabby and her guy to the corporate casitas. Interesting! If he’s staying in this area, he’s working on the negotiation of the proposed expansion. I wonder if he’s Ethan’s colleague or opposition.

I pull Lindsay behind a bush that has a perfect eyeline to Gabby standing on the doorstep of his casita. I find myself quietly rooting for them to kiss. The man leans in and Gabby wraps her arms around his shoulders. I grab Lindsay’s arm with giddy excitement. She squeezes me back. Lindsay’s more of a romantic than I’d thought from her tabloid relationships.

A flash of color in the other direction catches my eye. There’s another couple walking arm in arm. I look at the time on my phone. It’s almost midnight, who are all these people out and about? And when did I get so old?

“I won’t be back until the summer.” I recognize the new man’s voice, but I can’t place it yet. I stare, trying to focus. Lindsay turns away from Gabby to see what’s distracting me.

“That’s Ethan’s partner, the CFO! But that’s not his wife.”

The woman stops walking and they kiss.

“Oh wow, right out in the open,” Lindsay says.

“Ethan tells me that the corporate casitas are like the Wild West of Sueños. These negotiations typically take weeks or months, and some of them don’t fly home every weekend. The rules of life back home don’t apply here, and no one talks about it.”

“It’s like the incest of a movie set,” she says.

“Except they’re not hooking up with each other. It’s a thing between locals and the businessmen.”

“And you’re okay with that?”

“Oh my God, no. What?”

“You said everyone does it.”

“That’s hysterical. Ethan would never. This lawlessness is exactly why he won’t even step foot in the corporate casitas, even when I’m not with him.”

The woman reaches into the CFO’s pants and I’ve had enough. I turn around to check on Gabby and her man, but the doorstep to his casita is empty.

“Ladies, are we lost?”

Even though I recognize Gabby’s voice, I shriek. “You were with a guy.”

“Is he your boyfriend? If you were a celebrity, the tabloids would already be speculating,” Lindsay adds.

“Do you need help finding your way back to the Hollywood Flower casitas?” Gabby asks, ignoring our prying. She’s not going to crack. At least not that easily. She’s got years of professional mask wearing behind her, it’s automatic at this point.

“Yes, we’re lost. Why don’t you walk us back,” I say. I link my arm through hers as if to say, Two can play at that game.

“Who is he?” Lindsay asks, rushing to Gabby’s other side. I love seeing this “girlfriend” side of her. Different from her celebrity airs, and also from her wooing me at dinner.

“I’ll report you if you don’t tell us,” Lindsay says. Gabby looks horrified. “I wouldn’t really, but come on,” she recants.

“What if we all went back to Lindsay’s suite and had a drink?”

I don’t know what makes me offer up Lindsay’s suite for some girls’ time at midnight. It’s not like me to want the night to carry on forever. Well, it’s not like the mommy version of me that appeared two years ago when Jonah was born. It’s definitely not like the trying-to-conceive version of me. But as Lindsay excitedly agrees and Gabby admits she doesn’t want to say no, I realize how isolated I’ve been since leaving the firm and suffering miscarriages that I don’t feel like I can share with anyone. At home, I’ve been lonely, and all of a sudden, I’m not. Not to mention that I prefer to surround myself with real voices of the living, not cryptic signs from the dead.





LINDSAY

Two drinks later, the three of us are sprawled around my suite. Well, Paige and I are, and Gabby has unwound considerably. She’s sitting in a chair at the dining room table, but she went from looking like she was attending a meeting—feet on the floor, good posture—to looking like she might deal the next round of a card game, leaning over and loose-limbed.

I notice that Paige keeps eyeing certain nooks and features of the suite, and I can tell she’s comparing my space with hers. I’m used to being nitpicked. It doesn’t bother me at all.

I pull myself from my cross-legged position on the floor and pour another drink from the shaker of lime juice margaritas we had delivered.

“Why haven’t we ever stayed in the Dahlia Suite?” Paige asks.

“I’m not sure I should say,” Gabby says.

“Why? Is it going to offend me or Lindsay?” Paige asks, flopping down on the couch. She closes her eyes but reopens them immediately and drops a foot to the floor. Looks like someone’s got a case of the room spins.

“You can say!” I encourage Gabby.

“We can’t afford to comp this one,” Gabby blurts.

“Because it’s that expensive,” Paige translates.

They both turn to see my reaction, but I’m not remotely offended. It’s not like I’m being ripped off, the suite and this resort make this one of the most luxurious vacations I’ve ever had. In fact, I’m proud that I can afford this suite on my own dime. I deserve the very best. I’ve earned it. The money is the easy part. It’s the one accolade that continues to evade me that I’m most focused on.

“Mr. Foster wouldn’t allow it,” Gabby adds.

“That’s true,” Paige concurs. “Okay, so now that you’re clearly ready to spill, why did you ditch the guy at his doorstep?”

“His name is Tim.”

“Did Tim give you the ick? That can’t be overcome, you know.”

“Tim has never given me one iota of the ick,” Gabby says.

“Is this an ex or a potential guy?” Paige asks.

“It’s complicated. He’s from an old life of mine. And I don’t want it back.”

“Even if you might want him back.” I get that. Sometimes our hearts can’t be compartmentalized.

“You understand this?” Paige asks me.

“I’ve been there,” I say.

“So you chose the life over the love?”

“I’m perfectly content on my own,” I say.

Gabby sheepishly asks if she can use the bathroom while Paige and I sit in awkward silence. When she returns from the bathroom, Gabby grabs another beer from my fridge.

“I didn’t even know I had those in there!”

Gabby holds the bottle out. “You want it?”

I shake my head. “I’m just surprised to see it. Not many people carry that brand.”

Paige and Gabby laugh out loud. “You don’t know Sueños.”

“The fridge comes fully stocked with items based on your preferences.”

“How do you know?” I ask.

“Well, the first thing I do is call other managers in my network. We keep records of what you’ve eaten, activities you’ve enjoyed, and we share that information.”

“I’m gonna stop you right there. I don’t need to see behind this curtain. It feels creepy, but not enough that I want it to stop. I really love showing up to my favorite things without having to ask.”

“I want to go back to love,” Paige changes the subject. On the surface it looks like she’s helping me out, but I have a feeling this is going to get under my skin. “I’m not saying it’s as simple as love conquers all, but you can’t deny that it’s precious and rare. That’s what should motivate you to go to the ends of the earth for someone who you feel that connection with. Love gives you the power and the will to conquer all.”

“Sounds like a lot of fantasy BS,” I say.

Gabby claps her hands and stands. “Ladies, this has been a lot of fun, but I really must be going,” she interjects, ever the peacemaker.

“It was a lot of fun,” I say. I look pointedly at Paige to make sure she’s still on board. She softens.

“I honestly can’t even remember the last time I had this much fun. You both know a little bit about my recent struggles, and this was a much-needed antidote.”

We smile, and it’s genuine. I pull Gabby aside to thank her for knowing exactly when the night should end. In my suite alone, I brush my teeth before sliding into my cloudlike king-size bed.

I try to fall asleep, but Paige’s words—the question, the accusation—festers in the quiet.

Obviously I don’t believe that love can conquer all, or whatever semantic spin she put on the idea. Before the Oscars I broke up with the man that I was sure, and might still believe, is my soulmate. The list of reasons is long:

I’d never had a high-profile relationship before Hugh and I insisted they didn’t work. He’d dated other A-list actresses and disagreed. He said he knew what it was like to share the spotlight. He said it wasn’t that hard. I said those relationships ended eventually.

Hugh lives in Montana, far away from the everyday life of celebrity, and I live in the epicenter of Hollywood. But I admit, as two actors, location matters the least. We spent our time together at my place when he had meetings, at his place when we wanted a break. We lived together on movie sets. We lived together at resorts like Sueños. Life for an actor is never fixed, physically.

He wants to get married. I don’t.

He wants kids, and I’m not sure if I’ll ever heal enough to get there.

The reasons get bigger and also more tedious.

The real reason I wouldn’t chase our love to the ends of the earth? Because I’d be the one to run off the edge and plummet to my death.

In every relationship, there always has to be one person who loves the other a little bit more. One who is prone to clingy desperation. And I was afraid, in this case, it was me. It scared me the way I was willing to compromise on the roles I took to make our lives easier.

The fact that I’m not filming during awards season is solely because of Hugh. I said it was because nothing jumped out at me, but I’ve never selected roles based on their ability to blow me away. I took jobs because I love to work. It’s not the end of the world that I skipped a production season, but it scared me that I was willing to do it. That I did it. I followed him to Thailand to hang out on the set of the limited series he was filming there for nearly a year. I turned down any offers that started shooting while he was in production.

If I was willing to do that after a year of dating, what compromises would I make after a decade that would be unrecognizable—and reprehensible—to me today?

I wasn’t interested in sticking around to find out. I’d seen my real self with him. I’d seen how weak I was, and I ran while I still had the power. Either Paige doesn’t understand that, has never put herself in that position, or maybe she no longer has the strength of self to do it.

I’m better off without her.





GABBY

I had to turn off my phone last night because of all the texts flooding in, each one with a ridiculous message, video, or meme teasing me for making out with Tim at Local. Make-outs at Local are a nightly occurrence, but this is different because I was involved, which has never happened before. It’s just not me.

It’s also notable because I brought a “guest” to Local, which is an unspoken rule that has never been broken. Of course that has practical support—what guest at Sueños would want to go to a converted house off the backroads of a private island to drink? So it’s not really hard to keep Local to all-locals. I argue that Tim isn’t really a guest at Sueños, he’s there as a suit, but that doesn’t curry any favor with my friends. In fact, it’s somehow more scandalous. I’m then forced to admit that Tim is my ex-boyfriend from back home.

“And she wasn’t even drunk!” is the next stage of my gossip mill grist. To think, last night I assumed people were staring at me and whispering behind my back because I was questioning Cassie’s death as a suicide. Meanwhile they were reacting to something far more superficial: a kiss.

That I made out with Tim at our table because I was so caught up in the moment is shocking for locals to process because I don’t do big emotions. I don’t get overly excited, they’ve never seen me cry, and despite all the romantic gestures I’ve orchestrated over the years, they’ve never seen me in love. And I never get caught up in a moment like I did with Tim. I admit if I saw myself as a character on TV, I’d be surprised by the sudden turn as well. They may never let me forget last night, it’s already legendary.

Fortunately for me, work is a hotbed of fire drills, a welcome distraction from the drama I’ve caused. I rush out of the house with dozens of messages unread as I sort through the key material. I start with the alert from the head of security that Beck Island paparazzi shots are plastered on the Daily Mail. On the drive to Sueños I call IT.

“These pictures are crystal-clear, how did they get that close?” I ask.

“I’m sorry to tell you, Gabby, this is an inside job.”

“What does that mean?”

“The drone lifted off from the yacht and landed on the yacht. I can’t take that down.”

“It’s still a no-fly zone. You have every right to jam the signal,” I say as I pull into the Sueños parking lot.

“Technically the yacht is docked on Beck Island, but it sits in international waters.”

“That’s not right. International water territory begins twelve nautical miles from the island,” I insist. My legal research skills still come in handy on Beck Island.

“From which island? Puerto Rico? Case law says that rule is not clear for private islands.”

I get out of the car and slam my door with all the force of my frustration. “This isn’t a court of law. This is the most exclusive resort in the world and it’s my job to keep it that way. Do you understand?”

“I…” he stammers.

“Shoot it down. Jam the signal. I don’t care how, just get rid of the drones.”

I attempt to compose myself before I head inside to reception, but this has to stop. If I lose my cool again, I could lose my job. Unfortunately, the Universe isn’t helping. When I get to the office, there’s a message that Paige’s doctor has canceled their telehealth appointment. I call her nurse practitioner, he says the doctor will only schedule something after she has a full blood panel. We coordinate the logistics. My Sueños nurse will draw the blood and I’ll have it flown to a lab in Miami which will expedite the processing. I tell the nurse the doctor will have the lab results tomorrow morning, and I won’t let him hang up until we book a rescheduled telehealth appointment. I send Paige a text with the updated protocol.

It fills me up to care for others, but with my family the line between me and them is blurry, like a mirage. Boundaries are crystal clear with Sueños guests. I never see myself in them, and “going to the ends of the earth” for them never gets messy. And yet, thousands of miles away from my family I’m getting carried away again. I’m overthinking Cassie’s investigation. Tim’s visit. Paige’s monologue on love.

How do you stay your own person? I want to ask Paige. How do you not start to believe that their wants, desires, hurts, and failures are your own? How do you wake up every day in your own body and mind and not spend all your waking hours trapped in their reality?

Thanks, Gabby, can’t wait to see what this doctor says, Paige texts.

My pleasure, I respond. I remember this is where I’m needed.

With my phone in hand and a minute to breathe, I turn back to my personal messages. Mercy was all too happy to lead the gossip mill last night, as evidenced by her “liking” or “laughing at” every message in every variation of group chat and online post.

I decide to find her in the hospitality pavilion to give her a really hard time about that.

“Mercy’s got the morning off,” her assistant says.

“Right, it’s Tuesday.”

No wonder she was chiming in past the last call at Local. She didn’t have to show her face at work until I’d probably forgotten and moved on.

You’re dead, I text with a smile on my face, forgetting myself. I delete the message and take the reminder to follow up with the detective handling Cassie’s case.





LINDSAY

I wake up slightly exhausted and hungover, but more motivated than ever. The answer to my Queen of Wands is, and always has been, sitting right under my nose.

Mara Morgan.

Paige did help me in a small way. She presented me with the statistics about eight of the last ten Best Actress Oscar winners choosing their projects here at Sueños. Oscar-winning Mara Morgan’s private island. Gonzalo told me that someone was here on this island to help me, but I was taking it too literally. He didn’t mean physically, he meant her spirit was here to guide me. Gonzalo told me this while I was sitting in her chapel, the structure that survived the fire that killed her. Mara is the one who will help me.

Whether it applies to all the previous actresses (like Emily Gem) or exists as only a product of my psychic reading, I decide to call this phenomenon the Beck Island Blessing.

Proud of myself, I write those words down in my notes app. That phrase is going to play well in Oscar press junkets. Now I just need to write the biopic screenplay.

I open Final Draft and try to find the video from my assistant telling me how to use it. But first I need to mainline some caffeine and ibuprofen to get rid of this pounding headache. I call in room service, but before the phone is even back in the cradle, there’s a knock at the door. I wrap a robe around me and check the front door camera. It’s Paige.

“Good morning,” I say. I can’t even be mad at her now that I’ve solved my own riddle.

“I’ll do it,” Paige says.

“Do what?”

“Help you write Mara’s biopic.”

“What? You changed your mind?”

“Can I come in?” Paige asks. I don’t see any harm in hearing her out, so I step aside. Paige walks in, the heavy purse slung over her shoulder betraying a laptop inside. “You were so open to the idea that I might be able to communicate with someone as untouchable and impressive as Mara Morgan when I’d only been able to get random messages from my mom.”

I take a seat on the couch. “I don’t think there are separate rooms in the afterlife and Mara only communicates with the VIPs. I think you have a gift or you don’t. And you do, according to Gonzalo, a man who has it himself.”

“I honestly don’t know about all of that, but your confidence in me made me want to try. It’s the least I can do.”

Paige stands at my formal dining room table waiting for my permission to unpack and settle in for work.

“Let’s give it a try,” I say. Although I was ready to do this without her, and I still believe that Mara is the Queen of Wands, if Paige has a direct line to her it would make the script even better than using information that could be found on Google.

“A try, yes,” Paige says as she unpacks her things. “Before we get started, I should say that I’m willing to open this door a tiny crack, but I’m not walking through it.”

“What does that mean?”

“I can help brainstorm the beats of a story and I’ll try to get messages from Mara that will point us to the moments in her life with the most emotional resonance. But I can’t promise I can call her in on demand, and I definitely can’t write the whole script with you. That’s too much.”

“Deal,” I say. This is ideal. I’ll have an insider track and at the same time not have to give anyone else credit on my script. “So where do we start?”

“A story treatment.”

“Let me get ready, you caught me still in bed.” I head to the bathroom and turn on the water to lather cleanser on my face. I rinse and throw on stretch pants and a cropped sweatshirt.

Then I pull out the chair next to Paige’s laptop at the dining room table. “Let’s get to work,” I say. Paige smiles and positions her fingers on the keyboard.

MARA MORGAN BIOPIC TREATMENT


INCITING INCIDENT

Mara Morgan broke onto the acting scene in Love Me Tomorrow, which unbeknownst to anyone, would be the mirror image of her final movie’s trajectory (more on that later).

Love Me Tomorrow was written by an addict who struggled with his wife’s inability to get sober even though they had a blast doing rich people things and recklessly spending money. It was a weak facsimile of Leaving Las Vegas (which hadn’t been made yet, but the script was a Hollywood darling) with a female lead, and while everyone loved the story, no one knew what to do with it. The depth of the character appealed to Mara and the producer was convinced by Mara’s talent.

But the director had a completely different vision for Love Me Tomorrow and Mara Morgan. He wanted to get rid of the drugs and addiction, but add a forbidden love element by making her an escort at a finance gala who ends up driving home a nepo baby who doesn’t have a license. He insisted the focus should be on the love story, not the redemption arc. The studio ordered the rewrite. Mara worried that the changes would cut her range, but she was desperate to work with this director. She also knew she could deliver an exceptional performance and keep some of the original edge, even in the shiny, happy version. She had no idea it would be huge.

FIRST TURNING POINT

As soon as filming wrapped on Love Me Tomorrow, Mara moved on to the set of Afterlife with Key Lonergan, bored nepo baby and notorious bad boy. They fell deeply in love. The romance translated from set into their real lives mostly because Mara was still unknown and happy to follow Key around wherever he went, from premiere parties to drug-fueled club nights. Mara kept a relatively low profile—could anyone look like a partier next to Key?—but she dabbled in the dark side. And Mara’s low profile was about to take a rocket-ship ride.

As glowing early reviews of Love Me Tomorrow were released, Mara’s management prepared for the onslaught of fame that would come. She was about to break into the A-list actress sphere and they were ready. Mara, however, was not. She hadn’t seen this level of fame coming.

Meanwhile, Mara’s underground ingenue status earned her a role in the biggest commercial film of 1994, Prince Phillip, a live action story of the heroic man who rescues Sleeping Beauty, directed by the legend Dick Zems. The problem? Mara hated the concept and hated the role. She resented the lie that she was billed as the star—Sleeping Beauty—when she was asleep for two-thirds of the movie. Mara did not take the role seriously and behaved hideously on set. Despite her team’s efforts, she wasn’t worried about ruining her reputation because Love Me Tomorrow still hadn’t hit theaters. Fame wasn’t real to her. Then, it hit hard.

Love Me Tomorrow came out and Mara Morgan was an instant It Girl. She blew up, which was not easy to do pre−social media. Men were proposing to her on sidewalks. Women took photos of her signature locks to their hairdressers. Mara was over the moon. She broke up with Key, who was none too happy to have competition for the tabloid pages. Suddenly, Mara took the public’s perception of her seriously. She wanted to be their darling forever. Then Prince Phillip was released. Her performance didn’t betray her terrible attitude on set, and for the most part no one on the inside was interested in tarnishing her image, especially as the film garnered commercial success. But Mara was embarrassed when the director quietly said he would never work with her again. It was the only feud she was ever a part of, before or after.

THE CALL TO ACTION

The life lesson was not lost on Mara though. From that day forward she was friendly and helpful and never sullen and moody. No matter what was going on in her personal life, she never took it out at work. As her success grew, so did her on-set reputation. She thanked craft services, she politely inquired about the home life of the lighting director, she played innocent pranks on her male costars. She was talented and gracious and a delight to be around. Soon, anyone with clout was stepping over others, clamoring to work with her.



Paige’s Pollyanna version of Mara Morgan is starting to rub me the wrong way. “I think it’s pretty shitty that Dick Zems publicly shamed her.”

She leans back in her chair and stretches her arms overhead. I can tell she’s not worked up the way I am. I open the French doors to let in the salty ocean breeze.

“He was honest about her bad behavior on set, and he did it rather quietly,” she says.

“I’ve never heard him quietly call out a man’s bad behavior on set. And don’t say it must’ve never happened then. Fat chance.”

“But it was her call to action. After that she became America’s Sweetheart on-screen and Hollywood’s sweetheart on-set.”

“So you don’t think Zems has any blame here?”

“Blame? For what? Her success?”

“For belittling her. For making her feel so ashamed that she became this people pleaser? And if he did that in public, I can imagine what he was like to her in private.”

“I don’t see Mara as one of those people that blames everyone else for her own messiness,” Paige says.

“Identifying the way someone else fails you is healthy blame,” I say, invoking my years of therapy-speak.

“Sounds like justification to me.”

“Justification for what?”

“Acting like you have no control over what happens to you.”

“Sometimes I don’t!”

“I didn’t mean you, specifically.”

“Well, you don’t know what it’s like to be a celebrity. Tabloids write whatever they want.”

“Like what they’re saying about you for dumping Hugh?” Paige asks. Her tone is deceptively even, but I feel the slap-in-the-face anyway.

I lose my argumentative momentum but recover quickly. At least on the outside.

“Exactly like that,” I say, coolly.

Paige launches into another example of a story the press got wrong about Mara—a supposed catfight between her and her costar, Allison, that allegedly shut down filming for two days as the women healed from facial lacerations and bruises—but inside I’m spiraling.

It’s bad enough that she intentionally leaned on a fresh bruise, but what’s worse is I feel tricked. Paige presented herself as someone who didn’t read tabloids, and yet here she is reciting this morning’s cruelest headlines against me and using my ex-fiancé’s name casually as if she knows him too.

“Hollywood loves to pit women against each other,” I concede without any relief from the anger I feel toward Paige.

Just a few hours ago I was proud of myself because I didn’t need Paige, but now she feels like a bomb planted to blow up my shot at Mara’s Beck Island Blessing.





PAIGE

Lindsay and I debate like my old law school days, arguing every side and leaving no point of view unturned. Sure, it’s gotten a tiny bit personal on occasion, but we always bounce back. It’s so hard to find someone to verbally spar with who doesn’t take it too seriously, and Lindsay has a thick skin from her life in the public. Fleshing out this story with her is so much fun.

Although I can’t stop thinking about one thing. She implied that I can’t bear to share blame with someone else because that would mean admitting that I don’t have total control over my life. And she said it like it’s a bad thing.

I admit it was a coping mechanism that came to me early in life. When your mother dies shortly after your tenth birthday, you could drown in the helplessness you feel. Mothers aren’t supposed to die, and so my whole world was upside down and I was underwater. I did what I had to do. I saved myself. I did that by focusing on what I could control at all times, no matter how big or small. In every scenario, I valued agency above all else. Did I develop a hyper-independence that kept me separate from many people? Yes, but my deep partnership with Ethan proves I have healed that childhood wound.

“The question now is where to start the story,” I say to Lindsay as she gets up from the table and retrieves two bottles of water from the refrigerator.

“Does Mara have any thought about that?”

Lindsay’s tone is casual but also pointed. She wants me to prove my worth. Yes, as a lawyer, I’m a better researcher than she is, but it’s also true that I’m not offering anything about Mara Morgan that can’t be found on the internet. So Lindsay wants me to ask Mara something more specific. To invite her to speak to me in a way that’s more connected than signs and clues. I don’t like it. Just the thought makes me uncomfortable.

And yet as Lindsay watches me with anticipation, it doesn’t feel like I have a choice. I close my eyes the way I do when I connect with my mother, but I don’t quickly ask a question and open them again. I stay in this space. In fact, I try to go deeper than ever before. The black void darkness that’s behind my eyes when I close them somehow gets bigger. I can feel it filling the whole room, empty space enveloping me from every side. No matter how desperately I want to open my eyes and end this feeling, I don’t. I recall the comforting feeling of Gonzalo’s thumb rubbing the top of my hand, encouraging me to stay with the painful parts of the memory in my reading. I stay with the darkness until it ejects me.

My eyes open and seek out the laptop keyboard. After a few beats of eerie silence, the now familiar whisper of the wind blows in from behind. I begin to write.

THE TRUTH ABOUT MARA MORGAN


No one else knows what really happened on the day of the Beck Island fire, and it took me a long time to realize it. I didn’t see clearly myself until it was too late.

Alan and I met at a political fundraiser thrown by the President of the Academy. I was there to impress the Oscar voters and he was there for the wealthy investors. Fate found us in this small sliver of overlap.

Alan almost left the party because of all the boring and self-centered celebrities he was forced to mingle with, until he found me in the host’s library, admiring a sculpture of three hollow bronze women’s torsos nestled within each other.

“René Magritte’s Delusions of Grandeur,” Alan said, naming the piece of art.

“Delusions of Grandeur and he made it from women? What nerve.”

“Good point. He missed the mark on the title of the piece,” Alan said. “But isn’t it worse that he’s depicting women as empty inside?”

“You’re right, not every woman is shallow and vapid. Just the actresses.”

A coy half smile pulled at his lips. “I’m Alan Fisk,” he said.

“I’m Mara Morgan.”

We both stood there staring at each other, waiting for the inevitable ohhh THE Alan Fisk or THE Mara Morgan, until he cracked an unrestrained grin and I let out a strangled giggle.

Alan was a revelation when I met him. He had never seen one of my movies. In fact, he was largely unaware of any contemporary films, and he couldn’t name more than one premium cable station. And I had no idea who he was either, despite his name being splashed all over Bloomberg and MSNBC. When you are famous in your own world, finding someone who is unfamiliar with you is a rarified breath of fresh air. It’s a clean slate.

What was so refreshing was his complete disinterest in the world I thrived in, and disdain for my superficial priorities. For the first time in my life, I was feeling those things too. I was disillusioned with Hollywood. Good roles were drying up. I was at the top of my game so I was privileged enough to be bitter about it.

They considered me old and washed up, in my late thirties! And I guess I was acting like it too. Gone was the scrappy attitude and eternal optimism of my early twenties when I was sure a breakout was around the corner. Alan was not only the walking manifestation of my hatred, he had moral high ground. The things I loved were worthless.

Alan introduced me to art that had connected people for multiple centuries. Real art. The Met. The Louvre. The Vatican. Each hushed gallery felt like a far cry from the shallow roots of film and television. Each historical city was richer than any gated home in Beverly Hills.

We found that we loved traveling together. I was a dazzling plus-one to his stuffy finance parties. He enjoyed teaching me basic principles and I was a quick study. He was intrigued by my deep understanding of human psychology, and we had many spirited discussions about why markets moved the way they did based on economy (him) and deep-rooted cultural beliefs (me). A common enemy can make for a good start, as long as you stay on the same side.

When did it turn? I could point to many different inciting incidents.

Chris Loomis.

The screenplay for Tell Me This.

The decision to court the siren song of my first love: Hollywood.

But the truth is, my troubles were there all along. They only emerged from the fog like the iceberg for the Titanic, long after it was too late to right the ship.



I finish typing and look at Lindsay. Her jaw is slack and her eyes devour the final words on the page.

“Do you understand what this means?” Lindsay asks.

“Not yet, but this is just the beginning,” I say.

“Beginning of what?”

Shaking, I stand up from the laptop and step outside into the humid salty air. I stare at the ocean on the horizon, but it doesn’t calm me down. Lindsay follows me. “Paige, this is the beginning of what?”

“Mara wants me to tell the real story of what happened here on Beck Island ten years ago,” I say.

I try to calm myself down and say this with a neutral tone, but the message scares me.





LINDSAY

The mistake I made inviting Paige into this project has gone from intriguing to annoying to catastrophic.

“You think she was murdered?”

“I didn’t say murder,” Paige says defensively.

“Good.”

“But,” Paige starts.

I cut her off, scoffing at the mere suggestion. “The police did an investigation. The press reported two tragic deaths by house fire. No one has ever breathed a word about foul play.”

“And the press never gets it wrong?” she asks. I pause to think. Obviously she knows I’m not going to agree, but I don’t want to be led down this road.

Paige continues in my silence. “I think we should investigate. We owe Mara that.”

I don’t want a wild goose chase across the island. I think it’s a waste of time, I truly do. But I have to admit, there’s another fear underneath the time concerns. If we find something that veers from the public narrative around Mara Morgan—some interesting gossip or a few good stories from the guys who built Sueños—then we’re veering into fiction and away from that fantastical categorization of biopic. I don’t want to star in a movie loosely based on the life of Mara Morgan, that’s Movie of the Week fodder. I want to write and star in her biopic. That’s what will get me the Oscar.

“I don’t think we should do that,” I say without elaboration.

“You want to use Mara Morgan to win your Oscar, but you won’t even ask a few questions to see if anyone here, where she died, has an opinion on whether the tragic house fire was an accident or not?”

Paige’s words trigger a flush of hot shame. Every tabloid insult about me, about all actors, as selfish narcissists. The photos of my face during Emily’s win. The headlines about me callously dumping Hugh. Paige accusing me of not being willing to do the bare minimum for Mara.

Like a child being scolded by her mother, I begin to cry.

“I’m sorry, Lindsay, I didn’t mean to sound harsh,” she says.

“I think I’m just under a lot of pressure.”

This Oscar means so much to me mostly because it means so much to everyone else. If you told me I could keep acting at the level I am, I would drop the race completely. But that’s not how it works. The stakes are so high, and climb higher with every nomination and subsequent loss. It’s starting already. I’ve been dropped by my agency. My manager hasn’t texted since Rodger said they were pursuing Chris Pine. The public has turned on me because of Emily Gem and Hugh. Easily influenced studios will fear I’m box office death. New directors won’t be willing to stick their necks out for a proven loser.

And it’s not me who loses. I could quit today and be fine. My manager, my agents, my publicist, my lawyer, my stylist, my beauty/hair/makeup team—all of these people stop making money if I stop making movies. And that’s not even to say anything of the indirect influence I have on the economy with my normal spending, tipping, influencing. This Oscar win is so much bigger than me. And after my most recent loss, I’m really feeling that pressure times a million.

“What are you worried about?” Paige asks.

“The Academy really loves biopics, not murder mysteries.”

Paige nods like she gets my point of view now. She’s chasing the truth, but I’m chasing the apex of my career and the livelihoods of many. “Let me do some research on the creative license given to biopics to veer from the reported story. I bet there’s a lot of leeway,” she says.

I nod, and Paige suggests we take a break for the rest of the day. “I came in hot, and early. We got a decent day’s writing done today.”

I close the door behind Paige and the tears come in full force. I try to tap into the source of the emotion. Am I scared? Sad? Exhausted? It isn’t until I throw myself onto my bed that I have another thought.

My boobs are so sore.

I pick up my phone and check my period app: Your period is five days late.

I turned off push notifications, so this is the first time I’m seeing this message. But it doesn’t necessarily mean the obvious. I’ve been under an enormous amount of stress for months, and the Oscars were the pinnacle of that. Still, to be sure, I text Gabby to discreetly deliver a couple of pregnancy tests.

While I wait, I click to the last messages from Hugh.

Sunday: I can’t believe you didn’t win! You were robbed!

Monday: I’m trying to give you space like you asked, but I have to say that I don’t think this is the end of us. It can’t be. We’re too good together.

Tuesday: I love you, Linds. I miss you.

I toss my phone on the bed and pace the room. My mind starts to pepper me with questions. Would you tell him? He would absolutely want to keep it. Would you consider keeping it? It makes no sense, especially right now. Is this a sign you should be together? Maybe, but as a couple and not a stressed out family. I could take care of it and then reconcile with him and see where things go from there.

The runner rings the bell. I wait until he’s left before I open the door. The tests are in a brightly colored box waiting in the wicker basket on my doorstep. I pull them inside.

I read the directions on the box, but I have no patience to focus on the optimal results. Instead, I sit on the toilet, awkwardly holding the stick between my thighs. Ten minutes later, my heart sinks when I see the two faint lines appear.





GABBY

After the local police detective closed the investigation into Cassie’s death, arrangements were made for a memorial. I know I should move on the way everyone else has, but I can’t. Not yet.

It bothers me that I haven’t found anyone on Beck Island who had spoken to or seen Cassie since the night of her goodbye party. On one hand, this isn’t out of the ordinary. This island’s air is laced with whatever is the opposite of forget-me-not perfume. Once people are out of sight, they are out of mind. It’s not cruel, it’s survival. It’s dangerous to our mental health to think about the whole great big world beyond this island and all the dreams we once had before we arrived here. Besides, they chose to leave us, not the other way around.

A few of Cassie’s friends wanted to see her off the next day, but she refused to let them. Some say she wanted her goodbyes to be happy celebrations of the night before. When reality kicked in the next day, she wanted to be halfway to Manhattan. Others suspected she had landed a ride on a private jet or yacht and didn’t want to rub it in anyone’s face. Both theories ring true for me so they’re not much help leading to information around her death.

Nor are any of my usual sources.

I realize how much my power comes from the leverage of wealth and celebrity. Without a big name or top dollar to throw around, my usual connections are failing.

I reach out to Cassie’s family, but when I finally make contact it feels rude to try to get any information, especially when her mother clings to the theory of suicide and cries to me that she wishes they had been closer. But speaking to Cassie’s family does give me an idea. I call my mother.

“Gabby!”

It’s been six months since we’ve spoken, and I can hear the concern in her voice.

“I always freak out when I see your name come up on my screen. I guess I’m afraid it will be someone who has your phone telling me something terrible has happened to you.”

The “guilt masked as worry” is step one of our calls. I know these beats well, and I don’t let myself feel badly. “I’m fine, Mom.”

“Always busy with work, right?”

“But guess what? This time I need something from you.”

“Me? Well, isn’t this a turn of the tables?”

And there it is. The insinuation that I think I’m too good for my family because I went to law school when no one else even finished high school, laced with the righteous indignation that after I bettered myself, I abandoned my family to go help rich strangers. I power through because I want to help Cassie.

“Do you remember that parole officer that helped Jesse out a few times?”

“Paul? He became like an older brother to Jesse. Got him on the right path.”

“I know, he seems like a great guy. Do you happen to know how I could track him down?”

“Of course, I’ve got his number in my phone right now. Let me read it to you.”

My mother rattles off the number and I thank her. It’s the first time in my life I’ve ever traded on my juvenile delinquent brother’s name.

I text a quick explanation and Paul calls me back less than an hour later. Miraculously this parole officer in the Bronx has a cousin who is a court clerk in Puerto Rico. He says his cousin will have access to an an autopsy report, but that he’s going to need a little insurance against getting caught. Cash is king, isn’t it?

Unfortunately, I don’t have much of it myself. When I’m arranging favors for the guests, it can be charged back to Sueños. Sometimes the hotel absorbs the cost and other times it is passed along to the guest. I can’t do either in Cassie’s case. I thank Paul and consider how widely I want to open up a request for contribution.

In my years as a concierge, I’ve developed a keen but odd ability to calculate unspoken expectations around money—the appropriate range of a donation, gratuity, quid pro quo. I’m not at the crowdfunding stage, and though that might prove necessary as more time goes by and the detective assigned to this case seems to be out to lunch, I have a feeling I can handle this court processor thing with one or two people kicking in.

I look at the time: 1:02. I decide to find Mercy to see if she’s in on this. She also doesn’t buy the Cassie-took-her-own-life theory, but I get the sense that she’s afraid to dig deeper.

“She’s not here yet,” her assistant head of house says when she sees me approaching. Mercy is notoriously just late enough to annoy the most punctual employees like me, but she’s never so late as to be disrespectful. Mercy’s tardiness shouldn’t set off alarm bells, but it does anyway. I have too much death on the brain to let any little detail slide. Everything has become a clue. To what? I don’t know, other than paranoia.

“When she’s in, have her come see me,” I say.

But I don’t wait. I call Mercy’s phone as I head back to the reception pavilion. She doesn’t answer. I text her.

Hey, I have a weird feeling. Can you call me?

I stare at my phone for a full minute. This is unreasonable. There is no need for me to panic because Mercy is five minutes late and hasn’t messaged me in four hours. And yet my stomach is in knots.

I need to do something.

I run-walk to the parking lot. It will take me ten minutes to drive home, twenty round trip. It’s a long time for a concierge to be out of radio contact, but then again, maybe Mercy will call before I’m even outside of the Sueños gates. That way I can turn around and go back to gathering money to pay for an underground autopsy report.

But she doesn’t.

I make it home and Mercy’s car isn’t in the driveway. She must have made it to work. But then I remember that it wasn’t in the driveway this morning either. She texted me a few hours ago, but I don’t know where she was. I know she was safe, but she may not have been home.

I have no choice but to hustle back to Sueños and hope we crossed each other on the road. I call her again but there’s still no answer. When I get to the resort, there’s no message from the assistant head of housekeeping, so I text her.

I haven’t seen her but I was doing the schedule, she replies immediately.

I text Mercy again.

Hey, you’re officially late, even for you. I’m worried?

No response, not even typing dots. I mobilize everyone at work.

“I need eyes on Mercy,” I say into the radio.

“Nothing from the housekeeping pavilion.”

“Negative from the beach.”

“Pool?” I ask.

“Ha, she gave that up a long time ago,” making a reference to the days when Mercy was confused about whether she was guest or employee.

“And you haven’t seen her walking by?”

Ms. Firestone from the Rose Suite walks into the reception pavilion before I can hear the answer. I spend the next thirty minutes designing a celebration for her and her mother who beat breast cancer. It’s the kind of work I normally take pride in, but it takes all of my energy to simply stay present and listen. I silently bargain that I will add in some extraordinary detail to their party as soon as I find Mercy.

At the end of our meeting, I look at my phone. A few urgent requests from guests, but nothing from Mercy, nothing from the owner of Local, nothing from anyone that matters to me right now.





PAIGE

When I leave Lindsay’s suite, I make a loop around the resort trying to figure out my next move. While I suggested a break to ease the tension, I’m afraid that my collaboration with Lindsay is done. She wants to tell the story that will win her an Oscar, but I need to uncover the truth of Mara’s story. Or at least I need to try.

She needs my help.

I heard Mara loud and clear. There was no doubt about the message, but I’m not sure what to do about it. I spot the reception hut in the distance and excitedly pick up my pace. The answers to my questions are there, with Gabby. She greets me with a smile.

“Hi Gabby, I have another slightly unusual request.”

“Of course, no problem,” she says.

“What’s the best source of historical records on the island?”

“What kind of records?”

“About events that happened on the island.”

“Hmm, is there something specific you’re looking for?”

“Of course,” I say. My fear of sounding unhinged has me stammering, but I don’t need to share that Mara has been communicating with me from the other side. “Specifically I’d like to know if there was a thorough investigation into the circumstances around the deaths of Mara Morgan and her husband?”

“There was, yes. By both the police and the insurance company that held the policy on the island.”

“And can I access records of their work? I’d like to see how they came to the conclusion that the fire and their related deaths were accidents.”

For an instant, Gabby looks stunned by my request, and that reaction surprises me. She didn’t flinch when I asked for pickle ice cream. Or a fertility doctor. She has been kind and patient beyond the call of duty, but I’ve never elicited concern like that.

“Are you suggesting that there might be reason for suspicion?” she asks.

“I’m not challenging them. I’d like to see and follow the logic, that’s all.”

Whether this response comforts her or she has simply affixed her concierge mask, I don’t know, but she tells me she will make a few calls on my behalf and update me via text.

I decide to return to my suite, FaceTime Jonah and my dad, and watch Tell Me This in bed. I want to stay metaphorically connected to Mara, but I’m too spent to try to connect with her physically. Mara doesn’t deal in signs like my mother, and communicating with her is a complete drain of my energy. The best way I can explain it is like I’m opening a zip file with all the individual files marked randomly. I open each one, searching for something I can use. Parts of her story come to me in swirls, pictures and scenes and partial sentences. It’s exhausting. I need a movie to clear the slate.

This is the first time I’ve seen Mara’s Oscar-winning movie in almost ten years. In the theater, I remember being caught off guard by the couple’s meet-cute because it was sweet. Intense, yes, but sparkling with chemistry. Even on the second watch, I’m surprised that he never lays a hand on her. But I see the clues I missed the first time around. Over the course of the movie, Mara’s costar systematically ruins her life, dismantling connections with her friends and her family, belittling her career, and undermining her self-esteem until she attempts to take her own life. “It’s all my fault,” she cries as she lies dying. Tears fall from my eyes, but I can’t really explain why. Nothing in this story resembles my own life, and yet, emotionally, the movie touches the core of me.

It occurs to me that Mara might have had some experience with this kind of abuse in order to write this script, whether it was direct or indirect. These days, the first person we’re trained to suspect is the spouse, but I don’t want to leave any stone unturned. Maybe it was her father, or an ex. She could have seen it with her mother or a best friend. I pick up my phone from the nightstand and google interviews from the press tour of Tell Me This.

GQ Interview with Director Chris Loomis

The Man Brave Enough to Direct Domestic Violence in the Age of Social Media

January 1, 2017


GQ: Tell us about your next project.

CL: Tell Me This. It’s the story of a woman from Brooklyn who gets her chance at a Cinderella story when she wins a “fresh new face” acting contest that entails a year of work in Hollywood. But when the news reaches her estranged husband, her fairy tale is threatened—and so is her life.

GQ: It’s a departure from your usual fare of male-centered stories with vital world-building. What drew you to this project?

CL: Well it was unlike anything I’ve ever read. It has the heart of Keri Russell’s Waitress with the suspense of Julia Roberts’s Sleeping with the Enemy.

GQ: Did you ever doubt you could direct something this delicate?

CL: Of course I worried. But my mother is a domestic violence survivor. I have never told anyone that. Her father was abusive. And even though she believed she deserved better, and that what her father did to her was not her fault, she still subconsciously chose men who did the same.

GQ: Did your mother encourage you to take this on?

CL: I lost my mother nearly a decade ago, so no. But it was another woman, Mara. You know, I passed on the original script. At the time I thought it was juvenile, but that’s not fair. It was a callback rom-com, like a Meg Ryan movie. It was good. But I knew there was a different, darker story lurking just beneath the surface. I wrote her a note saying that if she ever wanted to explore that, I’d be interested. Three months later she had a new draft—she said it had poured out of her—and it blew my mind.

GQ: Can you tell me more about that reaction?

CL: My mother had broken the cycle before I was born. As I got older and I learned more about her history, I understood her less. I couldn’t reconcile the strong, smart woman I knew with the picture I had of a domestic violence victim. Mara’s screenplay helped me see beyond the tabloid depictions. And her performance?

GQ: She’s nominated for Best Actress at the Golden Globes, the BAFTA, the Oscars.

CL: I’m glad she’s getting the recognition because before that I think her raw performance meant more to me than it did to Mara. (laughs and wipes a tear from his eye) She was the conduit for this story. For that I’m grateful.



The abuse in Tell Me This is so subtle, but insidious, and if it existed in Mara’s real life, it could have been the same. The signs would be undetectable by the press coverage. So I’m looking for clues in the tiniest of breadcrumbs, and this interview gives me one. Chris passing on her first script by saying it was juvenile, was that the mark of a toxic dynamic? Then again, Chris could have been the one that helped her expose something from her past, to help her heal.

I’m mulling over Chris’s intentions when Ethan glides the door open with a big smile on his face. He tells me that he broke free and has an hour before his work dinner. The wiggle in his eyebrows tells me he’s here for sex. On the one hand, I love that he’s equally invested and excited in growing our family. On the other hand, I don’t have the guts to tell him it’s for nothing.

“I’m sorry you went out of your way, I should have told you.”

“Told me what?” he asks as he unbuttons his linen shirt.

I slide the computer off my lap onto the bed next to me. “I have my period.”

Ethan stops undressing. “How is that possible?”

“I don’t really know,” I say. And it’s the truth.

One of the runners left the new doctor’s report of my blood work in the delivery basket outside the suite earlier. I read through it before I started the movie, but I couldn’t make sense of it. Everything looked normal—or in the stated range of normal. So why is my body rejecting these pregnancies?

The doctor’s note was kind and confident: Hormonally, you’re fine. We could make some tweaks to bring you to optimal levels. So I’d be curious about structural issues. I’d want scans to search for uterine fibroids, polyps, or scar tissue. Something may have been growing over the last two years that we don’t know about yet.

A text from the Sueños nurse confirmed that the new doctor has ordered sonogram scans, which can be arranged here at my convenience. Still I have no answers.

I pull the bedsheet up over me as if I could cover up my embarrassment, and I begin to cry. Ethan gets in next to me in the bed and wraps his arms around me. I wipe my tears and insist I’m being silly. He gives me one more big hug before heading back to work.

“I won’t be too late tonight,” he says.

I didn’t want to cry in front of Ethan, not because he wouldn’t let me, but because I feel stupid getting upset about something that should be natural and completely within my control. It’s my body! My cycles. I should know what’s going on inside me. And yet I’m forced to look to everyone else for answers: my doctors at home, Gabby’s recommendation here, even a psychic.

I feel like an idiot. A broken, shameful idiot.





GABBY

Paige asking about a Beck Island death that was once ruled an accident is yet another “coincidence” that makes my stomach turn. And while I make calls seeking records for her, I feel justified in asking the hard questions of Cassie’s investigation. Once in a while, odds are that people reach for the most convenient conclusion over the right one. I don’t know exactly what Paige’s intention is, but I’m not looking to blame law enforcement, or my fellow islanders who want closure. However, I am still looking for answers, and I won’t accept the simple solution being offered about Cassie’s death.

In the meantime, I’ve got every set of eyeballs on this island is keeping a watch out for Mercy. There’s only one sector that isn’t in my purview of power, but I think I might have a way in.

I knock on the door of Tim’s casita. He answers.

“Hey,” he says. He smiles, happy to see me. But I don’t smile back.

“Are you working?”

“Yeah, we’re on a pre-dinner break from the negotiation so I’m answering emails and turning docs in my suite.”

“I can’t find Mercy.”

“The girl you introduced me to last night.”

“She’s my roommate and best friend.”

“What can I do?” he asks.

My walkie-talkie crackles while I’m figuring out how much I want to reveal right now.

“Gabby, Ms. Firestone is in the reception hut. She says she has questions.”

“On my way,” I say into the monitor.

“Will you keep an eye out for Mercy?” I ask Tim.

“Of course.”

“And there’s more I have to tell you about this. Can you meet me at my house later?”

“I can sneak away at nine-ish.”

I give him my address and tell him to text me when he’s leaving. Assuming Mercy hasn’t shown up by then, I’ll be scouring the island at that hour and will need the heads-up.

Despite how busy the guests keep me all afternoon, I make time to check in with all of my contacts and call Mercy’s phone every hour. To no avail.

People leave Beck Island abruptly all the time. They get tired of the work or burned out on the fun. Sometimes, their parents cut them off. But not Mercy. It would be impossible. There would have been clues that she was planning to run. Instead, I wrack my brain trying to recall an excursion or appointment she told me about that I’ve forgotten. I’m desperate for anything that could explain her disappearance.

At 8:53 p.m. Tim texts that he’s on his way. I drive back home and kill the ignition in the driveway. I am afraid to go into the dark house, and since Mercy’s car isn’t here and there’s no sign of light on in her room, I wait for Tim to show up before I enter.

“You’re really worried, aren’t you?” Tim says when he gets out of the car and sees me waiting outside.

We search the house together, and when all is clear we fall onto my sofa.

“I have something to tell you about last night,” he says.

“About us or Mercy?” I ask.

“Mercy.”

I nod for him to go on while I move to the kitchen to get us drinks. My eye goes straight for the open bottle of wine on the counter, but I rule it out. I want to be sharp for this conversation. I pour water for us from the tap.

“Remember how I asked her if we’d met before?” Tim starts.

I nod. “She said no.”

“Well she was only half-right.”

“What does that mean?”

“We hadn’t been introduced, but I knew that she was seeing one of my colleagues.”

“Seeing? Mercy doesn’t have a boyfriend.”

“No, but she was a ‘girlfriend.’ ” Tim puts air quotes around the word girlfriend, but I don’t understand.

“What does that mean?”

Tim pauses. I can feel the concern holding back the words. “There are employees at Sueños that will step in for the men who are lonely and left their wives back at home for an extended time. They call it the girlfriend experience.”

“Absolutely not,” I say, slamming my glass on the table. “Mercy is not a prostitute.”

“Not a sex worker, at least not with my buddy. Or that’s what he told me when I asked. But he did admit that she was his regular companion.”

“There’s no way that employees were being used to ‘service’ guests, even in nonsexual ways, without me knowing. I’m the one guests come to when they need something. If one of them wanted a date for dinner or an excursion, they would have asked me.”

“I think this all predates you, Gabriella.”

I shake my head. I don’t want to hear this. I honest to God want to put my hands over my ears and not ask any questions or hear any more. But I can’t ignore this. It’s too important.

“Can you call your friend?” I ask. “I want to talk to him.”

Tim reluctantly takes out his phone. “I don’t think that’s a great idea.”

He’s right. If we call and say your mistress or companion or whatever is missing, he could get really defensive. He could clam up. He could lie. He could try to get me fired. But what if he knows something that could lead me to Mercy?

“Give me his number,” I say. This is a risk I’m willing to take.

I dial the Sueños main line and connect into the concierge extension. Then I dial his number so it will show up as the hotel calling him.

“Good evening, this is the Sueños concierge. Your dinner companion is concerned that she lost an earring the last time you were together. She doesn’t need the jewelry back, but she wants you to be aware.”

“Did you say dinner companion or room companion?”

“It was Mercedes.”

“That would have been last Tuesday. Thanks for the heads-up. I’ll look around.”

“You are very welcome. I hope you’re enjoying your stay at Sueños.”

My voice gives out into a sob after I hang up. It’s true. I know it’s true now. And it took all my strength to pretend that this is normal for me. Tim rubs small circles on my back.

“I didn’t even know my best friend. Maybe she did leave and didn’t tell me.”

“I think that’s a little harsh on both of you. This tiny part of Mercy isn’t who she is. Don’t negate your relationship over this. I saw you two last night. You have a real connection.”

I want to believe Tim. My gut insists that he’s right. But this is all too much to process.

I ask Tim to stay the night. Without hesitation, he asks for a pillow and a blanket but no sooner do we finish setting up his bed on the couch than I realize how much I need him to hold me.

“Actually,” I say. Tim understands. I fall asleep with his arms wrapped around me, but even that isn’t enough to make me feel safe.





PAIGE

I could barely sleep last night, going down research rabbit holes. I swore I went to the end of the internet on Mara Morgan, but there wasn’t one shred of negativity reported between her and her husband, or her and her director, or between the two men. And yet they are all dead.

As far as the public record is concerned, the drama was limited to the movie world of domestic violence, not part of real life. There was no blind item on Page Six or nasty rumor on Gawker in 2015 that I could trace back to Mara and the two most influential men in her Hollywood comeback. I didn’t yet know what I was missing, but I was also certain that I was getting Mara’s message right. She wants me to investigate the truth, something no one has ever revealed. What was I to believe: the public domain or the inner workings of my brain?

After Ethan leaves for work, I lock in on a new angle to solve my dilemma. A few hours later I arrive at Lindsay Law’s suite unannounced, holding the delivery of supplies from Gabby’s runner.

“What’s going on?” Lindsay asks, confused.

“Can I come in? I need to explain.”

Lindsay hesitates, blocking me from entering. She’s still upset. She sees us on opposite sides of this Mara Morgan project. I need to unify us.

“Please, I need you for this part. There’s no one else I trust to do this with me,” I implore.

Lindsay moves aside and invites me in. I explain further.

“I know what I wrote last night foreshadow some pretty wild things. And if we keep going down that path, it may lead us to more than insinuations. According to my research there’s absolutely no support for the message I got.”

“Which is exactly what I said,” Lindsay says.

“Unless I can access a database that very few can. Not a literal database, but something extrasensory,” I say.

“The gift Gonzalo told you about?”

I nod. “Gertrude Schmeidler’s research on out-of-body experiences, especially those following a near-death experience like I had in my traumatic delivery, is the most relevant to what Gonzalo deemed as my gift. But there’s no way to replicate that test outside of a lab.”

“What about Gabby? She could arrange anything,” Lindsay says.

“I think my power is tied to this island. And, yes, Gabby can move mountains, but she can’t have a scientific lab set up at Sueños today. Besides, my husband would freak.”

“So now what?” Lindsay asks.

“I found this Ganzfeld experiment, which you and I can roughly replicate. It’s not designed to test mediums in the traditional sense, but it is widely used as a starting point to assess the possibility of extrasensory perception.”

“ESP? You’re going to read my mind?”

“I’m going to receive messages that you intentionally send to me. It’s not casual. And it might not work if you and I don’t have a connection, the way Mara and I do, but it’s worth a shot.”

“Why do this? I don’t understand,” Lindsay says.

I take her question at face value rather than for what it might be: a stalling tactic.

“If I’m going to open this door, to pursue the truth, and possibly justice for Mara Morgan, I don’t want to solely rely on a psychic telling me I have the gift. What if this story is nothing more than my imagination run amok? I’m not a scientist, but I am a lawyer at heart. I need some shred of supporting evidence. This is the only thing I could come up with. It’s just for me and my peace of mind.”

“Except you’re using my mind to get it,” Lindsay says.

“If you’ll let me.”

Lindsay relents and I call Gabby for provisions. While the runners set up, I show Lindsay how to find a website that will generate random images that neither she nor I know about ahead of time. I’m already worried that her reticence might affect the outcome of this test. I decide that I can try it with Gabby or one of the runners if we bomb. I can also decide to let go of the idea of “the truth” and write the biopic that Lindsay wants to write. There is no failure as a result of this test, only future options.

I move into her bedroom and close the door behind me. I lie down on the massage table and take a deep breath to calm myself.. I place halved Ping-Pong balls over my eyes and switch on the red light affixed to the table. I place the white noise headphones over my ears and send the signal to Lindsay to begin a fifteen-minute timer. In that time, I must work to stay awake and alert to receive Lindsay’s messages.

With your senses deprived, time and space have no meaning. It feels like an hour or ten, before I finally see something in the enveloping darkness behind my eyes. I speak out loud, and though Lindsay can hear me, a recording device in her bedroom also captures my answers.

“A typewriter.”

“An oak tree.”

“A white swan.”

After receiving twenty items, I remove my eye covering and headphones. I take a few minutes to readjust to my surroundings. I shuffle out of Lindsay’s bedroom and she looks at me with wide-eyed disbelief. I must have identified all of them correctly.

“How did I do?” I ask.

“You identified seven out of twenty right,” Lindsay says.

What a disappointment! Clearly I can’t even read human reactions anymore. “That’s not very good. Less than half,” I say, slow to calculate the math.

Lindsay waves me over to the computer. “It’s thirty-five percent. And right here, this guy says that the likelihood of guessing accurately at that rate is a bajillion to one. Quote, ‘the number is so big I don’t even know what to call it.’ ”

“What?” I say, incredulous. “So I passed with flying colors?”

“According to this, you are a top candidate as someone with extrasensory perception,” Lindsay confirms, turning the computer screen to me.

“This includes such abilities as telepathy, clairvoyance, and precognition,” I recite from the Cornell University paper.

“I admit I don’t understand all of it, but it feels powerful to me,” Lindsay says.

“Does that mean you’ll help me?”

She nods. “I’ll forget about the Oscar. At least for a little while. These messages you’re getting, they’re too important not to follow.”





PAIGE

I’d love to bask in the glow of this victory—achieving some evidence of my gift and convincing Lindsay to pursue the truth about Mara—but I’ll be late for my sonogram appointment with the Sueños nurse.

Outside the Dahlia Suite, I notice items in Lindsay’s wicker basket. I bend down to pick them up expecting to see sunglasses or face cream with SPF, the usual luxury resort items. Instead, there is an unmarked cardboard box and a white paper pharmacy bag. I ring the bell and impulsively hold the bag up to the light to see the drug name misoprostol.

“Hey Lindsay, you have a delivery out here,” I call out when she answers through the door cam. She meets me at the door and I hand the packages over.

“I’ll be done with my appointment in an hour or so. I’ll meet you back here?”

“Sounds perfect,” Lindsay says before I head to see the Sueños nurse.

After the sonogram, I have to jump in the shower. No matter how thoroughly they wipe away the gel I can still feel it on me.

I can’t explain this need to procreate. I guess it’s biological, but some have it worse than others. An astrologer once told me that the source of my “high creation vibration” was my Mars in Cancer, but at the time I thought it was nothing more than a party trick at a summer associate event.

Even before I had Jonah, I loved kids. Not so much babies, but toddlers and elementary school kids were too delicious for me to resist. But after I had one of my own, the drive to procreate was ferocious. Bodily. It had nothing to do with seeing and hearing cute kids. It came from somewhere deep inside. I was taken aback by this new level of desire, since Jonah was a challenging baby. It was an irrational need.

In the Magnolia Suite, I step out of the cold shower and wrap myself in a towel. I change my tampon and recall the pharmacy bag of pills at Lindsay’s suite. I pick up my phone and decide to google the name I saw on the bag.

Misoprostol may cause miscarriages, premature labor, or birth defects.

I follow that link to find that it’s also the second dose in what’s often referred to as a medical abortion.

How could this be possible? Is this a joke?

The person I’m getting close to, and working with, finds herself with an unwanted pregnancy, while I am suffering through unexplained infertility. I couldn’t dream up a crueler coincidence. Valid as her choice is, it’s hard not to take this development as a personal affront from the Universe.

I’ve picked up my phone to text Lindsay when I see an email from my agent.

Hi Paige, Unfortunately, all of the editors who read your proposal have declined to make an offer.

In the rest of the message, she stayed positive, reminding me that she only sent it to a select few and that many of them had wonderful things to say about the idea and my execution. This project still has life in it, and she suggests that I write more chapters, an exceptional one hundred pages, and we send it to a second batch of editors. Her encouragement would have been meaningful on any other day, but the timing is terrible.

The rage I feel at the whole world turning against me gets directed at Lindsay.

I can’t work with you anymore, I text.

What? Why?

I saw the pills, I type. But then I delete it. I realize I never told her I was trying to get pregnant, and it’s too long of a story to explain. I have to lie.

I’m going back to Manhattan, a big deal at the firm

I thought you left the law?

The firm needs me. I’m leaving this evening

The typing bubbles appear, then disappear. I’ve almost put my phone down, relieved that this is over, when they appear again.

The firm needs you? Mara needs you

Write your biopic, I say in response. That has to be enough.

It’s not fair to dump Lindsay so abruptly, but I don’t care. I’ll be damned if I’m going to help her get what she wants while she also gets what I want.

My phone rings and the new doctor’s number flashes on my screen. I answer her call, hoping for some good news, or at this point I’ll even take bad news in the form of a tangible problem to tackle. We exchange pleasantries before she starts in on the results of the sonogram.

“The good news is your uterus and fallopian tubes are clear. No polyps or cysts.”

“If there’s good news, does that mean there’s bad news?”

“There is something I’m concerned about. Trauma on the anterior wall of the uterus. It may be damaged beyond repair.”

“Was that from the placenta accreta with Jonah?”

“Most likely yes. But I say this only as a precaution. I would need to get tissue samples to know for sure. There’s only so much I can see with scans.”

I know for sure, I want to tell her. It’s exactly as Gonzalo said. I would never have more kids.

I thank her for her opinion and her encouragement before hanging up, but I do it simply to be polite. Just when I’d thought things couldn’t get worse, they did.





LINDSAY

This day has been nothing but whiplash. First, Paige totally wins me over with her psychic test and I selflessly agree to pursue the truth about Mara as she’s communicating it to Paige from beyond, even if that means forgoing an Oscar for a straight biopic. Then a few hours later she texts to say she’s going back to Manhattan and dropping the whole story? How does that make sense?

I guess I am going to have to attempt to write this biopic script on my own. The first thing I do is set an emergency spa appointment for a creativity boost massage, but it doesn’t ease my sadness. It’s not often that I feel comfortable with someone new, and I felt a deep connection to Paige, like we’d known each other in previous lifetimes.

After my massage, my head is clear and my creativity ready to flow. Paige was vital for the idea stage since I wouldn’t have picked up on the biopic concept and the Beck Island Blessing on my own, but I hope I have enough talent and drive to finish the script without her. If Mara did it, I can too.

Cozy in my bathrobe, I settle on the couch with my laptop, the back doors wide open. I look over at my white paper pharmacy bag. I had planned to take the first dose of pills today. Tomorrow, the second dose would have been harder, but I was going to rely on Paige to do the heavy lifting of the story structure during that time. Now that whole plan is scrapped. I have to wait.

Thankfully, I have time. I can’t be more than five weeks along, but the pills will be good until I get this all sorted out.

Overwhelmed by the blank page and looking to procrastinate, I open Instagram. Posts from Emily Gem, Daisy Edgar-Jones, Glen Powell, and Jennifer Aniston tumble in. I stop double tapping when a picture of a bikini-clad Charlie Sweeney pops up in my feed. The Beck Island shoreline as her backdrop is unmistakable.

She’s still here?

My stomach drops when a new thought occurs to me. Is Charlie also Oscar hunting on Beck Island? Is she doing a better job than I am?

It’s possible she’s on vacation, no more, no less. After all, when I first headed here, I didn’t know that Mara Morgan owned this island and retreated here during her hiatus. I just assumed she was in New York, or London, or wherever people go when they don’t want to be followed by TMZ. I was an oblivious twenty-five-year-old. I had certainly never imagined she might have taken to the afterlife as a benevolent force for actresses. I pray Charlie doesn’t either.

Unfortunately, I can’t exactly text Charlie and ask her. Would she even answer? Would I believe her? I would need to look her in the face. I text my publicist to see if she can connect me with Charlie. She responds with Charlie’s cell and a message: Be nice.

I start a new thread.

I can’t believe you’re on Beck Island… I am too. What are the chances?

What do you want? she replies. At least she didn’t ignore me. I take the win and continue.

What do we even have bad blood for? That stuff is ancient by now

No bad blood here

So how would you like to get some specialty crafted smoothies with me at Sueños?

Smoothies? What am I, thirty years old?

What is she talking about? She’s saying smoothies are for old people? And that thirty is old? Have you been to Erewhon? I ask.

Sabrina and Hailey did that for the paycheck. And I would too. But actually drinking smoothies is for middle aged women in Lululemon.

I love smoothies, and I did in my twenties too. Not to mention I’m wearing Alo. She’s just trying to rile me up. I pivot.

Then come tonight for the Mary Pickford specialty cocktail. Google her, it’s worth it

Charlie’s typing dots appear and disappear and appear again.

Have your people set it up and inform my people

I text my publicist with the plan. She’s impressed that I got Charlie to agree. She says she will take care of all the details.

I wonder if I’m being paranoid. Could Charlie Sweeney steal my Beck Island Blessing even if she wanted it? She isn’t exactly an Oscar-caliber actress. She got her start on a wildly famous high school drama, and in the few years since she graduated from the teen world, she’s done flash-in-the pan blockbusters. She’s young, talented, successful, and popular, but not what the Academy would consider a “serious” actor. But isn’t that what people said about Halle Berry before Monster’s Ball or Brie Larson before Room? Maybe she’s been waiting to break out of the mold they put her in. In that case, the Beck Island Blessing is exactly what she’d be looking for.

I need to pull some reverse psychology on Charlie, to make her believe that she doesn’t want what she thinks she might want. I need to get her off this island and away from the scent of Mara Morgan’s story.





GABBY

I’ve been at Sueños doing the bare minimum for a few hours when Cassie’s autopsy report lands in my personal inbox. A text came through an hour ago from a number I didn’t recognize. It was Paul’s cousin letting me know that he had a copy and if I wanted it then I should Venmo or Zelle one hundred bucks. I was planning to pay double, but since I was distracted when Mercy first went missing, he must have confused my silence with playing hardball. I sent the money from my own account and texted him the receipt.

I quickly scroll through the pages, not knowing what I’m looking for until something jumps out at me.


Cause of death: water in lungs indicates drowning

Manner of death: unascertainable



I google the difference between the two and find the cause of death is the specific injury that leads to death, while the manner of death is the categorization of the death. For example, manner of death can be natural, accident, suicide, or homicide. Later in the report, the coroner indicates that Cassie had drugs in her system, sedatives that all end in -zam or -pam. This is the most obvious indication that Cassie was murdered, because I know that she would never willingly take any kind of pill. Unfortunately, the assigned medical examiner doesn’t know anything about this woman or he couldn’t in good conscience have listed the manner of death as unascertainable.

I continue scanning the report.


Date: Exact date of death could not be calculated because of decay, but the approximate window is February 27 to March 2, 2026.



This makes me stop and think. It’s March 18. That means, Cassie has been dead for weeks. Floating just beneath the surface around the island, caught in seaweed. That also means that danger has been hovering over all of us, and I had no idea. I’m supposed to make people’s dreams come true, but I somehow missed the glaring nightmare we were living in.

I read the autopsy report from the first word to the last. Then I read it again. In fact I can’t stop reading it. And when I’m pulled to a staff meeting with the team charged with setting up the Firestones’ pink party, I’m thinking about the details of the report. It feels like it holds all the answers and yet I can’t see any of them. I call Mercy’s phone, as I’ve been doing every hour, and though I’ve lost hope that she will answer, I’ve started listening to her outgoing message just to hear her voice.

Come back to me, Mercy, I whisper as her voice recites that she’s not available right now.

I end the call and turn back to the mystery around Cassie. I put in a few calls to New York and after impersonating a fictitious Beck Island police detective, I’m able to verify with the leasing agent at the building that Cassie never even picked up her keys. If she didn’t get to New York, it’s not hard to assume she never left Beck Island at all.

As the day goes on and I arrange flower deliveries, unclog transportation pipelines, summon couriers, and debrief teams, I find myself growing more frustrated. Inconsistencies. Odd conclusions. But I can’t get exasperated. I need clarity to find patterns that might help Mercy. What was happening two to three weeks ago that mirrors what’s happening now? There are no guests in common, that’s something I would know off the top of my head. Except for the corporate casitas, the only part of Beck Island that exists outside my sphere.

I pull up the guest manifest for the corporate casitas from this week, and also from two weeks ago. As I’m comparing the lists, I swipe my yellow highlighter across the repeating names. More than half of the suits that are here now have been here for two weeks—that’s twenty persons of interest. I then pull a third list, for three weeks ago. This has a lot less crossover. Then I spot one. I swipe my yellow highlighter across it. Then, another. I highlight it. If Cassie died three weeks ago, that cuts my number of suspects in half. There are five names that are on all three lists.

One of them is Tim.

Tim, the man who slept in my bed last night and held me. The man who said he missed me and loved me. The man who didn’t tell me he’d been within yards of me multiple times over the last three years. The man who didn’t tell me he’d arrived at Sueños weeks ago but only “bumped into me” the day before yesterday.

Fury and betrayal propel me to walk over to his casita to confront him. This time he doesn’t answer his door. Even though I acknowledge that it’s a clear violation to enter his suite without reason or permission, that doesn’t stop me. I key in the universal code and waste no time going through his things. I don’t know what I’m looking for, but I don’t leave an inch untouched. I go through his dresser drawers, his toiletries, his desk papers.

“Gabriella?”

I turn around to see Tim standing in the doorway.

“Are you going through my things? What’s going on?”

“I’m the one asking the questions,” I say. I try to sound assertive, but I’m shaking.

Tim closes the door behind him and sits down on the couch. He moves slowly and deliberately, as if he can convey his earnest honesty with his actions. “What do you want to know? I’ll tell you anything.”

“Are you hiding something from me?” I ask.

“I’m not hiding anything. You’re the one who ran out on me. Blocked me on everything. Cut all contact.”

“But you’ve been that close for the past three years I’ve worked here and you never stopped by to say hello. Not once. Until now, when bad things are happening at Sueños.”

“I told you, I thought I was being respectful. It was clear you didn’t want to be found. Not by me, or the firm for that matter.”

If I had my head on straight I would be appreciative of Tim’s discretion. The past should stay the past, isn’t that what I said to Mercy the other night? But instead I’m dizzy with confusion.

“And it’s Gabby!” I shout.

“What’s Gabby?”

“My name. It’s not Gabriella, it’s Gabby. I only used the dumb name during my summer at the firm and I never want to hear it out of your mouth ever again.”

Tim asks me to put down the stack of papers I’m holding and sit. “Still no word from Mercy, right?”

Just hearing her name makes me break down. Tim stands and moves toward me.

“Nothing,” I whimper.

Tim opens his arms and envelops me. “Gabby,” he says, repeating my name over and over. I lean my head on his shoulder and rest my weight on him.

“Mercy is my family,” I say. Tim pulls away to look at me when I’m speaking. He leads me to the edge of the bed and sits me down. He pulls up a chair, inviting me to share the real Mercy.

“She was better than that actually. My family’s love came with crushing responsibility. Mercy’s love had no strings attached, and I gave the same in return. She looked out for me, and I looked out for her. I’d never had someone like her in my life. Ever.”

Overcome by emotion, I bury my face in Tim’s chest. As I grip his shirtsleeves with white knuckles, I finally let go of the emotions I’ve buried deep since Mercy went missing. I sob out of fear and grief. I sob out of relief that I didn’t let the irrational words come out of my mouth. There would’ve been no way to take back an accusation that Tim had something to do with the disappearance of my best friend, or the death of a woman he might never have met.

I can’t suspect Tim of any wrongdoing. Not now. I’m not strong enough. I’ve already lost too much. I have nothing if I don’t have him.





PAIGE

When I arrived at Sueños this time, I told Gabby that I was open, but I didn’t mean for any of this. The Universe opened a trapdoor underneath me to let everything in my life fall away.

I order an early dinner from room service, and when it arrives I take it out on the veranda so I can listen to the coqui singing, but it does nothing to help.

I have never felt more empty and alone as I do right now.

Ethan’s at work.

My baby Jonah is thousands of miles away.

My book failed to launch.

My doctor suspects uterine trauma.

My writing collaboration with Lindsay is a dead end. The only thing I can imagine right now is a bath.

I run the hot water in the soaking tub. I inspect the bath salts laid out on the counter and pour in heaping scoops of the calming lavender scent. I close my eyes as I sink down into the warm water.

I lose myself, like I did earlier during the Ganzfeld experiment in Lindsay’s suite, though this time I find it so much easier to drop in. Just a minute or two and I can feel Mara at the edge of my consciousness ready to deliver a new download. I hesitate. I don’t want to go there. Let Mara find a new channel and Lindsay a new co-writer. I sit up and open my eyes, denying Mara’s message.

I hear my phone ringing in the other room. I can tell it’s a FaceTime, and given the hour I know it’s my father calling for me to say good night to Jonah. I get out of the tub and wrap my robe around me, hurrying for the phone before it stops ringing. A few steps in, I slip on the tiles and slam down on the right side of my body, knocking the wind out of me. I scramble up and limp over to the phone, but I’ve missed the call. A text pops up, a picture of Jonah and my dad waving with the message Good night, Mama!

I call back and adorable Jonah answers, with his bath-combed hair and dinosaur pajamas. He pulls the phone so close that I can only see his ear and my dad’s shirt behind him. While he tells me about his day, I check my body for any bruises. There are some red and tender spots on my hip and elbow that are going to smart tomorrow.

Things aren’t great right now, but I’m not helpless. I’ll follow up on the uterine damage with my regular doctor at home. I recommit to the value of the book I’m writing examining motherhood and career. I have direction.

I get dressed in my softest and coziest pajamas and sit down at the desk properly with the printouts of the postpartum brain research I used to build my outline. I open my laptop and scan the last section I wrote. As I struggle to concentrate on the words I want to write, I can feel Mara pushing harder into my thoughts.

THE TRUTH ABOUT MARA MORGAN


When I arrived on Beck Island for the first time, a voice whispered that I would die here.

Surprisingly, I wasn’t frightened. The voice I heard was gentle, conjuring visions of an old wrinkled woman passing peacefully in her bed. I believed her and I trusted her. Imagine that.

The island was like nothing I’d ever seen and I wasn’t exactly a person sheltered from beauty and luxury. I had been accompanying Alan to the British West Indies, where he would dive and I would journal, eat, and shop. On our way, we flew over an archipelago, a cluster of green dots in the bluest sea I’d seen outside of the Amalfi Coast. I audibly gasped watching the water twinkle as though it were studded with a thousand diamonds.

The helicopter pilot made a joke that one of them was for sale if we were interested. “Really?” I asked. He turned his head to see if I was serious. “Yes,” he responded. His wife was a real estate agent and could make the connection. I fell in love instantly. Alan didn’t think buying a private island was practical, nor did he believe it was a fantasy worth indulging. The cost of maintenance would be exorbitant, the deterioration rapid, and the chance that we’d visit more than a small handful of times was low. But I didn’t like being told no. My entire career was fueled by the fumes of past rejections and “told you so’s.”

“Then let’s move there then. Full-time,” I said to Alan.

At the time we were living in New York. It was a particularly disgusting winter, dry and cold, with no beauty of snow. Alan was the one who’d planned this scuba trip because he couldn’t stand one more dreary late February day. The timing was right to pounce.

“It would be nice to enjoy sunshine and fresh air every single day and to escape on a whim for some culture, rather than the other way around,” Alan said.

The deal was sealed then, even though we wouldn’t close on the purchase for another month.

The thing I loved most about Beck Island was the wind. It felt chaotic if you didn’t take the time to study it, but among experts the patterns were notoriously the most predictable in the world. My favorite were the Christmas Winds.

Traditionally these strong gusts appeared from the end of December to the beginning of January, between Christmas and Three Kings’ Day, but they didn’t cause as much trouble as the hurricane season of fall. No, these winds were gentle yet invigorating. They swept across Beck Island with a sense of freshness and anticipation, never destruction. This time was the busiest time of year for Alan, trades to close and deals to book before the end of the calendar year for tax purposes, but the Christmas Winds kept me company.

But it was January 2014 that I felt deeply unsettled during this time. I was on FaceTime complaining to Alan about the Oscar nominations, announced earlier that morning.

“Listen to this list of nominees, Sandra Bullock, fifty, Meryl Streep, sixty-five, Dame Judi Dench is eighty years old!”

“Isn’t that good?”

“No, Alan, it is not good! What if the tides have turned in Hollywood and I’ve already clawed my way onto the safety of shore? If I had stuck out a rough patch, would I have had three more decades at the top levels of Hollywood?”

“If you think it’s real mindset shift, then get back into Hollywood,” Alan said.

“What?” I was in shock that those words ever came out of his mouth.

“If it’s really a better place, then you should.”

“I haven’t seen a script in two years. No one cares about me. It’s not meaningful to have me attached to a project anymore.”

“So write one.”

“Write one what?” It was a sincere question. I wondered if he was telling me to write an email to a studio, or a screenwriter, or a major director.

“A script. Attach yourself to your own project,” he said instead.

It’s possible that he was being dismissive because he hated giving more weight to Hollywood than it deserved, but it felt like he was being incredibly supportive of me as a real artist.

This was the power Alan had over me. He made me stop wanting the things that made me feel bad about myself. It wasn’t quite the same as making me feel good about myself, but I wouldn’t see that for another couple of years. That day at the tail end of the Christmas Winds, we hung up and I felt better. I resumed the daily life I loved on Beck Island and didn’t give a second thought about Hollywood. At least for the next six weeks, until the Academy Awards.

It was my only regret, that I’d never won an Oscar myself.

Before I left Hollywood I truly believed that a nomination meant more to me than a win and over the years I’d earned five. That had been enough for me, until it wasn’t.

Alan had given me the gift of a dream to become a multi-hyphenate actor like Clint Eastwood, Warren Beatty, or Jack Nicholson. I started the script weeks later, the very night that my contemporary Cate Blanchett won the Oscar for Best Actress.

I had a feeling the words I was writing would change my career forever, but I had no clue that this script would lead to my personal downfall.



My phone dings with a message from Ethan, pulling me away from the computer screen.

I’ll be home late

I check the clock and see that it’s 8 p.m., an hour since I said good night to Jonah and sat down to write. Where did the time go? I scroll up and highlight the paragraphs to see how many words I got down. But when I move the cursor up, I don’t recognize what I wrote. The words “Alan” and “Hollywood” and “my island” startle me. They are parts of Mara Morgan’s story, not mine. Did someone plant this here to scare me? I check the permissions on the document, but the only name on the edits is mine. I then check the edit history. Minute by minute, the document betrays my memory. It shows me as the author typing every sentence in Mara’s voice.

I move the cursor up and start at the beginning of the newly added section to reread the first line. When I arrived on Beck Island for the first time, a voice whispered that I would die here.

Chills spread across my whole body, from my neck and arms all the way down my legs. I didn’t write that. I don’t want to die, not here on Beck Island or anywhere.

The French doors rattle in their frames from a strong gust of wind, like someone trying to force their way in.

Without thinking, I run barefoot out of my suite like the danger is inside the room and not inside me.

There’s something coming for me. And now that I’ve let it in, there’s nothing I can do to protect myself.





LINDSAY

At 8 p.m. I give up on the foolish endeavor of thinking I could write a screenplay on my own. In five hours, I’ve typed two boring pages starting with Mara’s birth. What kind of trash biopic starts with a famous person’s infancy? Now I understand what Paige was saying earlier about working out the beats of the story first. Because apparently when you jump in, you revert to the worst cliché.

It’s a first draft, I remind myself.

Even though I’m feeling over my head, I believe if Mara could do it, I can too. After I handle Charlie Sweeney, that is.

I receive automated texts from the concierge letting me know when the car picks her up, when she’s approaching the front gates, and when she’s been transferred from the driver to the runner who will deliver Charlie to the Dahlia Suite.

“Welcome,” I say, pasting on my biggest smile.

“Byeeee,” she says, waving coyly to the gobsmacked runner as she saunters into my suite.

Charlie is wearing a head-turning red bodycon-lined mesh set. The top is very cropped, with a metal O-ring gathered at the center. The skirt is long with two slits up her long tanned legs. She looks beautiful, sure, and I’d kill for abs like hers. But I can’t help thinking that she doesn’t look like any Oscar-nominated actress I’ve ever met. Charlie doesn’t have the constitution to transform into multiple people. It’s not a knock, it’s reality. I can’t be her and she can’t be me.

“So where is she?” Charlie asks as I close the door to my suite.

“Paige?”

“Who the hell is Paige? Another one?”

“Another what?” I ask.

“I’m talking about Mara Morgan,” she says.

Crap, my worst nightmare is coming true. Charlie adjusts her skirt underneath her to lounge on my couch. I want to tell her to make herself at home, but I can’t lead with sarcasm if I’m going to unconvince her of what she thinks she knows about Mara.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I say.

“Right, so you didn’t invite me over to see if I’d also picked up on Emily Gem’s acceptance speech reference?”

“I guess the answer is yes.”

“Did you meet with her?

“Mara? She’s been dead for a decade.”

“I meant her ghost. Or what about this Mary Pickford you mentioned? She’s an icon too.”

“Also dead, but for even longer. Five decades.”

“That’s cool too. I have an amazing medium on speed dial.”

She has a medium on speed dial. Wow. She’s really serious about contacting these dead women to help her. “You want an Oscar, really?”

“What a superiority complex, ew. Yes, I want an Oscar. And I know I can do it. I have it in me to make it to the top.”

“Why?” I ask.

“Why do I want it or why do I believe I can do it?”

“Why do you want it?”

Charlie shrugs. “Why does anyone want it? I’m seeking validation at the highest level because my mommy didn’t love me enough? I’m driven by spite planted by an early influential figure who told me I could never do it?”

She sounds like she’s ordering trauma from a menu. “Is it that simple? Chocolate or vanilla?”

“Whatever your reason is, it’s not original. Mine isn’t either. The ‘why’ doesn’t matter.”

“I disagree.”

“Of course you do, probably just for sport.”

“Okay, I’ll bite. If the why doesn’t matter, what does?”

“The only thing that matters is what you’re willing to do to get it.”

The only thing that matters is what you’re willing to do to get it. The skin on my legs prickles with gooseflesh. I rub my legs to make it go away, but Charlie notices. She flashes a sly smile.

“You know, I’ve been trying to get into Sueños for days. My manager called. My publicist begged. Apparently my yacht in the harbor didn’t qualify me to take a walk around the grounds. Nothing could get me past those vaunted Sueños gates. Until you. With one text message you went from my sworn enemy to my guardian angel.”

I shake my head. She’s trying to psych me out and I won’t fall for it. “Whatever. I had to convince you to come.”

“Of course. If I looked too eager that would have tipped you off. As it is, I can’t believe you bought into me hating on smoothies. That was so dumb.”

My mouth is dry. I can’t believe I made a mistake this big. I invited the bloodsucking vampire into my house when I would have been safer keeping her at a distance.

“What a trip, right?” Charlie adjusts her skirt to push herself off my couch. She fixes the O-ring on her crop top, and I can tell she’s getting ready to leave. The panic sets in.

“Anyway, this is where I lose you,” she says.

“What are you going to do?”

“Well, first I’m going to get my medium on FaceTime so she can scan the grounds for energy fields. And no, you can’t come with. I don’t want you cheating.”

I move toward the door a few steps behind Charlie. I need everything to slow down. This is all happening too fast. “Charlie?”

She turns around with her hand on the door lever. “Okay, fine. One hint. It’s only fair in exchange for the invite. Quid pro quo.”

“Hint?”

“I’ve heard there’s something really special happening in her chapel. My medium told me she can feel its energy all the way back in LA.”

I quicken my pace to close the gap between us. She opens the door as I reach out.

“Wait!” I yell, but she doesn’t turn around again. I stare intently into the back of her head, willing her to stop. As she steps across the threshold and out into the resort, I want to grab her hair, yank her back and threaten that she is not allowed to leave with the upper hand, she’s not allowed to use her medium to find Mara, and she sure as hell isn’t allowed to steal my Beck Island Blessing.

But the moment passes and Charlie disappears into the fragrant night air.

I make the impulsive decision to follow her.

As Charlie said herself, the only thing that matters is what you’re willing to do to get what you want.





GABBY

When I finally stop crying, I’m so exhausted that I’m ready to go to bed even though it’s not even 8 p.m., but Tim moves into high gear.

“I’m going to help you find your friend,” he says.

He orders steak and espresso from room service just like we did when we were about to pull an all-nighter at the firm. He takes out a yellow legal pad and squares of different colored Post-it notes from his desk. He’s giving this matter the “new case” treatment. He sits down at the dining table and writes TIMELINE in capital letters on the top page of his notepad.

“When was the last time you saw Mercy?”

“The last time I saw her was here at Sueños that night with you.”

I sit down next to him at the table and watch him write Sueños 11pm on March 17th. I pick up a marker and cross it out.

“No, no. You asked the last time I saw her. But she was at Local after that, hanging out with all our friends.”

“And when was she last seen there?”

“She left late. She had the next morning off. That was typical for her.”

“What time is late?”

“It was around sunrise. Someone saw her riding her bike home while they were on their way to work. The owner at Local never kicks anyone out, he just stops serving.”

“Who was she with?”

“I haven’t found anyone that was there that long. A bunch of people left at 2 a.m. and said she was there with a small crew.”

“No one in particular?”

“They all named names, but they were different depending who you ask. I don’t think they’re lying, but the nights bleed into each other.”

Tim marks down last seen: local bar and adds question marks next to last seen with. I’m about to correct him that it’s Local not the local bar when something dawns on me.

“I just realized something. Cassie was last seen at Local before she disappeared.”

I silently kick myself for wasting time with Sueños guest manifests. Why would anyone at the resort have anything to do with either Cassie or Mercy? I guess it’s easier to blame people I don’t know and trust than it is to believe one of our own could have done this. And yet all signs point that way.

“This is what we want, patterns. It makes sense that a killer or kidnapper would target a local. If you’re on vacation, you’re here with family or friends. Someone is accounting for them every moment of the day, from one excursion to the next,” Tim says.

“Plus, people grew comfortable in this utopia. They walk alone in the dark, or drink too much and bike home.”

It took Cassie’s death to jolt me from the fantasy that we were always safe. That was the whole point of Beck Island. We each came here because we weren’t safe where we were. We escaped from all sorts of things like crushing expectation, broken hearts, addiction, violence.

“But if this is a pattern, that means Mercy is dead too,” I say.

“Not necessarily. Maybe we still have time.”

“Why?” I ask.

“Cassie went missing after her party, but we still don’t know when she was killed.”

I could cry with the relief I feel, not only for the hope Tim’s given me, but for the fact that he believes me.

“I know you’ve got eyes all over Beck Island, but we need to widen our search force,” Tim adds.

“How do we do that?”

“The internet.”

Tim stands from the table and grabs his laptop from the desk. He returns, opens the computer, and begins typing. He begins a new thread on Reddit entitled missing woman. He describes Mercy without using her name. He says she was last seen on a private island in the Caribbean but doesn’t specify Beck Island.

“Oh, great. We’re inviting trolls to this party now,” I say uncomfortably.

“All of the best amateur sleuths are on Reddit. If anyone has seen Mercy, they will report back here. And I bet we get our first response before room service is delivered.”

“I hope you’re right,” I say.

Tim reaches out and touches my cheek. I wilt under his gaze as I realize I haven’t looked in the mirror since I was sobbing. My mascara has probably given me raccoon eyes. At least that will cover up the red splotches I get when I cry.

“Listen, I understand that none of this makes sense yet, but that doesn’t mean we should stop trying to make sense of it,” Tim says.

I am so grateful for him and his help. I’m leaning in to kiss him when the suite doorbell chimes. I pull back, but Tim won’t be left hanging. He kisses me on the lips and refreshes the webpage.

“I think that’s a tie,” he says. I look at the screen and there’s one response to his thread. “I’ll get the food, you read the message.”

Tim pushes the laptop in front of me and jumps up to get to the door. I hide my face and turn my back to the employee setting up dinner at the small round dining table in the corner. I scroll down on the screen to read the response.

Is this at dreamer? Former chlorini here.

My head spins. Dreamer means Sueños. And chlorini is the call name we give to the pool attendants for radio contact. No one would know that outside of our circle. This isn’t a troll. This person knows something.

This is Connie, I type, using the call name for the concierge.

And the OP? Who is that?

It takes me a minute to decipher OP as original poster, and then I assume she wants to know who we are looking for. She wants a name.

Hoho, I type the call name for the head of housekeeping.

I’ll call

I stare at my cell, knowing that the night manager will put any urgent call through there. Usually “urgent” means a request from a top VIP or an issue with a moonlight event, but this person will know how to get the call forwarded.

“Anything good?” Tim asks when the runner leaves.

“I think so.”

My phone rings with the number for reception.

“Chlorini says you’re expecting her call. But there are no pool attendants at night.”

“It’s okay, put it through.”

“Connie?” A woman’s voice comes through.

“Who is this?” I ask. Tim leans his head close to mine to listen in.

“Which one is missing? Cassie or Mercy?” she asks.

This former employee was obviously here for the changeover from Cassie to Mercy, but she doesn’t know Cassie is dead. I choose my words carefully, so as to not overwhelm her.

“I’m looking for Mercy. What do you know?”

“I was kidnapped the night of Cassie’s party,” she says.

Hearing those words, I have to swallow down the sick that threatens to send me to the toilet. Tim pulls away to make eye contact.

“If she’s alive, Mercy must be too,” he whispers. I exhale with relief. I hadn’t thought of it that way, I’d been stuck on the fact that two women have been kidnapped on Beck Island.

“Can you come here and help us look for her?” I beg.

“No, I can’t.”

I don’t believe her. She wouldn’t have responded if she didn’t want to help. “Where are you? I can arrange transport for free.”

“I want to, but I can’t risk my own life by returning. There’s no chance I’ll get as lucky as I did the first time.”

Lucky? “How did you escape?”

“I have to go, I don’t trust the phone.”

“Where are you? I’ll come to you.”

In her quiet hesitation I only hear my ragged breathing.

“I can meet you at the ferry port on Vieques,” she says.

Tim shakes his head in my eyeline. “That will take hours,” he mouths. I nod in agreement.

“No, no,” I tell her. “Meet me at the Vieques helipad in twenty minutes.”





PAIGE

In the darkness of my own mind, everything descends at once. Images of a woman choking and gasping for breath. A crowd of beautiful ball gown−clad women and tuxedoed men clapping. The woodsy smell of fire. A positive pregnancy test. A woman bleeding in the shower. The ocean. A gold statue.

They are all me, and none of them are me. But they are all inside me.

“Paige, did you see Charlie Sweeney walk by?”

I open my eyes and realize they ache from squeezing them shut so tightly. I try to answer her, but my voice is too hoarse to speak. I blink a few times and Lindsay comes into focus. Behind her I see the tea lights strung around the pool cabana at Sueños. The sun set long ago and the coqui sing in harmony. I don’t remember how I got outside.

“Paige? Is it Mara?” she asks.

With her prompt, it comes back to me. I was running away from Mara, as if she was in the Magnolia Suite. I nod.

“I don’t know why you said you couldn’t write with me anymore, but one look at you tells me that’s not an option. Look what it’s done to you.”

“I can’t make her stop,” I whisper.

“I think that’s because you’re resisting it. You need to give in to her. Do you know what she wants?”

“She wants me to tell her story.”

“So let’s do it together,” Lindsay says.

I’m not ready to get up yet, but I take Lindsay’s hand to balance the spinning room feeling.

Before I stand, I gaze up at the stars twinkling in the night sky. A memory of when I was ten or eleven floods back to me. One night my dad caught me facedown on my bed with my little fists pressed into my eyes to see pinpoints of light blooming in my vision. He gently rolled me over and asked me to stop, but I screamed at him for interrupting me. I told him I had been flying through the stars on the way to heaven to see Mom. With tears in his eyes, he patted me on the head and left.

The next morning, I woke up in a huff, but my dad didn’t get upset. He pulled my chair close to him, with the “P” edition of the encyclopedia in his hand, and set it down beside my cereal bowl. He asked me to open to the word “phosphenes” and read aloud. The book explained that the pressure I was placing on my eyes was sending electrical signals to my brain, which the brain interpreted as light. So even though my eyes were closed in a dark room and no external light was getting through, I saw stars that I thought looked like the pathway to heaven. That morning opened me up to create a system of communication with my mother that didn’t involve smashing my fists into my eyes, but instead taking note of the world around me.

That’s when I see it. A shooting star in the sky above Lindsay’s head.

“Look!” I say, pointing.

Lindsay turns around. “I think that’s a private jet,” she says.

But I know it doesn’t matter if it was a star or a plane, it was a sign from my mother that I can go forward and listen to Mara without fear.

Lindsay guides me back to my suite and sets me up on the bed. She tries to make me get under the blankets to rest, but I refuse. “Bring my laptop.”

Lindsay pulls up a chair next to me so we can see the screen of the computer together. I show her the pages I wrote, in whatever capacity it was me.

“Whoa,” Lindsay says, taking it in.

“I have no memory of writing any of it.”

“You mean you were in a flow state?”

“It felt more like a fugue state. I sat down to write more of my book, and this came out of me.”

“So what now?”

“There’s more coming.”

I position my fingers at the laptop and open myself up as a channel for Mara’s story. I think back to Gonzalo’s tarot card. The lone woman wearing the blindfold surrounded by water.

Tell me what I don’t see, I implore Mara.

THE TRUTH ABOUT MARA MORGAN


When my agent told me that Chris Loomis passed on my script, I honestly didn’t think much of it. Rejection is part of the deal. I used it as fuel to turn all the nos along the way into bigger yeses. I never fixated on the person or studio that turned me down. Not until I got that email from Chris Loomis. It said:

You are an exceptional screenwriter, but this story isn’t a rom-com. If you’re ever interested in digging under the shiny veneer to the darker subtext lurking beneath, I’d clear my calendar to reconsider.

Did he have any idea those words would blow up my entire life? I always wondered if he was aware of that as he hit send. Later, I would ask him, but I never got a straight answer. Now it’s too late to know for sure. Now, it doesn’t matter.

This story isn’t a rom-com.

What nerve! Only an asshat would have the nerve to tell me what my work was and wasn’t. Of course it was a rom-com! It was the story of me and Alan, complete with our witty meet-cute and fairy-tale wedding. How dare he say that? And even worse, he insinuated that there was a darker subtext to our relationship! Who was he to declare our lives a shiny veneer? I didn’t care about his Hollywood clout. From Beck Island I could see this man clearly. He was a nobody who knew nothing.

And I told my agent this while screaming on the phone for twenty minutes. She was surprised by my response. She calmly ran down the list of directors who were still considering the script. She called it fantastic, and assured me it would sell.

Isn’t it fascinating the way the compliments roll off us, but the criticisms echo in our brains? I only believed the negative, so I told her the story was trash and to pull it from every reader. I needed time for a rewrite.

I’ve never admitted this until now, but when I opened up my laptop to rewrite the script, I pictured me and Chris Loomis. Our story wasn’t a rom-com, he was right in that way. Our story was now a dogfight. I didn’t think about genre, only beats and emotion. I knew I hated Chris and his mansplaining email, and so I channeled that into a warped love story. The script poured out of me in three weeks.

Rage burns quick and bright.

And this time it was so personal.

A month later, I told my agent that Chris himself inspired this rewrite. I instructed her to send it and ask him, as he’d promised in his email, to clear his calendar for a meeting with me.

My mistake was making him wait. He read the script overnight and wanted to talk the next day. I set our appointment for ten days later. The plan was to get him excited, to make him beg, and then to say no to his face. But Hollywood buzz is a force that can’t be controlled. Chris couldn’t stop raving about the script. He spoke to studio heads, he attached talent with a handshake, he had the whole city whispering about my multi-hyphenate comeback—and how he inspired it.

A week later, two days before my scheduled revenge meeting, there was a twelve-studio auction for the next Chris Loomis−directed script.

My agent assured me that Chris was doing this all in good faith, that it was clear who owned the intellectual property and that my rights were completely intact. No one was threatening to encroach on what was mine, she told me when she heard I was upset about the way things were coming together. She, and everyone else, believed they were helping me get exactly what I wanted. No one knew that what I wanted was to make Chris Loomis pay for his intimate rejection of my original script.

All my comeback dreams were coming true. And yet I was trapped in my worst nightmare with him.







LINDSAY

In the Magnolia Suite, Paige looked totally normal while she was writing. I didn’t see her eyes roll back in her head or her fingers hovering above the keys as they pressed themselves. But when she looks up at me from her laptop, I see the distress. Her eyes are almost unrecognizable from all the crying—bloodshot, red, and puffy. Paige needs to tell this story, to write Mara’s truth, as she says.

“I had no idea about this, did you?” she asks me when she’s done writing. Paige slides the laptop onto the bed and stands to stretch her arms above her head.

I scoot my chair back to give her space. “Now that you said it, I do remember tabloid rumbles about tension on set. It was so pervasive that it touched a lot of the cast and crew.”

I worshipped Chris Loomis, and I was in the running for his next project after Tell Me This, so I was disappointed to hear there was drama. I ended up passing for other reasons, but I remember thinking that nothing ever came of those rumors. Did one of them have an unrequited crush? Or did they have a fling that got messy? Was her death part of a confrontation gone wrong? Maybe instead of bad publicity and legal battles, this retribution got physical.

“Is there a tone when you get these messages?” I ask.

Done stretching, Paige idly picks up her phone and makes her way to the fridge. “Water?” she asks.

“Something stronger?”

She removes a bottle of white wine and searches for a corkscrew. “No, no tone in the messages. It’s more of a download of the story,” Paige explains.

“So who do we think had reason to hurt Mara? Loomis?”

Paige pours two glasses of wine and hands me one of them before collapsing on the couch across the room. “It seems like a pretty big jump in logic, but that might be because we don’t have the pieces missing from the middle of the story,” she says.

“Is it a big jump in logic? Tabloids are full of stories of unrequited love turned deadly.”

Paige nods in concession. “There’s also the strange case of Dick Zems. If there was a power struggle as you suggested, then maybe her winning the Oscar was the straw that broke the camel’s back.”

“Especially because she won one before he did. Maybe he snapped. What else?” I ask.

“Or what about the catfight between Mara and her costar, Allison? Could her Oscar win have set off a jealous rage?”

“You think Allison came after Mara to settle some long-simmering resentment?”

“Maybe not to murder her, but a confrontation gone very wrong,” Paige says.

Once again, I think of the terrible memes between me and Emily Gem but now I hope no one ever has to scrutinize them for murder clues.

“I keep coming back to Chris Loomis,” Paige says while tapping on her phone. “Did you know he also died in the Caribbean after visiting Mara? It’s almost like there was a Beck Island Curse.”

A Beck Island Curse?

My mind races wondering if I’ve misinterpreted Mara Morgan as a benevolent force. Could it be a curse instead?

Paige and I fall into silence while I ruminate on this sudden turn.

“Are you pregnant?” Paige asks. Her candor catches me off guard. I look in her direction and she meets my gaze. I can tell she has no filter left, whether it’s because of the connection to Mara or her own frazzled exhaustion.

“How did you know?” I ask.

“I saw the drug name on the pharmacy bag. I googled it.”

“Is that why you didn’t want to work with me anymore? You’re anti?” I ask.

Paige lets out a long, slow exhale. She finishes her wine and gets back into bed next to my chair. She pulls the sheet up to her chin and tells me about her infertility journey. The miscarriages. The second opinion. The lack of answers, just more tests, more probing, more hormones, more confusion. She pauses before she shares Gonzalo’s unequivocal conclusion that she will never have another child. That it’s a spiritual deficiency in her astrological chart, not a physical barrier, that will prevent her from carrying again. Her eyes fill with tears and she crosses her arms over her chest. She looks so small and frail in her bed. Which makes it even harder to say what I want to tell her.

“I’m not sure I will ever have a wanted pregnancy. Ever.”

I explain to Paige that when I was twelve years old I fell asleep at my best friend’s house as I’d done many times before and did many times after. But this one night I woke up pinned beneath her older brother. I cried and fought, but no one heard me. It was the middle of the night and everyone was asleep. He controlled my body and I had no choice but to endure it until he was done.

“I’m so sorry that happened to you, Lindsay. At twelve years old, my heart could break in a million pieces,” Paige says.

“It might seem like a stretch to you, but that’s how I view pregnancy. A time when I have no control over my body and I have to endure it until he, or she, is done with me.”

“You’re not wrong. Smells revolt you, you crave certain foods, you throw up. Your body is not your own.”

I’ve never been this open and honest in a conversation about motherhood. Usually when I say I don’t want to get pregnant, it stops the discussion in its tracks.

“Will you tell the father?” Paige presses.

“If it was a negotiation about money or coparenting or anything besides my body, I would. But this isn’t about a baby, it’s about a pregnancy.”

It’s taken me years since my childhood trauma to get to this safe place inside me, and if I’m ever ready to become a mother, it will be through adoption or with a surrogate. I can’t imagine being able to invite someone else to grow and form inside me after the way my body was violated. I had no choice in the matter when I was assaulted as a child, but I get to exercise that choice now.

“You know, you’re the first person I’ve told that wasn’t a boyfriend or a therapist,” I say.

“I hope you didn’t feel like you had to tell me that to justify your choice.”

I shake my head. “Your willingness to try inspired me to share.”

“Willingness to try?” Paige repeats.

“To channel Mara, to write with me—you just seem so open.”

Before she left, Charlie said that the only thing that matters is what you’re willing to do to get what you want. And though I had never articulated it, I would have agreed with her. I would have said I was willing to do whatever it takes to win an Oscar.

But now I’m not so sure. Maybe this pregnancy is a sign that the Oscar is not for me. Maybe I’m supposed to be done in Hollywood. Maybe something else is waiting for me. I could cowrite Paige’s motherhood book. Having my name on the cover would sell copies. Or maybe we start a true crime podcast, one that surges up the charts with my celebrity and her gift. Maybe this is what I need rather than what I want, the way Gonzalo said.

Or maybe everything I want is coming no matter what. Maybe I don’t need to do anything other than surrender. Trust the Universe.

“You’ve become a vessel for the truths we hide,” I say to Paige.

“That must be the Mara Morgan effect,” she says.

Solemnly bonded, Paige and I return to the dining room table, her laptop, and Mara’s truth spilling out onto the page.

THE TRUTH ABOUT MARA MORGAN


I could have passed a lie detector test when I told you I wasn’t in love with Chris Loomis. I wouldn’t have blushed or broken a sweat, my heart wouldn’t have missed a single beat. Not on that first Zoom meeting, not in every pre-production conference, not when he directed me as Jane, not when we wrapped and he hugged me so tightly and spun me around until we were both dizzy. This wasn’t a love story. There were no enemies to lovers.

In fact, after we wrapped, I went home to my husband and I fell more in love with him than ever. We had missed each other during the five-month shoot. We focused on reconnecting.

I didn’t think about Chris Loomis for the six months, two weeks, and four days we were apart while he was editing and getting final approval for the movie.

Then the film was cut and publicity was ramping up. I was asked to do more press than usual since I was not only the lead actress, but the screenwriter, and all-around the triumphant comeback story. I was paired with Chris for every press opportunity, no matter how big or small, and it was fine. I decided I no longer hated him. He was right when he said the story wasn’t a rom-com, and now I was secure enough in my marriage that it didn’t feel like a veiled threat or insight I couldn’t handle. We became friends. It was impossible not to since we spent all our time together, including every podcast recording, press day, car service to the studio, and private jet flight.

So when did I know I was in love with Chris Loomis? When he told me.

Don’t cringe. Because—I’ve since learned—that I’m the kind of person who willfully ignores the inconvenient truth if it seems too difficult to change. Chris’s explicit declaration was necessary. I needed him to shine a light on the truth that should have been self-evident.

To be fair to Chris, I was the one who originally opened the door. We were on my jet, and Chris and I sat facing each other in smooth white captain chairs while we sipped cocktails after a long day of interviews. I had expected to sleep but Chris and I never stopped talking. We’d been in the air for three hours already when I told him how angry I was that he suggested my first script was not a rom-com.

“Do you know why you were mad?” he asked.

“In hindsight I think I felt attacked.”

“Because I had criticized your work, or because of something else?”

“It wasn’t the rejection.”

“I didn’t think so, you seem like you were born with a tough shell.”

“I’m a Cancer sun, the zodiac sign represented by the crab.”

“That makes complete sense. Hard shell, soft underbelly.”

I blushed when he said “underbelly” and I had no idea why. I took a sip of my drink and looked outside the window at the gorgeous sky. The sunset seemed to go on forever as we flew from New York to Vancouver.

“So why were you angry then? At my email.”

“You saw me better than I could see myself. I was embarrassed and angry. At least at first.”

“And now?”

“I’m not sure,” I admitted.

“I think I am.”

Chris leaned forward and kissed me. I pushed him away after a few seconds.

“Why would you do that?” I asked.

“You’re stuck, locked in place.”

“And what was that supposed to do?” I touched my lips where I could still feel his kiss.

“Ruin your marriage.”

“Why?”

“Because it’s not a good one. Aren’t you done being Jane?”

I was furious at Chris all over again, but this time he’d really crossed a line by kissing me. For suggesting that I couldn’t tell the difference between real life and the fiction I’d created.

But I could no longer deny that there was some truth in what Chris said.

I still felt so unwanted by Hollywood that the bar was extremely low. The fact that Alan wanted to be with me despite hating everything I stood for should have been confusing, but instead it gave me hope. If he would spend time with me, then I was redeemable. If I could make him love me, then I was lovable.

It’s possible that the same was true for him. Alan stood for everything I hated too: corporate greed and paternalistic individualism with a lack of social responsibility. Maybe we were drawn to each other in defiance of love, but the chemistry between us allowed us to call it passion. Maybe we were together for a reason, to work out our issues.

Consciously, I tried to minimize the feelings between me and Chris. What did I even know about love? I had written a domestic violence rom-com! I didn’t know my ass from my elbow, and so I convinced myself that Chris and I got swept up in the long talks and the endless sunsets.

For his part, he stood firm in his feelings, insisting that he was in love with me and wanted to be together for real. But he was adamant that I do what was necessary for me to get there too, even if that meant letting me go.

I felt no loss when we said goodbye, only relief. Chris expected me to be someone I might not ever have the strength to become. He was too demanding. It was too much pressure.

For the first time in a long time, I felt free.







GABBY

I would have gone into debt to pay for a chopper ride to Vieques, which would have been necessary if I had to pay the going rate of $2,000 for a round trip, but when I explain to the pilot that I’m flying for Mercy he says he will do it for the cost of fuel alone. Tim offers to pay, and when I tell him I struck a deal he insists that he accompany me. We sit across from each other and don’t bother trying to talk over the noise.

The full moon hangs like a spotlight in the night sky and I am transfixed by the constellations, mostly to distract myself from the fear of my first helicopter ride. Ten minutes later, we touch down on Vieques. I hurry away from the blades of the chopper even as the engines shut down and they slow.

“Where is she?” Tim asks.

I asked for a description before we hung up, but the woman insisted that she would know me. So right now I don’t know who or what I’m looking for.

“We’re early,” I say, checking the time on my phone.

A few minutes later, my phone rings. The night manager puts her through again, this time without checking with me.

“Who the hell is that?” she hisses.

“He’s with me. He’s okay, I promise.”

“What the…? I don’t do promises.”

The line goes dead. I stare at my phone as it darkens.

“What happened? She got scared when she saw me?” Tim asks.

I nod before I stretch my neck and yell into the void of night. “Please!”

I wait for a response, but nothing comes. I yell again. “Please! I came here like you said.”

My phone rings again. I can tell the night manager is getting annoyed. I don’t care.

“Don’t you dare hang up on me!” I yell when he connects the call.

“You’re in no position to make demands,” she snaps back.

“And you’re in no position to withhold. Otherwise I can blast your story on Beck Island. Most people won’t know what I’m talking about, but one person would. The one person who told you never to return.”

I’m not proud of threatening a traumatized woman, but Mercy’s life is at stake. I have no time to mess around. And it works. The woman gives directions to find her.

“You can’t come,” I tell Tim. “Wait here. I’ll be fine. I trust her.”

Tim nods and I follow her instructions, walking east from the helipad. When I spot the car in the distance, I begin to run, as if it’s a race and she might start the car and drive away any second. The passenger side is locked when I try the door. I hear the electric locks click and try again. I slide into the passenger seat, but the automatic light goes off before I shut the door. I recognize her for sure, but I can’t say I know her. Of all the employees at Sueños the pool attendants are the ones I rarely have occasion to work with.

“What can you tell me?” I ask, breathless from the run, and from the anticipation.

She doesn’t hesitate; the story spills out of her like she’s been dying to tell it. She was walking home after she left Cassie’s farewell party at Local when she heard a car pull up behind her. She turned to look over her shoulder, but the headlights blinded her. Although it was unusual, she kept walking home. She thought, not for the first time, There’s nothing to be scared of in paradise. That’s when someone grabbed her from behind. They covered her mouth and nose with something that smelled terrible. She remembers she was mostly unconscious but that she was aware of being put in the car and it driving, but becoming so disoriented that she couldn’t keep track of the turns in the road.

“In hindsight I realized they kept me just conscious enough so I could still walk with their help.”

“Why? Because you were in public?”

“It’s possible, but it may have been more practical than that. I was a nanny and had to tote sleeping kids from the car. Past the age of seven, it’s damn hard to carry someone who is deadweight unconscious.”

“Oh, so you think they were small or weak?”

“Or alone. And they wanted it to look like I was wasted, even though I wasn’t.”

“Do you know where they brought you?”

“A house.”

“Did you see it? Any details?”

“No, but it was a house. I don’t remember why I was so certain, but I know it.”

I don’t really have a reason to doubt her. Other than the one small market, the only structures on Beck Island are houses. “Then what happened?” I ask tentatively.

“I see that look on your face. You’re assuming that once we’re alone, things get bad.”

“How bad was it?”

“Nothing happened. They put me on a bed and I fell asleep. I immediately gathered that the windows were blacked out because it was still dark when I woke.”

“Could you have slept the whole day? There’s not a ton of daylight that time of year.”

“I was there for days, and it was never light. But they fed me two or three meals a day and bottomless water. My hands were tied together in front of me, but I had enough leeway to eat and go to the bathroom in the bucket they left in the corner of the room.”

“Did you see them?”

“No, they always left the supplies when I was asleep, which was a lot. I think my body was shutting down.”

“Nothing? Height, weight, something you could feel when they were carrying you?”

“Nothing I can remember. I assume it was a man, but that might be my brain filling in the blanks. I have nothing concrete.”

“Do you know how long you were there?”

“That I do know for certain. It was a week from Cassie’s farewell party to the day I was released.”

“Released?” I assumed she’d found a way to escape.

“Yeah, it keeps getting weirder too. I woke up on another island.”

“Here?”

“No, Saint Thomas. Facedown on a dock. I asked the harbormaster if he saw how I got there, but he wouldn’t even look at me. I assumed he was disgusted with me, but now I’m wondering if someone paid him off.”

“Or maybe he’d seen it before.”

“And when I was released, nothing was missing. I had my ID, all my credit cards and cash. Everything except my phone, which has never been recovered.”

I shake my head. This is a wild story, but I’m not yet sure how it can help me. There’s nothing to trace.

“There are some more things I’ve been able to put together. I think they took my phone that first night. They must have held it up to my face to unlock it and then immediately changed the passcode.”

“Why do you think that?”

“Someone was reading messages that came in. They responded to the first text that came in the next day, I think to throw off the time I went missing. After that they just seemed to monitor things.”

“How do you know?”

“Because my mother, brother, and best friend must have tipped them off. Their texts went from ‘hey, checking in, haven’t heard from you in a couple of days’ to ‘I’m worried, please call me’ to ‘if I don’t hear from you by morning I’m calling the police.’ Which my mother ultimately did. She called Sueños, and security told her that I hadn’t shown up for work in a week and to call the police in Puerto Rico. But before they found me, I called her from Saint Thomas and told her I lost my phone.”

“Did you tell her what happened?”

“Are you kidding me? And worry her to death? Besides, she would have tried to force me to come home. But I was sobbing when I found a payphone and called collect. I told her I was on vacation, passed out, and had everything stolen. She wired me cash and a plane ticket home to Ohio. I stayed for a week, which was enough time to remember why I left. I told her I got a new job and settled here in Vieques.”

I tell her about Cassie, and she is visibly shaken.

“So are the police involved?” she asks.

“Not anymore. They ruled her death a suicide.”

“That’s bullshit. Don’t accept that if you have any doubts. Cops are stretched too thin on these islands. Either way, something strange is going on on that island, and I’d bet it’s been happening for a long time. Longer than I care to think about.”

It’s a disturbing thought, but I’m numb at this point. I fill Tim in on the helicopter ride back to Sueños, and he congratulates me on my excellent work getting and recalling details.

Once again, I realize how I underestimate my value. I’m not just good at making people’s dreams come true, I can excel at anything I’m passionate about. The problem is, I don’t know what that is anymore. As we touch down on Beck Island, I make a deal with myself. When I find Mercy, I will stop living to fulfill the dreams of other people and start figuring out my own.



THE TRUTH ABOUT MARA MORGAN


Back home on Beck Island I was free, but also confused and unsure. Who did I truly love and who did I believe I deserved? What did I want? I didn’t know.

So I threw myself into a project that confused everyone else: rehabilitating the old stone chapel on the island. Honestly, my passion project confounded me too. I had been baptized Catholic, but my family had never really practiced, and I hadn’t been to mass since Christmas when I was five years old.

Although I still didn’t consider myself religious, I found the restoration an exercise in spirituality. Meditative. The peaceful quiet, the sparkling light through the stained glass, the smell of incense baked into the walls. All of it suited me. I sanded and stained benches; I polished the wooden floors, afraid the original planks couldn’t take any more than that. I thought about adding electricity, but instead purchased wide-based candelabras and taper candles. Alan said I would end up burning the place down. The work distracted me from the mounting success of Tell Me This.

My team openly declared that I was a shoo-in to win at least one of the two Oscars, if not both, while at the same time telling me that it didn’t matter if I won either because I was already so in demand. But if there was one thing I’d learned, it was that Hollywood was mercurial as hell. These were the same people who wouldn’t send over a hot script when I requested three years ago. The same people who suggested it might be good to go out on a high note, insinuating that the rest would be a downhill fall from grace. These were the same people who thought there was nothing to lose if they pissed me off with a rejection. It was my turn to hold the power and I needed to gather as much as I could in this brief moment.

I said yes to every press opportunity and, for the first time, mega outlets, from 60 Minutes and Jimmy Kimmel to some woman named Amelia Dimoldenberg’s Chicken Shop Date. Each one had a different angle. I was a comeback story, an underdog, and America’s Sweetheart all wrapped into one. I was everywhere and I was having the best time.

And I was desperate to win.

In my mind, the win represented validation, not only for my work, but my freedom and well-being. If I wasn’t deemed worthy of the win, then I wasn’t worthy of Chris.

During our press tour, he kept his distance per my wishes, but he spoke so thoughtfully, so lovingly, about this movie and our experience making it. He constantly referred to my script with such admiration, and my performance with such awe.

But the reason Chris’s words and emotions meant so much was because this project wasn’t just a movie to me. The movie was me. It was built from the pieces of me that I’d had the courage to put together before I knew I was broken. Chris broke me, but then held my proverbial hand while I figured out how I wanted to put myself back together. He loved me exactly as I was, holes and tape and glue and all.

So, I spent all of my downtime in that chapel. I began to pray before and after my daily project. Soon, I was praying while I was staining or polishing. Then I was going to the chapel only to pray, for hours on end, my DIY fixing abandoned. I don’t know why I started, only that once I did it became a compulsion. I couldn’t stop.

Before I flew to Los Angeles for the awards, I asked one of the stonemasons to break me off a small piece of the chapel to bring with me. I held that tiny rock on the flight, while I slept, and I carried it in my purse to the Dolby Theatre.

Two hours after we sat down, Tell Me This was still Oscar-less, but I was calm. We weren’t favored for any of the production awards, and we weren’t even nominated in any of the supporting categories. Chris and I sat four seats away from each other in the audience. All night we snuck glances at each other. The connection between us was strong but patient. I hoped the powers that be were on our side and that I would win and we would end up together.

“The nominees for Best Original Screenplay are…”

For the next six minutes I was both hyperaware of myself and floating above myself. As I looked down at my physical form sitting in the second row right orchestra, I could hear my own breath echo in my ears. I gave myself notes on my facial expressions—smile bigger but lips closed, happy but demure—while I felt the stretch and contraction of my corset with every heartbeat.

“And the Oscar goes to…”

I remember Chris smiling at me, but I could only feel the tiny piece of my chapel rough in my palm.

“Tell Me This. Mara Morgan.”






PAIGE

Lindsay and I lie on our stomachs sprawled on my canopy bed in the Magnolia Suite, watching Mara Morgan’s acceptance speech on YouTube for the third time, analyzing it like it’s a crime scene.

Transcript of Mara Morgan Best Original Screenplay Oscar Speech


Announcer V.O.: And the Oscar goes to… Tell Me This. Mara Morgan.

Audience claps and music plays as Mara Morgan approaches the stage.

VO: This is Mara Morgan’s first nomination and her first win tonight. She is also nominated for Best Actress in Tell Me This.

Mara: Wow, wow, wow.

Bleep.

Audience laughter.

Wow.

I feel like a fraud holding this. I didn’t graduate from high school. I basically have a fifth grade education, not because I dropped out but that was when I stopped paying attention.

Audience laughter.

I’m not saying that’s a good thing. If you’re watching this, stay in school. But if you don’t have the privilege of an education, please don’t give up on yourself. Find someone who believes in you more than you believe in yourself.

Audience claps.

Speaker wags a finger toward the audience.

Not so you learn to look outside of yourself for validation, no, that’s the quickest way to ensure you’ll never win one of these, or a Pulitzer, or Employee of the Month, whatever your goals might be. No. Find someone who can bridge the gap between who you are and who you are trying to become. For me, that person is Christopher Loomis.

Camera pans to man in audience. Cuts back to speaker.

He passed on the original version of this script and he sent me an email, which I’ve learned he thought was a very kind note.

Speaker stops, her head tilts, her eyes widen, bulging.

Audience laughter.

He said if I wanted to write the real story, the one lurking beneath the shiny veneer, then he would read it again. That email made me blind with rage. And that was a good thing. Because I could no longer see myself the way I’d seen myself for the prior three years of my hiatus. The pathetic, undesirable, washed-up actress Mara Morgan. The only choice I had was to unleash a new Mara, one who knew story structure from her years of acting, and more importantly, had something urgent and, dare I say, valuable to offer other women.

Chris saw that somehow, and he pushed me to walk toward this new Mara, one who, yes, feels a tiny bit like a fraud in this moment, but will sleep soundly tonight knowing that I found the courage to bet on myself. Bet BIG on myself, because of you, Chris Loomis. I wouldn’t be standing here without you, and I mean that in so many ways. You believed in me until I believed in myself. You were my bridge. That is a gift for which I will never be able to thank you enough. And I never want to stop trying.

Audience claps.

Music plays.

Speaker does not leave the stage. She waits.

No, no, I’m not done. I have to thank God. I spent a lot of time in my private little chapel praying for this. So thank you for coming through.

The music continues at a softer volume.

And lastly, thank you to my husband, Alan.

Speaker raises her Oscar with two hands.

You know what you did. This is because of you.



“I’m still confused who was the bad guy and who was the good guy,” Lindsay says. I agree. “Watching this, I assumed she meant what Alan did was so huge, so all-encompassing that she would leave it at that. She basically said: to Alan, for everything,” I completely believed that Alan was her soulmate and I saw everything through those glasses. Not that I was alone. There was plenty of context for that interpretation.

In every press interview Mara was asked, What made you decide to write a screenplay? And she always answered, My husband, Alan. Depending on the outlet, she tailored the rest to be funny or serious, but it was always along the lines of the fact that she had been complaining about being left out of Hollywood and he was the one who insisted that she write her own screenplay as a vehicle to star in her next movie.

“She acted like their relationship was perfect. There’s not a shred of proof, circumstantial or otherwise, that he was controlling or abusive,” Lindsay says.

“That’s how it works I think. Millions of people post pictures of their perfect lives and hide the messy reality.”

“Celebrities are just like us!” Lindsay says with faux amusement.

“Sometimes messy means mental health challenges, or domestic violence, or even garden-variety ennui and discontent. But the same thing happens when it’s revealed. Neighbors, family, community members sit in stunned disbelief and say they had no idea. That’s kind of the point.”

Lindsay shakes her head in disbelief. “Mara was an exceptional actor, but I didn’t know she was also a liar.”

“I wouldn’t call her a liar. She probably hid it from herself. Self-delusion is vital to keep up pretenses,” I say.

“So after all of this we think what happened the night of the fire comes back to Alan?”

“We don’t even know if she told him about Chris yet. We don’t know if she wanted to leave or reconcile. It’s hard to know what went wrong.”

The front door slams, an exclamation mark to punctuate my statement.

Lindsay and I shudder at the noise, but unlike earlier when the French doors rattled in their frames, I’m relieved to see Ethan walk in. He throws his bag on the chair before he looks up and notices me and Lindsay on the bed. His face brightens from annoyed to smiling. “Sorry about that,” he says, eyeing the bag he tossed. “I didn’t know we had company.”

“I’m sorry I didn’t text you.”

“I stayed a lot longer than either of us expected, but I’ll go now,” Lindsay adds.

“I’ll be fine as soon as I pour myself a drink.” Ethan waves a hand in the air as if to say we should ignore him. That makes me only track him more closely.

“Negotiations not going well?” I ask.

“You can say that again, but I won’t bore Ms. Law with that nonsense.”

Ethan gives us a weak nod of the head and shuffles over to the bar. While his back is turned, Lindsay looks to me for a cue.

“I didn’t realize it was almost midnight,” I say.

“We’ll pick this up tomorrow?” she asks with an uneasy smile.

Ethan slides his phone out of his pocket and pours himself three fingers of whiskey in a crystal tumbler while he waits. “So, I was wrong. That fire’s still raging,” he says to the person on the other end.

I cringe at his word choice. Lindsay and I exchange wary glances, thinking of Mara.

“I’ll text in the morning,” I say as I walk Lindsay out. I try to eavesdrop, but I can’t make out Ethan’s whispers with the distance between us.

I close the door behind Lindsay and creep toward Ethan, but he’s already ended his call.

“You have more work to do?” I ask.

“No, someone else is going to take care of it.”

Ethan winds his hand into my hair and kisses me, unaware of the hell I’ve been through while he was gone. I don’t want to explain the connection to Mara, the scary fugue episode I had earlier, the way Lindsay found me outside, the gaps in my memory. There’s no need to worry Ethan, so I relent and we make love before he falls asleep. But in our canopy bed, I’m wide awake.

Before Lindsay left, she looked back at me, her face reflecting my own anxiety. We’re getting closer to the truth.





GABBY

When I wake up it’s still dark out. I slept in Tim’s suite, if you could call it sleep. He knows me so well that he insisted I take the bed while he camped out on the couch. I didn’t have to explain that I didn’t want to be held, unlike the first night Mercy went missing. There’s no room for softness and security right now. I have to find my roommate and I can’t rely on the one woman who was released for unknown reasons, not when I know Cassie was not so fortunate.

I sit up feeling like crap. Tim is hunched over in the glow of his laptop. He doesn’t look like he’s gone to bed yet.

“I was up in the middle of the night and did some hunting in the Sueños data room,” he says.

I get out of bed and adjust the oversize T-shirt and boxers that I slept in. I’ll have to creep back to the office in my clothes from yesterday before I can change into the spare outfit I have there, but that’s a problem for future me. Right now Tim sounds like he’s unlocked something useful. I sit down next to him on the couch. He points to the screen and a yellow pad next to him.

“First of all, I verified the woman’s story from last night. Her name is Kristin Wright and the St. Thomas Gazette ran a short news piece about her strange appearance.”

“Appearance? Not disappearance?” I clarify.

“Right, appearance—she showed up on the dock there.” Tim lets me see the story on his phone. I skim it while he waits.

“I looked up her photo on the Sueños employee database.”

Tim shows me her badge photo. She’s taken steps to disguise herself, but nothing drastic. She dyed her blond hair to auburn and changed her makeup techniques, but it’s undoubtedly the woman who met me at the Vieques helipad.

“And then I searched Cassie too,” Tim says. He pauses and swallows, reluctant.

I already know what he’s going to say so I beat him to the punch. “They were both girlfriends.”

Tim nods. “Then I started going through the employment roster photos one by one.”

Tim flips the legal pad over and shows me a list of names. “There are twenty-five women that I’m aware were ‘girlfriends’ who no longer work here.”

Twenty-five women. My stomach contracts in pain. It’s sickening to face the fact that I’d been so completely oblivious to this happening right under my nose.

“They weren’t all here when you were. In fact, most of them predate you,” Tim says, as if reading my mind. “What I want to know is if we can identify where they are now.”

The name of one of the first lifeguards I met at Sueños jumps out at me. “She’s in LA, she’s very active on TikTok.”

Tim crosses her off the list.

“Why did you do that?” I don’t even finish the question and I’m lightheaded with the answer. Tim crossed her name off because I confirmed that she got off Beck Island and started a life somewhere else. Which brings me to that realization that we’re compiling a list of dead girls. My body sways and I have to reach out to steady myself on Tim.

“You okay?” he asks. I nod. He gets up and grabs a banana from the kitchenette. “Here,” he says.

“It’s not that,” I say.

“I know, but you should eat something anyway. I have no idea when you last put something real in your stomach.”

Tim opens the banana and hands it to me. I take a bite, pushing down the nausea. He knows that when I fall down a rabbit hole—whether that’s case law research during my summer at the firm or an impossible ask as a concierge—my body forgets to signal that I’m hungry. When I’m busy, I’m fueled by pure adrenaline. And I’ve never been more laser focused than trying to find Mercy.

When Tim is satisfied that I’m eating, he presents me with his list again.

“No idea about her. Or her,” I say, pointing to two names. “Mercy keeps in touch with her though. I got an update last week.”

Tim crosses that name off the list.

“I know a bunch of other names, but I have no idea where they are.”

Tim puts the pen down and picks up his phone. “Okay, but you gave me a great idea. Let’s check social media.”

We divide the rest of the list and check as many apps as it takes to find a conclusion. Ten of the girls are currently active on one platform or another. Ten of them have accounts but haven’t posted in a year or more. Three others have no accounts that we could find.

“That’s as many as thirteen girls that could have been killed on Beck Island without anyone knowing,” I say, feeling myself fall into despair. All this time I fooled myself into believing that I was helping people here on Beck Island, and in reality I’d missed the ones that needed me the most.

Tim touches my hand where I’m gripping his yellow legal pad. “Or, that’s as many as thirteen girls that may be alive and working on another island, too ashamed to tell anyone they were kidnapped and released in a bizarre story that no one would believe.”

“That’s a better way to look at it,” I say. Tears fill my eyes, and I lean over to press my lips softly to Tim’s mouth, morning breath and all.

“What was that for?” he asks.

“Your stupid optimism.”

“That’s what gave me the courage to find you earlier this week,” Tim says.

“I know. And it’s going to help us find Mercy.”





LINDSAY

I wake up bleeding.

The bag of pills is still unopened on my nightstand.

There is no doubt that I feel relief. If I could ever be open to the idea of carrying a baby, I was not ready now. My relationship with Hugh is unstable. My career doesn’t have space for a break. And yet I can’t deny I feel a twinge of loss. Not enough to change my mind, not by a long shot, but enough to be honest about the complexity of the whole situation. No issue is as black and white as we wish it was.

I grab my phone from the nightstand. There are several messages from my publicist, all after 10 p.m. LA time, which was well after midnight here. I respond to the first one, How did it go with Charlie?

It went better and worse than expected, I text her back.

The phone rings. “Where is she?” my publicist asks. I can practically feel her stress crashing through the phone.

“Charlie? I have no idea.”

“The yacht captain says they were supposed to push off from the Beck Island port this morning at 9 a.m., but Charlie never came back to the boat last night.”

My stomach drops as the vision of me grabbing her hair and yanking her neck back, telling her she’s not allowed to steal my Beck Island Blessing, returns. But that never happened, even if I thought about it. “When she left here she was on the phone with her psychic medium.”

“Did you have a fight?”

“What?”

“You said it went better and worse than expected.”

“Is it bad if I say yes?”

“It’s not great, Lindsay.”

“She wants to steal my Oscar from me.”

“What did you do?”

“Nothing! I told her I didn’t think she had it in her.”

“I believe you, but not everyone will be so generous, especially not in the wake of the Emily Gem memes.”

“Don’t you think it’s a bit of a stretch from mean girl to hurting her?”

“You better hope they find her fast, Lindsay. There’s only so much I can do to hold off the tabloids.”

I hang up the phone and text Paige: I need your help.

I watch the phone, but no typing bubbles appear.

I brush my teeth, giving her a minute to respond. Last night, after her husband grumpily stormed through the door, I went back to my suite and slept. I wonder how the rest of her night went. Did he want to vent? Did she catch him up on the Mara developments? Did they silently go to bed?

I look at my phone again. No response from Paige. It’s after 9 a.m. and I don’t have any time to waste. I get dressed and head to the Magnolia Suite, feeling a little bad about dragging her into a hunt for a missing person just to clear my name, but she’s the only person I trust on this island.

I’m more relieved than I expected when Paige opens the door to her suite.

“Something terrible has happened,” I say.

Paige looks down over my body. “I had a dream that you were bleeding.”

For a split second, I’m freaked out that Paige knew before I told her, but I don’t have time to get caught up in the extent of her psychic gift right now. “I did get my period, but that’s not terrible.”

“What is it?”

“Can I come in?”

Paige glances over her shoulder and shakes her head. “Let’s go for a walk. Ethan’s still here.”

“Charlie Sweeney is missing.”

“Okay,” Paige says, stretching out the syllables as she tries to understand the context. “The teen drama actress?”

“Yes. And she was here.”

“On Beck Island?”

“In my suite.”

“I vaguely remember a feud between you two? Over a guy?”

Paige and I make a loop around the smoothie hut and I share my history with Charlie. Our old feud, me reaching out to see if she knew about the Beck Island Blessing, about the way she baited me and basically said she was going to steal my luck and turn it around to make it my fault.

“So what happened?”

“I tried to chase her down but then I realized the best thing to do was call security. She wasn’t allowed to roam the property if she wasn’t a guest. I expected they’d escort her off Sueños immediately. That’s all I wanted.”

“But you didn’t do that?”

“No, as I was headed back to my suite, I spotted you in the fetal position by the pool.”

“And you never saw her again?”

I shake my head.

“But the last anyone knew of her whereabouts was here with me,” I admit.

“Okay, but shouldn’t this be a problem for the police? Or Sueños security? You saw her walk away, she was terrible to you, this isn’t your responsibility.”

“I have to clear my name. Otherwise the tabloids will have a field day with this. And we all know how the media can influence an investigation, if Charlie really is missing and not just misplaced.”

“And her team is worried, so that must mean this behavior isn’t typical for her,” Paige notes.

“What do I do, Paige?”

Paige nods her head with confidence. “We’ll go to the one person who knows how to take care of any problem, no matter how big or small.”

My body resists the idea of telling yet another person a story that puts me in such a negative light, but I surrender. I don’t know what else to do.

We head to the concierge to find Gabby.





GABBY

I sneak over to the concierge office in yesterday’s clothes while Tim showers. Once I settle the urgent guest requests and delegate the rest, we’re going to make phone calls to track down our thirteen former employee question marks. Or that’s the plan until Lindsay Law and Paige Foster storm into my office.

“We have a big problem,” they say, breathlessly.

Paige and Lindsay explain last night’s events with Charlie Sweeney.

“Do you have security cameras here?” Lindsay asks.

“No. They are the most effective tools for hackers to spy. We rely on our security around the perimeter of Sueños as well as the eyes and ears of the hundred employees on shift at any given time.”

“So what do we do?” Lindsay asks, sounding desperate.

“I’ll give a code yellow to Sueños security and I’ll tap into my sources at the harbor and the helipad. It’s most likely that she did whatever she wanted around the property and then left.”

“Oh wait, wouldn’t you have a record of a car taking her home?” Paige asks.

“Yes, of course. Did you call her a Sueños car home?” I ask Lindsay. She shakes her head.

“What else could she have done? She wouldn’t have known how to give anyone directions here,” Paige says.

“She was flirting with the runner who brought her to my suite. And he was very googly-eyed,” Lindsay offers.

I excuse myself to look up the runner and contact him on the radio. He says he had no contact with Ms. Sweeney after he left her at the Dahlia Suite.

A wave of sickness crashes into me as I vividly imagine exactly how Charlie left Sueños. I picture her on the side of the road thinking she was safe in paradise the way Mercy, Cassie, and Kristin did.

“No luck there.” I peek my head into the office to report back to Paige and Lindsay. I let them know I have a few more calls to make. The first is to security for a log of both gates last night. They confirm my worst nightmare. Charlie arrived at 8 p.m. and was seen leaving by foot shortly before 10 p.m.

The second call I make is to Tim. He assures me that if I need to let Paige and Lindsay know everything then I should do it. They deserve to know the whole truth.

But when I walk back into my office, I lose my confidence. I don’t tell anyone my problems, I’m supposed to be the fixer here. Lindsay holds her phone up for Paige to see. They both look more worried than when I left.

“My publicist checking in again. If we don’t find Charlie, I am going to get blamed for this.”

“Why?” I ask.

“Because I was the last person to see her. And we have a well-documented history of beef. But mostly because Hollywood loves a catfight.”

Lindsay’s distress tips me over the edge. Our reasons are different, but she looks the way I’ve felt since I found out Mercy was missing: helpless and desperate.

“I have something to tell you,” I say. My hands begin to shake as I start, knowing that I’m ruining my life by crossing this line. I intended to tell them about Cassie’s death on the island and Mercy’s disappearance, but I can’t stop and I spill everything. From the girlfriend experience, to the Reddit posts, my trip to Vieques, Kristin and the house with the blacked out windows.

“How did we not know about this before?” Paige asks. Her voice is stern and I wonder if she’s going to tell her husband. In that case, I could be fired in a matter of moments, not hours or days.

“I didn’t say anything sooner because I thought it only affected local girls,” I say, taking care not to mention that those locals are also employees that serve them every day. “If I had thought for a moment that anyone staying at Sueños was unsafe, I would have escalated immediately.”

“But Charlie changes everything,” Lindsay says.

“Or maybe she’s the piece that makes it all make sense,” Paige says. She stands and paces behind her chair. “You said that your coworker left Sueños to pursue her dreams on Broadway?”

I nod.

“And your roommate? Was she an actress too?”

“Yes! She found Sueños when she was dating a famous Hollywood director hoping for her big break.”

“But Hollywood and Broadway are very different worlds,” Lindsay says.

“I don’t think that matters. And what about the rest of these girls?” Paige asks me.

“I’ll scour their social media,” I say. “But off the top of my head I can think of a few easy yeses.”

“Which isn’t odd for hospitality. The flexible schedules allow time for auditioning,” Lindsay says. “But is this really the best use of our time? We should be searching for Charlie.”

“Roaming the streets is a bigger waste of time. If it was that easy to find someone, Gabby would have found her roommate by now. We need to look for patterns that will lead us where we can find these women,” Paige says.

“Or who is taking them,” Lindsay says.

“And where,” I say.

“I have a theory on that part,” Paige says. “We know about the tragic fire, but it may also be the site of a double homicide.”

I lean in to hear more, but Paige moves away, sits in my guest chair, and closes her eyes. I glance over at Lindsay, who nods as if to say trust me, and stay with us.

With her eyes closed, Paige begins to speak. She sounds like herself, and looks like herself, but she’s speaking in the first person as if she is someone else. I look over at Lindsay who mouths, Mara Morgan.



THE TRUTH ABOUT MARA MORGAN


After the Oscars, the cat was out of the bag, yes, but it didn’t escape by accident.

I had practiced my acceptance speech like it was the midpoint monologue of the Tell Me This script. As I wrote and revised and rehearsed, I knew I was either going to deliver that speech on the Dolby stage, or I was going to deliver it to Alan at home. Either way, it was over. But with the win, with my public declaration, I was sure something new was beginning as well.

I skipped the Oscar parties, although Chris begged me to stay and celebrate with him. I told him that after I spoke to Alan we would have so much more to celebrate. I rubbed my chapel stone with my thumb the whole flight home, casually now. Instead of praying for the opportunity to speak my truth, I offered gratitude for the doors my Oscar win opened, both professionally and personally.

Alan was on the phone when I got home. His sprinkling of Mandarin phrases told me he was talking with China.

“They’re almost done for the day,” he said, muting his call.

I laughed at my latest bonehead move. Of course Alan hadn’t watched the awards show. Why would he? He hated everything about Hollywood. He hadn’t seen my speech. He had no idea what was coming. I told myself it didn’t change anything. I’d been prepared to lose the Oscar and give him a different version of the same story.

When he hung up, he took out Thai leftovers and I opened a bottle of wine. I told him that I wasn’t in love with him anymore and that I wasn’t sure I ever truly was. I told him I thought our mutual hatred of a prior version of me might have been all we had in common, and now that she was gone, our relationship had no leg to stand on. He agreed.

He also asked if I had fallen in love with Chris Loomis while we were filming. He seemed so calm. Maybe none of this was a big deal. Maybe he never loved me at all.

“Yes,” I admitted without elaborating.

“Do you think you’re going to be together?”

I shrugged. “I hope so, but who knows?”

“I know if I ask you’ll tell me nothing physical happened.”

I nodded. “It’s true. I swear on my life.”

“You wouldn’t risk violating the prenup,” he laughed.

I didn’t find it funny. “Actually, it was because I refused to betray my own integrity.”

We finished the food and the bottle of wine. Alan left with his briefcase and coat. He said he would send for his things. The prenup would cover everything. The hard part had been getting to this realization.

I called Chris when Alan left and, shouting over the music of the late night Oscar parties he was attending, told him the good news. He kept saying Our life together starts tomorrow. He was flying to Anguilla for a dive trip, but he’d be at Beck Island by the end of the day. I gave him the security code to the house in case I was in the bath or asleep. Our life together starts tomorrow, he promised.

But I didn’t hear from Chris the next day.

At midnight I gave up hope. I rationalized a dozen excuses on his behalf. Plane issues. Weather delays. Chopper problems.

I also imagined the worst. That Alan had gotten to him and made up a story of betrayal. That I used him to win the Oscar campaign. Or that Alan and I were reconciling and so Chris should stay away from me and leave our marriage alone.

After locking all the doors and setting the alarm, I got into bed with my phone, reading and rereading messages from Chris wondering what went wrong.

I didn’t hear him until it was too late. If only I’d thought to change the security pin, I thought as he covered my mouth with a foul-smelling rag before I blacked out.






GABBY

I’ve always known the Mara Morgan memorial home was the site of a known tragedy, but I never thought of it as the origin of violence.

“Wait, that came from Mara?” I ask.

“So far the story has been coming through as Paige writes.”

Paige opens her eyes and moves her head from side to side, cracking her neck. “This time it was the same, but it was like the screen of my laptop in my mind. I ‘read’ the words as they appeared.”

“Like Gonzalo?” I ask.

Both women nod. As much as I’d love to dig more into Paige’s psychic abilities, what I really need to know is who might present a danger on this island.

“Do you know who did it? Who killed them?” I ask.

“I have two theories,” Lindsay says. “Either Chris Loomis lost it for some reason and killed them both, or if Chris’s death was really an accident, then Mara was killed by her husband who then took his own life, unable to live with the consequences of his actions. It all depends on the order of death, which we don’t really know since Chris’s body was found days later in the ocean.”

“And you don’t know?” I ask Paige.

“Not yet, she only shows me in small bits. Or maybe that’s all I’m able to receive at a time. Either way, the killer then lit the fire to cover their tracks, which worked since neither of the bodies were found. They were identified only by trace DNA.”

“People have been saying her home is haunted for years.” I offer this little bit of unpublished gossip.

“Her home?” Lindsay asks. “You mean the empty plot of land where her home was.”

“There was a lot of talk when Ethan was in negotiations for Phase I of construction. Members of the team feared that the whole island was a grave site. At first they just cleared and marked off an acre that was the footprint of her manor as a no-build zone, but other members insisted they construct something to honor her,” Paige explains.

“And now there’s a Mara Morgan memorial home on Beck Island,” I add.

“There’s a Mara Morgan memorial home on Beck Island and no one told me to go there?” Lindsay asks.

“Trust me, if you saw it you would understand why I never would’ve sent you there. It’s nothing compared to the resort.”

“And that was exactly the point in the planning phase,” Paige says. “They wanted a physical place to honor her, but the driving force was discouraging tourism. If they rebuilt a replica of her amazing home, people might take daily excursions to tour it, and no one wanted visitors on Beck Island who weren’t staying at Sueños. But I had no idea anyone thought it was haunted.”

These kinds of campfire stories weren’t likely to have made it up the flagpole to her COO husband, so I explain. “Yeah, silly stuff. People would say they saw lights on inside the house, or sounds of muffled crying. It was once a rite of passage for new residents to knock on her door to introduce yourself. Even though no one ever answered, they would stand on her doorstep shaking. Some of the longtimers left offerings. They always disappeared, but I assumed an animal stole away with them.”

“I think we should go to that house now,” Paige says.

“Why?” I ask.

“If Charlie thought there was a Beck Island Blessing to be won, she might have gone there,” Lindsay says.

“And I think my connection to Mara will be strongest there. Hopefully I can download the rest of the story in one piece,” Paige adds.

Since Cassie’s body was discovered, I’ve had a strong hunch that a local is behind these missing or dead women, and Kristin added fuel to that fire. What Paige and Lindsay say makes sense, but I think the memorial home is a dead end.

As I’m about to raise my objections, Lindsay interrupts.

“We need to act fast, I’ve got people breathing down my neck,” she says, raising her phone for us to see. On her screen is a text that says 9-1-1, from Charlie Sweeney’s publicist. She’s ready to call the police if Lindsay can’t produce her client.

“Oh, no, no, no.” I ask Lindsay to read me the publicist’s number and I dial.

I hit call and clear my throat. I need to play super-concierge again, not secret investigator. “Good morning, this is Gabby calling from Sueños Resort on Beck Island.”

“Gabby, I hope you’ve got some good news. Because not only is this delay costing my client ten grand for the yacht, but the last person who saw her was a petty, jealous actress who has harbored a grudge for having her boyfriend stolen.”

I don’t waste my time defending Lindsay to her; all she wants is assurance that she doesn’t have a disaster on her hands. “Yes, Charlie is fine. I’ve confirmed with security.”

“Where is she?” the publicist asks.

“It seems she hit it off last night with someone at Sueños. Lindsay didn’t even know what happened after she left her suite. But our security keeps close records.”

“Can you put me through to her room?” she asks.

“Well, as you know, it’s not her room, and that would be violating the privacy of my guest.”

The publicist huffs at the other end of the line, but it sounds like exhaustion rather than a lack of belief in my lies.

“Let me offer you this comfort. What’s Charlie’s typical schedule?”

“You mean when does she wake up?” she clarifies.

“Noon? 3 p.m.? I’ve heard it all,” I assure her.

“Closer to the latter.”

“Okay, if you haven’t heard from her by 3 p.m. call me back and I will make a personal call to the authorities. And in the meantime, my entire security crew will have eyes out for her departure.”

“If there is a single grainy photo of her walk of shame, we will sue,” she threatens.

I end the call wondering why I don’t feel more sick for lying through my teeth to this woman.

“That was impressive,” Lindsay says.

“It was necessary,” I say.

I accepted that I would probably end up fired when I told Paige and Lindsay about the missing women on Beck Island, and this one lie wasn’t going to hurt. In fact, it would give me a few more hours to find Mercy before mainland cops who don’t know anything about my best friend, this island, or our community block off access to the spaces I need to search.

“The clock is ticking, so we need to split up to cover all the bases,” I tell Paige and Lindsay.

“Isn’t that violating Horror Movie Lessons 101?” Lindsay asks.

“We’re not in a horror movie just because you’re an actress,” Paige says.

“I’m ordering you a car to the Mara Morgan memorial home. But I can’t send you there defenseless.”

I leave my office and rush to unlock the safe in the security closet at the back of reception. I remove two stun guns and a can of mace. Back in my office, I hand them to the ladies and explain how to find the safety pin on the mace.

“I guess we’re doing this,” Paige says.

Lindsay whips her gun up to shoulder height like she’s on a cop show. “Release Charlie now!” she yells to an imaginary villain.

“Don’t forget Mercy too,” I say.

Paige nods. “We’ll find both of them. It’s not too late.”

This time, her wish really is my wish too.





PAIGE

Lindsay and I ride out of Sueños in silence. I close my eyes, cover my ears, and try to drop in, but the messages from Mara feel utterly closed off and blocked.

When we arrive, I’m surprised by the curb appeal of the Mara Morgan memorial home. The way Gabby referenced the house, I expected to see a squat brick building that could have doubled as a prison guard station. Instead, we arrive in front of a pretty two-story gray cottage like you might see on Nantucket Island. There, it would have a name like Sea Mist or Frothy Drop of Ocean.

“What a dump,” Lindsay says, kicking a rogue plastic bag from the edge of the lawn.

It’s the home’s immediate surroundings that indicate the lack of upkeep. The “lawn” was once seeded with grass, until they gave up on that and filled the space with gravel. At this point, it’s a blanket of brown patches and haphazard rocks.

“They really took discouraging tourism to the next level,” I agree.

It’s a far cry from the original estate home that I’ve seen in the photos accompanying every Oscar press tour interview Mara did, but it’s undeniably pretty and has the same stunning view. Late morning clouds cling to the horizon, unwilling to cede the day to the sun. For its part, the sun’s rays permeate the white fluffy orbs and give the sky a golden glow. On the water, diamonds of light sparkle as far as the eye can see. I could stare out at that view forever.

“Should we come up with a story? In case there is someone around,” Lindsay asks.

“I think we stick to the truth as best we can. We say we’re looking for Charlie Sweeney. That she may have mistakenly wandered this way.”

“Wandered here? This place is pretty isolated,” Lindsay says. She makes a good point. There isn’t a single other house in sight.

“Sueños is only a mile away.”

Lindsay knocks on the door while I take in the scene. I’m so drawn to the water, as if it’s calling me. But Lindsay waves me up the stairs to the front door.

“Do you notice the glass on the windows is tinted so dark that you can’t see in?” she asks in a whisper.

“Maybe it’s to preserve the contents? Or to discourage visitors from wanting a tour.”

“But don’t you remember that Gabby told us the woman said she was being held captive in a home that had blacked out windows?”

I step down and peer around the side of the house. Lindsay joins me and we move into the backyard. As we circle the cottage, I notice that all of the windows are blacked out.

“You really can’t see anything. We need to figure out how to get in,” Lindsay says when we return to the front.

I search the ground for a rock to break the window.

“Paige, the door,” Lindsay says.

Before I look up, I hear the creaking sound of the front door of the house. It slowly swings open. I’m officially terrified, even if I don’t let it show.

Lindsay, who suddenly treats the open door as a friendly invitation, leaps up the stairs and disappears inside.

I text Gabby and tell her we’re going in.

Outside the threshold, I take my time, listening for screams or struggle, but I don’t hear anything. I stick my head inside the dark room, but I can’t see anything. I step inside and close the door behind me to let my eyes adjust. The first thing I notice is how good it smells, musky and cozy, like a warm wool candle.

“Paige,” I hear Lindsay whisper from my left. I turn and squint to see her standing over Charlie Sweeney sprawled across a couch.

I gasp and my hand flies up to my mouth to cover the noise. “Is she…?” I whisper.

Lindsay nods, but I don’t know if she thought I was asking if she was dead or alive. I stare down at Charlie to see if I can catch her breathing, but it’s too dark. I feel around and find that her hands are tied together.

A chill goes through me and I yank my hands away from Charlie’s body. Even though we’re inside, a gust of wind shoots past me on the right side and I know a message is coming. I close my eyes and brace myself.



THE TRUTH ABOUT MARA MORGAN


When I awoke after being drugged, I was in the same place, under the blanket in my bed, but I was tied down with an extra set of bedsheets. The fabric wrapped around my arms was knotted around the headboard. The end tables had been dragged down to the foot of the bed and my ankles were anchored to them. My torso was also strapped to the mattress, but loosely.

Alan picked up the pink version of the script of Tell Me This. “You think you’re such hot shit with this garbage, but it’s nothing. You’re nothing,” he said. From his pocket he took out a small bottle of hand sanitizer and pumped the liquid on the pages. Finally, he grabbed a box of matches from the nightstand and the whole stack went up in flames. He threw it on the floor, close enough for me to feel the heat but not so close that the sheets would catch fire. Not yet.

“And these are only going to make it so much worse.” Alan grabbed my Oscars and threw them, one by one, into the vanity on the other side of the bedroom. The first one shattered the mirror, the second crashed down on my bottles of perfume and lotion. The fire jumped to that spot as the alcohol in the cosmetics sucked up the flames and spit them out higher than before.

In the movie version of this moment, I would have so much to say. I would be spewing hatred, revealing Alan’s deepest and darkest truths, hitting him where it hurt. But in reality, I was silent. My mind was empty. All I could think about was dying. At first I was so scared of the pain that I inhaled deeply, wished for death by smoke inhalation. But when I coughed and expelled the poison, I knew that I wanted to live for Chris. I wanted to live for love.

The smoke alarm went off then, a beeping indication that my prayers would be answered. I saw Alan look up at the detector and step onto the bed to unscrew the alarm. But I knew that wouldn’t be enough. So did Alan when the phone rang.

“Yes?” he said, nonchalantly.

“Thank you so much for calling, but it must have been the wind or something. My wife and I were sleeping soundly and safely… No, of course I wouldn’t mind doing a quick sweep while you are on the line.”

Alan walked downstairs, shouting so I could hear every assurance that he gave the security company, every word that meant no one was coming to save me.

Then Alan walked out of the house, untouched and alive.






GABBY

After I send Paige and Lindsay off, I head straight to Tim’s suite. I fill him in on the new connection that all the missing women also have acting aspirations. I see the relief pass over his face. I suppose it was darker to imagine some sort of sex ring/torture chamber happening on Beck Island. It’s more palatable to take on some crazed Hollywood stargazer.

Tim sends a message to his assistant that he’ll be out of pocket for a few hours and to hold anything that’s not urgent. Together we walk to my car in the Sueños parking lot.

We still don’t know who’s kidnapping and killing women, or why, but we know for certain that one was held in a house on the island, one is dead, and both Charlie and Mercy are missing. I’m compelled by Paige’s theory that this person is targeting aspiring actresses, and I also wonder if they might have confused Charlie for a local walking home from her shift at Sueños. Not everyone is familiar with the young actress who got her start on the Disney Channel.

“Where are we off to?” Tim asks.

“I have a couple of cottages in mind that have kind of fallen off the radar. As in, I don’t know who lives there anymore.”

On the way to the local side of the island nestled between the harbor and the airport, I describe the houses I have in mind. “There’s one that sits on a small hill alone at a dead end. There’s another that used to be a party house my first year on the island. And I want to check Cassie’s house too. Where do you think we should start?” I ask.

“I was going to say Cassie’s, but when you mentioned the one at the dead end it really gave me the creeps,” Tim says.

I nod gratefully. I’m not ready to face walking inside Cassie’s house. Will it still smell like her? Has anyone claimed her things yet? I know she wasn’t close to her family, but I never asked why. Everyone on Beck Island was a little bit of an orphan.

A few minutes later, Tim and I pull up to the curb outside the house on the hill at the dead end. It looks like every other employee house on the island, tan clapboard because white shows too much dirt. I also notice the curtains decorating the windows. They look light and gauzy, not like blackout shades the way Kristin described. I say as much to Tim.

“That’s a relief, but we also can’t let our guard down. Maybe the front is meant to throw people off,” Tim says.

I try to recall if I’ve ever known who lived here, but I can’t place anyone in particular for the three years I’ve been on Beck Island. We don’t bother inventing an elaborate lie to justify poking around. We’re looking for Mercy, that’s the simple truth.

Tim knocks on the door. The sound of his knuckles on the wood matches the volume of my heart beating. Tim knocks again. The thumping echoes in my ears. The waiting is unbearable.

“Should we take a look around?” I ask.

Tim and I split up as we move around the sides of the house to meet in the back. Peering in the windows, I can see that the house is furnished, but sparsely and without cohesion. An outdated floral couch. Two cracked beanbag chairs. Nothing unusual for twenty-somethings who travel light and see this life as temporary paradise.

“Anything weird?” I ask Tim when we meet up in the neglected backyard. He shakes his head. “Should we try to get in?”

“What if we check out the other houses first and then come back if we don’t find her?” he suggests. “I’d like to avoid breaking and entering charges while I’m here on a work trip with my law firm.”

What Tim’s saying makes sense. And while I’ve resigned myself to losing my job, Tim isn’t in the same position. I want to respect that. But at the same time, I have concerns. If we leave and Mercy is inside, we will have given her kidnapper time—to hide her, to move her, to kill her. With every minute we delay, we lose leverage.

I follow Tim back to the car and look over my shoulder at the house one more time. I wish I could hear Mercy’s voice. I’m trying to find you, Mercy. Guide me.

But Mercy doesn’t respond. In the distance I hear a stray dog bark. Tim gets in the passenger seat. I pull out my keys. I guess it’s on to the next house.

I slide into the driver’s seat and slam the door behind me, but I can’t put the key in the ignition and start the car. Something tells me not to leave.

“We’re going in,” Paige texts from Mara’s house.

I double tap the message to acknowledge it and put my phone down in the center console. I turn to Tim. “I have to go in,” I say. He reaches for my arm, but I’m already out of the car, up the front stairs, with my hand on the doorknob. I know these cottages like the back of my hand. These cheap locks pop open if you turn them counterclockwise and hold as you give the door a firm push.

I hear Tim call my name as I slam my shoulder into the door. Once. Twice. The third time the lock gives way. I’m inside.

Everything goes black.





PAIGE

I place my hand on Charlie’s stomach to make sure she’s still alive, and it moves up and down with every breath she takes. I gently shake her, hoping the three of us can walk out of here unharmed.

Waiting for Charlie’s eyes to snap open, I look up to see a long, shadowy figure standing beyond the arched frame of the doorway in what should be this empty, abandoned house.

“Lindsay! It’s Alan,” I whisper urgently, conveying my last vision to her. “He wasn’t in the house when it went down in flames. He’s alive.”

“Ok, so let’s get Charlie out of here,” she whispers into my ear.

“He tried to kill Mara,” I explain. “It wasn’t a tragic house fire. He wanted to get rid of his wife.”

When Lindsay hears this detail, her face transforms from confusion to concern to anger. She takes a step back from the couch and yells into the hallway, “We’re calling the cops right now! We know all about you, Alan!”

“What are you doing?” I say, trying to quiet her. She scrambles out of my reach and we watch the shadow recede farther down the hallway. She readjusts the stun gun in her hand. I have a sinking feeling that’s not going to be enough to save us.

Lindsay balls her free hand into a tight fist.

“We know that you killed Mara, and we’re going to report you to the authorities. The concierge at Sueños is going to have the helipad and the port closed down, you won’t be able to escape!”

With that last line, we hear footsteps approaching as the shadow grows.

“Please don’t do that. No authorities,” the voice says.

The figure steps out of the shadows and into the darkened living room.

It’s Mara Morgan.





MARA

Alan walked out of the house untouched, and left me to burn to ash. He had assured the security company that the house was fine, which meant that no one was coming to save me. The smell of smoke made me gag, but I kept a clear head. I had to escape. Chris was waiting for me.

Although Alan had sailed his whole life, he had never learned to tie a knot; he had people who did that for him. I made quick work of my binding and when free from the bed, I opened the second story window to take in the fresh oxygen.

I didn’t know if Alan was watching our home burn, but I didn’t have time to care. I had to eject myself from the smoke-filled room before I lost consciousness. So I jumped.

Upon impact with the grassy knoll below, I rolled down the face of the bluff to the water. On my stomach, I crawled all the way to the shelter of my little chapel.

I was in pain but grateful to be alive. Still, I knew I was not safe. I couldn’t risk being seen. Not yet anyway.

Overnight in the cold, damp stone chapel, I developed pneumonia thanks to my smoke-compromised lungs. My fever was so high it brought on delusions where I was literally engulfed in flames. I spat and screamed and gurgled with sickness and rage. But I refused to die. The stubborn will had earned me my Oscars and now it was going to reunite me with the man I loved.

As best as I could count, it was ten days later when I was strong enough to make my way to the British Virgin Island home where Chris and I agreed to meet after the Oscars. I knew Chris would forgive me for being so late. And he would have, if Alan hadn’t gotten to him first.

The island was abuzz with news of the death of legendary director Chris Loomis. He had passed away in a tragic dive accident, they said. So much tragedy. Headlines called Tell Me This cursed. That was when I found out I was dead too. Because the fire destroyed everything they couldn’t find the bodies in the ash, but there was plenty of evidence of our DNA, enough to declare Alan and me legally deceased. A small part of me wanted to correct the record only to say that I did not die next to my soulmate in a tragic house fire, but mostly I was happy to stay dead now that I had nothing worth living for.

I returned to Beck Island depressed and unwilling to start over without Chris, the person who truly saved my life. Biding my days, I lived alone in the chapel, fished and ate whatever I could find. The construction workers ignored me while they built Sueños, and later they would be the ones to help me get a burner phone and figure out how to travel through back channels without proper documentation.

By the first anniversary of my almost death, I was living unbothered in my own memorial home where I’ve survived for nearly a decade.

That all changes now.





LINDSAY

I can’t help but feel like I’m shooting a movie, because the scene that unfolds before my eyes is like nothing out of real life.

Mara Morgan stands before us in the flesh, looking not a single day older than she did ten years ago on her press tour for Tell Me This.

“Mara Morgan!” I exclaim.

Paige stares, stunned and frozen in shock and fear.

“She’s not dead, if that’s what you’re wondering,” Mara says to Paige, nodding her head to Charlie unconscious on the couch. “She wandered over here last night blabbering about wanting a blessing. She was pretty wasted, it reminded me of the nineties in Hollywood. Anyway, she passed out and I tied her up to buy myself some time.”

I’m glad Charlie’s alive and well, but I haven’t lost sight of the real miracle here. “She’s not dead. And neither are you,” I say.

Paige and I sit enraptured as Mara explains how she managed to live through the fire that claimed Beck Island. I’d already heard most of the story from Paige and I’m impressed how much she got right.

“How did you know what he did?” Mara asks Paige. “Everything written about us paints him as the doting husband.”

I look over at Paige as she exhales with an unexpected relief, but her whole face flushes red. I imagine she’s embarrassed for reading someone’s private thoughts.

“I heard you,” Paige says. “In my mind. Does that sound crazy?”

Mara shakes her head no. “I’ve been desperate for someone to hear me screaming into the void of my mind.”

“Paige heard you. And she believed you,” I say.

“Mara, there’s someone on this island killing aspiring actresses who work at the resort,” Paige says. “Do you think it could be Alan?”

As soon as she asks the question, something outside catches Paige’s attention. She moves to the window behind Mara, fixated on the ocean. She looks like she’s about to fall into that hypnagogic state where she receives messages, but her sender is right here in the room with us. We don’t have time to waste so I continue the conversation with Mara.

“Would billionaire businessman Alan Fisk really return to the scene of his crime to kill actresses?” I ask.

“Well, no one ever declared it a crime scene, so he had nothing to worry about there. And yes, he always felt entitled to this place, even though I was the one who found it and paid for it. He’s the one that controls the Mara Morgan estate through his lackey representatives. And they’ll do anything for him, as long as the price is right.

“And you allowed him to control this island? To get away with attempted murder? To live free?” I ask.

“What was I supposed to do? I preferred to stay dead and safe,” Mara says.

My scalp tingles hearing those eerie words. Dead and safe.

“The others weren’t as lucky,” Paige says. She speaks in the same monotone she used when she was calling out the images in our experiment the other day.

Her eyes are open, but she is completely zoned out, staring at the ocean waves like someone who hears the song of the siren.





GABBY

I wake up groggy and disoriented. My mouth is dry and sticky. I raise my hand to wipe the corners of my mouth, but my arm won’t move. I open my eyes and see that I’m tied to a couch that’s lit by a spotlight. The rest of the room around me is dark. I search around, letting my eyes adjust. I can feel that the room is cold and damp.

I scan the room and see the outline of two other people on the floor. Against the far wall, there is a bag the size and shape of a golf bag, but its lumps are all wrong. I swear I can see the rise of hips and shoulders. It looks like a dead body. I begin to cry. The two other forms stir.

“Tim?” I whisper.

“Tim?” A voice that I recognize but cannot place mimics me. I squint to search for the faces moving in the shadows. The one to my left is Tim. I focus harder on the one to my right.

“Ethan?” Tim answers.

Now that Tim has identified the other man, I can see plain as day that it’s Ethan Foster. But I have no idea why he’s here.

“Stay right there!” Ethan barks at Tim. Ethan rubs the back of his head and checks his hand.

“Are you hurt?” I ask, reflexively.

“No blood, just a massive goose egg,” Ethan says.

“Tim?” I ask, looking for his status.

“I think I’m fine, just groggy. Where are we?”

“That’s pretty convincing,” Ethan says, slowly pushing himself up from the floor. He reaches behind him and flips a light switch on. He searches around and takes hold of a thick piece of silver pipe. He chokes up on it like a baseball bat and slowly approaches Tim.

“No, Mr. Foster, Tim’s not the bad guy. He came here with me.”

But Ethan doesn’t put down the pipe. “I know that. I followed you both here. He had drugged you and was about to do God knows what with you when I surprised him.”

I look over at Tim. “What?”

“That’s not true,” Tim says, his voice slow and thick. “I was drugged too. I followed you into the house because you didn’t signal to me a few minutes after you went in.”

“No, that’s what I did. He charged behind you immediately, was on your tail as soon as you pushed the door open. I followed you both a few minutes later, and that’s when I got hit on the head.”

If both of them were blindsided, then there must be another person here, waiting in hiding.





PAIGE

Lindsay and Mara both stare at me, but I can’t take my eyes off the ocean in the distance. I open Mara’s sliding glass door and step out into the backyard. I walk, compelled, past the grass, through the sand, to the edge of the water. I hear Gabby’s voice saying this is where they found her coworker friend, Cassie.

“Paige?” Lindsay calls out from behind me.

“What’s happening?” Mara asks.

I take another step forward as a wave crashes on the shoreline. My foot is unexpectedly submerged in the water. I jolt back as if the ocean shocked me, but the tide is coming up faster with every swell. Saltwater clings to my ankles still.

“Help,” I call out, though I don’t understand why. The water is not at a dangerous level. I could make it back to the house before it reached my waist. I’ve turned to look over my shoulder for Lindsay when a strong gust of wind blows in from behind on the right side.

It’s Cassie.

My name is Amber.

Help me.

Hear me.

The voices grow louder and build to a crescendo that hurts my head. Instinctively I press my hands to my ears to drown out the sound, but it only makes them stronger.

“Are you okay?” Mara asks.

“Are you getting a message?” Lindsay asks.

I squeeze my eyes shut, but the voices are as relentless as the wind and the waves.

I’m the lucky one.

The red herring.

The first one.

Help me.

Mercy.

Help me.

Hear me.

Mara holds me firmly by the shoulders. She turns me away from the ocean horizon and commands me to look at her. Our eyes lock.

“Ask them to speak to you one at a time. Tell them you will try to listen, but not if they overwhelm you with their stories like this,” Lindsay says while Mara holds my gaze.

I nod and close my eyes gently and I try to go deeper than ever before. The black void darkness that’s behind my eyes gets bigger. I can feel it filling the whole area around me, empty space enveloping me from every side. No matter how desperately I want to open my eyes and end this feeling, I don’t. I think of Gonzalo rubbing the top of my hand with his thumb in my reading. I stay with the darkness. The voices quiet slowly. I ask for them to speak one at a time.


AMBER (the lucky one)

I know what it’s like to wake up feeling and I bet you do too. Why did you have that extra shot of Fireball? Did you have to kiss your ex in front of everyone? But you know this regret is sharper. It’s riddled with the broken glass of shame.

When offered a ride on the side of the road by a stranger while in this mental state, you get in because you will do anything to make the night end as soon as possible. In the car, you are smothered with the smell of eighth grade science class, formaldehyde and Bunsen burners. When you wake, your hands are tied and they drive. It could be a few minutes, it could be an hour. At the house you hand over your cell phone and passcode upon demand. You are locked in a room, but you can hear others. No talking, no laughing, no distress either. Just the whispers and scrapes of life through the walls.

A few days later, you are moved to a new room.

It is cool and damp like a basement, though you know from Beck Island lore that there are no basements here. There is a couch and a video camera, a spotlight trained over both. The rest of the room is dim and hard to see. Your brain screams to run, but in every direction you look you can only make out white walls. No doors. No windows.

A voice booms overhead. It explains that you are being tested on your acting skills. That if you are lucky enough to be released, you will have to sell a story. You have been in school plays since you were young. You aspire to be an actress, but after a few months of auditioning in LA you know you will be one of those actresses that will never get cast and will grow so frustrated that they have to write their own material and then, and only then, are declared a genius. That’s why you’re on Beck Island. It will give you the time and flexibility to demonstrate your genius.

The voice says an acting partner will come in and run a scenario with you. A man enters the scene from a shadowy corner. He is a specific man, but when you report his description to police it will sound generic. Baseball cap over dark hair. He’s old, like a dad. He has a normal sized nose. A round face. A square jaw. Average height and weight. White. He is like no one you’ve ever met, and yet he looks like every man on the street.

He brings two glasses of thick red wine and hands you one. The voice tells you the scene is a date. You smile politely at the man and then at the camera. You explain that you are not prepared. You need makeup and a script and time to rehearse. The man says you can wing it. You say even improv has rules. You look at the camera and ask for the scene guidelines.

The voice overhead says cut. The man on the couch thanks you for speaking up. That he was confused too, but didn’t know what to say. He asks you questions about your life. You sip your wine until it’s done. You appreciate the warm relief of normalcy after being kept alive in a quiet, dark room.

He asks if he can kiss you, but you already rejected the scene. You don’t want to upset him, so you say you will, some other time. He nods before he lunges at you; the rag in his hand covers your mouth. The scene fades to black.

You wake up on another island.

You passed the test.

You are free.

HARPER (the red herring)

You know not to get in the car with a stranger, but you were never taught how to say no. “I’m okay walking,” you say first. But the car follows you, slowly, the sand on the asphalt crunching beneath the tires. It’s a black car, four doors, unremarkable. Also: not threatening.

“I’m really okay, I walk all the time,” you say as the car keeps pace with you.

“So why not take the ride? Give yourself a break. I bet you’re really hard on yourself. You never let things be easy.”

“It’s called grit,” you say with a smile. It’s not only a true statement, but a point of pride for you.

It occurs to you then that this person might not want to hurt you. That a lifetime of hypervigilance required to be a woman in America might have infected you. You remember that nothing bad ever happens here. Later you will tell the story of getting in a car with a stranger, and the kindness of community. Your story plants enough doubt for other women to say yes.

ERICA (the first one, before there was a plan)

After many days in the dark room, you wake up in another room.

He never touches you. He knows there are many ways to violate a woman.

He asks you why you do it. You can smell the whiskey on his breath. Hear the slur in his words.

Do what? you ask.

The girlfriend experience.

You know this is a test, but as with any high stakes game, the odds are with the house. By now you’ve been held captive in the dark. You are confused and weak, but very much alive because you’ve been given food and water. It’s a psychologically disorienting experience. Am I in danger or am I safe? Your primal brain cannot make sense of the mixed messages.

Rather than wasting your time imagining how to escape, you run through answers more likely to get you released. You try them on like a role you’re preparing to play.

Why do you play someone’s girlfriend for a night? Why do you do it?

Attention.

Why is attention so important to you?

I was part of a blended family of seven kids and instead of extra parents and extra love, attention was fractured and diluted. There was never enough to go around.

Why do you do it?

Pleasure.

Why is pleasure so important to you?

Because growing up in a strict cold religious household, I never had any. It was the devil’s domain.

Why do you do it?

Control.

Why is control so important to you?

Because growing up with an addict parent, I never had any. All responsibility, no control.

Why do you do it?

Easy money. Good money. Better than I can make in a lifetime of honest work.

Why is money so important to you?

It’s the foundation of everything. It can bring you power, security, and safety.

“Why do you do it?” he asks again. This time is not a rehearsal in your mind.

You shrug. That’s the honest truth. You don’t know.

It is the wrong answer.

CASSIE (the last one)

The women who are released don’t know why they didn’t die, but he explains everything to the ones he kills.

He brings you to a second room. It is cool and damp like a basement back home. There is a couch and a video camera, a spotlight trained over both. The rest of the room is dim and hard to see. Your brain screams to run, but you cannot move.

A voice booms overhead. He sounds like your grandpa, judgy and unkind. He explains that you are being tested on your acting skills. That an acting partner will come in and run a scenario with you.

A man enters the scene from a shadowy corner. You recognize him but don’t say anything. You know never to say anything. He brings two glasses of thick red wine and hands you one. Your hand shakes as it does for every audition. You plead for it to stop. You want to play along.

The scene is a date. You know how to do this. You volley playful banter. You insinuate intimacy but never get personal. When your first glass of wine is finished, he asks if he can kiss you. You let him because it’s part of the scene, but you don’t want to kiss him. This is the part that upsets you in auditions, the fact that you cannot allow for anything real when the moment is fake. This is the reason you are back on Beck Island; because you are done with acting.

After a few minutes of kissing, he begins to take things further, and you go along, mostly because you don’t know how to stop something that you said yes to already. They teach you that it’s okay to change your mind, but you don’t know how to speak up.

When he’s done, he looks at the camera and back at you. He shakes his head and pours more wine. He returns to the couch and hands you a full glass while explaining that you failed your audition. You begin to sob. He doesn’t react to your tears. That’s not true. He speaks a little louder so you can hear him over your crying.

He tells you that you are worthless because you trade yourself—your body—for money. You ask what he’s talking about. He says, the girlfriend experience at Sueños.

You feel rage well up inside. Rage, not shame, because this is his problem, not yours.

Before you can defend yourself, he says everyone makes mistakes. The problem is they keep making them, over and over. This truth pokes a hole in your rage and it deflates.

He lunges at you with a pillow. You wish you could say you put up a fight. If you had been healthy and not held in a dark room, if you had not been demoralized by a man who said he wanted you in order to lure you into a death trap, you might have actually fought harder. Instead, you lie there and wait for it to end.







LINDSAY

Mara, Paige, and I rehydrate with water while gathered around her kitchen island. As Paige regains her strength, I can’t stop watching Mara. She’s had a whole life on Beck Island while back home everyone thinks she’s dead. And people here were either too self-absorbed or unimpressed to notice. Is that different from the actresses you don’t hear about anymore? Where are they? They are as invisible as she is. Especially after a decade out of the limelight.

When she’s ready to talk, Mara and I listen to Paige share what she heard out in the ocean. As she speaks, Mara presses the heels of her hands into her forehead.

“What does it mean?” I ask.

“It’s just further proof it was Alan. He openly hated actresses, and liked to remind me that I was special. At least for some time.”

“Technically, he’s not a killer,” I say. “He left you for dead, but what we’re hearing from Paige, that’s cold-blooded murder.”

“He killed Chris,” Paige says.

“You know about Chris?” Mara asks. She smiles at the same time her eyes get glassy, because the memory of Chris Loomis is bittersweet. I feel that way about Hugh.

“Yes, and I share your doubt about his death,” Paige says.

“I never believed that Chris died in a diving accident. He was too experienced for a rookie mistake like that. I think Alan hired someone to mess with his tank and make it look like an accident,” Mara shares.

“But if he hired someone that means Lindsay has a point. Could he actually kill these women?” Paige adds.

Mara shakes her head, certain. “Once he got away with my death, he would have grown bolder.”

Paige finishes her water, but I can tell that mind of hers is working overtime. “We can’t sit here reminiscing and speculating. There’s still another missing woman out there and we have to find her for Gabby.”

“Do you want to come?” I ask, while Paige orders a Sueños car.

“No, I couldn’t,” Mara says. I don’t have any idea how much contact she’s had with the outside world. Does she have friends, or people who look out for her on the island? Does she travel incognito? She has obviously kept up her appearance, so she hasn’t been strictly homebound.

“Did you ever think about coming back to LA?” I ask.

“For what? I’d lost the will to tell stories. To bleed on the page, and then on the screen, for what? To prove I was alive? To prove I was worth something? I’m not sure I could possibly reverse the belief that I was worthless after what Alan did to me.”

Worthless? I have to clench my hands to stop myself from grabbing Mara Morgan by the shoulders and shaking some sense into her. She is one of the most important actresses of my lifetime. She’s worth everything, and then some.

“Is life here…” I break off, unsure of the adjective I want to use. Boring? Painful?

“My life here is good. I’m happy. Happy, enough.”

Mara sounds convincing, but I don’t buy it for a second.

“Our car is here,” Paige says.

“Are you going to take your friend too?” Mara asks, casting a glance at Charlie still asleep on the couch.

“We’ll send the car back for her,” Paige promises.

“Is she going to blow my cover?” Mara asks. “Because this isn’t a choice for me, to stay in hiding. If Alan knows I’m still alive, there’s no doubt he will come for me.”

“I’ll tell her it was all a dream,” I say. “She won’t breathe a word of this.”

Paige reaches out for a hug and Mara obliges. “Thank you for teaching me more about my gift and being open to communicating in such an unconventional way,” Paige says.

“Thank you for hearing me. I’ve been trying for a long time,” Mara says.

Mara turns to me then. “Keep up the good work,” she says. “You’ll get the gold next time.”

It’s the first time she’s acknowledged that she knows who I am, and her vote of confidence overwhelms me. With tears in my eyes, I wrap my arms around her and lean my head on her shoulder. I inhale the scent of her floral perfume mixed with the briny salt of the ocean. I close my eyes and make a wish. From the place deep inside me that has been longing for the Oscar, this time I wish that Mara doesn’t have to stay trapped here.

Finally, Mara pulls away and Paige opens the door.

“Goodbye,” I say. Begrudgingly, I will do as she asks—leave her alone and protect her anonymity—but deep down I hope that I’ll live to see her again, someday, somehow.

Paige and I are halfway to the car when Mara calls out. “He could be working with someone here.”

Paige nods like this time Mara is reading her mind. “Someone that has been here from the very start,” she offers.

I get chills watching the two of them build out the story in front of my eyes. It’s the same tingling feeling I get when I’m reading an Oscar-worthy script.





GABBY

My head spins, from the drugs, from fear, from confusion. “Are we in a basement?” I ask. “I didn’t think Beck Island had any.” “It’s possible to build them but they were cost-prohibitive. This is the only one,” Ethan says.

Other than Ethan’s explanation of the cold damp feeling in the room, nothing in this scenario makes sense. Why does Tim seem out of it like me? Who hit Ethan over the head? Why am I the only one tied up? And why does neither Tim nor Ethan seem to believe there’s someone else involved? They eye each other with the intensity of wolves circling.

“Why were you following me?” Tim asks.

“You know why,” Ethan says.

Tim shakes his head and frowns.

“I guess Gabby should hear this anyway. Tim, you’ve been skipping out on business meetings quite often down here on Beck Island. At first we thought you had gotten serious with one of the local girls—not you, sorry Gabby.”

“The girlfriend experience?” I ask.

“You know about that?” Ethan asks me.

“I only found out when Mercy went missing, Mr. Foster. I swear to you.”

“How did you find out?”

I don’t answer. I just look at Tim. He doesn’t look back at me. He seems to have spotted the lumpy golf bag in the corner of the room. His face drains of color.

“Isn’t that convenient?” Ethan says. “You tried to win her trust by telling her the truth, but you neglected to say that you were the one who’d been drugging these girls and strangling them to death.”

Tim doesn’t deny it. He doesn’t say anything. But he doesn’t have to. I’ve been down that path of thinking before. Every single time my gut rejected it. Nothing about Tim as a kidnapper and killer of women in the girlfriend experience tracks with the Tim I once knew or the Tim as he has shown himself to be in the last few days.

“Can one of you help me out of these?” They ignore me so I dig my hands into the couch cushion searching for anything to slice through the zip ties on my wrists. I root around until my fingers grasp a cold piece of metal. I pull it up hoping to see a sharp edge, but it’s Mercy’s necklace, the one with the script “M” that she never took off. I clutch it harder, unable to fight back the emotion as it digs into my palm. I cry silently and the shards of truth come together. Mercy is dead. There is no third person, her killer is in this room, and I am next. Tim and Ethan stare at each other, assessing their next move. Ethan has the pipe, but Tim is farther than a swing away.

“Get away from Gabby,” Paige says.

I look away from the two men to see Paige and Lindsay standing at the opening of the door. They wield their stun guns and pepper spray. I see Tim check on me out of the corner of his eye. Ethan is too focused on his wife and the actress to notice.

Ethan relaxes his arm and the pipe settles by his side as he approaches his wife. He looks her over as if to make sure she’s unharmed. Then he inspects their weapons.

“I thought you were done hanging out with her,” he says, nodding to Lindsay. “I told you she was a bad influence.”

“I guess I’m not a great judge of character,” Paige says. I’m taken aback by her tone.

Tim creeps toward me while Paige and Ethan are engaged. Lindsay notices, but I nod to her.

Ethan checks his watch and glances at the sliver of light coming from the door that Paige and Lindsay left open upstairs. He looks up at the door as if he anticipates someone walking through. Tim slides in next to me and cuts my binding before jumping up from the couch.

“I remember a rumor that was going around when I was a young associate. It was the first time I’d ever heard of the girlfriend experience,” Tim says, distracting Ethan while I search for my phone in the couch to send the distress signal I set up with Sueños security before I left the resort.

“One of the women complained to our firm that she was assaulted after what she thought was a normal client dinner. She said he didn’t pay and he was hostile and degrading. The partner ‘discussed’ this story with the Sueños executives and the woman was declared unreliable. She was fired. I thought that was the worst thing that could happen to a whistleblower, but I’m realizing that the silence left in her wake was more damaging. It paved the way for this.”

“I remember that one,” Ethan says. “Most people don’t know their place in the world.”

Two hours ago my jaw would have been on the floor hearing those words from Mr. Foster’s mouth. I would have expected him to deny that such a blatant offense could ever happen at Sueños, where the top-down corporate mandate is to go to any lengths necessary to care for our guests.

“And what exactly is her place in the world?” I ask, challenging him.

“Oh Gabby, you’re one of the good ones. I’m trying to protect you.” Chills spread across my body. I believe him, but not in the way he intends. Ethan doesn’t make me feel safe, he makes me feel like his property.

“I bet one of the women promised to tell Paige,” Tim says.

“We all knew she was his wife,” I agree. “That was common knowledge.”

“They’d learned their lesson. Don’t go through the normal corporate channels, because that would lead to termination, so they threatened to upset your personal life,” Tim says.

“But he took care of them too,” Lindsay says.

That’s what Ethan meant when he said they didn’t know their place. These women had dared to threaten him in order to protect themselves. And he killed them for it.





PAIGE

Repeatedly, Mara communicated to me that she was blind. She couldn’t see that her husband was a bad man. And when Chris showed her, using her own script, she still ignored it. When Mara knew she wanted out of the marriage, she thought she’d be able to leave. She thought Alan would let her and that would be it. She was blind to reality once again. She should have gotten her finances together, gotten her ducks in a row. At least she should’ve told someone! Prepare for the worst, hope for the best is a fair approach. Ignoring the possible negative outcomes is not. So she suffered in countless ways.

I wish I could say that the realization of my own husband’s true character was a slow awakening like Mara, but it was immediate and harsh like a slap in the face that dislodged the blinders over my eyes. I can only face the truth because of Mara. Her story taught me that in avoiding suffering, we often create more of it waiting for us down the line.

“No offense to my lovely wife, but I’m not exactly afraid of her,” Ethan says while looking at me, daring me to challenge him. He knows I’ve never had the strength before, but I will no longer be silenced.

“True. But you wouldn’t have let someone else jeopardize your perfect life. And you wouldn’t want to be forced to explain yourself to me, especially not as a result of an accusation from someone you deemed less than,” I say.

“Good points,” Ethan says.

“You’re a piece of garbage,” Lindsay spits at him.

“Why did you set them up with the camera and the role-playing?” I ask, but Ethan doesn’t look away from Lindsay. I’m not even sure he heard me. It’s not the first time I’ve watched him tune me out. This time I know how to get his attention. I use their names.

“Harper, Erica, Cassie.”

Ethan looks from Lindsay to me, finally. I can only imagine he’s wondering what I know, but the names are too specific for him to dismiss me completely.

“There are things you can do with a girlfriend that you would never want to do with your wife.”

“Why kill them though?” I ask.

“Because he could. Because he knew he’d get away with it,” Tim says.

“This is disgusting,” Lindsay says. She moves toward Ethan with her pepper spray, but I hold out my arm to stop her from passing me. If she incites a fight, we aren’t going to fare well. Gabby is tied up and Ethan has a pipe in his hand. Ethan looks at me with pride. He thinks I’m protecting him when I’m really only calculating the odds. I can tell by the smile that pulls at his lips that he feels safer than before.

“The women I killed made poor choices repeatedly. They didn’t deserve any more chances.”

“It’s not hard to sit on your high horse and measure everyone against your supposed ‘strong moral compass’ when you have everything else in the world. Security, comfort, support, endless financial resources,” Lindsay says.

“The good ones try,” Ethan says. He looks at Gabby, but she looks away.

“No, the good ones don’t set a trap to force them into impossible choices,” I say.

Lindsay and I stare at Ethan, while Gabby can’t bear to look at his face.

I can’t imagine what Gabby’s going through right now. The relief that she’s been spared in his twisted logic and the sadness at the women she wasn’t able to save. She looks down at her phone and then up at me. Her expression brightens. Help is on the way, she mouths.

“Paige, you didn’t know these women. They brought nothing good into the world. No one would miss them,” Ethan says.

The casual cruelty of his explanation takes my breath away. This man, the father of my child, is irredeemable. The rage of my own repeated mistake propels me forward, stun gun extended, odds be damned. But before I make it to Ethan, I hear a door slam and footsteps above.

“Took long enough,” Ethan says.

As the footsteps move above us, the conversation with Mara is fresh in my mind. Alan has control of the whole island. Ethan works closely with the estate. “Are you expecting Alan?” I venture a guess.

I think of that call he made as Lindsay was leaving our suite when he walked in on us working on the Mara Morgan biopic. That fire’s still raging. He must have called Alan. Someone else is going to take care of it, he told me.

“Alan Fisk? He’s dead,” Gabby says.

“The fire wasn’t what the press reported. Mara escaped, after Alan left her for dead,” I explain.

“And Ethan learned from him. When women that belong to you don’t act the way you expect them to, you can kill them,” Lindsay adds.

“I didn’t learn anything from him. The casting couch was my idea. He just liked to watch,” Ethan says. He walks past the two of us to the bottom of the stairs.

“Oh, hey guys,” Ethan says. Two large men appear that I recognize as Sueños security.

“Thank God,” Gabby says. “He’s the one!” Gabby indicates Ethan, but the men don’t grab him.

“You might have called them, but you forget that they work for me.”

“He’s a killer,” Gabby cries. “There’s a body in that golf bag, I know it.”

“Let’s get everyone back to the security hut,” the first one says, guiding Ethan gently by the arm. “We can sort this out there.”

Ethan’s right, these are his employees, but they are also aligned with Gabby as friends and locals. In this case, the scales of justice are balanced. They will hear us all out and judge us fairly.

The second guard takes me by the wrist. “Separate each of us when you ask for our accounts,” I say, heading up the stairs.

This is the best we’re going to get, a chance to tell our stories. What happens after that is out of our hands.

“That way it will be easier to recognize who is telling the truth and who is lying to benefit themselves,” I add.

The look of hatred and betrayal on Ethan’s face as I pass him on the stairs is clear. I don’t shrink back in shame, for the first time in our marriage. This is not a failure on my part.





MARA

I’m not psychic, but it doesn’t take a supernatural gift to know what’s next for me. The only question is when Alan will come, not if.

Why is Alan returning to me after all this time? I don’t know exactly. Was I trying to communicate with Paige, the wife of the man who had taken everything out from underneath me and made it into a Disneyland for rich people? Not consciously. But it caused a ripple in the Universe that led Charlie to me, then Paige and Lindsay. I don’t know how they’re all connected, but I know that Alan will be the next to find his way to my door.

It feels perfectly normal to wait for him upstairs in my bedroom, the last place we faced off nearly a decade ago, but I’m also aware it’s a bit demented. It’s a do-over death match.

I hear the front door open and close downstairs. I stand up from the bed and walk to the window, watching the clear blue ocean frothing at the shore. I wonder if Alan just recently found out that I survived the fire he set to kill me, or if he’s known all these years. I hear his footsteps on the stairs and realize I can ask him soon enough.

“Hello, Mara,” Alan says.

I’m surprised to find that memories flood back in chronological order. Instead of the rage I felt the last time I saw him, I’m taken by the same butterflies I felt the first time we locked eyes at that political fundraiser.

“Hi Alan,” I say. And just like that my attempted murderer morphs back in time to when he was my wonderful husband. He’s even better looking than the last time I saw him. Alan was never traditionally handsome, but age has hardened his features into something interesting, while the salt and pepper in his hair makes him more debonair. I could imagine falling for him all over again in an instant. It’s the smell of smoke that shakes me from my reverie.

“You started already? This isn’t going to be much of a reunion,” I say.

“I’m afraid not. I’m a busy man.” Alan fastens a construction mask to his face. It hangs by his chin.

“Did you know that I was alive all this time?”

He pulls the mask down to his chin, a sign he wants to spar.

“It really didn’t matter to me,” he says.

“You weren’t trying to kill me?”

“I was. But it turned out even better than I planned.”

“Why?”

“You lived and yet you didn’t. Instead, you died many times over. Once when you realized your husband left you for dead. Again when you realized your boyfriend was gone. And you probably died inside a little more every day, that you lived here alone and afraid.”

Alan smiles wide as he pulls the mask over his mouth and nose so that I’m left with the vision of his grin even though I can’t see it anymore. Hearing his perspective makes me burn inside, hotter than this room with fire encircling it.

I have been proud of my survival on Beck Island. Evading recognition while getting to live a full life, free from the scrutiny of strangers. I was independent. I was safe. I never once thought of myself as alone and afraid. But then I think of Lindsay’s goodbye where she hugged me too tightly and wore a dejected look on her face. Now I understand why. That’s how the rest of the world would see me too.

“You’re a coward,” I spit back at him.

“Being smart doesn’t make me a coward,” he says, unbothered by the sharp edge in my tone.

“You prey on weak people and then punish them for being weak. That’s what makes you a coward.”

Our eyes lock across the room and I remember that we had met fifteen years before that political fundraiser, at a charity gala where we clashed rather than hit it off. Alan had once said he thought that near-miss moment meant we were destined to find our way to each other eventually, when the timing was right.

“You tried to act like it was fate that we didn’t get together the first time we met,” I say.

“When I called you shallow and you called me boring? I think time has proven that I was right and you were wrong,” he says with a laugh.

I grab a pillowcase and put it over my mouth, but I have too much to say to worry about the smoke filling my lungs and choking me.

“I wasn’t shallow, I was strong. Too strong to fall for you. Even as I jumped from role to role, I knew who I was. Fifteen years later when we got together, I was lost. I hated myself. And your courtship worked because you hated who I was too. It was a win-win for you. You could either rehabilitate me into someone you wanted me to be, or you would be able to beat me down, kill me even, and feel justified.”

My eyes tear from the smoke and I can’t help but cough, yet I stand defiant.

“You wrote that slanderous movie about me as if you had no part in who we were. You clung to your fantasies. You lied to the press. You built my cover and then blamed me for hiding in plain sight. Besides, you were going to be insufferable after that Oscar win. It was clear my attempts were a fail.”

Alan tightens his mask up over his mouth and nose and walks toward me. I search around for anything to throw at him. I pick up a jar of face cream from my vanity and peg it at his head. My aim is perfect, but Alan manages to duck.

He puts his hand in his pocket and fishes out a soaking wet rag. I don’t know what it’s doused in, but I can smell the chemicals before he even gets it close to my mouth. My head spins, but I have to stay alert. I won’t make it easy for him to finish what he started.

“There’s no use in fighting back, I’m not leaving any loose threads this time,” he says.

Alan learned his lesson from the first fire. He now knows what investigators paid attention to and what was ignored. Well, I learned some things too.

I search the vanity again, trying to be more discerning about my weapon. I palm a spritz bottle of perfume.

“You made me into a shell of a woman who thought it was better to hide here than venture out in the world, exposing the shame of what I’d been through. I’m going to undo what you did to me.”

Alan reaches for the back of my head and I let him pull me into him. I twist off the top of the perfume and douse it in his eyes. He stumbles back and I open the window, sucking in the fresh oxygen. With one eye swollen shut, he comes back at me. I pick up the vanity stool and use it to push him back the way a lion tamer would. He continues to lunge around the legs of the stool with his wet rag and his one good eye. We perform this dance until we’re out of the bedroom where I can see the fire he set in the upstairs office. Paper ash flies around the hallway like confetti.

I force him back into the office, with the growing flames. The perfume I tossed at him now performs double duty as an accelerant. As soon as a stray flame licks his body, his whole torso catches on fire. I pull my shirt up over my mouth and nose and bring the stool down on his head as he’s doubled over in pain. I don’t know if it’s enough to keep him down but I can’t wait and see. Every minute that I stay here and watch him perish, I lose an ounce of my own humanity. But more importantly, I have to save myself. Again.





Two years later…
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The energy of the crowd at the premiere is electric. Lindsay grabs my hand. I look back at her as I close the limo window. Her smile is wide and elegant even while the team fusses with her hair. She looks stunning in a shimmering white strapless gown and her hair in soft waves. Unlike my extra wrinkles and wispy grays, I see no trace of the toll these years have taken on us.

Then again, she didn’t have to testify against her husband.

Ethan was charged with twenty counts of kidnapping and five counts of murder. Lindsay, Gabby, and I all took the stand. We got to tell the truth. Each of us described Ethan’s confession with no collaboration. But the prosecution rushed to trial and there was a lack of physical evidence, not to mention the sad reality that three women’s testimony doesn’t overcome one man’s denial. Which meant that Ethan was acquitted on all but two lesser charges. He’s in jail, for now, but it’s not justice for the women he traumatized on Beck Island. Not by a long shot.

“Are you ready for this?” Lindsay asks.

I shrug. As ready as I’ll ever be, I guess.

The driver opens the limo door and the crowd hushes, waiting to see who has arrived. I step out and catch the hem of my black halter gown with my sky-high heels. The driver balances me before I stumble. I smile at him with gratitude.

Lindsay steps out behind me and the people go wild. Fans cheer, a few boo, and photographers shout her name for her attention. We walk the red carpet, stopping every few feet at the direction of Lindsay’s publicist.

As awkward as I feel at this very moment, it’s everything I never knew I wanted. I’ve given up on trying to conceive, at least in the literal sense. Not just because my husband is in jail. On Beck Island, Gonzalo and Lindsay opened my eyes to the many forms of creation. That’s not to say that a screenplay is the same as a baby, but procreation isn’t the only way to foster my legacy.

Since I started writing I’ve found the primal urge to create that drove my desire for a child is satiated. It helps to have an Oscar-award caliber muse like Lindsay Law. Tomorrow we begin the pitch meetings on our legal thriller. A predictable second project maybe, but old habits die hard.

“Can you smile?” Lindsay nudges me as camera shutters pop off with dizzying speed. “Aren’t you happy?”

Happy doesn’t even begin to capture this magic.

“Oh, wait. You weren’t hearing a voice, were you?”

Lindsay is still obsessed with my power. I’ve told her that Mara was a one-off, that since Beck Island I can only communicate with my mother, the way I have since I was little. But it’s a lie. I keep that channel closed on purpose. It’s enough to invite in the voices of my imagination. At least it’s enough for now.

“I can barely hear you over this chaos,” I tell her.

As loud as the scene on the red carpet is, nothing prepares me for the deafening screams that erupt when Mara Morgan steps out of her car. This is really happening.

Two years ago, Alan Fisk was declared dead—again. But this time, his body was found among the ruins of the Mara Morgan memorial home, burned but intact thanks to the Sueños fire prevention system in place. Mara escaped Beck Island that day and no one came forward to say that she had once lived there in secret. Alan’s death was ruled an accident. Mara got to make her triumphant return to Hollywood on her own terms.

On the carpet, Mara wears a Valentino red gown and swishes her trumpet skirt like a pro. You wouldn’t know that she’d been out of the spotlight for a decade. As she nears the end of the carpet, the crowd begins to chant, “TELL ME THIS.”

“Once an icon, always an icon,” I say to Mara as she reaches out with a satin-gloved hand.

Lindsay and Mara stop to pose for more photos, but I’m happy to hurry ahead and find my seat. I wave to Hugh Whitman, Lindsay’s ex-fiancé turned live-in life partner, who stands to kiss me on both cheeks. He’s been waiting patiently for Lindsay inside the theater, letting her have the spotlight. I’m so glad they got back together. He’s one of the good ones.

“Where’s Jonah?” he asks.

“At home with the nanny. This isn’t exactly a kids’ movie,” I say.

“Hey! I’m so sorry we’re late.” I turn to see Gabby wearing a bright pink cut-out dress. Tim pops out from behind her in a tuxedo. They fit in as well at an LA movie premiere as they do in a Manhattan courtroom.

After police confirmed that Mercy was dead, Gabby couldn’t imagine staying at Sueños. Tim was persistent enough to get her to reconsider the big firm life, and I’ll fly back to New York for her law school graduation in the spring. We’ve become a motley crew of chosen family.

“You’re just in time,” I say, hugging them.

As if I controlled the room, the lights go down and the eerie music begins. Gabby and Tim slide into their seats next to me.

The first title cards swipe across the screen.

THE TRUTH ABOUT MARA MORGAN

Starring Lindsay Law, as the actress

Emily Gem, as the writer

Charlie Sweeney, as the concierge

And re-introducing

Mara Morgan

Directed by Lindsay Law

Screenplay by Paige Foster

The screen goes black. In the darkness, the room fills with the sound of ocean waves lapping on shore. Then, the voice-over begins:


It’s my job to make other people’s dreams come true. That means I can have Nutella, Trader Joe’s Fruity Gummy Candies, or even a diamond ring flown in on the same day it’s requested. I have priests, rabbis, and psychics on speed dial. The more outrageous the ask, the more amped I am to make it happen. But I had no idea how outrageous this week at Dreams Resort would get.



The final title card appears.

This is not not a true story
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