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			For my husband, Dave, with love. 

		

	
		
			“I looked but I couldn’t see anything

			through its dark-knit glare;

			yet don’t we all know, the golden sand

			is there at the bottom,

			though our eyes have never seen it,

			nor can our hands ever catch it.”

			—from Bone, by Mary Oliver 

			Also,

			What doesn’t kill you. 

			Can.

			In fact.

			Still kill you. 

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Day One

			Less than twenty-four hours earlier, Aloe Malone was sitting on a tattered couch, a distinct eagerness coursing through her veins. She shivered; her radiator was on the fritz again, sputtering from one side, cackling, rendering her tiny bachelor apartment bone-cold uncomfortable. She curled into a sweater, still freezing, slowly succumbing to the chronic, aggravating chill. 

			And then she laughed, her breath puffy with condensation. She’d worked her last shift at the diner, and said her meager and limited goodbyes—except the one owed to her crummy apartment. 

			“Sayonara, shithole,” she whispered under her breath. 

			Now, she squinted into the radiant sun: hot but not fierce, a tempered warmth that was perfect and satisfying. She pressed her feet into the fairy dust sand and gave her toes a wiggle. She’d never felt sand like this before: white, delicate, possibly otherworldly, like it’d been manufactured in a laboratory or harvested from another universe. Like someone had broken one million hourglasses to populate this beach. 

			She turned to her personal concierge, Amir. “Is this … real sand?”

			Surely, it couldn’t be. 

			He nodded. “Real indeed. One of the many reasons we chose this location.” 

			This location: a mysterious venue somewhere on planet Earth. She’d love to know the actual coordinates and considered asking (for the third time) but confidentiality was part of the deal. If you wanted to live in the world’s most lucrative beachfront community, secrecy was paramount.

			Still, she dug her toes deeper into the cushy grains. What part of the world produces sand like this? Aruba? Somewhere in South Asia? The Philippines? 

			She stared skeptically at Amir. His natural tan and dark features were clearly exotic. And his name, Amir. Was that Arabic? 

			“Aloe?” He touched her arm. “Are you feeling okay? You look a bit dazed.” 

			Her mind floated back. “Yeah, sorry. Still a little groggy.” 

			“That’s a very common side effect,” he replied. “Rest assured, you’ll be back to normal in a few hours at most.” 

			She nodded, somewhat attuned to the aftermath of drugs slugging through her arteries. The whole “going under” aspect had been daunting: a white mask, followed by slow, deep inhalations; counting down from ten, as requested; waking somewhere new and unknown—though it made good, logical sense. How else were people supposed to fly to a top-secret paradise without discovering its whereabouts? 

			Besides, look at this fucking view. The oceanfront, steps away, was a prism of blue light. Turquoise lapped at the shoreline, fading to a sumptuous cerulean. The sky was a lovely robin’s egg, swept with long, lazy clouds. Her eyes found the horizon. There was nothing in the distance, no islands, shorelines, or glimpses. Just pure, unadulterated space.

			Aloe turned to the billowing palm trees swaying in her periphery. Not an imposing number, just enough to provide a calculated amount of shade. Unlike other beaches she’d visited, Blue Haven’s was devoid of human life; and that, was its true appeal. No sandcastles or shoddily impaled umbrellas or squawking birds begging for scraps of potato chips. Blue Haven was a stock-grade computer background that didn’t exist in real life—except it did, to her absolute astonishment.

			“Paradise,” she looked at Amir and smiled. “Y’all weren’t lying.” 

			“We aim to please,” he replied. “Go ahead, test the water. Dip your toe in. We’ve installed top-of-the-line thermoregulators to ensure the perfect temperature. Always.” 

			“You’re heating … the ocean?” 

			“Only as required.” 

			“Wow,” she replied, stepping forward. 

			A wave drifted over her toes, warm as bathwater, and she instantly unwound. A salty gust of air filled her lungs, causing her chest to lift. And just like that, the unshakeable sense of irresolution that’d been following her for years was suddenly gone. All that mattered was here and now—this moment.

			“How’s the temperature?” Amir asked. 

			She returned to his side with a lightness in her step. “Perfect.” 

			“Excellent.” He tucked a fuchsia hibiscus behind her ear, and for some reason this motion summoned a pang of guilt. Her stomach lurched, and the weight of her body returned. 

			Did she really deserve this new life? 

			The answer was clear and undisputed. Of course not. No cognizant, twenty-five-year-old could honestly admit otherwise. She’d simply gotten lucky. 

			Then again, who was she to contest the force of luck? 

			“Are you ready to continue with the tour?” Amir asked.

			She took one last glance at the ocean, nodding. The view was dreamy, glorious, enchanting—beyond any adjective she’d ever learned. Maybe she didn’t deserve this life, but it had found her. The only choice now was acceptance.

			Even if Blue Haven seemed too good to be true. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Aloe followed Amir up the white cobblestone path that twisted through Blue Haven like a vine. “We kept the design very straightforward,” he explained. “This path is a series of loops that weave throughout the condominiums, ultimately leading here, to the Hexagon.” 

			He stretched his arms, showing off the massive hexagonal structure before them that ventured forever into the sky—the tallest building, by far, that Aloe had ever seen. It was entirely composed of dark-tinted windows that glinted in the sunlight. She cranked her neck to the point of discomfort staring up—and up, and up, feeling more like a speck of dust than a human being. 

			“Twenty-eight hundred feet exactly,” Amir stated proudly. He nudged her arm. “That’s taller than the Burj Khalifa in Dubai.” 

			“Isn’t the Burj Khalifa the tallest building in the world?”

			His mouth pinched at one corner. “Was the tallest building in the world.” 

			“Incredible,” she replied. A set of grand, brass-clad doors opened to a reception lobby, and a gasp fled her lips; the architecture was literally breathtaking: dramatic arches and slanted windows with swirls of turquoise bleeding throughout. Warm sunlight blazed through circular skylights, landing on her happy cheeks. Everything seemed suddenly brought to life: gold embellishments blossoming in corners, boxy white tiles speckling with diamonds, a crystal chandelier the size of a city bus. She reached toward the glimmering prisms, the number of tiers uncountable. 

			“Stunning,” she whispered. 

			“We employed several world-class architects to design this space,” Amir said. “I think it turned out alright.” He winked. 

			“I’ll say.” 

			Seconds passed, stark with silence. Aloe stepped further into the room. The lack of movement and sound in such a large, elaborate space was striking; her guts twisted with unease. Part of Blue Haven’s appeal was its sparsity—they’d made that abundantly clear during the interview—but this was next level desertion. A nervous tick came and she tapped her toe against the glossy, oversized tiles. “Where is everyone?” 

			Amir glanced at his watch. “Sleeping, I imagine. It’s only nine in the morning. The pace here is very slow, very calm—as intended. Residents enjoy a relaxing start to the day.” 

			“Sure,” Aloe replied, instantly more at ease. She hadn’t realized the time. 

			“Speaking of residents,” Amir added. “You can find the Directory here.” He pointed to a wall-length slab of marble etched with rose-gold cursive. 

			Her eyes traveled down the encompassing list. The facilities and services were endless, and she couldn’t surmise a single missing amenity. The so-called Hexagon had everything, apparently, from restaurants and spas to podiatrists and chiropractors.

			Everything except for occupants.

			She found her name at the bottom, under Residents.

			Aloe Malone, Number Five.

			She was last on the list, which meant only five condos in this sprawling, spacious paradise were taken. 

			In a sense, she’d expected only a small number of neighbors: the invitation was exclusive and the facilities were new. But only five people? That was a little … odd? Wasn’t it? She closed her eyes and drew a breath, trying to escape the dull pull of meds still weighing down her thoughts. 

			“Let me guess,” Amir said. “Right now, you’re bothered by the eerie sense of vacancy.”

			Her stomach unwound like a spool. Thank God. I’m not entirely off base. “Yeah, if I’m being honest, only five residents is a bit weird, no?” 

			Amir gave an understanding grin. “Of course. And I think you’ll find solace in knowing your peers had similar first impressions. We’re relatively new, as you know, and we like to stagger admittance. But there’s also an adjustment period that comes with living in a facility like Blue Haven. It’s meant to feel vacant. You’re from downtown Chicago, correct?” 

			Aloe nodded. “Yes, Pilsen area, Lower West Side.” 

			“Right, so you’re accustomed to congested, densely populated busyness. This,” he flashed his arms, “is the opposite—by intention. Here at Blue Haven, we’ve created an atmosphere that caters to a person’s need for tranquility, relaxation, stillness, and pleasure. Such outcomes are difficult to achieve in an environment with …”

			“People?” Aloe suggested, not sure if that was the right word, but it seemed appropriate. 

			“Sure.” Amir smiled. He had a warm smile that matched his approachable demeanor. “Any other questions for me at the moment?” he asked. 

			She mulled for a second. “Not really. I’m sure I will. I mean, this is all incredibly overwhelming—in a good way.” 

			“Of course. Just let me know. That’s what I’m here for.” He flashed another retail smile. Amir had a way of calming her nerves, and she appreciated his soft aura and soothing voice. Everything about him was level and paced, like a yoga instructor in a crisp, white pantsuit. Though, she couldn’t help but wonder what sort of person Amir was after hours, when he wasn’t her “personal concierge.” He was young, late twenties, early thirties at most. Did he drink on the weekends with his buddies? Watch football at sports bars? Graze communal nachos? 

			Then again, what sort of person was she underneath it all? Did she really want to know? Did anyone? 

			After a few lingering moments of standing and staring—there was little to do in the massive lobby besides stand and stare—she met Amir’s gaze, and his dark eyes lit with excitement. “Are you ready to see your condo?” 

			“Am I,” she replied, a smile pushing at her lips. 

			Months ago, she’d been searching for a place (in Chicago at the time) when a real estate acquaintance with a tip-off for new luxury condo developments reached out. After checking out the photos, she’d never been so amazed, instantly hooked by the modern glass-front exterior and ocean view. But even more so, the feeling in her soul of belonging—that she’d finally be a somebody, among other somebodies. 

			To think, all it took was several applications, a multitude of security checks, a stack of book-thick legal documents, one passed-out plane ride, and twenty million dollars. 

			Ha! 

			“Follow me,” Amir said. “You’re actually just around the corner. Perfectly central—not that any residence isn’t perfectly central. Part of the loop-around design, naturally.” 

			He paused and smiled again. “I think you’ll find we’ve thought of everything here.” 

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			They merged back onto the cobblestone path, flanked by aromatic plants birthing ripe, tropical flowers. Aloe drew in their sweetness. She’d never smelled anything so enticing, not that she had much experience with flowers or plants, being the sort that couldn’t remember pesky watering schedules. The last of her botany adventures ended with a crispy brown skeleton, tossed in the trash. 

			They stopped beside a white concrete exterior with large panes of tinted glass. The design was sleek and ultra-modern, unlike anything that existed anywhere else: clean lines and smooth curves, bold angles and sharp contrast. Aloe’s heart welled. This is freakin’ gorgeous.

			NUMBER FIVE spanned the door in thick, stylish typeface—hard to miss. 

			“Love it,” she said. “I absolutely love it.” 

			“Wait until you see the view,” Amir replied, pressing his finger against a small round button. “It’s fingerprint activated, by the way.” 

			“Do I need to …?” Aloe trailed off, not knowing what sort of technological lingo completed the rest of that sentence. Regardless, she wasn’t looking forward to any set up. “I’m allergic to technology,” she said, causing Amir to laugh. 

			“Don’t worry,” he replied. “We’ve preprogrammed everything for ease. Here at Blue Haven, your life will be devoid of those annoying, ficklesome tasks we all hate. Also, just so you’re aware, the only people with access into your space—besides yourself, of course—are staff members.”

			Amir slid open the door and gave her a nod. After you. 

			She stepped inside, welcoming a blast of cool air. 

			The space was a living, breathing version of the photos she’d seen initially—though they’d hardly done the place justice. She focused on the floor-to-ceiling beachfront view, drawn to the bold colors of the water, so bright and unmuted she had to shake the surreal cloud of doubt from her thoughts. This is truly happening. This is your life now. 

			“We’re facing west?” she asked. 

			Amir nodded. “Indeed. You’re in for some incredible sunsets.”

			“Fantastic.” She recalled her south-facing Chicago apartment, closely nestled between other buildings. The view in every direction was some exterior facade: gray concrete, melancholy yellow brick, pale siding—not even a glimpse of sky. In hindsight, of course she was mildly depressed. She couldn’t even see the damn sky. 

			Her feet danced across the soft, pale hardwood. The open-concept design allowed a universal sightline: everything all at once. She liked the exposure—the freedom—of such a large airy space, unbound by useless walls. 

			The furniture choices were sleek and tasteful, exactly her style. A large white sectional spliced through the middle like the letter “C,” resting adjacent to a circular glass table with glossy, high-back chairs. Behind the living and dining arrangement was an all-white kitchen with tall, lustrous cabinets and sparkling countertops. 

			The walls were mostly windows, slightly tinted with massive peaks and valleys. And then her eyes were drawn up—and up, until they met an arched ceiling, at least twenty-feet in height. 

			“Everything’s so … perfect,” she said, hardly believing she would call this place home. 

			She glanced inside the main bathroom—a behemoth of a bathroom, noticing a button on the outside wall, positioned at light-switch height.

			“What does this do?” she asked. 

			Amir gave a permissive hand swing. “Go ahead and find out.” 

			She pressed her finger against the cool metal, watching in amazement as the main stretch of ocean-facing glass simply vanished. Poof. A gust of balmy air arrived, followed by a rolling echo of waves. She approached the water.

			“Holy shit,” was all she could manage. “Somehow, my expectations have been exceeded.” 

			Amir’s face scrunched into a giddy, childlike smile, and then he passed her a watch, or something similar: a slim electronic bracelet. “Oh yes, before I forget. This is your device.” 

			“Device?” she asked. 

			“Yes, think of it as your personal, round-the-clock on-call button. Anytime you need me, just tap the surface. It’s very straightforward, and can also be used to make phone calls. As you know, all other types of personal electronics are prohibited. For our sake—and your sake.” 

			She nodded. “Right.” 

			Exterior communication in Blue Haven was essentially banned, save phone calls to a vetted list of contacts. In today’s day and age, confidentiality would be impossible to achieve otherwise—so they’d explained, which made sense. Luckily, Aloe didn’t care much about losing Google or Facebook. Social media platforms, like anything else that involved the word social, didn’t really appeal to her. Friends were hard to come by.

			She took a few strides toward the water, stopping as her feet reached the sand. Her arms outstretched, long and sturdy. The ocean, feet away, lapped against the shoreline—a sound so lulling she barely registered Amir’s receding footsteps. By the time she turned, he was half-way out the door.

			“Didn’t want to ruin your moment,” he said. “I’ll let you get settled. Remember, I’m literally a tap away.” 

			Her stomach dipped—just slightly, like a ripple in still water. “Wait,” she said. “What am I supposed to … do?” 

			There it was again, that smile. “Easy,” he replied. “Live your best life.” 

			So simple, it was almost complicated. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			Aloe reached into a fully stocked fridge and selected a pre-assembled plate of creamy cheeses and ripe tropical fruits. She popped in a slice of mango, taking a moment to savor the burst of sweetness before venturing into the master bedroom: a soft and breezy space with brazen white linens and bamboo furniture. The windows were once again astounding, creating a vast, boundless sightline. Skylights carved through the ceilings, dramatic and interesting. Whoever designed Blue Haven had architectural prowess, for sure.

			She sat on the edge of her new bed—a roomy California King—and ran her fingers over the puffy comforter. She imagined slipping beneath the buttery linens, and seriously considered a nap. But the tiredness in her bones was starting to fade, replaced by a jittery energy. 

			She stood and tapped on the so-called device, now secured around her wrist. Amir’s voice instantly materialized. “Aloe, hope you’re settling in well. What can I do for you?”

			“Wow that was fast,” she replied. 

			“Here to please.”

			A guilty smile met her lips. She was hardly the type of woman who enjoyed being waited on hand and foot. She liked independence, and never shied from hard work, aspiring to blaze a well-earned path in life. 

			Then again, that was before an incredible path just showed up. 

			“I really appreciate you, Amir,” she said. There. That felt better. “Anyway, I won’t keep you long. You said I can make phone calls on this thing?” 

			“Absolutely—pending the number is listed on file and the contact has been vetted.” 

			“Of course.” She recalled how pathetic her three measly contact numbers had looked on a multi-page spreadsheet: Gram, Aunt Patty, and Tess from book club. It had been one of those abrupt, self-shattering moments people avoid acknowledging. I’m just an introvert, she’d said to herself. Which sounded a helluva lot better than, I have no friends. 

			“Can I call Gram?” she asked. 

			“Of course,” Amir replied. “I’ll put you through right now.” 

			She grabbed a slice of brie cheese. “Great, thanks.” 

			As ringing sounded from the other end, she stared at the deal-sealing view, thinking of ways to adequately describe it. The ocean was an electric aquamarine that seemed almost contrived in the dazzling daylight—the type of color that only existed in nail-polish bottles. 

			“Beatie here. Can’t take your call right now. Leave a message and we’ll chat soon.” 

			Beep.

			“Hi Gram. It’s me, Aloe. Just wanted to let you know I’ve made it safely to Blue Haven. So far, it’s absolutely incredible. Can’t wait to tell you all about it. I’ll call again soon. Hugs and kisses.”

			She tapped the device—assuming that’s how a person ended a call—and entered the walk-in closet, where a wardrobe of new, designer clothes awaited. Her eyes landed on a pink string bikini with sparse material. She lifted off her T-shirt and pulled down her leggings, then slipped the bathing suit over her small frame. 

			Her reflection in the mirror was striking and took her by surprise, almost viscerally, though she wasn’t sure why. The bikini was skimpy but tasteful: a skin-exposing lack of material she’d typically shy away from. It took a solid minute for her to realize the crippling sense of self-awareness that followed her like a shadow was—miraculously—missing. 

			She smoothed her hands down her tiny waist; she’d always been thin, God-given and almost boyishly thin, save a perky set of breasts that showed up in sixth grade, unwelcomed. They’d been hidden ever since. Maybe she’d been hidden ever since. 

			As she met her own reflection, the strangest sense of division arrived. A wavering of sorts, flimsy and static-like. Her hands began to tingle.

			Something is wrong.

			Panic came like a burst of lightning. 

			Then zap! The moment was over before she could even dwell, and she felt completely fine.

			She lifted her brutally pale arm toward the light, hoping the sun would take mercy for once. She had her mother’s Irish bloodline to thank—not that she remembered much about the woman. According to Gram, they looked alike: the same strawberry-blonde hair and small, bright blue eyes. Based on photographs, Aloe disagreed; their resemblance was weak, distant relatives, at best. 

			She forced her gaze back to the windows, to the ocean, where there wasn’t room for the contortion of anger and sadness her mother evoked. At this point, the heartache had become generalized, untethered to a single instance. Instead, a hollow sense of desertion veiled over her childhood like a net. Such were the ripples of abandonment: not one memory, but all of them, in a way.

			She closed her eyes, trying to let go.

			Besides, her mother was long dead.

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			Aloe rose up from the warm water with slick, dripping hair. A gust of air—the same temperature as the ocean, or close to it—charged across her skin. She stared down at her fuchsia-painted toenails, noting the chip on her pinky toe. The water clarity was incredible. 

			She assumed a starfish position and buoyed for a while, the hot sun beaming off her face. Elation lifted in her chest. This sort of carefree life was unfamiliar, and almost uncomfortable. She wasn’t used to having everything taken care of, no groceries to get, or laundry to do, or late-night shifts at the diner. Absentmindedness used to beckon worry—When is rent due again? How do I fix a radiator? What the hell am I supposed to do with my life? Now though, her mind drifted away, with nothing pressing to stop it.

			After a while, she stood and waded to the shore. Amir was waiting with a plush white towel and a glass of cucumber water. God, he was good. 

			“Here you are, Aloe.” 

			She thanked him and dried off, then took a swig of ice-cold freshness. “Ahh,” she moaned. “Hits the spot.” 

			“How was the water temperature?” 

			“Spectacular.” 

			He smiled, squinting into the sun. “Perfect! So the thermoregulators are performing well. If it’s a smidge too cold or warm, please let me know, and we’ll adjust accordingly.” 

			“You’d change the whole ocean just for me?” 

			“Of course!” He beamed. “You’re worth it.” 

			Her heart swelled at the thought, and she couldn’t help but look away. You’re worth it. When was the last time she felt worth much of anything? She stared at her feet, trying not to tear up, then her skin tightened with control. No crying in paradise! 

			Amir rested a soft hand on her forearm. “Have a lovely rest of the morning. I’m just a tap away.” 

			“Thanks,” she replied, smiling as he left.

			She took a moment to compose herself, letting the words sink in. 

			You’re worth it. 

			Her shoulders straightened and chest extended. I am worth it, aren’t I? Maybe she didn’t believe it fully, but a small part resonated. She stared at the sweep of white-stucco condos spiraling the monstrous glass Hexagon with a belly full of gratitude. This was her present—her future, and what a sight it was. Urban advancement meets exotic utopia. An odd mix, but somehow it worked. 

			She strolled up the beachfront, heading home (home—as if this place was home!), when suddenly a man emerged from the condo next door: Number Four. He was young, approximately her age, with dark skin and a physique that held her eye: ridged muscles, tended and grooved, veins bursting. She’d always been attracted to the nerdier sort, but there was no denying this man was incredibly attractive. He propped his hands on his hips and turned his face toward the sun. 

			She found herself suddenly hurrying toward him. Never had she been so happy to see another person—let alone a stranger. When she was only steps away, he gave a lopsided grin. “Hello.” His voice was quiet and tender for such a burly guy, an unexpected peek of shyness coming through.

			“Hi,” she replied, trying not to stare at his immaculate abs. 

			He offered his hand and she gave it a shake; he was tall, six foot five, at least. “Welcome to the neighborhood. I’m Westley—Westley Young.” 

			“Aloe Malone,” she replied. “I can’t tell you how nice it is to meet another human being. I was beginning to think I was the only actual person here besides my concierge, Amir.” 

			Westley laughed, feather light. “Yeah, there aren’t many of us.” 

			A moment passed and Aloe clicked her fingernails together, trying not to overanalyze the situation. Typically, a lull in conversation sent her brain spiraling. She was too perceptive for her own good, dissecting the smallest eye veer or flat-mouthed sigh as a sign of disinterest—rejection. Her mind tended to create unfavorable narratives. 

			But that was before. 

			Blue Haven was a fresh start, an opportunity to become a different person. Someone with confidence. Someone with friends. Someone who was less skeptical and … alone.

			She drew in a breath. Her nerves were going haywire, but she wasn’t going to let them stop her—not this time.

			“Hey,” she said, trying to sound casual. “I know you just stepped outside, but would you like to come over for a drink? I’m right here,” she pointed, “in Number Five.” 

			Westley gave a shy nod, and she wondered whether he was employing a similar personal philosophy: stepping outside of his own comfort zone. She didn’t know this man, of course, but they seemed cut from the same cloth: two people unsure how to be people. 

			Westley motioned ahead. “Lead the way.” 

			Her lungs exhaled. “Great.” 

			She took a few steps and he followed. The thrum of nerves in her chest was subsiding—slowly, but thankfully. 

			Maybe, becoming an entirely different person was far less complicated than her brain made it out to be. 

			Maybe, it was as simple as one foot after the other.

		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			They entered Aloe’s condo through the front, still open and exposed to the shoreline. Feet away, the eternity of ocean frothed against the pale white sand. A faint breeze lingered.

			It was literally the perfect day. 

			She motioned Westley toward the couch. “Please, sit.” 

			He did, and she proceeded to the kitchen with an antsy swirl in her gut. Playing hostess wasn’t a role that came naturally. In her old apartment, she never had people over or entertained guests. The place was downright embarrassing, first off. And who would she even invite?

			A cool blast of fridge air perked her chest—a stark reminder she was only wearing a string bikini. Normally, this sort of realization would have prompted a quick cover-up, but she forced away the thought. This is paradise. Time to stop caring so much. If Westley Young wanted to ogle, what was the worst that could happen?

			She turned back to Westley. “I’d offer you a beer, but … you know.” 

			He smirked, followed by an eye roll, “Oh, I know.” 

			Alcohol was prohibited in Blue Haven—a near deal breaker for Aloe, personally. She loved to guzzle a few wine coolers after work. But it all made sense in context, and she’d ultimately come to accept her sober fate. Blue Haven wasn’t a resort, and it wasn’t a party; it was a place to live in contentment and abundance. Here, a person was supposed to enjoy life in its purest, most unadulterated form—or something like that. Being drunk was a false sense of elation, apparently. 

			“Sparkling lemonade?” she suggested, and Westley nodded. 

			She grabbed two cans and returned to the couch. They popped their tabs at exactly the same time, making a synced phush—which drew a chuckle from Westley. She’d decided long ago not to judge a book by its cover, but was surprised by Westley’s gentle sense of reservation, like he was entirely oblivious to his extraordinary good looks. That sort of humbleness was hard to find in a man. 

			“So, Aloe Malone,” he said. “That’s a nice-sounding name. Very flowy.”

			“Thanks,” she replied. “Westley Young: not a terrible combination of letters and sounds, I’ll admit.” 

			“Actually, Westley Young isn’t my given name; it’s my dad’s name. He died in a car accident over a decade ago, and my mom, who had early-onset Alzheimer’s, constantly mistook me for him. I made the change official before I came here. In honor of my pops.” 

			Aloe frowned, touched by the gesture. She lifted her drink into the air. “To your pops.” 

			Westley joined and their cans clunked. After a moment passed, he offered a small grin. “Thanks for that.” 

			“You’re welcome.” She took a sip of tart lemonade, preparing a topic change, something less heart wrenching. 

			“So, what did you do before this?” she asked. 

			“I played football.” 

			“Oh,” she replied, expecting model or actor. “Very cool.” 

			When he didn’t elaborate, she decided to pry. “Like, professionally?”

			He nodded. 

			“What position?” 

			“Running back.” 

			“Which team?” 

			“Umm,” he looked uncomfortable. “The Dallas Cowboys.” 

			Her body tensed with shock. “The Dallas Cowboys? No way. That’s incredible.” 

			“It was—until my knee injury.” His smoky black eyes winced. “Talk about ending your career in less than two seconds.”

			“Jeez, what happened?” 

			“Honestly? I barely remember. A bad side tackle, I’m told. Happened during practice and knocked me unconscious. Sent my tibia straight into my fibula. Hasn’t healed properly since.” 

			She glanced at his leg, trying not to stare. It looked normal, but on second thought, she’d noticed his gait was a bit off on the walk over. A subtle jerk to his step. 

			“That’s awful,” she replied. “I’m so sorry that happened to you.” 

			He shrugged. “I’ve come to terms with it. Besides, I always dealt with performance anxiety on the field. My body liked the sport, but my head … not so much.” He broke eye contact to glance at the ocean. “This is my happy place.” 

			“Ditto,” she replied. The hush of waves echoing throughout her condo was surely the adult version of a lullaby.

			“So, what’s your story?” he asked. 

			“Well,” she paused, deciding how much of her story was appropriate to disclose. “If you’re wondering where the money’s from, I won the lottery.” 

			“Wow, lucky gal.” 

			Lucky indeed. And yet, she sometimes wondered: if a small girl was abandoned by her drug-addicted mother, then shuffled through foster homes all her life, abused and forgotten, was it luck, or universal retribution?

			“Someone’s gotta win,” she said, deciding not to horrify Westley with her past. “Before coming here, I lived in Chicago, Lower West side. When I wasn’t working as a waitress for my aunt’s shabby diner, I wasted plenty of time contemplating my purpose in life—and proceeded by doing nothing about it, obviously.” 

			She smiled to signify her sarcasm, even if it saddened her a little. She’d spent so much time thinking about what she wanted to be when she grew up, she missed the part where she … grew up. 

			“Ahh.” Westley waved his hand. “Doing’s overrated.” He lifted his lemonade and smiled. “To doing less.” 

			She reached across the couch, nudging her can into his. “To doing less.” 

			Westley struggled to rearrange his legs on the chaise—the right leg, specifically, though it was clear he was trying not to draw attention. Aloe pretended to fuss with a cushion, seemingly preoccupied. 

			She took a few more sips of fizzy lemonade, averting her attention and giving him space. She liked Westley. He was easy to like: sweet and soft-spoken and humble. A gentle giant. He seemed like the type of person she could easily befriend—even as a recovering introvert with a few suitcases of emotional baggage, and a wrought-iron fence around her heart. 

			“Crap,” Westley said, glancing at his device. “I’m late. Bob and Franny invited me over for brunch.” His eyebrows arched in an inviting way. “Do you want to join?”

			Nerves sparked in her chest, suddenly on high alert. Bob and Franny? Who are they? A couple? You hate couples—double the conversing. Why don’t you just stay here and— 

			She rose above her chattering brain. “You know what?” she said, pausing to set her lemonade on the side table. “I’d love to.” 

		

	
		
			Chapter Seven

			Franny and Bob Jennings lived in Number Three, beside Westley. All too suddenly, Aloe found herself standing at their doorstep, which looked exactly like her doorstep, save a few billowing tropical plants flanking the entrance. Westley rapped on the door and she took in the medicinal, almost minty scent coming from the bright evergreens, trying to maintain calm.

			“Come in!” a voice called from inside. Westley led the way, confidently enough to suggest he was comfortable with these people. 

			Aloe’s flip-flops snapped against the hardwood—thwap, thwap, thwap—much like her heartbeat. The interior was a striking resemblance to her own place, with only a few subtle differences: the couch was gray instead of white, the quartz countertops a shade lighter. Otherwise, the two condos were identical. 

			The sameness put her at ease. Mi casa es su casa. Literally. 

			A woman approached in a crisp white pantsuit, like Amir’s. Her loose blonde curls and clear blue eyes reminded Aloe of someone she couldn’t place—someone with similar blue eyes: fierce and crystal.

			“Hi, I’m Tiffany,” the woman said. “Bob and Franny’s concierge. Can I grab you something to drink?” 

			“Sure,” Aloe replied, the weird sense of familiarity fading. 

			“What would you like? Something hot? Something cold?”

			Caffeine. The word struck like a bolt of lightning. “Coffee would be great.” 

			Tiffany beamed. “Coming right up!” 

			As she headed to the kitchen, an older couple emerged from the bedroom—Bob and Franny, presumably—in matching tropical button-ups. Both shirts were fluorescent yellow and covered in miniature palm trees. 

			Franny stepped forward and did a small spin, showing off her outfit. “I know, I know. We’re adorable.” She pulled Westley into a hug and kissed him on each cheek. Afterwards, she turned toward Aloe with a massive grin.

			“Hello dear, I’m Franny.” 

			Before Aloe could respond, Franny ambushed her into a tight squeeze. Being voraciously opposed to hugs, she tried not to flinch, which wasn’t that hard; the embrace was surprisingly comfortable. Franny had a thin-boned fragility and palpable warmth, like a grandmother—not her grandmother (Grams was more a chain-smoking, swearing-at-the-bingo-hall sort), but a stereotypical one. 

			“I’m Aloe,” she replied. “Nice to meet you.” 

			Franny pulled back and sighed—a full, happy sigh. She had large sunken eyes the color of taffy and tight gray curls. “Welcome darling. We’re really glad you’re here.” 

			We’re really glad you’re here.

			The sentiment caught Aloe off guard, and her cheeks took on a fireside warmth. Surely, this was the first time anyone was glad she was anywhere. 

			And then Bob swooped in, with his filmy green eyes and brilliant bald head. The buttons on his shirt were undone just enough to expose a forest of curly white chest hair. He half-hugged Westley, more of a headlock, then took Aloe’s hand and gave it a single, solid shake. “Bob Jennings. Pleasure to meet you.” 

			“The pleasure’s all mine,” Aloe replied, cringing at the trite response. But it was the truth. “Thanks for the warm welcome. I really appreciate it. Honestly.” 

			Bob and Franny gravitated toward each other, smiling. Their teeth were uncommonly white (veneers or something), and Aloe had a feeling that Mr. and Mrs. Jennings had traveled the world before coming here. They both had the tight, leather skin of professional vacationers. 

			“Coffee’s ready, Aloe,” Tiffany called from the kitchen. “How do you like it?” 

			“Here,” Aloe replied, heading over. “Let me, I don’t mind.” As much as she appreciated the service, it still felt odd to be waited on. Normally, that was her job. 

			Over at the counter, she scooped in a spoonful of sugar, followed by a drizzle of cream. She circled her spoon around and around, watching the light and dark come together, timidly at first, before melting into one solid color.

			“So,” Bob said. “Shall we brunch?” 

			“Aren’t we waiting for Bibs?” Westley questioned.

			Bob waved his hand. “Nah, you know Bibs. He’s always late.”

			“Who’s Bibs?” Aloe asked from the kitchen.

			Franny smirked. “Oh, Julian Bilbo. You’ll know him when you see him—or should I say hear him.” 

			Aloe shrugged, not sure what that meant. Still, her stomach whirred at the thought of another new face. Three people. Less than an hour. She was practically a socialite. For better or worse, she was putting herself out there: attempting to make legitimate connections with other human beings. It was an odd sort of liberation from her previous life. Terrifying really—though she refused to show it. 

			She straightened her shoulders and lifted her coffee when suddenly a billowing sound exploded, loud as a fog horn, causing her to jolt. Coffee sloshed from her mug, burning her lip and landing on the hardwood. She searched frantically for the source, heartbeat skyrocketing. 

			When she found it, her jaw dropped.

		

	
		
			Chapter Eight

			A booming, operatic voice shattered the silence: “FA-LA-LA-LA-LA!” followed by a large man skidding through the doorway, cradling a pineapple. 

			“Sorry I’m late, kids. I was busy.” He laughed explosively. “That’s a lie. But I am sorry. I bear offerings of tropical fruit by way of remorse.” 

			He tossed the pineapple at Bob, who caught it reflexively, while Tiffany skirted over and sopped up the coffee Aloe had spilt on the floor with a paper towel.

			“Thank you,” Aloe whispered, dumbstruck by the man in front of her. He’d entered the room like a cannonball, loud and boisterous and bright, and her heart was still recovering. He was wearing a tight, fluorescent pink tank top and everything about him was round: full belly, plump cheeks, wide bulbous nose, droopy earlobes. He had slick, theatrical sideburns, like an early Elvis Presley (though the rest of him was more of a later-years Elvis). 

			Bibs made eye contact almost instantly. “You’re new,” he blurted, and then he rushed over and pulled Aloe’s hand to his lips. The kiss he left was surprisingly dainty, like the flap of a butterfly wing. “Julian Bilbo, retired opera singer, ex-Broadway performer, and your chummy new best friend. People call me Bibs. You’ll find me in Number Two.” 

			“I’m Aloe Malone,” she replied, still baffled.

			Julian Bilbo—or Bibs, apparently, seemed to have the sort of personality that directly opposed her own. Still, his eyes were gentle: espresso and fanned by dark, dense eyelashes, like a calf.

			Westley leaned closer. “Charisma for days,” he said. 

			“Charisma,” Bob said jokingly. “If that’s what you want to call it.” 

			Julian trotted over and slapped Bob on the shoulder. The pair appeared to have a joking relationship, the sort that involved a lot of teasing. 

			As the group came together, making small chat, Aloe tried to find a safe space in her head. Being the new girl brought with it an all too familiar sense of shrinking. Like there wasn’t room for her, as she was. Normally, in these sorts of situations, she’d conjure up an excuse to leave. Hold that thought—I have to pop back for a sec, and then never return. But against her inner urges she stayed put: smiling and nodding and listening. 

			After a few moments, the urgency to leave dissolved, and an unexplainable calm swept through her like clean, lovely vapor. Where this came from, she wasn’t sure. 

			Change, she decided. Change the circumstance, and you change the person. This seemed contrary to what she knew about personal change—inner work, wasn’t it?—but how many people had experienced such a dramatic shift in scenery? This place, Blue Haven, made everything different—better. 

			She stared at the sapphire ocean, unfolding in every direction like a giant hug. Such a stark departure from the view in her old living room: industrial gray concrete, splashed with smog. She imagined what she might be doing otherwise, if not for Blue Haven: probably just waking up—chilled, groggy, a headache forming, her back stiff. After a sloppy stretch or two, she’d stumble to the fridge—temples throbbing, skin prickled with goosebumps—only to find it nearly empty: a few wine coolers; a leftover pastrami on rye, cold and stale. The day would pass, slow with boredom and loneliness, and then suddenly it would be four in the afternoon, her sliver of freedom gone and wasted. Back to the diner she’d go for another tenuous night shift, serving people cheap hamburgers and flat beer and fake smiles—for next-to-nothing wages and tips. 

			These memories seemed faraway now, further than they should be. She was happy enough to forget the past, but couldn’t dismiss the fuzzy quality of her thoughts, like an underdeveloped photograph. 

			Strange. 

			Or maybe not. 

			Either way, as brunch arrived, all was forgotten.

		

	
		
			Chapter Nine

			“Think I’ll sit beside the new girl,” Bibs said, thumping down beside Aloe. 

			She took in his spicy cologne. The dark, deep notes of his scent reminded her of motor oil, in a good way, and she sipped her coffee as Tiffany placed a silvery tray filled with fresh fruit and pastries at the center of the table. 

			The choices were overwhelming: Danishes with jam-filled centers, thick slabs of pineapple, puffy donuts coated in icing sugar, dragon fruit and papaya wedges on kabobs.

			She hovered her hand like a spaceship before dropping down to grab a croissant. 

			As the pastry hit her tongue, the flaky crust melting in her mouth, she gasped. “Jesus H. Christ. This is insanely delicious.” In twenty-five years, she’d never tasted a croissant quite so delicate. 

			Bibs loaded his plate with a handful of cannolis and some purple grapes. “Indeed, the food here is damn tasty. They make sfogliatelle that puts my nonna to shame—bless her soul.” He brought his hand to his forehead, and then across his chest in remembrance. 

			Westley, to Aloe’s left, took a slice of carved papaya with frilly edges. “Yeah, if you like food, you’re in the right place. Rumor has it, Gordon Ramsay will be cooking at Allure tonight—that’s one of the restaurants here.” 

			A pah of disbelief fell from her lips. “Gordon Ramsay? Like, the Gordon Ramsay?” 

			Westley nodded. “Yep, the Gordon Ramsay.” 

			Tiffany set down glasses of freshly squeezed orange juice while Aloe choked in disbelief. She loved the Food Network, and watched Gordon Ramsay plenty on television, but never imagined actually tasting his food in real life.

			Bob stood abruptly and raised his drink. “I’d like to propose a toast,” he said. “To our new friend, Aloe. Welcome home.” 

			The group stood and glasses clinked. Aloe’s bottom lip began to tremble—in a good way. If only she could freezeframe this moment, print it out and hold it in her hands. A personal toast. She’d never been celebrated before, and had no idea how to react, besides bursting into happy tears.

			“How long have y’all been here?” she asked, fighting the urge to cry. 

			“Hmm,” Westley replied. “Well, I’ve been here for a few months. Bibs is the founding father of our crew. You’ve been here what, a year?” 

			Bibs shrugged. “About that. Who’s counting?” 

			“We’ve been here for almost six months,” Franny replied. Her smile drew long, wavy creases that encircled her features like a fine pencil. “The best retirement a couple could hope for.” 

			Bob leaned over and kissed her on the cheek. “Forty-five years in the making. Me and this lovely lady met when we were twenty. Worked together for forty. Sold the family business for two tickets to paradise and haven’t looked back since.” 

			“What was the family business?” Aloe asked. 

			“Oh, nothing much,” Bob replied, waving her away. 

			Franny smirked. “Don’t be modest, dear. Bob is a famous inventor. He’s sold patents for devices all over the world, haven’t you darling?” 

			Bob blushed and Franny leaned onto his shoulder. Aloe held in an aww. Gosh, they were adorable. Her stomach leapt at the idea of finding love like that one day—not that she was in any rush. She needed time to focus on herself, to become someone worthy of being loved like Franny. If you build it, they will come—as the saying went. 

			Tiffany arrived then, distributing plates of eggs benedict from a large tray.

			Aloe leaned into the heavenly aroma before sinking her knife into the egg’s center. She marveled as the yolk seeped out, drenching her plate in a deep, buttery yellow. 
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