
        
            
                
            
        

     
 
THE DAY OF THE WAVE
 
On December 26, 2004, a 9.2 magnitude earthquake occurred off the western coast of Northern Sumatra, causing a tsunami that hit 14 countries and affected 5 million people worldwide.
 This fictional story, based on numerous accounts from that time, is dedicated to those who lost their lives and the ones who were left behind, picking up the pieces.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
“For whatever we lose (like a you or a me),
 It's always our self we find in the sea.”
- E.E Cummings
 
 
 



 
ISLA
 
'Don't go!' I yell at the boy. It's the eight-year-old who showed me a plastic container full of tiny crabs on the beach and told me his name was... I can't remember. He had sand on his face then, but now there's only blood. He's crying, spinning around. A lady in an I heart Bangkok T-shirt is trying to lead him back out of the room. 'Don't go!' I yell again.
He turns in my direction. His watery, red eyes land on my face. I can feel my heart breaking and bleeding like the rest of me as I try to sit up and the crushing pressure in my chest makes me flop like a ragdoll. I'm worn out, useless. My limbs won't do anything I'm asking them to. 'It's me!' I call when he looks away again. 'It's me, remember? Please, remember!'
The boy doesn't look back this time. He doesn't hear me because my words aren't really coming out. 'Don't go! Don't you recognize me?' 
When he scans the other beds and sobs into the chest of the tourist, I know no one would ever recognize me. I'm blown up like a bunch of helium balloons; I can tell that much. My organs and tissues have absorbed what feels like half the ocean through my lungs. My long brown hair is a blooded, matted clump and the only people here who'd know me through any deformity at all are dead. 
'Come back!' I beg anyway as they make for the exit. 'Don't leave me, please! I have no one!'
The door shuts. I'm alone with the dying. The water roars over me again; so real it makes me choke. My lungs are full of cold, wet sand. I'm drowning from the inside out. 
 
'Come back!' I wake up blubbering, sweat sticking my pajamas to my skin. I reach out to the other side of the bed but it's empty. I sit up, swipe my hands over my face, throw the covers off. 'Colin!' 
The flat echoes with my voice. 
I flop back down again. Jesus Christ, Amy. This is her fault. I guess it didn't take much for the dreams to come back. It's probably good that Colin's not here. Yes. That's my gratitude done for the day already. I'm grateful Colin's not here.
I drag myself up, head to the bathroom, almost trip over Sega as she curls around my legs in the hallway, purring. I rest my head against the cool mirror. I look like pooh and Colin's moved my Body Shop bath salts. I move them back into alignment - the pink jar, the purple jar, the baby blue jar and when I look into the mirror again I see my mother, as usual, buried deep in my reflection. She's always in my eyes, so Maria says. 
I imagine her hand stroking my hair back now, telling me things are OK, like she did when Charlotte's dad let us watch Nightmare on Elm Street that time when we were nine and I woke up three nights running, thinking Freddy Krueger was about to slash my neck.
My mouth is so dry. I put my head to the tap, take three huge gulps, peel my damp pajamas off and turn the shower on, but as I step under the stream I almost fall. Shit. That stupid dream... making me all shaky. I can see it all again. Mom now, too. 
'Do you want her wedding band?' the Irish nurse asked me as I squinted at the body lying glassy-eyed and soulless on the table. I was waiting for the recognition to sink in. 
'That's not my mom,' I said. How could it be my mom?
But it was, they said. The ocean had filled her up; squeezed the soul out of her beautiful eyes, ballooned her like it had me, only she was never swept away to safety and neither was my dad. There must have been nowhere for them to run to, from that hotel room. 
I stand up, shake out my entire body, force myself to stand under the shower. I squirt three blobs of Dove cream onto my hands and try to lather the memories away. I know they'll come back again, though. 
'It'll do you good.' That's what Amy said the other day, when she threw the purple envelope onto my keyboard, mid-type. When I first pulled out the glittery invitation I wondered what she was talking about, obviously. We get a million press invites at Sweet Eats and while they're definitely fun, none of them ever do us any good. They just expand our thighs and corrupt our livers, usually. 
'Thailand,' Amy beamed. 'In four week's time!' 

I tried my hardest not to vomit all over my laptop. 
'Oh, come on Izz, it's been ages. I really think you need to go back.' She perched her bum on my desk then, clearly not registering the goose bumps springing up around my scars. 'Maybe it'll help. It's time you had some fun somewhere else, get out of London, meet some new people. Backpackers are the funnest of the fun! You can tag a holiday on...'
'Backpackers have diseases,' I told her. 'And I don't ever need to go back to Thailand, Amy.' 
I left the invite on my desk, walked out of the building into the throng of Covent Garden. I couldn't bring myself to talk to anyone when they called. I suppose I was a bit embarrassed for reacting the way I did. I got on the tube, went to the church near Maria's for the afternoon and talked to my parents from the second pew. I knew they'd want to hear any news at all about Thailand, even if it was about a stupid cookbook launch. They loved it there - the food, the sun, the people. 'The land of smiles', my dad grinned as we got off the plane that time. 'Sawa-dee-kaaaa! Say it, Izzy!'
I need coffee. I turn off the water, climb out of the shower. In the kitchen I put my three small teaspoons of Nescafe granules into a mug and boil the kettle. Colin's left me a note: Probably working late again tonight. Don't forget we need teabags. 
Great. He's forgotten we were supposed to be choosing a color for the hallway tonight. He probably won't even wake me up when he gets home. I suppose he knows he needs as much sleep as he can get before the sweating and sobbing force him to move to the sofa. I think we've gone to bed angry more than anything else since we moved in and he keeps moving my stuff too; more than he did in the Brixton house. He knows I hate that. 
'Why do you have to line everything up? What are you, Hitler?,' he asked me last night over his glasses, after he'd watched me move the remote controls back together on the coffee table. He put his finger under his nose as he did it, too.
'You know why.'
'Well, you could try not to.'
'Don't you think I do that? Every day?'
'It's getting worse, baby. You need to see someone. Maybe it'll help.'
They all say that. Maybe it'll help. 
I frown to myself as Sega curls around my legs again, pour the water over my coffee, wash the dish Colin's left in the sink. He tries his best, I know he does. We all know I can't be the easiest person to share a space with. 
I carry my mug to the leather cream sofa, turn the TV on. I'll choose the color myself I guess, soon as I've seen where they're at in Location Location. I put my feet up, start flicking through the usual mindless rubbish. Shit, the teabags. I'll have to go out at some point. Unless I just add them to the Sainsburys delivery order. 
Colin's laptop is on the floor. I reach for it, open it up and it whirs to life. His emails start pouring through in little windows to the top right. I banish them with clicks like I'm swatting at bugs, but one catches my eye before it disappears and my stomach lurches. 
No, no, no, no, no...
 



 
 
BEN
 
'Who was that girl?'
Sasi's walking straight around the corner towards Sonthi. He's checking the pressure on the tanks and I watch his eyes roll, catch the weary look he throws me before he stands up straight with his wetsuit rolled down to his waist. She marches right up to him, shoves his chest with her palms. I catch her elbow, lower my voice at her. 
'Not here, Sasi, we have people coming any second.'
She ignores me, dashes her hands dramatically through her pink-tipped hair and growls at Sonthi. 'Do you think I don't know what you're doing? You're trying to make me jealous!' 
He holds his hands up at her, motions to the three tourists now stepping from the white sand onto the concrete floor towards us. They're eyeing us all in amusement already. I turn, hurry towards them, force a smile to my face even though my fists are clenched. 
'Hey, guys, all ready? We're just doing the equipment checks.' I usher the British mom, dad and their teenage daughter across to one of the wooden tables, sit them down. 'Can I get you a drink while we set up?' I say. I widen my best, most hospitable smile and signal to Kalaya to get some water. She gives me the thumbs up from behind the reception desk as another little kid races up from the beach, throws his arms around his dad and beams up at me. He's holding a giant stick that must have washed up on the sand. He's wearing red board shorts.
'We're going to have to leave this little one here,' his dad says, dropping a kiss on the boy's head. My heart pangs for a minute. He must be seven or eight. Younger than Toby was. 'Your receptionist said that would be OK.'
'Not a problem,' Kalaya answers for me, coming up behind me with a pitcher of water and plastic glasses. She smiles at the boy, puts a hand to his head. 'What's your name?'
'Michael,' he tells her, still clutching his stick like it's made of gold. 
'We can do drawings if you like,' Kalaya says, leaning down to him. 'Or maybe I teach you Thai?'
His mom and dad laugh. 'Thai would be useful, right, Michael?' the woman says, ruffling his hair, too. Michael groans, flattens his hair like he's sick of everyone touching it, points the stick at his sister. She rolls her eyes, pretends halfheartedly to have been struck by a spell. I throw Kalaya a thankful look, head back to Sonthi to help him with the tanks. Sasi's still giving him some kind of lecture, this time in Thai. I know what it's about. I lower my voice again. 
'Guys, I really wish you wouldn't bring your shit here. You wanna yell at each other? Go home and do it.'
'It's not me, it's her,' Sonthi says now, lifting his fake blue-rimmed Ray Bans from his eyes. 'She broke up with me!'
'You're such a child,' Sasi spits at him before turning on her heels and storming off to the pathway at the side of the dive shop. Three seconds later we hear her scooter start up and the sound of her screeching away up the path. He shrugs at me, walks to the rail of wetsuits, picks out three for our British guests. This is their second dive with us and they've already written something really nice on TripAdvisor, so I promised them a ten percent discount for this one. I might have to make it twenty now that Sonthi's put on his show.
'Why do you antagonize her?' I ask him, picking up the masks from their box. The strap falls off one immediately and I curse under my breath, throwing it down again.
'When are we getting the new ones?' he asks, ignoring my question. 
'In a month, but we'll need to get them from Bangkok. Just found out. They're a third of the price there.'
'I'll go with you,' Kalaya says now, walking up behind me and looping her arms around me. I turn to her, uncurl her from me gently, noting the British family watching me as they sip their water on the bench. I grab my own mask and snorkel. 
'We'll need you here to hold the fort,' I tell Kalaya quietly. She pouts, folds her arms now, looks around her. 
'Where's Sasi?' she asks.
'Gone,' Sonthi and I say at the same time. 
'She knows you've been with a farang,' she tells us, ponytail bouncing, eyes narrowed as she looks from him to me. 'She knows everything you did last night.'
'I wonder how she found that out,' Sonthi replies darkly. 
Kalaya scowls even more, glossed lips shimmering in the sunshine. 'She deserves to know,' she says haughtily, picking up some flippers and walking back with us to the bench. 
I try to disguise my burgeoning bad mood as we suit up and get everybody ready for the boat. 
'Come explore the magical underwater world of the Andaman Sea, the mom says, smiling at me with shining, kind eyes when I hand her a mask. She's reading from the sign on the wall; the closest replica to the one Charlie had up here before the tsunami. My eyes scan the photos around it. We try to take one of every person who qualifies for their Open Water certificate with us. Charlie did the same thing. 
'It's definitely magical,' I say, before the usual jolt to my stomach at the sight of the plaque makes me inhale sharply. No one's ever mentioned how I built everything up exactly the same - not to my face anyway. Sometimes I wonder if anyone even noticed. Only a few people ever comment on the plaque: 'Toby and Charlie. Out diving.'
The mom's noticed. She runs her fingers over it, shoots me a look but clearly thinks better of saying anything out loud.
I brief the group on our dive site, a cool little spot where we sometimes see stingrays. The little kid gets up from the bench when we all do. He's still holding the driftwood, pointing it like he's casting spells with a wand. 'Let's do this, mer-people,' I say. 
'Mer-people? You're weird,' the teenage girl smirks as she strides alongside me carrying her flippers. She must be sixteen, maybe seventeen. She's hardly said a word till now but I didn't miss her eyes raking over my body from my torso up to my face as I ran over the rules again. I didn't miss Kalaya watching her, either.
'Izzy, wizzy, let's get bizzy!' the little kid calls out, dancing in front of his sister suddenly, pointing the stick. I freeze in my tracks, barefoot in the sand. 
Bizzy. Just that word. That name. I don't think I've heard anyone say it for a really long time. I don't think I've even let myself think it. I hold a hand to my heart for a fraction of a second max and the kid laughs, thinking I'm playing his game. His parents do, too. 
'You're an idiot,' the teenager tells him, looking from him to me. Somehow I remember to smile, motion her forwards again towards the sparkling water as she twirls her long brown hair around one hand over her shoulder and flashes me a thin smile. She could've been Bizzy, the day before it happened, walking with me up to the boat. My heart starts its merciless drum, even as I zip it further inside my website.
Don't think about it.
'Are we ready?' I say as I jump up the steps to where the crew have now strapped the tanks in place. They hold out their hands to help the family up and Kalaya holds onto the kid, watches us with him as we leave. Kalaya's great with kids. She's great with everyone actually. She's great with me... most of the time. 
As the boat chugs away across the glistening blue I think of every other thing that's great about Kalaya, because there has to be something to stop the name going round in my head again now, faster than the wave that swept her away. 
Bizzy. 
 



 
 
 
FOUR WEEKS LATER
ISLA
 
I sigh heavily through my nostrils, rest my hands on the cool window pane, bang my hot head against the glass. The street is a frenzied blur below me. Tuk tuks, motorbikes, people, all scurrying about in neon halos. I can still feel as much as hear the frantic energy coursing through my jetlagged fug as I head to the mini bar and yank out a bottle of cold water. I pour a glass and take three huge gulps, then three more. My hands are shaking. The dream, again. Jesus. When will it end? The wave... it was so big, coming right at me...
Pull it together. There can't be a wave in Bangkok.
I sit back on the messed up bed, hold the cool glass to my clammy forehead, reach over and turn the A/C on. I don't know why I thought the dreams would stop once I actually got to Thailand. Every time I wake up now it's with a jump, as I'm flung from some crazy visual nightmare or flashback. I even had a dream on the plane - a nice one, surprisingly enough. I dreamed about Ben. 
We were standing there on Christmas evening, watching the fire twirlers making patterns in the twilight. His sandy fingers were laced through mine all over again and the teenage-almost-kiss was right there in the salty air, lingering between us, making me tingle. The very last time everything was perfect. 
What the hell am I doing back here?
Colin.
The thought slams through me, like it always does, making me want to be sick. 
'Now's your chance,' Amy said when I finally drummed up the courage to tell her I'd broken up with him. She thrust the press invite back at me like a fairy godmother sending me off to a ball and my real godmother, god bless Maria, seemed to think it was a good idea, too. 'Maybe it'll help' she said, predictably. 
I pick the photo up from my bedside table, bring it to my lips. 'Sorry I'm being such a baby,' I tell my mom and dad. 'But tell me you don't think I'm crazy, being back here?'
I pull my legs up, hold the photo to my chest, look out of the window at the dirty rooftops. The sun will be up soon. I can see millions of cables twisting and turning like motionless black mambas through the sky. I close my eyes. I can see those cables in the water, too. I can see the snake-like pieces of them slithering along; me, clinging to a tree with red raw knees, watching the world collapse. 
I saw them falling on that morning, down from their towers, then colliding and coiling round beams and limbs and bodies. Modern jungle meets raging ocean. Children, men, women, dying in silence like me. Like Ben and my parents.
Don't think about it.
I can't stop thinking about it.
I flop back on the bed. The last time I was here I was as good as dead. I died a bit when the wave came in and swept me off my flip flops; when it ripped my new red sundress from my body and left me naked. I died a bit more when the German boy who pulled me up into that tree was crushed by a moving electricity pylon and carried off out of reach, into the washing machine spin of froth and debris. 
I died even more when I lost my grip, fell and had to cling to a dead woman's bloated torso. 'I'm so sorry,' I cried at her as we rode the current for what I found out later was a mile into town. She was a buffer and a life raft; 'a float of lost hope', I wrote later in my journal. 'A horror movie boat with glassy eyes and perpetual shock on a blue-gray alien face'. 
Don't think about it.
The last time I was here I was just like her on the inside. Dead. But on the outside I was a survivor. I was one of the lucky ones. 
I'm too wound up to go back to sleep now. I have to interview the hotel manager about her cookbook over breakfast in less than three hours anyway. The only thing I want to do is sleep, but sleeping means the nightmares come back. No thanks. 
My iPad sounds out with a Skype call and I jump. Colin. My stomach plummets even further. I know he's still trying to make up for what he did... what he says he only did the once with my ex sodding flat mate, of all the clichés. I ram my palms to my eyes. I'm a total idiot for what I did the night before I got on the plane. I shouldn't have done it but the thought of being here was winding me up. I needed him. Stupid.
I pull the pillow over my head. There's no way I'm picking up. I don't need to listen to any more of his niceties. The email still makes me sick to think about and he knows it: 
'Thanks for last night, Colin. Really hoping we can do it again sometime when you can get away. I know what it's like to just need someone to hold you and not judge you and to just be there. I'm always here for you. Claire x'
I don't even know how many times I sat there on the sofa, reading it, trying to make it read like something innocent between two friends. They hardly knew each other. They'd only met a few times when he'd come over to the house, but as I sat there, all the pieces fell together like some hideous jigsaw puzzle; the nights I'd go to bed early, exhausted, leaving them watching science fiction movies together in the living room; the conversations they'd have about things like whether John Pertwee made a better Doctor Who than Colin Baker, while I sat there with absolutely nothing to contribute.
'You were an iceberg!' he accused me when I confronted him. 'Really, Izzy, you're so cold sometimes. It's like you're here, but you're not really here. And you're a control freak, you know you are! I feel like I'm walking on eggshells around you lately. Claire was just... there. I'm sorry!'
I force his words from my head, shove the pillow away, slam the iPad into the drawer. I came here to get away, to do something for myself, not to sit here obsessing over him on top of everything else. 
I turn on the TV. Pretty Woman is playing on the pay-per-view channel. I'll watch two-thirds of it, then I'll venture out and get one of those stupidly strong coffees with condensed milk from the street vendor. 
That's one good thing about Thailand that I never got to experience when I was sixteen - the coffee. Finally, a positive. That's my gratitude for today, in fact. I'm pretty sure there will be nothing else good about it whatsoever, so right now I'll just be grateful for the coffee. 
 



 
 
 
BEN
 
'Big night last night?' I ask Sonthi. He's shoveling the fries into his mouth like they're live worms struggling to get away.
'Why you ask?' he says while he chews.
'Because you're wearing sunglasses indoors, man!' I reach across the table and swipe the Ray Bans off his face, but he grabs them back and pushes them onto his nose, throws a fry at me. I dart to the left and miss it, just as a guy in a Burger King shirt throws me a dirty look and goes to sweep it up with his shovel and brush. 
It's seven a.m but the place is busy with the usual tourists who probably haven't been to bed yet. I'm pretty sure Sonthi is one of them. He said something about going to Patpong with some friends once we left the bar last night, but I made my excuses. He told me he was going to see a buddy who works on a stall at the night market, but I know what lines the streets over there and it isn't just fake bottled Smirnoff and fake Converse sneakers. I've seen ping pong balls being shot from places I never would've thought ping pong balls could fit over the years. It gets old fast. Besides, I know Kalaya has eyes everywhere in this city. 
'What time we meeting this guy?' Sonthi asks me now, yawning and sitting back in his chair with his Pepsi. He has stains on the front of his black T-shirt. I have no clue what caused them and I don't want to know.
'We said seven-thirty,' I tell him, casting my eye to Khao San Road outside. Some of the vendors are already setting up across the street; the usual crap. Dresses, T-shirts, billowing fishermen pants in every color you can imagine, sunglasses, bongs and bootleg DVDs. It's tourist central right here but Prak, our scuba equipment source sounds like a multitasking pro. 'Prak's running a stall for a friend today, he'll call when he gets here with the stuff,' I explain again. 
Sonthi nods, yawns for even longer and rubs his eyes under his shades. He was too drunk last night to remember anything. I'm just thankful he showed up. He reeks of booze but he's going to have to help me carry thirty scuba masks and some waterproof packs back to the hotel, whether he's a zombie or not. 
He fishes his phone out of his pocket, taps at the screen. My eyes flit back to the street. A girl's walking past the window in a bright blue sundress and my eyes move on her lean legs, her white feet in her flip flops; even whiter against red nail polish. So white. 
I smile to myself. Some of these tourists are so pale they're practically translucent when they arrive. I see them every day in Khao Lak, sprawled on the beaches, soaking up the sun and then inevitably cancelling their dives because they're redder than the expensive lobsters they order from the dinner shacks at night. They do everything to excess and then they leave. 
Something about this girl is eerily familiar though. I watch her cross the street; the way she runs a little to avoid the speeding yellow and green taxi coming at her. She heads for the coffee guy and I watch as she orders her drink, runs her hand through her long brown hair in the sunshine. Something about the way she's moving makes me lean even closer to the window in my seat. 
She turns her head to the side, smiles, says something to the vendor and I see it - the slightly upturned nose that was spattered up close with light brown freckles. It wrinkled when she frowned at me, or laughed at me and mocked my American accent. My heart lurches. I force my eyes away. Idiot. It can't be her. 
I'm so hot now the sun's shifted. It's streaming through the glass. I pull out my cell. It's only seven-fifteen. 'You getting breakfast, man?' Sonthi asks me. I shake my head. I'm not hungry anymore. He pushes his phone towards me on the greasy table. 'See this girl from last night. Belgian,' he says, grinning like the cat that got the cream. Something tells me he got more than that but I'm scared to ask. I feel like Kalaya's psychic sometimes, reporting everything she so much as suspects back to Sasi and I'm done covering up for his shit. 
He flicks through several photos in front of me but my mind is playing on her now, Izzy, all over again. I cast my eyes outside. The girl is still there, sipping from a giant plastic cup of iced coffee, considering a rail of clothing just being set up. The way she's standing... it could almost be her. Older of course. The way she could have been. 
Sunglasses are perched on her nose. I catch sight of them before she turns away. The seller's hooking her in the way they do, picking out dresses, holding them up at her and she's fending him off with the damn sunlight still playing in her hair. My heart's contracting and expanding in my chest; my palms are getting wetter by the second. 
Is it her?
No. Izzy's dead. And anyway, what the hell would she be doing here? It was that fucking kid on the beach the other week, throwing her back into my brain like some kind of boomerang. It hits me from time to time, from out of nowhere, course it does, but I don't let it get to me if I can help it, what's the point?
I ball a ketchup sachet in my fist as Sonthi flicks through yet more photos. I can't take in a word of what he's telling me about last night. It's pointless, yes, but it's getting to me.
I remember the way her hair was shining when I spotted her talking to Toby on the beach. He was collecting shells again, I think, to add to the zillion he had already and she gave him one she'd picked up earlier from the ocean floor. I'd never noticed any girl's hair before Izzy's. Back in D.C all the girls looked the same, but in Thailand, everything about this English girl with her crazy cool accent and snappy comebacks was sexy as hell. British Izzy. Bizzy I called her later. I was sixteen and dumb but after eight days I wrote it in the sand in a heart for the ocean to wash away. The ocean washed everything away after that. 
'Let's go,' I say, standing up and picking up the giant sack I had to bring all the way here in a tuk-tuk after the taxi drivers tried to rip me off. Even with my basic Thai they still try it on in Bangkok. 
'Did he call you?' Sonthi asks in confusion, getting wearily to his feet.
'Not yet but I need air, let's take a walk.' I walk to the door, push it open. A blast of heat smacks me in the face and curls around me like a fog. It's vicious this time of year, before the rains come. I motion at him to follow me across the street. I can see the girl still, just ahead of me now by roughly ten meters. She's moving to the next stall, slipping through a side alley towards the row of stores behind the market. I start to follow on autopilot. The voice in my head is screaming at me, you're crazy! 
'Where are you going?' Sonthi asks, reaching for my elbow just as I'm about to slide down the same alley; just as I'm about to call out. My phone rings in my pocket. I pull it out. 
'It's Prak,' I say, pulling myself together, holding it to my ear. 'Hey man, where are you? We're ready when you are.' His English is bad in my ear. I hand the phone to Sonthi and he leads me back the way we came, jabbering in Thai, pushing past a cart of chopped up watermelon and pineapple, past a group of drunken guys spilling out of a bar that's only just closing. I force myself to follow him, clenching my fist hard around the sack, gritting my teeth. 
I'm crazy, I know I am. I don't look back.  
 



 
 
ISLA
 
The Thai Chill Cook Book isn't exactly the greatest name there's ever been for a book of Thai recipes but my hostess, the very smiley Chinda, is probably the happiest person I've ever seen. Her enthusiasm is rubbing off on me, even though I still just want to sleep. 
I spent too long at the market this morning. I've never seen so many great dresses, all for roughly five quid. I was coerced into buying two, so I had to make it three by getting one for Maria, plus a golden nodding Buddha for Amy and some neon pink fake Bobby Brown nail polish. When I finally remembered to check the time I was running late for breakfast. 
Chinda was even later. She didn't seem to notice. 'I cook for you tonight. You bring husband,' she says now, beaming at me over the polished glass table. Her short, black bob is bouncing about her pointy chin. She releases my hand. She's been squeezing it like a vice since we met here in the hotel's restaurant, like she's afraid I might disappear off the face of the earth and never write her story for the magazine. 
She flips through the pages of her book and I have to admit, even though I'm looking at it upside down, the photos make her food look amazing. 'You choose what you like, I make,' Chinda says. 'Maybe this?' She points to a heaped duck salad with spring onions and some kind of dressing.
'It looks delicious,' I tell her truthfully, lining up my knife, fork and spoon in a better position. A jolt to my stomach when I think of Colin again forces me to clench my cheeks with my teeth. 'But it's just me for dinner later. I came here on my own.' 
Her waxed brows struggle to knit together. 'Where your husband?' 
'I'm twenty-six,' I say. 
'So where your husband?'
I turn the page in front of her and tap at my notebook to distract her. 'Tell me about the Gai Med Ma Moung,' I say, 'chicken with cashews, right? How is yours different to other people's?'  
Chinda laughs, high-pitched and delighted. She claps her hands together before launching into an explanation complete with theatrical gestures. I scribble down what I can understand as her expensive earrings swing with her glossy hair, but my mind is back on Colin now, and that email.
I could barely bring myself to tell Amy what really happened. She thinks we made a clean break after a big fight and she thinks it was my decision. Truth be told it was easy to accept the holiday time in the end. I didn't want to come here, obviously, but being anywhere away from home means I can comfortably avoid any questions while I figure things out. I'm leaving for Bali in three days.
I force myself to stay focused as Chinda flicks through page after page. The thought crosses my mind that Farzana, my editor, and Amy only made me take this press trip to get me over here, not that I can blame them, really: You have to go back, Izzy, you have to see what it's like now. It'll change the way you visualize it. Thailand is amazing!
I suck in a breath. My friends can sympathize and I love them for it, but their idea of Thailand in general is different to mine. They can't ever imagine the smell of rotting corpses in thirty-five degree heat. They can't know what it was like imagining someone you know under every plastic sheet in a makeshift morgue. Bodies piled onto bodies, the mangled concrete, the twisted tuk-tuks, the fishing boats on top of broken roofs and broken people. The flapping notes and photos with MISSING on all of them. The tidal wave of despair that kept on crashing. I haven't told them the half of it. I haven't really told anyone the greater details.
'You're a writer. Why can't you write about that? Turn it into a book,' Colin would say whenever I clammed up, or mentioned I was struggling for a new idea. 'Your therapist told you to, didn't she?'  
'You tired miss Iss-laa?' Chinda says now, mispronouncing my name and covering my hand with hers. I realize I've only written two lines in my notebook, when she's pretty much gone through the story behind every dish. I feel so bad. I shake my head, scribble something down about capsicums but I know I'm not fooling her. I put the pen down.
'It's the jet lag,' I say.
'It is more than that. I see in your eye,' she replies, squeezing my hand even harder. 'You divorce from husband? This why you alone?'
'Something like that,' I tell her. I can't help smiling in spite of myself. She closes the cookbook, pats it lovingly with a flat palm. 
'Better you taste. I cook you five thing, I surprise you. Be here seven tonight, yes?'
'OK, that would be lovely,' I say, 'thank you so much.' 
For no reason at all, Chinda stands up, loops an arm around my shoulder and pulls me against her in a half hug. Her perfume overwhelms my senses but the gesture brings tears to my eyes. I lean my head against her for a second and see the pretty young Thai lady all over again - the one who found me. I was stark naked and losing blood, shivering in shock up against a fallen supermarket sign. 
She was probably no more than twenty-six herself, that lady, and she had a newborn baby wrapped in a green sarong. She wrapped me in a blue one. Then she and an older man put me in a truck, then helped carry me to the hillside. Everyone was crying and shouting in every language under the sun. I was lapsing in and out of consciousness the whole day and night, but I remember snippets of it. 
I remember her concerned, bloody face; the tears glistening in her sad brown eyes, her fingers moving gently through my tangled hair as I lay on the ground on a wet towel. She never stopped rocking the baby at the same time, and it never cried; not like I did. I was so messed up I couldn't speak at that point. I barely recognized my own hands. I remember the sound of a guitar that night, too. I don't know where it would have come from, but someone had salvaged one and was playing melancholy songs under the moon.
The next day, when the fears of more waves had subsided, she and some other locals brought me down from the hillside and took me to the hospital. It looked like a thatched cottage and smelled of disinfectant. They were trying to mask the putrid stench of death. I found out later I was roughly eighteen miles south of where our hotel had been on the beachfront - the last place I saw my mom and dad. I never saw that Thai lady again. I never even found out her name, but I can still see her face like it was yesterday.
'Seven p.m,' Chinda says again, releasing me and wiping a tear from my cheek with her manicured finger. I swipe at my other cheek in embarrassment. I didn't even realize I was crying. 
'Gosh, I'm so sorry,' I say, feeling my cheeks start to blaze, but she brushes my apology away. 
'You beautiful girl, you go get sleep. And never mind bad husband. You get new one like Chinda did.' She winks and I can't help laughing a bit as she shuffles off in her tight skirt and heels. 
I smile at the waiter as he clears the table, take three more sips of my pineapple juice for good measure. I'm the only one in the restaurant now. I know I should go out again but I'm so tired, plus I need to type some stuff up. 
I sigh. I never usually take the lift in any building - my claustrophobia kicked in the last time I was here, along with my fear of the water - but my limbs feel like they're giving up on me and the stairwell was a sauna coming up here anyway. I head to the lift... or the elevator, as the sign says, and push the button. 
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'Hold the elevator!' I dart across the lobby towards the closing doors with Sonthi close behind me. The doors shut just I get there with no one inside. I ram my elbow against the button but it's already heading upwards. 'Shit!' I lower the cardboard box I'm holding to the floor, stretch out my arms above my head. This stuff is way heavier than I thought.
Sonthi lets out a groan. He drops the sack of masks he's been carrying onto the shiny marble and doubles over against the wall, panting. I can see the sweat trickling down his cheeks and jaw and I know I must look the same. Carrying armloads of heavy scuba equipment in ninety-eight percent humidity isn't exactly the best way to spend a day, even without a hangover. At least we got it for a good price, though; better than anyone offered it for in Phuket, for sure. I press the button again. The blue neon sign says it's heading down again now, but it stops at the sixth floor. 
I unzip my backpack, unscrew my water bottle and down the entire contents. I'm so thirsty. I don't know what it is about Bangkok - all the concrete probably - but it's always fifty times hotter than anywhere else in Thailand. I guess I'm kind of spoilt really, living in a beach hut, working in a dive shop with the ocean breeze blowing over me the whole time like a free A/C unit. Even wearing a shirt right now feels a little weird. 
'Mister Ben!' I spin around. The lady who checked us in, Chinda I think, is walking towards me in crazy high heels. 'What you buy?' she asks, looking at our bags in amusement.
'Just some stuff to take back to Khao Lak,' I tell her. She folds her arms in front of me. 'Scuba stuff,' I explain.
'You get good price?' She raises an eyebrow and I laugh.
'We got a very good price.'
'You should have ask me. I ask my husband, he get cheaper,' she says, shaking her head and doing a double take at Sonthi now. He's still breathing deeply with his eyes closed. I pray he doesn't vomit on her marble floor.
'I think we're good, thanks,' I tell her as the elevator finally arrives and the doors open. It's empty. I move the heavy box inside with my foot, jamming the door while I pick up the sack. Sonthi walks ahead of me and leans against the mirror inside. 
'He look sick,' Chinda tells me, still shaking her head. She says something else to him in Thai and he shakes his head, holds up a hand at her.
'I think he just needs to sleep, we're checking out early in the morning, remember?' I say.
Chinda nods but she's still frowning. 'He needs rest. Mister Ben, you have plan for dinner?'
'Tonight?' I kick the box the rest of the way into the elevator but Chinda holds the door open with a manicured hand, looks at me with excited eyes.
'Tonight, yes! I make special dinner in restaurant. You come.'
'I don't know,' I say, studying her angular hair swaying about her chin. It looks perfect, like something from The Matrix. 'I think Sonthi will probably be sleeping, he just had a big breakfast...'
'No, you come, just you. Seven p.m. You have a wife?'
I laugh again now. 'No, I don't have a wife, it's just us here...'
'OK, you come seven,' she says resolutely, before moving her hand and letting the door shut, finally. I turn to Sonthi as the elevator starts its slow climb. 
'Does she want a second husband or something?' 
He grimaces. Last night is catching up with him more by the minute. 'She has a husband though, right? Why the hell does she want to have dinner with me?' 
'Who cares, man? Free food,' Sonthi says with a sigh, swiping a hand over his face. He picks up the sack as the doors open at our floor. 'And maybe sex. Don't worry, I won't tell Kalaya.'
'She has this new cookbook, maybe that's why,' I say, gesturing quickly to the poster on the elevator wall. It's a photo of Chinda herself, holding up the book. She's even been airbrushed. 'She's put some serious cash into this, did you see the stack of them in reception?' 
'No.' He holds the button for me while I turn sideways to get the box out and into the sunlit corridor. 
'You're useless today!' I laugh, pushing it along the floor again with my flip flop. 'She was talking about it when we checked in. I think we should probably buy one.' 
But Sonthi's switched off again now. He's following me down the corridor, struggling with the sack more than ever. He trips over his flip flop for a second and I try not to smile as he curses. I know better than to push him when he's feeling like shit. 
'I need sleep,' he announces, needlessly. 
'Fine, sleep,' I say. I know he could sleep all day. I also know he'll text Sasi first, not the Belgian girl. I saw him get a text from her earlier. Even when they're arguing they're in touch twenty-four-seven. It's been months since she broke up with him and found herself a new boyfriend and he's done everything in his power to make her jealous of his steady stream of farangs without ever appearing jealous himself. It's kind of exhausting to witness.
I stop outside my room, fish for the key in my board shorts. I swipe the door and kick the box inside but when I turn back, Sonthi's abandoned the sack and I can hear the door to his room closing down the hall. 'Goodnight then!' I yell at him. It's not even eleven-thirty a.m. 
I drag the sack inside and fling myself on the bed, reach beside me for the TV remote but my phone buzzes in my other pocket. I know without even looking at it that it's Kalaya and something in my stomach lurches, killing my appetite all over again. The jolt of it flings me back to Khao San Road, following that girl this morning. I forgot about her the moment we met with Prak and had to deal with the equipment, but her gleaming hair and milky white legs, the way she walked; it all rushes back now like a... well.  
I pull out my cell, look at the yellow emoji face Kalaya's sent me on iMessage. It's blowing a kiss. I think of her smart mouth on mine, her hair billowing out under the fan like a waterfall in reverse, her legs wrapped around my waist. I think of my lips on her sweat-soaked skin as she pushes down on me with one hand clawing at the mosquito nets. 
I have to think of Kalaya. 
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I get the impression Chinda may have confused our humble little Sweet Eats Magazine with something with the swaying power of The New York Times but I've already decided she's going to get the very best write up I can give her. She pays everything five-star attention, I have to give her that. And her food is amazing. 
'You eat fast,' she says now, watching me fork another mouthful of potato into my mouth. I can't tell if that's a compliment or not. 'I bring you Gang Ped Yang in minute, yes? We wait one minute.'
'OK.'
Chinda looks behind her towards the restaurant door, like she's been doing not-so-subtly since I got here at six-fifty-five. It hasn't escaped my attention that while she set the table places for two, she hasn't eaten anything with me. 'Did you invite someone else?' I ask her. 
She smiles with perfectly painted red lips and nods, then shakes her head. I don't know what that means, but considering it's already seven-thirty-five and I've eaten my way through at least a fifth of her cookbook already, I'd say if anyone else was coming they're not only bloody rude but they're going to have to go hungry.
The same waiter as this morning walks over with a cocktail on a tray. 'Rum and pineapple with mint, miss Iss-laa,' he says, leaning over with the tray. I run my napkin over my mouth and take it. I won't drink it, obviously.
'This is so lovely of you, I can't thank you enough,' say anyway and Chinda's eyes grow wide in anxious anticipation again as she watches me put the cocktail down, aligned with my dessert spoon. 'Are these in the book?'
'Page one-nine-seven,' she answers with an ebullient nod of the head. She pushes the cookbook towards me on the correct page and I study it courteously, pretending to take a sip while she's only half looking. I don't want to be rude.
Another waiter steps up; this one with a small plate of what I think must be the Gang Ped Yang. 'Grilled duck leg with Thai aubergine and lychee in Thai red curry sauce, miss Iss-laa,' he says, as Chinda leafs quickly through the book again for the recipe. I'm surprised the pages aren't falling out by now. I thank him gratefully. Truth is I'm stuffed but the duck dish smells so good. I scoop a forkful of the tender meat into my mouth as it's placed before me and Chinda claps her hands together. 
'You like?' she grins.
'I love,' I reply as the zingy, sweet and sour flavors zip across my tongue. Thai food is incredible, even better from the source. 
'Iss-laa funny name,' Chinda says thoughtfully, studying me. 
'It's pronounced Eye-la,' I tell her. 'That's not as funny as some of the names people have for me,' I continue quickly as I note her eyes moving to my un-drunk cocktail. 'Someone named me Bizzy once.' 
The second I say it, the flip of my heart makes me swallow my food too quickly and I cough, reaching for my water. 'Bizzy?' Chinda frowns.
'It was short for British Izzy,' I explain, banging a fist to my chest. 
She's still frowning. 'Why you have so many name?'
'I don't know,' I say. I want to laugh at the look on her face, at the moment of cultures clashing between us, but all I can see now is Ben again. I haven't thought about him in a while; not properly anyway, I don't think, but that dream on the plane brought it all back and being here, so close... I can't stop thinking about it all now.
'Why you have scar?' Chinda says out of the blue. 
'What?' My stomach convulses, harder this time. I put my fork down. She's looking inquisitively at the raised white marks splaying like the remnants of removed tattoos, shaped like braches across my flesh. I fold my arms, say nothing, fix my eyes on the food on my plate. It's not Chinda's fault. She doesn't know people don't ask questions like this where I'm from. Sometimes I wish they would. Sometimes I wish they'd just fucking ask me instead of staring at me; assuming things, judging, gossiping, thinking I must've been some hopeless emo teen who slit her wrists, or something. I almost say it now; that one word. Tsunami. She'd understand. But something stops me.
Chinda looks towards the door again. There's no one there. She stands up shaking her head. Whether it's at my silence or the no-show I'm pretty sure just occurred I have no idea, and I don't care. She bustles into the kitchen. I reach for the drink. 
Ben. I can see him again now, the night before it all went wrong; his hand in mine as we stood watching the Thai guy twirling those flames on the sand. I can see him eight days before that, too. The day we met.
 
*
 
'Shark! Shark! Get out of the water!'
My head sprang up in utter terror at the voice. I span three-sixty in fear, yanked off my mask and snorkel, looking for a fin. Then I came to my senses and swam as fast as I could back to the shore with my heart pounding and my arms flailing. 
'Shark! Shark!' I screeched at full volume, trying to warn the other people in the shallows. My mom and dad were there somewhere. I couldn't see them. I couldn't see anything much, I was so blinded by fear. Before I could raise any real alarm though, a hand clasped around my ankle and pulled me back. I screamed and lashed out, but two hands clamped on my shoulders and a grinning face forced me to stop in my tracks. 'Hey, I'm kidding, I'm kidding, I'm sorry! There's no shark!'
'What the hell are you doing!?' I yelled at the boy, bringing up my hands and showering him with water. 'Are you insane?!' I scrambled to my feet, splashed him again. Fury and humiliation were making me shake and stumble and he took my wrists then, stopped laughing. 
'Hey, I'm sorry. I really am. I thought it was funny...'
'Since when are sharks funny?' My heart continued to thud, thud, thud as I glared at him. He shoved his mask up onto his head, fixed his eyes on mine. They were the color of the water and his lashes were black wet brushes sweeping droplets away in the sun. For a second I was mesmerized. I reached up for my own mask. It wasn't there. 
'Great. My dad'll have to pay three quid for a new one now, because of you,' I managed to snap, though the boy's eyes and beautiful face were throwing me so much in that moment I didn't sound as angry as I should have.
'You're English?' he said, looking awed. 
'And you're an idiot,' I managed. I turned and swam away as fast as I could but he followed me. When we reached the beach he caught me up, ran ahead and blocked my path. I changed direction. He blocked me again and though I told him to piss off I couldn't help my eyes running over his features in appreciation, or noticing how his eyes ran over my breasts and lips as he held his hands up for mercy. I remember how self-conscious I was. Being sixteen and British it was the first time I'd ever worn a bikini on a beach.
'I'll get you a new mask, it's not a problem,' he said in his American twang. 'My uncle runs the scuba shop. Let's go, it's right over here...'
'I'm not going anywhere with you, I don't even know you,' I replied, folding my arms across my blue striped top.
'You do now, I'm Ben,' he grinned. 'I saw you talking to my kid brother earlier, Toby, remember? You gave him a shell.'
'Yes, I remember. You should try and be a bit nicer, like him.'
'I can be nice,' he said. He grinned even wider, teeth like a row of icebergs; shook the water out of his sandy blonde hair and held his arm out in a curve like a gentleman from a movie. I scowled but something, maybe everything changed on the spot. Ben was without doubt the most infuriating and the most spectacular boy I'd ever laid eyes on. 
 
*
 
I down the rest of my water, making sure it's in three huge swallows. I can't be here. I stand up, make my way to the door just as Chinda swings out of the kitchen.
'Where you go? You no have dessert?' 
'I've got an emergency call, I'm so sorry,' I lie, holding up my phone. Everything here reminds me of that day, even from the middle of the city. It's the people, the smells, everything I thought was so amazing and magical before the tsunami. Plus, there's that damn email and Colin creeping up in my thoughts against my will every five seconds, as if I could've possibly switched one head-fuck for another and felt better. 
'But I have friend coming for you,' Chinda says, looking disappointed. 
I pretend not to hear her and head for the stairwell as the tears start to cloud my eyes. I'll stay up tonight and write this story, do her incredible hospitality justice like she deserves. Then I'll make my excuses and check out early. The sooner I get to Bali, the better.
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'We'll take one of these, too,' I say, putting the weirdly named Thai Chill Cook Book onto the reception desk. Chinda narrows her eyes at me, then says something in super-fast Thai to Sonthi, who shrugs his shoulders and smirks.
'I'm guessing that's about me not showing up to dinner last night,' I say. 'I'm so sorry, I really hope you didn't cook just for me?'
Chinda shakes her head, puts our receipt on the counter. I hand her some baht in cash for the book and stuff it with the receipt into my backpack. 'You cook yourself with my recipe,' she says, eyeing the book going into my pack nervously, like I'm a nanny taking her newborn baby away on a trip for the first time. 
'Oh, I'll be sure to cook all of them,' I assure her. I know I won't. No one cooks in Thailand. No one foreign anyway. It's cheaper to eat out. I'll give it to my mom, probably, with the stash of other stuff I've been storing up but haven't managed to give her yet. I register the guilty pang at not calling her back when she called a few days ago. She always gives up eventually, though. 
'Why you no come?' Chinda says when I stand back up. Damn. She genuinely looks upset. 
'I fell asleep,' I tell her, truthfully. 'Then when I woke up it was eleven. It was too late. I grabbed some noodles from the street and went back to bed. I really am so sorry.'
'Noodles from the street,' she repeats under her breath and I don't miss the disdain in her voice. I try not to smile. The food on Khao San Road isn't exactly high-class Thai cuisine but it was the best I could do. I watched TV for a while, knocked for Sonthi; then when he ignored me I rode a cab to the movie theatre, where I watched another movie. It was the only air-conditioned thing I could think of that would get me out of the hotel. When I got back, Sonthi was still ignoring me, or passed out, whatever, so I watched yet another movie and fell asleep. 
I now don't need to watch another movie for a long time, but Bangkok is exhausting in this heat. All you can do is eat, sit down and pass the hell out. I do feel bad for missing her dinner, though.
'Shit,' Sonthi blurts, patting his board shorts, then his T-shirt pocket and rolling his eyes. 'Sunglasses. In room.' He sprints back to the elevator. 
'Hurry up, man!' I glance at my watch. It's almost seven a.m. We're already running late for the airport. 
'Where you go now?' Chinda asks me.
I turn back to her. 'To Phuket, then back to Khao Lak. We both work at Dream Dive, on Bang Niang, you know it?'
'I went one time,' she says, adjusting her digital photo frame on the counter. 'Before tsunami.'
I nod, letting the air out of my nostrils slowly, drumming my fingers on the marble top, watching the images of the hotel rooms and restaurant dishes flashing at me one by one on the screen. I remember it that way, too. 
A flutter of blue in the corner of my eye makes me turn my head. 
The blue sundress. 
I catch the upturned nose again as she sweeps past me, before I'm left with the back of her head, the long brown hair to the bottom of her shoulder blades, the white legs and feet in the flip flops. She must have come down the stairs; the elevator hasn't come for Sonthi yet. But now she's gone, out the door, onto the street. A crack of adrenaline freezes my heart.
'Who's that?' I say to Chinda now. My palms are clammy. 'She's staying here?' My throat is dry. I feel like I did before, when I followed her down the street; like I've just seen a ghost. 
'That could be your wife if you come for my dinner,' Chinda admonishes, but her face breaks into a grin. She laughs and totters out from behind the counter to rearrange a fan of magazines on a small table. I don't know what she's talking about. I'm bolted to the floor. I register the elevator arriving for Sonthi, another couple of backpackers walking out of it and towards me but I can't move. 
'What's her name?' I say. It doesn't sound like my voice.
'She has many name. She called Iss-laa,' Chinda replies, not looking at me. She moves the tiny red couch by an inch, scrutinizes it.
'Iss-la?' I repeat. 'What kind of name is Iss-la?'
'She said something else.' Chinda moves another chair now, pointlessly, looks at it thoughtfully. 'I be with you one second,' she tells the backpackers.
'Something else? Like what?' 
'Like... I not remember. Something funny.'
'Chinda, like what? Iss-la isn't a name.' 
I'm pissed at her. I know I sound it too, but I can't help it. That girl is so familiar, but then, I'm fucking crazy. I'm a crazy person. My fist is clenching. I shove it in my pocket, will myself not to bolt out the door after the girl. 
Chinda bustles back towards me, goes about bringing up the backpacker's receipt. I watch her, gritting my teeth as she prints out the paper and hands it to them to sign. I'm about to go sit on her perfectly moved chair, force this insanity out of my thoughts when she looks up at me suddenly, like a light bulb's come on in her brain. 'Bizzy!' she exclaims.
Bizzy.
I almost throw up. I make it to the door in less than a second, push through it into the furnace. She's nowhere. She's gone. I spin around. I can't see the blue dress. I can't see anything 'cause there are tears in my eyes. I swipe them away, start moving down the street. The other morning she was here at the same time. She went to the coffee guy.
I start running. I'm running so hard the sweat is pouring from my temples under my hair and soaking my shirt in less than a minute. 'Bizzy!' I still can't see her.
Wait. Yes I can.
I stop on the other side of the street outside Burger King, my heart drumming against my ribs. The traffic is already a moving wall between us. I watch her give her order as a million thoughts collide and make me want to vomit again. I suck in deep, hot breaths of pollution and smog and when the traffic clears I bolt. 'Bizzy!' 
I'm on the sidewalk now, heading for the vendor. She spins around, a whirlwind of blue dress and brown hair. Her eyes widen. I'd know them anywhere. I stop a meter away, say her name again under my breath, hold her gaze like we're both at opposite ends of a rope and at any moment she might let go and disappear. 'It's me, it's Ben.' 
She throws a hand over her mouth. I step towards her and the iced coffee she's holding drops from her other hand and spills on the street, the plastic cup splintering up the side. 'I thought I was going crazy,' I start, but I choke on the words.
She can't speak either. I watch tears fill her eyes as I step over the ice cubes, close the gap between us and pull her into my arms. I can sense the coffee guy watching us in bemusement, and the others too, all setting up their stalls, but my eyes are closed and all I can feel is Bizzy; alive, hot, breathing and shaking up against me now as her arms find my waist and she holds on. 
'I thought you were dead,' she says into my shirt after a moment. 'I couldn't find you, I looked everywhere...' 
I can feel her scrunching up my damp shirt, feel her sharp breaths as she sobs into my chest. 
'They had you on the list.' My own voice comes out as a croak. I pull away, take her face in my hands. She blinks and I can't help it, I kiss her forehead, then her nose. She's beautiful; the same, only older and crying and splattered in iced latte. 'They found you, they found Isabella from the UK, on the list...'
'My name's not Isabella!' 
'What?' 
She's clutching at my shirt at the front, like I might drift off somewhere. 'It's Isla,' she says. 'Izzy's short for Isla.'
'You never told me that!'
'I never got the chance!'
I'm laughing suddenly and so is she. I can tell people must think we've lost our minds. I take her hands now, look down at them, see the scars on her pale, bare arms. My breath catches in my throat. What the hell did she go through? Was it anything like what I went through, looking for her, looking for Toby and Charlie? I swallow, forcing the fog to clear in my brain. In a flash I think of Sonthi. 
Shit. The flight.
'I have a flight to Phuket,' I say, moving back towards the road, leading her back the way I ran. I'm not letting go of her hand. She follows quickly, matching my steps, gripping my fingers and I register our palms together, clammy and tight, just like they were that night. 
'I can't believe this is happening,' she says, breathless beside me. 'Ben, you're leaving, now?'
We stop just outside the hotel. I'm still holding onto her in every sense of the word. This is insane. She swipes at her red cheeks with one hand as my soul splinters. The words come out of my mouth without me even thinking. 'Come with me.'  
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'Come with you?'
'To Phuket,' he says, dropping my fingers and raking his hands through his hair. It's long, to his ears, not as crazy as I remember it was with the sea salt in it, but the same color, falling the same way into his eyes. I shake my head. I still can't actually comprehend what's happening, that Ben's alive and standing here. He pushes open the door, motions for me to step back in and the blast of air-conditioning feels good on my sweaty skin. 
'Where you been, man? We're late,' a Thai guy says, walking across the lobby towards us, looking annoyed. He's wearing Ray Bans. He takes one look at our faces and his expression changes instantly. 'What happened?'
'This is Bizzy,' Ben says.
'Bizzy?'
Ben nods and I watch the penny drop on the Thai guy's face. 'The Bizzy?' He lifts the sunglasses from his face, looks me up and down in disbelief. I notice in a second a giant white scar running from his left ankle up to his knee.
'This is Sonthi.' Ben turns to me again, puts his hands on my shoulders. They're big and they cover me and I don't want him to go. I'm still trembling with shock and I'm covered in coffee. 'We can get you a ticket at the airport, just go get your stuff,' he says.
For a second I'm lost in his mad sea-blue eyes; exactly the same, only not laughing, not teasing. He doesn't want to go without me. I consider it... racing upstairs, throwing my stuff in my suitcase and leaving right now, with Ben. I was going to check out in a couple of hours anyway. I changed my ticket to Denpasar for tonight. Technically I could miss it, go anywhere. But I wouldn't be able to pack things properly if I did that and it would haunt me... and more disturbingly, the beach. The thought of it twists my insides.
'I can't,' I tell him, wrapping my arms around myself. I clock Chinda watching us.
'Man, we have to go, like now,' Sonthi says. He's dragging a sack of something bulky across the floor, kicking a huge box at the same time with his foot. When I look back at Ben he's still searching my face.
'Izzy, have you been back there?'
'Where?'
'To Khao Lak?'
'No. I can't...'
'I want you to. I live there, I run the dive shop now. I have a foundation, we built a school. Come see it. Come see it all...'
'Ben, I can't.'
Disappointment is etched on his features. He lets go of my shoulders. 'Ben! We have to go!' Sonthi looks hot and frustrated now. He's kicked the box and the sack onto the street and he's leaning back through the door. 'Is she coming?'
Ben walks quickly to the reception desks, asks Chinda for a pen and paper. I notice the confusion on her face as she hands them over. He walks back to me, scribbling something down. He's so tall, and big... 
'This is my number and my email, and you know the beach, Isla. We built the dive shop in the same place.'
My head's as crowded as a tube carriage. I take the piece of paper he's ripped off the pad. He said my real name. It sounds strange coming from his mouth; he never said it before. He didn't know it. The tears are clouding my eyes again. I want to go with him, but I can't pack that fast and I can't go back to that beach. I can't go there, can I? I can't see it and relive it all. It's bad enough being here. 
'I'm supposed to be going to Bali,' I say. 'I made plans for the mountains, the coffee region, my flight's all booked.'
'Coffee and mountains? Wow, you really do like to be high, huh?' He's smiling now and I laugh, partly at the American accent I used to take the mickey out of and party because with that one quip I'm blasted back to how we were; always laughing. Panic floods me. He can't leave me, not now I only just found him. I fight the urge to cling to him, or ask him to stay here with me. Why can't he just stay here? I'm a teenager again.
Ben takes my hand, brushes the hair out of my eyes as I look up at him. He's at least six foot tall. I don't remember him being this tall. 'Listen,' he says. 'You can book a flight from here, go book it on Khao San. Or get the bus, it takes twelve hours. Leave tonight, you'll be there by the morning.'
'Ben...'
'Forget Bali. You've come this far, Bizzy. Isla.'
I scan his eyes, his angular jaw, the way it's pulsing. 'No one else calls me Bizzy.'
'I thought Bizzy died,' he says and when his voice croaks something inside me crumbles like he's poked a hole in a wall I didn't know I built; one that was just for him. 'You're Isla now,' he says. 'You need to come back to Khao Lak.'
Sonthi shouts for him. There's a pink cab pulled up outside and the driver is lifting the sack into the back with difficulty. It's bigger than him. 'Ben!'
'OK, OK!' Ben puts the pad and pen on the table, picks up a backpack from the floor, throws it over his shoulder. I notice his biceps in his T-shirt straining as he holds it, but no scars. What happened to him? I have so many questions. 
'I have to go,' he says, reaching a hand to my face now. He strokes my cheek with one thumb and I suck in a breath at the same time as I'm pulled back into his eyes. They're rooms of blue that trapped me the minute we met. 'Don't make me lose you again,' he says, leaning down to kiss my cheek. My palms splay against him as he pulls my head to his chest. He scrunches up my hair and lets out a long sigh that I can feel from the top of my head right through to my stomach, where it stirs something up inside that almost makes me throw my arms around him again. Then he releases me and hurries out the door. 
I turn around, clutching the piece of paper in my hand. My heart's a drum. I'm sweating even in the air conditioning and I need to get out of this dress. But I'm sinking now, onto a red chair and I'm crying so hard my chest hurts. He's alive! Ben's alive. And I let him go. 
Chinda's hand is on my shoulder. What did I just do? Why didn't I just go with him? I could have just ridden with him to the airport or something.
'He could have come for my dinner, then you have more time together!' Chinda says.
I swipe my hands over my face and through my hair, force myself to stand up before anyone walks in and sees me. I'm a mess. 'You invited Ben last night for dinner?' I manage. 'Is that who you were looking for?'
Chinda beams at me. 'Yes.' She frowns in an instant. 'But he no come. He no make good husband, no reliable.'
I can't help it now, I'm laughing. Crying and laughing at the same time. 'He wants me to go to Khao Lak,' I tell her, breathlessly.
'Khao Lak very nice,' Chinda says, walking with me to the stairwell. She's realized I hardly ever take the lift. 'Very romantic.'
I start to climb the stairs without her. I haven't seen the ocean since I left there the last time. I saw the damage it caused; the serrated landscapes and decimated streets. I remember when I could finally move without screaming in pain, seeing it glistening, flat and calm. It was smiling in curves of tranquil blue from the horizon, rippling with laughter like nothing had ever happened. I hated it.
I throw myself on my bed, press my palms over my eyes. I don't know what to think or feel. I picture Ben, the way he was and the way he is now; an older, taller version of the boy I lost. We had no mobile phones back then, no Facebook accounts. We didn't even swap last names. He didn't know I was Isla, not Isabella, because he only ever called me Izzy, or Bizzy.
I thought Bizzy died. 
His words ring in my head like a bell. I want to know everything now. I want to know where he's been all this time, how long he's run the dive shop, whether they ever found Charlie or his little brother. I looked for their names on the lists... all the lists I could find, at every hospital, but I couldn't find them. There were so many names and no way of identifying the rest. 
Ben and Toby were scuba diving with their uncle when the tsunami reared up with the power of what the reports all said was over a thousand Hiroshima bombs. I was sitting outside the dive shop, waiting for their boat to come back. I didn't know what I was seeing when the ocean disappeared from underneath the struggling fish, or what I would never see again. 
I sit up, squeezing my eyes shut, pushing the thoughts from my head. I have his number now - I can call him. I reach for the photo on the dresser, hold it to my heart. As the waves of doubt and confusion roll over me I sigh up at the ceiling. 'I can't go back, can I, mom? Dad?' I say.
I can almost hear their reply in the silence. Maybe it'll help.
 



 
 
 
BEN
 
You back yet? I miss u. Kalaya's voice is loud, even in her iMessage. I've only been back thirty minutes. Word travels fast in these parts. Mind you, she probably saw Sonthi dragging the scuba stuff from the cab into the dive shop after I left him there and hopped on my scooter. Her cabin is right next door.
I'm home but I have some stuff to do. See u tmrw, I type back and within seconds I've been sent a line of crying face emojis. I feel like a giant asshole as I turn my cell to silent and put it face down on the wooden table, but my head is all over the place right now and I'm not exactly in the mood to make small talk. 
There's a clear blue afternoon sky right now, some people snorkeling in the distance. I can see the sun glinting off their masks. When the rains come next month it won't be like this. I light a cigarette and lie back in the hammock, tune in to the crickets and birds behind me, the faint hum of scooters back on the road and the lapping of the waves. I don't usually smoke straight and the nicotine burns my throat. I crush it out in the ashtray on the railing. I can't breathe any calm into myself anyway; I'm a wreck.
I stand up, pace up and down, step off the deck onto the path and onto the beach. Why the hell didn't I get her number, or her email address? What if she doesn't get in touch? It's been a decade, more than that now, but seeing her... it feels like the whole thing happened yesterday. What if I found Izzy only to lose her all over again? I couldn't stand it.
I walk to the edge of the shore, dig my bare toes into the warm, wet sand. I can't get that look in her eyes out of my head though; the one she pulled when I suggested she come back here. It's obvious she's terrified. What the hell was she doing in Bangkok, anyway? Was she there with someone else; some guy or girlfriend up in that hotel room, ready to fly out to Indonesia with her? My head was reeling too much to ask. 
I turn my face to the sun. I should have just stayed, got on a later flight. But Sonthi was freaking out at me, I had no choice. I wasn't thinking straight anyway. How often does a dead person come back to life before your eyes?
Dammit.
I drop to my ass, dig my hands into the wet grit and coral, let the water roll up and wash over my legs. I don't know what happened to Bizzy that day. Remembering hurts. I close my eyes, inhale a lungful of air. I remember the night before.
 
*
 
'You're taking Toby scuba diving?' she asked me, swinging her legs over the side of the longtail boat we'd climbed up onto. We'd just been watching the Thai guy twirling fire, but we'd walked away from the gawping crowd with our fingers still entwined. 
I was expecting Bizzy to let go of my hand the whole way, but she didn't let go and neither did I. I wanted to kiss her the whole walk up the beach. I'd gone through the way I'd do it in my head; how I'd stop and spin her round and press my lips to hers in a show of romance with the twirling flames as a backdrop. I was planning it out, living it in my head so clearly I was only half listening to her chatter as we walked. 
She was talking about some friend of her mom's who was moving to London - some woman who worked at a magazine, I think, called Maria. Bizzy wanted to be a writer. She carried a notebook in her beach bag and was always scribbling in it. 
'Isn't Toby too young to go scuba diving?' she said then, looking at me. Her big brown eyes were twinkling in the faint light from a nearby restaurant shack, like they were trapping fireflies. So beautiful.
'He's ten, it's a good age to start. He's almost qualified,' I told her. Our legs brushed on the side of the boat. Toby was a natural in the water. He never showed a speck of fear, even during the tests when he had to take his mask off and put it back on again underwater. 'He's done all the pool stuff now. Tomorrow's his first real fun dive - then there's two more and he'll have his PADI.'
'When did you get your certificate?' she asked me. 'Does your whole family dive?'
'My mom and step dad won't,' I answered, looking out over the blackening ocean. I didn't know Glenn too well - they'd only been married a year - but I couldn't imagine my mom in a snorkel, never mind on the ocean floor with a tank strapped to her back. I loved my mom but her idea of an underwater adventure was driving the Prius through the carwash. We all knew it.
'Uncle Charlie's been diving his whole life,' I told her. 'He's mom's brother. He got me qualified when I was Toby's age.'
'Where?'
'California. This is the first time I've come diving here, though. Toby wasn't old enough to come away without her really, till now.'
'You're so lucky your uncle lives here,' she said then, all starry-eyed. 'It's like heaven.'
'I know, but he's lived everywhere. He ran a shack on Little Corn Island before this - have you heard of it?'
'Nope.'
'Nicaragua,' I told her, proud of my knowledge of exotic places, all from my uncle of course. 'On the Caribbean side. He said he could walk into the ocean from the beach, pick a lobster up in his bare hands, walk back and cook it for dinner!'
'That's amazing!'
'Yes, but it was boring, there were hardly any tourists. Not like here.'
'Little Corn,' Bizzy said dreamily, twirling her long hair round a finger against her collarbone. 'That sounds amazing, too. Makes you wonder why anyone lives in big cities, really, doesn't it?'
I smiled, nudging her shoulder, still holding tight to her other hand. 'You can't work on a big glossy magazine if you live on an island,' I said and she stuck her tongue out, making me want to kiss her even more. 
 
*
 
I don't know why I didn't. To this day I have no clue why I chickened out, every single time. I'd kissed a couple girls before; more than a couple actually but something about British Izzy had me weak at the knees and chicken shit terrified all at once. Maybe it was the setting, so perfect and pristine, I didn't want to risk ruining it. Maybe it was the proximity of her parents, always watching me like hawks. 
I think of her face again this morning.; those aching brown eyes. What have they seen? And the scars on her arms...
A shiver runs up my spine in the heat. I was lucky. Obviously we were both lucky. We survived. All my scars are on the inside.
I force myself to get up, walk back to my hut. I strip off my clothes and turn on the shower. The water is cold in my outdoor bathroom but I'm used to it. The days and nights here are both so damn hot that a hot shower would be hell and there's no A/C here, not like at the big hotels. 
I rinse myself off with soap, turn my face to the clouds from under the showerhead. The bathroom's the best part, I think. My room is basic, just a bed with a dresser and a closet and fridge, wooden walls and a terracotta colored tile floor. I chose this place on this particular beach 'cause it's quieter than Bang Niang. After being with people all day at Dream Dive and the school, I really just like to be alone, although I'm there most of the day. I never go too far. Just in case...
I shove the thought away as usual, but it's back in a second; course it is. Not a day goes past when I don't see him in my mind's eye, walking out of that ocean towards me like the whole thing was a mistake, a blip in time that fixed itself and brought him back. 
They never found Toby. But that's where I lost him. And even though my mom was eight thousand miles away when it happened, I know that's where I lost her, too.
 



 
 
 
ISLA
 
The night bus is freezing. I haven't been so cold since I got to Thailand. I'm really regretting not getting my one jumper out of my suitcase before they stashed it in the luggage hold with a million backpacks. 
'Are you going to the full moon party?' a Scottish guy asks me from the seat next to mine. He's cute. He has bright red hair with a blonde streak across the middle, like a Mohawk gone wrong. He has a nice nose, too. What's not as cute is the bright yellow sleeveless shirt he's wearing with Chang Beer on it and the tinny sound of his music that's been pumping from his headphones into my own ears since we set off at seven p.m.
'I don't think so,' I say, stopping my typing. I've been trying to edit my article on my iPad but the bumps in the road and the erratic driving keep making me add even more mistakes. 
'You really should, it's awesome. I've been twice,' he says. 'I'm going to Phi Phi, my mate's there, then we're heading back up and over to Koh Phangan for the full moon. You should come? I can add you to Facebook if you want, what's your full name? Have you done Vietnam yet, by the way?'
I smile politely. 'I'm really not sure that's my thing, thanks though,' I say. 'And no, I haven't been to Vietnam.' I notice a greasy streak on the window by his head, where his sweat and sunscreen have rubbed off and smudged the glass. He smells a bit, actually. I pull the sarong I'm using as a scarf further over my mouth. 
'The food in Vietnam is meant to be the best, have you heard that, too?' he says and I try to make my eyes look interested. I don't want to seem rude, but I really don't want to talk to anyone either; especially anyone I don't know about places I have no intention of ever visiting. Already I wish I booked a flight to Phuket, like Ben suggested, but the lady in the shop said at six hundred baht a bus ticket was cheaper. That was true, but I think she got a bigger cut from the bus company than she would've got from AirAsia. My head was still reeling when I talked to her anyway. I just handed over the cash and went back to pack. Then I walked around a mall till five p.m, drinking bubble tea and freaking out over what I was about to do. I still am... freaking out, that is.
Two German girls in front are talking softly in words I don't understand. The Chinese guy in the seat across the aisle from me is asleep and snoring. He's wearing eyeshades and ear plugs and he's wrapped in a huge blanket he must have brought himself. I'm jealous. They've given us blankets for the journey - it was part of the allure of going first class - but they're so thin they're useless. 
I shiver under the stupid A/C as the Scottish guy rattles on about Ho Chi Minh motorcycle tours and some bloke who got arrested for drunkenly pissing on a wall in a hostel. I try to ignore the fact that I need a wee. I was hoping I could go the whole twelve-hour trip without needing the toilet at all. There can't be many things worse than a grim bus stop toilet... except a toilet that's literally on a bus. I can smell it already. I swear someone's been sick in it, which wouldn't surprise me, judging by the group of drunk guys that got on back in Bangkok. Some of them are still being loud at the back. They're American. Part of me wants to smirk and rib Ben about 'his kind' when I see him. 
Oh my god, I'm going to see Ben.
A little shiver of something like excitement rushes up my spine. I think it's excitement. It could also be utter dread. I plug my headphones into the iPad as soon as the Scot pauses for thought, select a playlist I made earlier. Today's gratitude is most definitely my iPad. I've been trying to distract myself since I boarded the bus with thoughts of everything but what the hell I'm doing, cancelling Bali to go back to Khao Lak. 
If I hate it when I get there, if it makes things worse, if I lose control, I can leave. I repeat the words to myself again as I nod at the Scot's mouth moving. I probably won't last the day. But whenever I thought about flying to Bali instead, the fear of leaving Ben again caused my brain to go into meltdown mode and my heart to bang in my ears. He's the one thing I have left from the time my entire world fell to pieces; the only silver lining that has ever appeared from the wreckage. 
I close my eyes. Of course, I don't know anything about him now. I don't know if he's single, if he drinks, if he acts or sings or reads, if he did any of the things he said he wanted to do. All I know is that we wouldn't have been thrown back together again like we were if it wasn't for a reason. 
 
*
 
By the time I open my eyes again the sunlight is streaming through the crack in the curtains over the Scottish guy's head. He's still asleep with his headphones on and it creeps me out for a second - the thought that I just spent the night sleeping next to someone I don't know - but I can't think about it for long because the excruciating need for a wee pushes all other thoughts from my head. I missed the rest stop. 
I scramble up, untangling myself from my sarong and my pointless, thin blanket. The bus is still moving and the bright red digital clock at the front says it's five-thirty a.m. We must be almost there, but I can't hold on any longer. 
I make my way up the aisle, open the tiny door at the back and step inside. The stench hits me like a sledgehammer; pungent sewage and vomit. I hold my breath so I can't smell or taste it, then I wee as fast as I can, holding onto the walls to stop myself falling. There's no toilet paper. I rub my hands three times on the tiny, filthy bar of soap, rinse my hands under the pathetic stream that trickles from the tap, squeeze my way back out and head back up the aisle to my seat. The Scottish guy wakes up when I sit down, rubs his eyes sleepily. 
'Morning,' he says and I smile as best I can. I don't like night busses. I don't like them at all. I'm flying out of Phuket when I leave. 
He reaches for his backpack under his seat and unzips several pockets before finding the one with his gum in it. He offers me a stick of Wrigley’s and I let out a sigh, take it. He's nice enough. He's just a bit keen. And he needs to wash more.
'Where you going now, then?' he asks me, shoving his pack back under his seat and pulling his knees up to rest on the seat in front.
'Khao Lak,' I say, pulling the blanket back over me. Another bolt of adrenaline makes me feel sick again. 'It's north, by an hour or so I think. There's a mini van ride included with my ticket.'
'Right,' he says. 'Not heard of that. I'm getting the ferry straight to Phi Phi.'
'You haven't heard of Khao Lak?' I say. I can't hide the surprise in my voice as I unscrew my water bottle, take three long gulps, then three more. Did he not watch the news back in 2004? Did he not see what happened there? Does he even know what happened in Phi Phi? 
I know all the facts. I've tortured myself with them. Almost two thousand people died there that day and seventy percent of the buildings were destroyed. Five thousand people perished in the whole of Thailand and over half were tourists. 
I met a guy once at one of the survivor support groups who'd been rescued and half carried, half dragged up the hill on Phi Phi by two Thai ladies and a man. He found out later that one of the women had watched her newborn baby die when the wall of water swept her shop away. She stuck with him for three days anyway, till he was reunited with his wife. I remember the local people more than anything from that day, and all the days that followed. They were the ones helping. They were the ones being bravest. 
The Scot is still shaking his head. 'I hear you can get magic mushrooms on Phi Phi - not as many cops,' he says. 
I chew hard on my gum. It must be a ghost town now, no matter what they rebuilt of it. How can it not be? I wouldn't take magic mushrooms there if you paid me - I see enough from that day when I'm straight and sober. He's lucky he doesn't know what happened; unless he does and it doesn't bother him.
I stare at his knees against the seatback as he continues to talk. It's hard to imagine unless you were there; I already know that. You can watch the footage on YouTube, and even that movie they made with Ewan McGregor in it and feel horrified, but then you can go back to your daily life and forget about it. You didn't lose anyone. You didn't lose your mind or the flesh from your arms; you won't have to deal with the consequences day in, day out, every day for the rest of your life. 
For a second I envy this guy as he starts up talking about the hotel he's booked and the cocktails that are only two quid. I wish my choice of where to travel boiled down to something as simple as where the best party was... or hallucinogenic fungi. I went to France once, but I stay in London for the most part. There will never be a natural disaster there, no tsunamis, no tornadoes, no earthquakes, no landslides. Of course, there are terrorist threats, but I'm not so bothered about those. Terrorists can't do anything as terrible as Mother Nature can do when she's pissed off.
I realize I'm shaking. I manage not to talk to the Scot again until we roll up at our final destination, where he opens the curtains as people start to stand and reach for their stuff. I reach for my small purse in the seat pocket. It's not there. 
Panic. 
I stand up, feel around behind me, down the side of the seat. 'What's wrong?' he asks, getting to his feet beside me and slipping on his flip flops. 
'My purse, I can't find it, I left it here,' I tell him, picking up my iPad. Thank God that's still here. 
He frowns. 'You left it in the seat pocket?'
'Yes, why?'
'Did it have a sign on it too, staying steal me?'
I scowl at him, carry on looking. I know he didn't take it. He seems like a nice guy, plus he's been making way too much effort to talk to me the whole time. People are getting off the bus now. I sink to the floor, start feeling around under the seat. 'My passport's in there, and my phone, and my notebook,' I say, 'and my credit card, and all my money. Someone must have grabbed it when I was asleep, or in the loo. This can't be happening.' 
'Oh man, I'm sorry, I didn't see anyone go for it,' he says, helping me look for a second. 'Wait, I'll tell the driver to tell everyone getting off, someone might have seen it.'
'Thank you,' I say, letting him squeeze past me with his backpack. I scoot around again on the floor for a second but there's nothing there. The photo of mom and dad was in that purse. I want to cry.
'Any luck?' the Scot asks, bounding up to me again when I step off the bus and leading me to the luggage hold. 'The driver's gone, sorry, maybe he's in the bathroom, or the shop.'
I look around me as he helps me pull my suitcase out of the hold. It's mayhem out here. Everyone's milling around, grabbing their bags and cases and making their way to various mini buses and cabs and scooters. There's no way we can ask every single person who was on that bus if they've seen my purse.
'Sorry, hun,' he says sincerely, putting a hand to my lower back and wheeling my suitcase over to a quieter patch in the chaos. 'Anything else I can do before I go? You can always come to Phi Phi if you like?'
'I'll be OK,' I tell him, but my heart is sinking further by the second now. What the hell was I thinking, coming here?
 



 
 
 
BEN
 
'Open your dive books, I have the log details for you if anyone's interested,' I say, swinging my legs over the wooden bench at the table with the four French girls. All of them have their wetsuits rolled down to their waists. The brunette with the shortest hair and the star tattoo on the side of her neck giggles and whispers something in French that I know is about me. She's been flirting all day and Kalaya is pissed.
'She uses her breasts on you,' she hissed at me earlier. I held up my hands. I knew what she was saying but it's not like I could do anything about it. People flirt.
I've been teaching the French girls for five days and they've just done their first fun dive. I couldn't teach for twenty-four hours after getting off the plane, so being back down there just now was like lifting a million tons of weight off my shoulders. I hardly ever go as long as that without diving. It's therapeutic, I guess, until Kalaya ruins the mood by accusing me of doing something I haven't even done. She's a fucking hurricane sometimes.
Sonthi walks up now with his own wetsuit half undone, sits down next to me as I read out the stats. Maximum depth: eleven meters. Fish spotted: one eagle ray, one lion fish, one green turtle, etc. etc. 'No dolphins,' the blond sighs and I smile. They all come here wanting dolphins. They never get them.
The blond whispers something to Sonthi. He grins and winks at her from behind his Ray Bans. He's relentless. I saw him spinning circles with her underwater, holding her hand when he led her over to the turtle. He knows she'll take him up on his offer of dinner and buckets on the beach tonight, but more importantly than that, he knows Kalaya will go straight to Sasi and report this, too. She's pretending to do the paperwork on reception, but I can feel her eyes on us both now like lasers. 
I reel off a few more stats from the dive and I'm just getting into how much air was left in everyone's tank by the end of it when a cough from Kalaya makes me turn my head. 'Somebody here for you,' she says, raising her eyebrow. I almost fall off the seat when I see who she's pointing to. 
Izzy is wheeling a navy blue suitcase over to the other table. It's covered in sand. She must have wheeled it all the way here from the street and asked for me. I stand up quickly, back over the bench, ramming my hands in my hair. Holy shit. She actually came. I walk over to her, trying to ignore Kalaya's eyes on me, and Sonthi's now, too. 
'Izzy!' My voice sounds as shocked as I feel. 'How did you get here?'
'On the bus,' she says. 'I hope it's OK, I'm sorry for just showing up.'
She looks hot and flustered. I am shocked; so shocked I can't even hug her like I want to. I couldn't anyway. I thought she would've called. 'How was the bus? Why didn't you get the plane?' I manage, standing with my back to everyone, looking down at her familiar but tired-looking eyes. I can see she's struggling to hold back tears and my hands itch to rub her shoulders or brush the stray strands of hair from across her forehead. I just finished hauling the tanks off the sand so there's sand all over me - another barrier. She's here.
'I thought first class would be OK. But it was so cold, I left my jumper in my suitcase and they put it in the luggage hold. Then I got my purse nicked.'
I smile as she talks a million miles an hour. I forgot how Brits call sweaters jumpers. Then I realize what she's said. Nicked is bad. 'Someone stole your purse?'
'It's my fault, I left it in the seat pocket,' she says with a sigh, taking a band from around her wrist and tying her hair up at the back in a ponytail. 
'It's not your fault some asshole took what wasn't theirs, Izzy,' I say, forcing myself to think straight. 'Did you tell the police?'
'Yes, that's why I'm here so late.' She folds her arms across herself in the self-conscious way she always did. She's wearing denim shorts and a low cut green T-shirt. 'I just spent three hours in the police station. Then I had to find an Internet place so I could get some money wired from my godmother and cancel all my cards. There's nothing I can do about my passport till I'm back in Bangkok, though. I have to go to the embassy. So annoying. Anyway, then I had to get another cab here 'cause I missed my transfer bus.'
'Wow, Izzy, I'm so sorry,' I say. 'What a day, huh? At least you made it, though. We can fix all that other stuff, don't worry, I can help you. You got insurance, right?'
'Thank you,' she says. 'Yes, I have insurance. I gave the police your number in case they hear anything, I hope that's OK.'
'Course that's OK.'
'This place looks... the same.' She gestures around us now. I don't miss the apprehension on her face, the deep breath she takes before fixing her eyes to the sandy floor. She noticed. 
'I built it back up pretty much the same,' I say and I get a flashback of her, sixteen, like I was, laughing as we fitted her with her flippers to go with the mask she lost in my fake shark attack. She was sitting on the bench that got swept away, just like the ones that are here now, painted blue and white to match the walls.
'Dream Dive,' she says, nodding thoughtfully. 'Seems like a dream.'
'Tell me about it,' I say, studying her face in the sun. Her hair is still the shiniest on the beach.
I don't miss her eyes flitting to Kalaya and then to my bare chest right in front of her, and to the ocean shimmering to our right. She swallows visibly. It's almost three p.m. There are people on the beach, sunbathing and snorkeling. The last time she was here, this stretch of sand must have looked very different. Is that what she's picturing now? The shards of glass and crunched up cars, sides of hotel rooms, store signs and shattered toilets sitting in piles of broken loungers?
'Wait here,' I say, putting a hand to her arm, then walking to the table. 'Guys, I'm going to go take my friend to find a room, OK? You can finish this up with Sonthi. I'll see you later.'
'Thank you Ben,' the French girls chorus, all staring hard at my torso and then giggling again. Sonthi throws me a look. I throw him one back. I can hear Kalaya clicking her tongue as I peel off my wetsuit and drop it into the bath at the side of the dive shop for the staff to hang and dry. My heart's flapping like a parrot in my chest. I wanted Izzy here, but now she's here I don't know what the hell to do. Kalaya's already on red alert and she doesn't even know who she is. 
'Kalaya,' I say to her quickly, leading her out from behind the desk by the hand. I walk her over to Izzy. She flicks her long hair over her shoulder as she eyes her up and down. 'Izzy, this is Kalaya,' I say. 'Kalaya, Izzy and I met here a long time ago, before the tsunami. This is the first time she's been back since it happened. I'm going to go help her get set up.'
'OK,' she says sweetly. I watch her hold a hand out; note the intrigue cross Izzy's face as she takes it. Why is this so damn awkward?
'Let's go,' I say. 'Leave your stuff here, I'll come back for it.' I roll the case around to behind the reception desk. Kalaya grabs my hand again and makes a show of kissing me on the cheek.
'See you when I finish my shift,' she says pointedly and her fingernails dig into my hand. I shake it out as I lead Izzy round the dive shop to the path. That hurt.
'Where are we going?' Izzy asks.
'We need to take the scooter, my place is a couple of beaches down.'
'Scooter?' She pauses as we reach the Yamaha and I hand her the helmet. The keys are still in the ignition. 
'Sure, it's too far to walk. Your chariot awaits!' I swing my leg over, pat the seat behind me. It's hot from the sun.
'Really?' she says, biting on her lip. I smile. I'm guessing she hasn't ridden too many scooters.
'I'm a safe driver, I promise you, come on, get on!' I turn the key and the bike splutters to life. Izzy does as I tell her, albeit reluctantly and in seconds I feel her gripping on tight to my bare middle as she circles me with her arms. Surreal.
We speed off. My heart's still a jackhammer as I fully process her proximity and Kalaya's reactions and the fact that I have no clue at all who this girl even is anymore. But she's here and some angel gave her back and that's all that matters.
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It's so weird, feeling my arms around his body. He's hot and his heart's pounding so hard I can feel it. Because of me? Because of that girl? I'm focusing on this, not the fact that I'm on a scooter. I think my insurance covers this, but it's not exactly an excuse.
I've been focusing on Ben to distract myself since I got here to Khao Lak. Seeing the ocean yawning out on the same beach I lost mom and dad was almost enough to make me turn around as soon as the cab dropped me off, but thanks to that stupid thief on the bus, whoever it was, I'm stuck here till I figure out what to do. I can't exactly fly anywhere without my passport and I'm definitely not ready to go back to Bangkok on another night bus any time soon. 
We go over a bump. Think of Ben.
That girl Kalaya adores him. His friend Sonthi does too, and even those French girls couldn't take their eyes off him. It's not just his looks though. OK, yes, so his muscles are bigger than they looked in the T-shirt back in Bangkok somehow, and he has the kind of six-pack you only ever see on the TV, but Ben has presence. He always did. 
'Are you OK back there?' he says. I realize my face in the helmet is pressed against his back. I move my head, open my eyes.
'I'm OK,' I say into the wind, right as my ponytail slaps me round the mouth. He has a tattoo on his right shoulder blade that says T&C in an intricate, swirled black circle. It looks a lot like waves coming in. T&C. Terms and conditions. Or Toby and Charlie? Maybe both. The terms and conditions changed for all of us that day. 
I close my eyes again as we turn down a dirt track, back towards the sea. Admittedly everything looks completely different to how it was when I left. Everything's changed. It looks like it did before the wave came in, only more modern in places. I recognize the shops set up on the roadside, the bananas and red and spiky fruits stacked haphazardly outside. I recognize the songbirds in cages and the piles of big green coconuts. Same, same, but different, like the T-shirts said on Khao San Road.
'Hold on!' Ben yells. I grip tight to his waist as we hit another bump. It's weird to have just met his Thai girlfriend. I don't know why I was expecting he'd be single. We're not exactly sixteen anymore. Besides, it's not like Colin and I aren't still talking. 
Colin.
My insides twinge.
'Still OK?' Ben asks.
'I'm OK!' 
When I showed up at the flat the other night, we agreed a break was best while I came to terms with what happened and while he let it be known that he's still completely wracked with guilt. He'd painted the hallway the color I decided on myself in an act of relinquishing control in such domestic matters, I assume. He's still the one I called just now when I couldn't get hold of Maria. He had to keep trying till he got hold of her, but even after she wired me some money he offered to do the same once it runs out. 
I told him I was here in Khao Lak. I didn't tell him about Ben. I just said I'd bumped randomly into an old friend who lived here and decided now was the right time to return. I never did tell him about Ben anyway. I never told anyone. I saw him as my secret, I guess; someone I was keeping alive just by talking to him, telling everything to when times were shitty. Telling anyone he'd died would've put me in the basket with the nut jobs, even by my own admission, so I never said a word. 
'Home sweet home,' Ben says now, slowing the scooter to a stop and flipping the stand down in a small dusty parking area. Palm trees are lining the start of another pathway to our left and a sign says Shady Palm Resort. Tiny yellow butterflies are flitting everywhere.
'Very fitting,' I say, pointing at the sign and then up at the trees as he holds out his hand and helps me climb off the back. He grins as I straighten out my T-shirt and shorts. I'll admit, that was kind of thrilling; maybe because I wasn't on it for too long. It's worrying enough being in the car when someone else is driving and those have windows and doors. I won't be doing it again.
'I like it here, more than on Bang Niang,' he says now, helping me take the helmet off. His fingers brush my chin as he wriggles the strap and when his blue eyes meet mine for just a second in the blazing sunlight I feel something in my tummy jump again. A stray butterfly?
'You live in a resort?' I say, squishing it.
'Is there any other way to live?' He raises his eyebrows at me comically, puts the helmet on the bike seat, motions me up the pathway with him. I  run my fingers through my hair, try to keep my eyes off the way the sun shines intermittently off his shoulder blades and tanned upper back when we pass under a gap in the branches. Even through his black board shorts, the same ones he was wearing in Bangkok, I can see how toned and strong his bum and legs are. Ben got even sexier. I swallow, turn my eyes to the scenery.
Several small villas, all the same with wooden porches and hammocks are dotted about the place, and the lawns between them are manicured and glistening with water from the sprinklers. Frangipani trees add bursts of white and yellow every few meters and the sing-song thrum of birds and wildlife in the ocean of trees is a crazy stereo soundtrack. I forgot how loud the jungle is. My mom was obsessed with the sound of crickets and cicadas. Before we even came here she had a jungle CD she'd put on at night to help her sleep. I'm here, mom. Are you still here?
I spot a woman in her mid-forties hanging wet swim stuff over the railings of one of the villas and Ben holds his hand up at her. I do the same and she waves. She could've been her. Everything's so nice and normal, just like it was before...
Don't think about it. 
The path in the trees comes to an end and there it is, the beach, right in front of us. I hold my breath. It doesn't get any easier seeing that ocean, infinite and deceivingly friendly. I hate it. I focus on the sparkles, the way several large rocks are jutting out like emerald sculptures, the curve of the white sand against the blue. My breath escapes, slowly. I hate it, but it's really pretty. 
'Over here,' Ben says, fishing in his pocket and pulling out a set of keys I saw him take from the reception desk at Dream Dive. He leads me to a villa like the other ones, except this one faces the ocean. 'I reserved this one for you, in case you showed up,' he says, walking up the wooden steps. 'Mine's the next one up. If you don't like it you can stay in another one, it's pretty quiet right now, end of season, you know.'
I didn't know that. I don't know anything about Thai seasons. All I know is it's September. I follow him up the steps. An orange and green hammock is hanging from chains on the overhang and two wooden slatted loungers face the beach. He unlocks the door and I turn to the water. 
Panic. It almost blinds me. I picture a tsunami, the moving wall of it coming right at me while I'm trapped here, throwing me against the building. It's tall as a skyscraper, sweeping this whole hut away in a heartbeat and taking me with it. I must make some kind of sound because Ben's beside me in a second. 
'Izzy?'
I can't even speak as I grip the railing. The water is calm and flat and there's barely a breeze. The chances of it happening again are slim to none. It won't happen again.
'It won't happen again,' Ben says, making me look at him in surprise. Is he reading my mind? 
Yes. Of course he is. He's been through it, too.
He covers my white knuckles with his hand. 'Nothing can hurt you.'
I suck in a breath, nod my head, look at his big hand over mine. He squeezes it and I can smell him now he's so close. Sunscreen and the ocean and man. I'm an idiot.
'Do you want to stay in one that's more inland?' he asks and I contemplate it, seriously contemplate it. 'It's not a big deal,' he adds but I shake my head. 
'I'll be alright,' I say. 'I'm sorry... it's all just a bit...'
'Don't apologize.' He keeps hold of my hand for a second. 'We have escape routes now, and warning sirens. We get text messages. It's covered.'
'Really?' 
'Yes. I'll show you everything, don't worry.' He ushers me into the villa. It's more of a hut, really. It's basic but it's clean. 'The bathrooms are the best,' he says, dropping my hand but leading me towards a door at the back. I can't help smiling a little now; he actually looks excited to show me, like a six-foot version of the enthusiastic kid he was. 'Open... all open!' he beams. 'See?'
I step through and he's right. There's a small palm tree in a patch of brown earth right between the gray tiled shower and the toilet. There isn't even a mosquito net over the roof; just a wall between me and the jungle. 'This is brilliant,' I tell him, matching his infectious grin. 'I always wanted to look at the stars while I have a wee.'
He laughs, says the word wee again, shaking his head. He points out the soap dispensers and the fact that no matter which way I turn the taps, the water will probably never get hot. There's a frangipani in the sink, another in the bottom of the toilet. I look for a third... it's there on the shelf by the towels. I don't know if they've been blown there or placed there, but I like them.
I follow him back out onto the balcony. This time my heart doesn't jolt when I first see the ocean but I'm still trying to keep how much I hate it off my face. I can deal with it. I have to. It's why I'm here, isn't it? To face it; to see if it helps. 
'I'll go back and get your stuff,' Ben says now. 
'On the scooter?'
'Yes ma'am, how else?'
I shrug and he does that comical thing with his eyebrows again. 'I'll be five minutes, you want a beer while you wait?'
'I don't drink.'
'You do now, you're on a beach! It's essential.' He runs down the steps to the villa next door and comes back ten seconds later with two cold Chang beers. They remind me of the Scot in his tourist T-shirt and I grit my teeth. 
I don't know if he's the one who took my purse, of course. I'd prefer to give him the benefit of the doubt, seeing as he was so nice, but I had to tell the police he was sitting next to me, and that he's gone to Phi Phi. Who knows if they'll care enough to go check him out? They seemed to be pretty pre-occupied with peeling some purple mangosteen and watching a Thai TV show when I was filling out my report. One even had his boots up on the desk. I sat there thinking how different our countries are. Would an English policeman have sat there with his feet up, watching Eastenders, peeling fruit, while someone was literally in the middle of reporting a criminal incident? The thought made me laugh.
A girl I got talking to at the police station, who'd lost an engagement ring, asked me why I didn't seem too upset. I didn't really have an answer. Of course I'm annoyed, but losing a purse is no tragedy. I've lost more than that before. I really could have done with the photo though; I take that one everywhere. 
Ben flips the top off one of the beers and hands it to me. 'I'll have mine when I get back. An incentive to be fast,' he says, walking back into my room and putting it my own little fridge. I watch his muscles flex again as he moves.
'Be safe,' I tell his bare chest as he heads back out. I mask another flurry of panic that surges through me at the thought that he might not come back again, for whatever reason. He can tell, I know he can.
'Izzy, I'm always safe and so are you while you're here.' He puts a hand to my shoulder, forcing my gaze up to his. That smell again, pure man. The blue of his eyes, so ridiculously blue. 'Trust me.' 
 



 
 
 
BEN
 
Just the smallest bit of her beer has gone when I get back with her bag. The afternoon sun is glinting off her hair, which she's taken out of its band. She's staring at the ocean like she's challenging it to come at her, or apologize. I can't decide. 
'Thank you so much for doing that, and for organizing all this,' she says now, standing up and taking the case as I go to wheel it inside. She takes over, lifts it onto the bed, opens it up and gets out her iPad and charger. I watch as she plugs it in by the bed. 
'It's not a problem. There's no WIFI in the rooms though, sorry,' I say. 'We can get you a SIM card for that tomorrow.'
'It's alright, I only have one article to submit while I'm away.' She walks back to the suitcase and pulls a hairbrush out. I feel like I'm watching a ghost go about her daily routine, trapped in time; only Izzy never really died. The insanity of it all just won't leave me.
'Article?' I say, realizing what she just said. I walk to her fridge and get the beer out, flip the lid and throw it into the basket on the floor. 'So you're a writer? Like you said you'd be?'
She smiles, runs the brush through her hair. 'Did I say I'd be a writer?'
'You said a lot of things. I could hardly get a word in.'
She flicks her hairband at me and I dart to miss it, then pick it up from the floor. 'Feisty. Just like I remember,' I say, flinging it back at her. 'So where do you work?'
'London. The very prestigious Sweet Eats Magazine. You won't have heard of it.'
'Can't say I have. Do you get free food with that job?'
'That's such a boy thing to say,' she says, laughing suddenly. I think the tiny sips of beer she's had must be going to her head. She has the same laugh I always loved and it's just as adorable. Memories are crashing over me now. 'But yes,' she continues, 'I get a lot of free food. I got the job through my godmother's connections, I was an intern for a long time, worked at another mag for a bit before they gave me a real job at Sweet Eats - you have to work your way up, you know?'
'So, wait, why were you in Bangkok? It wasn't for that cookbook was it?'
'That's the one. And the dinner you apparently missed,' she says, putting the brush down.
I feel my eyes widen. 'That was supposed to be with you? Holy shit, that's weird.'
'I know. I think she was trying to set us up,' Izzy throws me a look. I catch her gaze for a moment. I remember Chinda saying something now about me missing dinner with my wife. Crazy.
'What about your books?' I ask as she looks away. 'You were always going to write novels.'
Izzy sighs, pulling some clothes out of her suitcase and opening the closet. I drink my beer, sit on the bed, watch her move in the stream of sunlight pouring in through the open door. She folds each item carefully and I can't be totally sure but I think she's layering them up according to their colors.
'I've started a few books. I have an idea for another one, one I really want to write,' she says. 'But it's kind of hard to start. Even harder now - the notes I made were in the book that just got nicked.'
I scrunch up my face. 'Shit, sorry. What's it about?'
'What do you think?' She cross back to the case, pulls out some nail polishes and three books. She lines the books up perfectly in a pile by the bed with their edges completely straight. 
'The tsunami.' I say. 
She sighs. 'I want to write it down, all of it, but I'm never really sure how to start,' she says, getting out what look like bath salts now. 'My boyfriend keeps telling me...' 
Izzy pauses, looks at me. I can't help the look that must be on my face at her words; shock, amusement, maybe both? But who am I to say anything to that, anyway? I have a girlfriend.
She's talking again, lining up the three bath salts in a row by the books. 'We were together four years.'
'Were?'
'We broke up, but it was more like a pause to see if that's what we really want. We had some... issues.'
There's trepidation in her voice. 'Sounds complicated,' I say. I can't even contemplate being with anyone four months, let alone four years. For some reason I'm trying to imagine what he might be like, this guy, probably in London somewhere. Probably some successful accountant or banker, or whatever city people do behind desks all day to afford those debt-fuelled, cooped up 'enviable' lifestyles. 'What's his name?' I ask.
'Colin,' she replies somewhat wearily, putting what looks like a red dress on a hanger in the closet between a red shirt and a pink shirt, and shutting the door. She walks back to the porch, picks up the beer and I follow her, sit in the other chair. I look at the outline of her slim figure and shapely legs as she rests on the railings, facing me with the afternoon sun behind her. 'How long have you been with Kalaya?' she asks.
I rake a hand through my hair. 'Not so long.' 
'She seems nice.'
'She is. She's really nice.'
Izzy's silent for a moment. I can feel her eyes on me as I roll my bottle between both my palms. 'There were loud Americans on the bus,' she says eventually. I grin, looking up. I pretend to be shocked. 
'I don't know how that's possible. I mean, I don't know how you could've heard them over the loud British people.'
'Brits aren't loud, we're very quiet and conservative,' she says, smirking. 
'Not after twenty shots of vodka and a bucket,' I tell her. 'It's always the Brits who throw up first. Then the Aussies. Then the Swedes, God bless 'em. The Russian's don't vomit.'
She raises her eyebrows. 'Did you say bucket?'
'You haven't had a bucket?'
'That sounds scary. Why would I want a bucket of alcohol?'
'You say that now,' I tease her. 'But you only just got here. You're a Brit, you'll crack eventually. It's in your blood.'
'Getting horribly drunk?'
'Absolutely!'
'I think you're generalizing, Benjamin,' she tells me with faux annoyance. 'Some of us just like to read Jane Austin and model top hats in bright red phone boxes.'
'Har har!' I get up from the chair. 'Can I interest you in another beverage, my lady? It's been a pretty bloody shit day for you, so far.' 
She rolls her eyes, holds up her bottle with a good half still left. 'Oh God, is that your attempt at a British accent?'
'Good, huh?'
'Bad. Don't do that again. Ever.'
'Cor blimey, that's a bit rude, I'll tell the Queen you said that, you cheeky monkey.'
She laughs and it's infectious, the way she holds her head back now and closes her eyes, puts one hand to her heart. 'That's awful, seriously, stop!'
I'm laughing now too as she scrunches up her nose and shakes her head. Every time a new expression crosses her features I can't help feeling like I'm seeing her for the first time. But I can't stop comparing her now to the teenager she was when I last saw her. She was always striking but she's grown into her features even more. Her cheekbones are softly slanted and her slightly upturned nose gives her a cuter, younger look; still girlish in spite of being twenty-six. A woman. 
She catches me looking at her, still standing here with my empty bottle. 'I haven't had a beer in... I don't know how long,' she tells me now, looking at me like I might reprimand her.
'Then you definitely need another.' I jog past her quickly to the steps, head next door. I feel like that kid all over again; the one who poked fun at her, vying for her attention, bouncing up the beach after her like a puppy dog. I need to get a grip, though. She's not here to rekindle some stupid half-lit flame and that's not why I asked her here either.
Isn't it?
I shake the thought from my head, grab two more beers. When I step back onto her porch she's turned around again to the ocean. I put her new Chang on the floor. 'What are you thinking?' I ask her. I hope she's getting used to the view. I hope it's not still freaking her out.
'I'm thinking how pretty it is,' she says. 'But I'm never going in that water. I don't know how you do it.' She takes what I think are three small sips of beer in quick succession. 'I don't know how you make your living doing it after...' she trails off. 
'Sonthi thinks it's messed up how much I love it, too, considering what happened,' I tell her, fixed on the horizon now. 'I just knew I couldn't let that fear control me.'
'You're braver than me,' she says quietly and I grip my bottle, wait for her to ask me more about that day. She doesn't know the details, of course; what happened once we were out there. No one knows that but Dao - the only one who survived. He doesn't come back here much. 
'How did you meet Sonthi?' she says instead.
'In the hospital, after it happened.'
'Wow, a long time.'
'He lost his whole family, he lost everything,' I say. I see him again as a kid, devastated and crying so hard his face was covered in snot. The bandage round his leg was red with blood. 'He was looking for them with his neighbor while I was there. We were all searching the lists.'
'Which hospital?' she asks.
'Phuket International. I went there eventually with a Swedish family when I couldn't find them anywhere here - Toby and Charlie I mean. They took Sonthi's dad to Phuket though when they found his body, and later his aunt and cousins.'
Izzy puts a hand to my arm. 'I stayed with him,' I carry on. 'He wanted to see if anyone else would be brought in, and I was waiting there with mom... for news. We got talking, I guess. He was only ten, same age as Toby. He'd been learning English.'
I fight the lump in my throat by swigging more beer and Izzy covers her face with her hand for a moment. Then she puts her hand back on my arm. 'I'm so sorry about Toby,' she says. 'And your uncle. They were both amazing people.'
'They never found them,' I say quickly. 'We stayed two weeks looking for them, and when we finally left we sent some money over, too, just for Sonthi initially. Later he helped me get the contacts we needed to build and set up the school in his village. I helped raise the money for it in the U.S. Then when he was qualified I hired him as a dive instructor, too.' 
'Wow, you've been such a massive influence in his life, Ben.'
'And him in mine,' I say.
'How many people did he lose that day?' 
'About twenty. He had a big family. They had councilors set up to help console the grieving at the hospital... we all spoke to them but I hated leaving him there. Even the councilors needed counseling, that's what I was thinking.'
'I remember,' she says. 'I was thinking the same thing.' 
We're quiet. I want to ask her what she saw, but I can't right now. I'm back in the hospital again, seeing the massive lacerations in the survivors who were wheeled past me in that hospital as I sat there with Sonthi like a baby seal still in my wetsuit. I couldn't get them out of my mind for months... the horror in their eyes, the injuries they'd been dealt by floating debris. It's not just drowning you have to fear in a tsunami; it's what gets caught up in it, the things that can sever and terminate and tear. 
Don't think about it.
My eyes flicker to the scars on her arms.
'It won't happen again,' I say again, squeezing her hand again and standing up straighter. I'm supposed to be making her feel better about being here, not dragging it all up again. I'm pretty sure neither of us wants that. But I guess that's the glue that binds us. 
The fabric of her T-shirt brushes my arm. I move away a little before I can put my arm around her. This is still so fucking weird. It's like some crazy-impossible door to the past has just opened back up - a door I thought was shut forever. I want to step through it, but then again I really don't. In those eight days we spent together, everything was perfect. I was the best I'd ever been. I lost my mind for this girl and then she was gone; obsession-shaped wreckage to add to the rest. Part of me felt like I deserved it. 
I chew on my cheek for a second. 'Everyone here has lost something, or someone,' I say. 'It feels a little selfish sometimes to talk about yourself. I guess everyone kind of helps everyone else to carry on, even when we're not saying a word about what happened. Does that make sense?'
She nods slowly. 'That makes a lot of sense. Who's that?'
I turn my head to the path where she's pointing and see Kalaya coming towards us. She's changed from her Dream Dive shirt into a short flowery sundress. I turn back to Izzy quickly. 
'I should go,' I say. The last thing I need is for Kalaya to see us in the middle of a heart-to-heart - I can still feel the sting on my hand where she scratched me. 'You should get some rest. I think we'll be eating at Pete's tonight if you feel like meeting us later? It's easy to find.'
'OK,' she says. 'Thank you, Ben, really, this is all so great of you. You have to let me know what I owe you for the room.'
I wave her words away. 'If you need anything there's WIFI in the resort restaurant, you can Skype me from your iPad. Bennyboy789 is me.'
She laughs. 'Bennyboy789. Nice. What's your last name? I never found out.'
I stop mid-way down the steps. 'It's Edwards,' I say, looking back to her. 'And yours?'
'Sullivan,' she replies.
Sullivan.
A moment passes, silent like the breeze with her brown eyes fixed on mine. 
'Ben!' It's Kalaya. I tear my eyes away quickly, run the rest of the way down the steps and path. I meet her outstretched arms and kiss her pretty lips and I don't turn round to see if Izzy's watching us. For some reason, the thudding of my heart won't let me.
 



 
 
 
ISLA
 
'So, this boy, stealing you away from us,' my mom said, raising her eyebrow at me over her plate of eggs and toast. 'He's from America, isn't he?'
'Yes.' My cheeks were flaming. I stuck my fork hard into a pineapple chunk and tried not to look at her, or my dad. Ben and I had been spending pretty much every second together since the moment he got his uncle Charlie to loan me the mask and flippers. I'd left them to their candlelit beach dinners three nights running now to eat with Ben, sometimes on our own at the market, or at another shack that we'd cycle to on the pushbikes with Toby. They only set me free so much because Charlie was never too far away, although to be honest, he pretty much left us to it.
They needn't have worried anyway. Ben made friends wherever he went. I loved how everyone in Khao Lak seemed to love him. Everything we did was an adventure and I'd never met a boy like that in England - who saw the world as some giant playground. They were all too cool for school.
'Why don't you bring him elephant trekking with us?' my mom said. Dad rolled his eyes, turned his head back to his newspaper. I knew he was keeping out of it. My dad never talked about boys with me like my mom did. She wanted to know everything, whereas I think my dad would've preferred it if his only daughter never looked at a boy, ever.
'He can't come with us today,' I said, casting my eyes over to the swimming pool. There were people out sunbathing already. 'He's taking Toby for his first fun dive and then Ben's helping out in the shop again. Oh, what's the time? I told them I'd go say bye before they leave.' I put my fork and my napkin down, stood up, looked at the clock on the wall. It was almost nine a.m. 'I'll be back in a bit.'
'They're picking us up at eleven, don't be late,' my dad told me, looking up. 'Meet us back in the room, OK? You'll probably need to change your shoes.'
'OK,' I said, looking down at my flip flops and my new red sundress. 'Are you bringing the video camera?'
'You'd better believe it!' He broke out into the smile I loved. 'I wouldn't miss you and your mother getting hosed down by an elephant. YouTube doesn't know what's about to hit it.'
Mom picked up her napkin and whacked him round the shoulder with it. I laughed as my dad pretended to start a fight with his newspaper and the banana still on his breakfast plate. I rolled my eyes, left them being silly in the restaurant. Then I ran off onto the beach and walked the seven or so minutes up the sand to the dive shop. 
The sun was blazing hot already. I watched three kids playing frisbee and a warm, happy buzz in my belly manifested as a grin on my face at the prospect of riding an elephant. Or was it more at the prospect of seeing Ben in less than twenty seconds? Who was I kidding? Ben was my entire world.
I'd already decided he was going to be my next kiss. I'd had just one before, with Tim Smith - the result of a spin-the-bottle game at my friend Charlotte's birthday party. I was pretty relieved afterwards to have gotten it out of the way, but it didn't exactly rock my world. I'd been picturing how Ben might give me his. The night before would have been perfect - it was Christmas Day after all. I thought he might have done it when we were sitting on the boat and he was telling me about his uncle and all the amazing places he'd been scuba diving. My lips were tingling at the thought of it while he talked. My palms were itching to touch him more every time his leg brushed mine, but yet more moments passed and so did Christmas Day. 
I considered that maybe he was building up to it, somewhere romantic. Maybe he'd spring it on me when I least expected it. I frowned to myself. Ben wasn't always as outgoing as people thought; he was shy sometimes too, like me, especially when we were alone and things went quiet. I just had to be patient. 
Toby ran up to me as soon as I reached the dive shop, took my hand. 'Come with us, Bizzy! You can snorkel while I dive!' he said as he led me over to where Ben and Charlie were testing the pressure of the scuba tanks. My heart was skidding already at the sight of him. 
'Bizzy can't come, she's riding elephants with her family today,' Ben told his brother, standing up as I approached and taking in my sundress, and hopefully my newly painted fingers and toenails. He brushed his hair off his hot face and lifted his shades. Our eyes met and the fairies started fluttering again. I knew I'd rather ride the waves with Ben on the dive boat than ride an elephant. I'd rather do anything that involved Ben. But I also knew that Toby getting qualified was a family milestone for them. Besides, I could see at least six other people getting their gear together - there wasn't any room on the dive boat to take extra snorkelers. 
I put a hand to Toby's head. 'But I'll be right here when you get back, so you can tell me all about it. Are you excited?'
Toby beamed at me; his crazy brown curls, so much like Ben's but darker were falling over his forehead. 'I want to see turtles,' was his reply. 'And parrots!'
'Parrot fish. Real parrots would drown,' Charlie said, tutting jokingly. 'Come on then merman, let's get moving!' He held out his hand out to Toby for a high-five and then did the same to me on the way past with a tank over his shoulder. I remember the anchor tattoo on his arm. The sun was glinting off his shaved head, as well as off the mask around his neck. He was just like a real life Action Man.
I watched the other divers climb onboard. Ben walked me down the sand to where the boat was waiting and envy stabbed at me like needles watching the three Thai guys, Van, Tee and Dao securing the tanks to the middle with straps. They were laughing and talking and joking. I wanted to go. 
'What color starfish should I get you?' Ben asked me, throwing his flippers up and climbing up after Charlie.
'A blue one?' I said, smiling. 
'OK, a blue one it is. You can only stroke it though when I bring it in, you can't keep it. It's not Christmas anymore.'
'What was my Christmas present? I must have missed that,' I told him, surprising myself with my teasing. Ben leaned back over the side, reached for my hand again and brought it to his mouth. His deep blue eyes were sparkling like two more pools of secrets as I stood with the surf up to my knees.
'Maybe I'll have to give it to you when I get back,' he said, staring straight at my lips. Then he looked sheepish suddenly. 'Are you really going to wait here?'
'I'll wait here,' I told him quickly as the fairies flipped somersaults in my ribcage, over and over and over. Relief washed over his face and he grinned. Then he let go of my hand and I watched the boat speed off out of sight. 
 
*
 
I wake up slowly, then bolt off the bed. Crap. It's not only dark outside, but someone's knocking for me. I can hear the ocean lapping close by; the noise of the jungle twenty times louder. I scramble up, pull the door open. The water is still a safe distance away, but there's a Thai guy with a basket full of cleaning products standing in front of me, wearing a white uniform.
'Turn down service, ma'am?' he says.
I stare at him, half asleep. He throws me an apologetic look as I ram my hands through my hair and look down at the crumpled clothes I fell asleep in. 'What time is it?' I ask him. He shrugs like he has no clue and I hurry back to my iPad. It's after seven. I'm missing dinner, I'm sure of it. They must think I'm so rude. I race to the wardrobe, grab a dress. It disrupts my pile so I have to refold everything quicker than I normally would. 'Give me five minutes? I'm going out,' I say to the guy and he flashes me a cheery smile.
When I come out in a long green dress, I find the other small purse I brought with me and stash some notes into it quickly. 'Pete's?' I say to the cleaner, still hovering outside. 'Where's Pete's, please?'
'Up!' he says, motioning to my right. 'It good restaurant.'
'Thank you.' I start down the steps in my flip flops, steel myself. I haven't been onto the beach yet; never this close to the ocean. I feel sick instantly but I push my way forward. The sound of the waves gets louder. In the distance I can make out a light but the only other things I can see are the stars in the sky and the silhouettes of the rocks and the headland. I start to walk. I have to get to Pete's else they'll all think I'm an idiot. I didn't mean to fall asleep for so long. My body clock is clearly still screwed. Or maybe it's the dreams.
Breathe, Isla. Just walk. It won't happen again.
I look down. A tiny ghost crab runs in front of me, making me jump. I clutch my purse to my chest as my heart keeps hammering. From out of nowhere, water rushes up and over my foot. I shriek and freeze, readying myself for the onslaught, for the slam dunk and battering. It's happening again.
A hand on my arm makes me shriek again. 'Izzy! God, I'm so sorry, I should've come to get you!'
I open my eyes. Ben's right here in front of me. 'I was wondering where you were and then I realized maybe you didn't want to walk on your own, I'm sorry.'
The wave laps over my foot again and I stumble forwards. He catches me, put his hands to my waist. 'It's just high tide!' He's looking at me in such concern my cheeks heat up instantly. I turn around, start walking back the way I came. Idiot.
'Ben. I can't do this.'
'Yes you can. Please.' He catches me, stands in front of me. 'It's just high tide, it's no big deal, Izzy. Take your shoes off.'
'What?'
'Take your flip flops off, stand in the water.'
'I can't.'
'Yes you can. I'm right here.'
'It's too dark!'
He stops me, drills his eyes into mine. 'I'm right here.'
My eyes scan his tall frame in the moonlight. He's wearing a red fitted T-shirt and board shorts and he's motioning at my feet. I can't do it. This was a huge mistake, I'm making such an idiot of myself. I just want to be back in my room. 'I'm not even hungry,' I mumble, but Ben takes my hand now, pulls me back and holds it tight. 
'Izzy. Stand in the water.'
I swallow, look out at it washing in softly, then quickly, all the way along the beach, right up to where the restaurant light is. It's the only way. 'It's totally safe, I promise,' he says.
He's not letting me out of it. Slowly I do as he says, hitching up my long dress. Ben takes my flip flops. My bare feet sink into the warm, soft sand and the sensation makes me inhale sharply. I forgot what this feels like - this connection to the earth in the dark, this feeling that you're totally at the mercy of nature. It's good, but it's terrifying. I hate it... I think.
'We should've done this in the daylight,' Ben tells me as the water comes up again. I gasp in shock but this time I don't jump when it rushes over me. My feet sink deeper under the lapping surf, the grit tickling my toes. It's warm and soft and Ben's right beside me. My dream rushes back, the memories. 
'Don't let go,' I say to him now, sucking in a breath as the wind rushes through my hair and the water comes back for our feet.
'I won't,' he tells me, gripping my hand even tighter, rooting me to the spot. 'I won't let go.'
 



 
 
 
BEN
 
'This is the first time you've been on a beach since it happened?' I lead her down the sand now towards Pete's. Sonthi's there already with the French girls and I know Kalaya will be along soon enough too, but I don't let go of Izzy's hand.
'Yes,' she says. 'I couldn't do it.' Izzy looks up at me with the moonlight in her eyes. The wind picks up her hair and it hits me how beautiful she looks; this woman right beside me. She's wearing a long green dress that's swirling out around her as we walk along the sand. It's cut to show her cleavage and her tiny waist and for a second I can see her in her blue and white striped bikini. I see me, thinking she was the cutest girl I'd ever laid eyes on. She grew up. A lot. 
'So you haven't been anywhere with a beach since it happened? What about a vacation?' I say, trying not to sound like holding her hand like this after so long is having any effect on me at all. 
'I like city breaks,' she replies, eyeing the oncoming wave. 'My comfort zone is a very small place, put it that way.'
The ocean washes over our feet again. She pauses for a second, closes her eyes but she seems to be handling it better than she just was and I'm so glad I came for her. I don't know why I didn't offer to before. I guess Kalaya was distracting me. When she finished her shift I had to deal with a hundred questions about who exactly Izzy is and how long she's staying and I didn't know how to answer any of them.
'There you are!' Sonthi calls out as we reach Pete's and make our way over to the table. I drop Izzy's hand, finally, but not before he's noticed and raised an eyebrow. I shoot him a look that tells him to shut up and pull out a chair for her. 
'Sorry I'm late, I was sleeping. I'm Izzy,' she says. She smiles at everyone, kisses every cheek as it's offered. 
'Nice to meet you,' the French girls chorus. They're all dressed in bikini tops with strappy dresses. The blond, Claudette, who I know Sonthi's hooking up with is sitting with her hand on his knee already and there are coconuts half-filled with rum on the table between them, plus a bucket of a bright pink liquid. 
'So that's a bucket,' Izzy says, cocking an eyebrow at the small silver container with a handle, and four straws poking out of it.
'Want to try?' Sonthi asks. She declines. 
Pete's is directly on the sand - a small restaurant that sometimes hosts live music. It's our regular hang out for cheap, awesome food and drinks, plus the tourists like it.
'This is Emma, Genevieve and Claudette,' I tell Izzy. 'They just got their PADI Open Water certificates.'
'Congratulations,' Izzy tells them, folding her arms on the plastic table cloth, then straightening it out underneath her and aligning her cutlery. 'I used to want to learn how to dive.'
'These guys are such good teachers,' Genevieve gushes. 'Better than anyone we could have found in France.' 
'Please make sure you write that on TripAdvisor,' I say and she laughs, slapping my shoulder softly. Sonthi raises another eyebrow. I know she's flirting again. 
'How do you two know each other?' Emma asks.
I open my mouth to respond but there's a voice behind us. Kalaya. 'They met before the tsunami,' she answers for me, looping her arms around my shoulders from behind and kissing my cheek. She smells like shampoo and the perfume I bought her last time I was in Singapore on a visa run. She motions for me to scoot up in the sand and squeezes a chair in between mine and Izzy's, then puts her hand on my arm. She motions for Pete to come over with the menus. It's only now I realize there's another guy with her.
'This is my friend Justin,' Kalaya says, gesturing to the guy in red board shorts he pulls up another chair in the sand. Sonthi scoots over to make room. 'Justin, this is my boyfriend, Ben, and everyone else.'
'Hey,' I say, standing up and shaking his hand over the table. 'You signed up for some dives today, right?'
'That's right, yeah. Great to meet you.' He's Australian, probably from Sydney, or around those parts. You get good with accents pretty fast in a job like this. I watch as he introduces himself to everyone, making a point of double kissing the French girl's cheeks, then Izzy's. I smile to myself. He's not as tall as me but not exactly short, and he has a shaved head and a trace of a goatee he might be growing. I'd never be able to pull off a goatee. A lot of backpackers grow unbelievable hair on their travels, in all kinds of places. They like to talk about it a lot, too.
'You want coconut with rum?' Kalaya asks Izzy, but Izzy shakes her head.
'I'm OK, thanks.'
'I'll have one, yeah,' Justin says, pulling out a pack of cigarettes and offering them round.
It's not unlike Kalaya to invite random people to things like this. Usually it's guys who get chatting to her during the day when they walk up and ask about diving. 
'You want a water or anything?' I ask Izzy. At my words, Kalaya's head swings round. Jesus.
Izzy clears her throat and I know she's probably feeling as awkward as I am, but this is no one's fault. It's not like we planned to find each other again, and it's not even like anything will happen now we're adults. But I can't help feeling a little guilty now for the memories I can't erase. 
'So, why did you come back here?' Kalaya asks her now. 
'I think it was just time I saw it all,' Izzy answers tactfully, studying her hands on the table. 'I've been avoiding coming back here for a long time.'
'It's not exactly the nicest thing to re-live,' I say quickly.
'Sonthi's says you were on the beach when it happened?' Genevieve says now, eyes wide as she takes a cigarette and lights it with a match. She and the others are all looking at her with a mixture of interest and a little trepidation and Izzy crosses and uncrosses her legs. I don't miss her discomfort growing stronger by the second. Her eyes dart to the ocean, then the beach, like she's contemplating which way to run. Kalaya's eyes are on me now, almost daring me to speak. My heart pangs. 
'I was on holiday here when...' Izzy pauses, 'when it happened.'
'Shit, that's screwed up,' Justin says, leaning back in his chair and fixing her an even more intense look. The girls all lean forwards with bated breath. It's always the same. Tourists love hearing these stories, even if they're horrified once we've told them. I feel my jaw start to pulse.
'Right, what's everyone eating?' I say, sliding round the plastic menu cards. 
'My family also died,' Sonthi says suddenly. My eyes shoot up to Izzy. 
'I'm so sorry,' she says, lining up the salt and pepper shakers with the napkin dispenser. 'I heard you lost a lot of people. More than me.'
'This is crazy, no?' Claudette cuts in, squeezing Sonthi's knee. 'You were all in the tsunami?'
'Not me,' Kalaya says. 'I was in Bangkok.'
'I think I'm going the pad Thai route, Pete makes a good one,' I say, just as another round of rum coconuts are delivered to the table. I take mine, take a big slug through the straw. Izzy shoots me a grateful look and I nod at her.
'How long have you been here in Khao Lak?' she asks Kalaya, sitting up straighter, putting her hands in her lap. 
'I came six months ago. I needed new job, I was sick of Bangkok and my ex boyfriend. He lives there,' she replies, reaching out a hand to run it though my hair as she talks. 'He was from Ireland. He was a bad boy, not like Ben.' 
Everyone laughs but I wince internally, taking her hand out of my hair and holding it instead. I've heard Kalaya talk about her Irish ex a number of times. He ended up cheating on her and dating her sister. Sonthi says it's why she's a little possessive. I say that's an understatement.
'So what do you do here, except dive?' Justin asks me. 'You live here, right?'
'I started the Khao Lak Survival Foundation, we opened a school, I say. 'I'm taking Izzy tomorrow if you want to come along, check it out with us?' 
'Why not? Sounds good, cheers,' he says. 'Wouldn't mind checking out the local scenery!'
'We have some great kids from Sonthi's village, they're really awesome.'
  I notice Izzy smiling as she studies her menu. I realize I didn't actually ask her if she wanted to see the school or not. I just assumed I would take her, and to the memorials. 
'What time are we leaving? So I don't sleep in again,' she asks with a half smile now, just as my phone buzzes. I pull it out. It's my mom. Izzy sees me hang up on her.
'I have a morning dive till nine thirty,' I tell her. 'I'll come for you after that.'
The conversation moves quickly onto diving and when the food arrives I eat, speaking only when I'm spoken to. Every time my eyes catch Izzy's, though, I can feel something brewing, coming on stronger by the second, a ball of knots in my stomach that isn't just made from my noodles. I can see she's a pro at avoiding what she doesn't want to talk about, just like I am. But there are some things I know we're going to have to say eventually.
 



 
 
 
ISLA
 
I pick up my coffee, let the potent fluid work its morning magic as I scroll through the news on my iPad. I just sent off my cookbook article, finally. I couldn't even concentrate on it properly till now but I'm pretty sure Farzana, my editor, and Chinda herself will be pleased. I was very complimentary. Her food was great, but it's because of her I found Ben again. Of course I didn't write about that. I need to write about that somewhere else; I know I do.
I cast my eyes to the beach. It's stretched out ahead of the swimming pool in the Shady Palm's restaurant, which itself is surrounded by statues of Buddha and bright pink and red flowers. There's one other couple having breakfast in the idyllic setting. It all unsettles me, the more I think about it; the butterflies, the breeze, the sound of distant laughter. It's a lot like the setting where I last saw mom and dad, when I kissed my dad's cheek and ran off with no idea I'd never see them again. Not alive, anyway. I spoke to them this morning from my deck: I miss you so much. Please stay with me while I do all this.
The beach here is definitely picturesque, strewn at random intervals with tall granite boulders, all against a backdrop of the pretty, green national park hillside. We're surrounded by national park. I remember a day tour we did out there once before, in Khao Sok. We paddled down a river in an inflatable canoe. It was me, mom, dad and a bunch of Swedish people who saw the whole thing through the lenses of their video cameras. 
My iPad makes a noise. It's Skype. My heart leaps. Colin. 
For a second I contemplate not picking up, but his face on his profile picture makes me swipe to connect before I can think any more. He's just worried about me.
'How are you?' he asks as soon as our faces are taking up the screen. 'Where are you now?'
His voice is so familiar. He's wearing his glasses, sitting on the sofa where I read that email. The picture of the London Eye I got from Covent Garden market is still frozen in time on the wall behind him.
'I'm alright, thanks,' I tell him. 'Still in Khao Lak.' 
'It looks sunny,' he says. 'It's pissing it down here.'
'What's new. Why aren't you at work?' 
'Because it's two a.m on Saturday,' he replies. 'I saw you come online, I was watching the match. Must be nice to be on holiday, no idea what day it is. So how is it being back there? Are you handling it?'
I shift my eyes to my scars, faced upwards at me on the table as I hold the iPad. The fact that I couldn't ever really talk to Colin about what happened made him feel like I shut him out. And he cheated on me. My fault initially, yes... but we were setting up a home together. 
'It's a bit weird,' I tell him, trying to keep the emotion out of my voice now. 'But it looks so different now. It's all changed. I'm going with my friend to see a school they built.'
'Is this the friend you bumped into, who found you that posh resort?' he asks. I swing the iPad round so he can see it and he whistles in appreciation. 
'Yes, that's him,' I say, and then I wish I hadn't. There's silence. I can see in Colin's face that he's processing my words now.
'Him? So it's a bloke?'
Shit. I don't know what to say now, and neither does he, I can tell. He has no hold on me anymore; not officially anyway. 'Yes,' I manage as my palms turn clammy around the iPad. 'He runs a dive shop now.'
'You're going scuba diving, too?' Colin asks in surprise.
'As if.'
He clears his throat, but there's something different in his voice now. 'Well, how long are going to stay there for?'
'Till I get my passport sorted out. I'm waiting to hear if the police find my other one first.'
'Don't count on it, babe,' he says predictably and slightly condescendingly. 'Let me know if you need any more money.' The way he called me babe hits a nerve. 
'Thanks, I'll handle it.'
'I miss you, Izzy,' he says quickly, looking directly at the camera. 'You know that don't you? I'm so glad you're facing this head on. I'm proud of you. But I'm so sorry about what I did and I do miss you. Sega misses you.'
My throat dries up. I can see right into his greeny brown eyes through his glasses. I can picture sitting there with him not so long ago, watching a Friends marathon on that sofa as I snuggled into his chest. The way it used to be. I can't tell him I miss him too, though, even if I do a bit. I miss the old him, anyway. When I don't reply he sighs. 'I'd better get to bed,' he says. 'Got to get out early for the Sainsburys shop.'
'You're not getting it delivered?' 
He lowers his eyes. He knows I found that email when I was looking for the Sainsburys account. Colin used to do a Sainsburys shop every weekend anyway, before we moved in together. He'd take a giant backpack with him for all the special offers. Being in credit control he's always been very strict with his spending. I can picture him bright and early, zipping up his waterproof jacket and unfolding the fold-up bicycle he used to store in the hallway that smelled like old shoes. Our flat was so much nicer. My insides churn.
'I love you, I'll talk to you later,' he says.
'I don't have much WIFI round here,' I reply. He chews on his cheek in contemplation but I can't look at him anymore. I say bye and swipe him away.
'Morning!' Ben calls out a moment later, just as I'm finishing my second coffee. He walks with Justin towards me and I notice their height difference instantly now that we're not all sitting down. Ben's at least a foot taller. 
'Ready?' he asks. He's wearing a baseball hat that's making his hair stick out wildly around the sides. I realize I'm still riled up from my call with Colin and I haven't signed my bill.
'Yup, I'm ready, one sec,' I say, motioning to the waiter for a pen. I need to sign to let them know I've eaten, though allegedly it's free. Ben won't tell me what I owe him. I hope he's not going to insist on paying. 'How was the dive?' I ask.
'We went to the wreck, it was pretty good. Good visibility.' I notice Ben's hands again as he leans them on the table, looks at my iPad. They're big, like my dad's were. The fine hair on his arms is sandy in the morning light, like it is on his bare chest. He's wearing a blue T-shirt now though; one that shows his muscles to perfection. I think again how it's so sexy, the way he's so toned. He's so different to Colin. I know I shouldn't compare them but I can't help it. 
I fell for Colin because aside from being a genuinely nice guy who had his whole life sorted out, he was always such a man's man; a provider, a nurturer, the kind of guy who knew things, like how to cook and wire plugs. He never had muscles like Ben's though. Is this what scuba diving does, I wonder? Lifting all those heavy tanks, dragging boats in and out, swimming against currents? Maybe I should try it. 
I catch myself. I am never going in that water.
'OK, done,' I say once I've signed the piece of paper and the waiter's wandered off with it. Justin grins as I stand up. 'I'll put my iPad in my room, wait here,' I tell them, self-conscious again.
I race off, drop my iPad back, check myself in the mirror. I'm wearing my bikini underneath my clothes, just because it seemed like the right thing to do. The French girls were wearing them last night and they weren't swimming either. I contemplate mascara - I'm a mess in Thailand. A hot and sweaty mess. I scold myself as I realign my Body Shop bath salts. I'm also an idiot. 
'Let's go scoot!' Justin calls when I get back, and Ben leads us out of the restaurant and back down the path towards the bikes. I wasn't going to ride again, but it doesn't look like there's any alternative round here. I take the helmet I'm offered, climb on behind Ben. Justin has his own scooter. 'Don't get these in Sydney!' he tells me, revving the engine to life. 'Well we do, but you can imagine running the thing. Fifty times the price and the traffic would be bonkers!'
I smile at him. He does make me laugh. He's so enthusiastic about everything and I guess he lightens the mood. 
We're on the road in minutes. My arms are locked tight around Ben again and I realize my heart is pounding in my ears. I can't stop the guilty feeling that blazes through me when I think of Colin's face on that call just now; how he looked when he realized I was with a guy.
God, Izzy. Stop.
This isn't just about him, or Ben. Something had to change. Everywhere I look I see what happened... but it's worse here, at the heart of it. I see the water, and what came after the wave. I hear the screaming. Even looking over the swimming pool this morning made me think of how it was - the one at our resort. It was filled with an upturned car and a dead dog trapped in a cage, and the room my parents had gone back to was demolished. 
'It's not far, hold on tight,' Ben says. I do as he tells me, feeling his abs under my hands as he points out the tsunami escape routes along the way. There are lots of signs now, all of them triangles with pictures of a man looking at a big squiggly wave. They're a comfort and a reminder all at once. I groan into the wind. I have so many gratitudes right now. I'm grateful for sleeping a night by the ocean, for putting my feet in it, eating dinner on the sand and knowing this amazing man is alive and doing incredible things. Maybe that's all I need. Maybe I should get a new a passport ASAP anyway. I could still go to Bali on my own.
'Whooooo hooooooo!' Justin zooms out from behind us now and overtakes, grinning and honking his horn. Ben laughs and I feel his back shaking. I realize I've got my cheek pressed to it again. 
'You're insane!' I yell at Justin, watching his I heart Bangkok shirt blowing out behind him. But I'm laughing at him now, too. A group of local guys carrying freshly-caught fish on sticks stop and wave as we roar past. They're wearing nothing but shorts. Colin would never see that on his fold-up bicycle, on his way to Sainsburys. 
We pull up finally at a dusty patch of dirt by a large, one-story concrete building. There are grassy hills around us, a small field with goalposts and a swing set on a dusty playground. Before I can even take my helmet off, a bunch of maybe fifteen Thai kids are running up to us, shrieking. 'Hey guys!' Ben calls out, helping me off the bike. 'How was class?'
'Good mister Ben,' they chorus. They're so cute. They're dressed in colorful clothes and as they jump around us they pull us into the middle of a swirling rainbow. They must be six, maybe seven, some of them. All of them are beaming like Santa just pulled up in his sleigh. A western guy steps out of the building wearing jeans and a shirt that's smart but a bit crumpled. 
'Hey buddy, how's it going?' he says, holding his hand out to Ben. Ben shakes it firmly, introduces me and Justin.
'Sorry for interrupting. This is Marcus,' Ben tells us, putting a hand to his shoulder. 'One of our temporary teachers from Boston. When do you leave, man?'
'Next Wednesday,' Marcus says. 'I'm working on a replacement for my shifts, don't worry.'
'That's OK,' Ben says. 'Mind if I show these guys inside?'
'Sure.'
'What have you been learning?' Justin asks the kids, stepping up to the entrance with a girl who's grabbed his hand. He looks bemused and I smile, noting the Khao Lak School for English sign above the door. 
'Fruit!', one boy answers him enthusiastically as Ben and Marcus both motion me inside. Some of the kids pile in after us and one little girl with a name badge reading 'Mali' clutches at my hand, grinning up at me. She has pink ribbons in her hair. 
The place is basic, just one classroom. White painted walls are covered in posters of alphabets and sea creatures. There are maybe twenty desks on the concrete floor and a white board at the front is showing pictures of apples, bananas and oranges drawn on it from their lesson. Some shelves at the back are holding plastic boxes full of books and various toys and things. 
'Back inside, guys, sit down!' Marcus calls. Little Mali drops my hand and the kids do as he says obediently, filing into their little wooden chairs and huddling over their notebooks. He picks up the lesson where he left off and Ben lowers his voice to Justin and I.
'We built it five years ago,' he whispers, 'with money from the foundation. In the first ten months we raised almost two hundred thousand dollars. The rest went into housing for the village. We put some of Dream Dive's proceeds back in too, every month. There's always something to buy for this place.'
'That's great,' Justin whispers back, following him with me back to a plaque on the wall by the door. There are names inscribed on it, lots of them and my breath catches as I realize this must be a tiny version of the one out near Baan Nam Khem; the fishing village where so many people died. That's where the biggest memorial is - the wall and the giant wave with the photo of my mom and dad on it.
'The Tsunami Relief Network helped to fund bigger schools elsewhere,' Ben tells us, 'and obviously other charities set up their own stuff, but there was a lot to rebuild, as you know.'
'All these names,' Justin says, frowning as he studies them up close on the plaque. 
'We built this in memory of the friends they lost,' Ben replies, motioning around us. 'Some of these kids and the kids before them all lost friends and siblings and other family members. Every name is someone from the village who died.' He puts a finger to a line on the plaque. 'That's Sonthi's sister,' he says. 'That's his cousin... and this one up here, that's Sasi's brother.'
'Sasi?'
'Sonthi's ex girlfriend. He's still in love with her, he just doesn't say it.'
I realize my eyes are filling up with tears. I swipe a hand across my face as Marcus recites the contents of an English fruit basket behind us. Ben's done so much for this place. I've done nothing. 



 
 
 
BEN
 
Izzy's quiet as the lesson wraps up and we head to the playground, watch the kids rolling on their backs and bellies down the hill. Justin's pushing a couple of girls on the swing set, like the big goofy kid he clearly is. I love the energy here. So many more kids than adults died in the tsunami, but the ones who were left kicked the grown-ups back into action, for sure. They still do. Everything starts with the kids.
'When did you come back here?' Izzy asks me now. 
I turn to her, note the sun on her shiny hair again. She's wearing a bikini under her shirt and I almost want to ask her if she wants to come snorkeling. I don't dare. I know she won't. 'I didn't come back till I was twenty,' I say. 'But Sonthi and I talked a lot before that about our plans. I tried to bring him to the U.S once, but we couldn't get him a visa.'
'So you came back alone?' she asks.
'Yeah. I joined a group of other survivors to raise the money in the end, and Sonthi was on the ground here. By the time I got back the school was almost built.'
'You're amazing, Ben,' she whispers now. She doesn't look at me as she says it. Her eyes are still on the swings, but something in her voice makes me want to reach for her hand again. I don't. 'They love you, all these kids,' she says as one little boy kicks a ball to me. I stand up, kick it back to him. He's tackled instantly to the ground, screeching and giggling in the dirt. It's so goddam hot but they never stop moving. I sit down again, look at her bare legs in her shorts. They've caught some sun now, from sitting on my bike.
'I had to do something,' I tell her. 'I wanted to come back here right away, after my mom took me home, but I wasn't allowed, obviously. I had to finish up school and pretend I was a normal teenager.'
She smiles weakly, nods her head. 'I know that feeling. So you stayed in D.C?'
'Yeah. What about you? Your godmother was the one you told me worked in London, at the magazine, right?'
She nods. 'Maria. You have a really good memory. I lived with her and her husband Tom for a few years, in Watford. That's just outside of London. Then I got work experience and a job, and then another job, and about ninety house shares...'
'Woah, why that many?'
'Well, not quite that many, but...' She looks up at me. I note the freckles around her nose as she frowns. 
'But what?' I say.
'I've lived in a lot of places since my parent's house got sold. I suppose I was always looking for home. The right one, I mean.'
'Did you find it?'
'I thought I did. Turns out I didn't.' She looks away quickly. 'I moved back in with my godmother a few weeks ago. So, you've been here in Khao Lak since you were twenty?' 
I take off my hat, run my hand through my hair again, note the emotions change the expression on her face as she watches the kids. I can tell there's probably a lot she doesn't want to say... unless it's just me she doesn't know how to talk to. 
'I saw the school get set up,' I answer. 'Some older expats were overseeing it, getting equipment in and all that stuff. I travelled. I came here on and off, you know, like a base, but I went away, earned money however I could, worked in bars till I got my scuba instructor certificate. I taught English for a couple of years, too, in South Korea.'
'Really?' Her eyes are wide now, intrigued.
'The kids there are incredible, so smart. You can earn a lot of money doing that, too. But my heart was always here.' 
'I can see that,' she says as the ball is kicked back over to me. 'So, you're still close to your mom, right? And your stepdad?'
I feel my jaw start to pulse instantly. 'I guess,' I say after a second, kicking the ball back, hard. I can almost hear Izzy's brain working as she studies me in consternation, but I don't turn my head. 
'Where else did you travel?' she asks.
'That's a big list. I went all around South America, learnt Spanish in Cordoba in Argentina - that's a great place to party, by the way. I taught English again in Peru... oh and in Bolivia for a couple months, but Colombia beach life was pretty hard to resist. And the diving, too. I spent a couple more months up near Taganga - a place called Palomino Beach. Heard of it?'
'No!'
'It's close to Venezuela, not touristy yet at all. I learnt to surf there, got a girl, got even better at Spanish, you know... but then I heard about a diving job in the Galapagos, so I got my search and rescue qualification out there and stayed a season.'
'The Galapagos?' She looks awed. 'That's supposed to be one of the most beautiful places on the planet! So many animals, right?'
'It's another world,' I say. 'It's everything you've heard about. A guy I taught to dive out there offered me seasonal work someplace outside of Brisbane, so I went to Australia after that and picked avocadoes for cash. That was pretty intense - long days, you know, lots of spiders. Saw a lot of cool stuff though, especially when I got to the west coast, and north. They have bodies of water up near Darwin where the sharks swim with the crocodiles.'
'You're kidding?'
'Deadly serious. Emphasis on the deadly.' I wink at her. 'I bought a camper with another guy from Vancouver and we drove around New Zealand doing odd jobs on organic farms...'
'Ben, you've done everything!'
'Not everything,' I say. 'I've never been to Europe. And I never went to college.'
'You regret that?'
'Sometimes. I found out I could do my masters degree in International Development. I was planning to focus on disaster recovery. I even planned to write my dissertation on all the community-based disaster recovery that happened here but in the end I thought I'd be better off just being out here and doing what I could, you know? Life is fucking short. Why study to do what I could do anyway? What if I died behind a desk?'
Izzy's nodding as I talk, eyes on Justin, who's now on his knees in the dirt pretending to wrestle with a boy and a football. 'You've done so much, without all that. You've lived your life,' she says. 'Really lived it. I've just been existing.'
'You're twenty-six, like me, that's not exactly old,' I tell her, picking up her hand now anyway. I squeeze it against her knee, then let go as the same feeling I felt last night rushes through me in the heat. Kalaya walked with us back to the resort after dinner, dancing in the surf, tipsy on rum. I had to watch Izzy watching us. She was being careful not to stand in the water again. Then I left her on her porch, probably freaking out about her first night on the beach while Kalaya dragged me into my room. I couldn't sleep with her. I told her I had a headache. I did have a headache, actually. 
'When did Marcus say he was leaving?' Izzy says now.
'Wednesday.'
'I can take over his shifts, if you don't have anyone.'
I look at her. She's biting her lip again. She must have really been thinking this through. 'You'd do that?' I say.
'If you need someone, yes. I mean, I haven't taught English before, but I did work with Girl Guides a lot when I was fifteen. They were great. And my English isn't too bad, so I'm told.'
I laugh. 'You'd be an awesome teacher,' I tell her. 'But we don't pay.'
'Of course, I don't expect pay, Ben. I want to help while I can. God... I feel like I've been hiding away from all this all this time, I could have done something...'
'You haven't been hiding, Izzy!' I say. 'Everyone handled what happened in a different way, you couldn't have just left your godmother to travel the world and...'
'You did,' she says, meeting my eyes. I shrug, put my hat back on.
'I did,' I agree, leaning my elbows on my knees. 'But we both had different experiences, and we went back to different circumstances. We've both had different lives.'
'What happened out there, on your dive?' she says now. 
My stomach clenches like she's hit me. I grip the bench, stare out at Justin. Then I stand up, call out to him. 'We should go! These kids need to get home, we've tired them out enough, let's go! See you, Marcus, I'll call you tomorrow.'
Marcus waves from the side of the goalpost as I fish for the keys in my pocket, motion Izzy back to the bikes. Justin hurries after us. His face is red and he's covered in sweat but it's obvious he's just had the time of his life. 'Do you want to see the memorials?' I say to them, handing Izzy her helmet and climbing on. 'We'll go to the museum for now, OK?'
Izzy says yes, OK, but she's searching my face with her big brown eyes all sparkling with sunlight and questions. So many questions. I look to the dash, start the engine. My headache's coming back.
 



 
 
 
ISLA
 
He doesn't want to talk about it. Or his mom, obviously. I noticed he ignored a call from her last night at dinner but I assumed it was just because we were all out. I feel rubbish now for even asking what I asked, but I thought he'd dealt with everything he needed to deal with; otherwise, how could he still live here? How could he be around all this? I don't understand what just happened. 
We ride in silence back the way we came, and inland further till we reach the International Tsunami Museum. I feel sick the second I see the big blue sign.
'What's this?' Justin asks, pulling up beside us. 
'You don't know about this place?' I say, climbing off the bike as Ben puts the stand down. Justin looks sheepish instantly. 
'I thought there was a police boat,' he says, looking around us. 
'There is,' Ben says, pointing behind us. 'It's over there. It was swept inland a mile and a half in the tsunami. They've put it all up on concrete blocks now... we'll go there after.'
A woman bustles up to us with an armful of saris. 'You buy,' she says, fixing us with a wide smile.
'No thank you,' I tell her. I notice her stall selling T-shirts and other tourist stuff, right by the entrance to the yellowy-orange building. It doesn't look like any museum I've ever seen before. It almost looks like some kind of toy shop. There are bright red and purple vending machines in the doorway. A young man walks over with what looks like a shoebox. 'You want DVD?' he asks from under his hat, flashing us his polythene wrapped stash.
'No thank you,' I say again.
'Over here,' Ben says, motioning us inside the building and putting what I think is five hundred baht into a box on the way. It's darker instantly, and colder too, in spite of the yellow walls. I can see framed photos and signs with Thai and English writing everywhere, but it's smaller than I thought it would be. For some reason I was expecting something huge, with remains of buildings and recovered artifacts, like they did for the 9/11 museum in New York. I saw it on TV. My arms wrap around my body of their own accord.
Ben stops in front me. 'Are you sure you want to see all this?' he says. 'I'm sorry, I just assumed you'd want to.'
'I do,' I say, meeting his blue eyes, though I'm wondering if that's the truth. Before I can voice my sudden doubt he's leading me across the room toward some screens showing videos. Justin's on our heels. He's typing something into his phone as he walks. I turn to him and he shoots me an apologetic look, holding the phone up, then putting it into his pocket. He sits down on the wooden bench in the middle of the room, swipes at his hot brow. 
There are several other people in here, a couple of them Thai, the rest clearly tourists. Two fans mounted to the walls are blowing at my hair and tickling the leaves of two morose looking pot plants sitting on the shiny floor. 'I can't believe this is all there is,' I say to Ben, turning up to him. He nods, chewing on his bottom lip. 'It's like a... shed.'
'I don't think the locals like to think about what happened all that much,' he says, lowering his voice. 'Maybe in fifty years or something their kids or grandkids will realize it could be a huge tourist attraction but right now it's raw, you know? All this is still just a reminder of what they lost.'
My eyes fall on the video screen in front of me. It switches from a Scandinavian tourist talking to footage of the tsunami crashing through the streets, filmed on someone's camera. No, no, no, no, no....
I turn into Ben, close my eyes as his arm winds around me. I watch the footage all over again on the back of my eyelids, then relive it how I saw it myself; being picked up and smashed into that fence. My hands went out to save my face. My arms were ripped as I struggled against the rush and the roar, the push and the pull and the debris being hurled on top. I tried to keep my head up. My blood was turning the water red as fast as it could wash away. My dress and bikini were gone. I almost gave up the fight, but the boy pulled me into the tree and we watched people shoot past us with their limbs flailing, crashing into debris that rendered them quiet and still one by one, like moving logs. It came from out of nowhere.
'Izzy, you didn't have to come in here,' Ben says, putting his other arm around me and sighing into my hair. 
'Sorry,' I tell him. He still smells like the ocean. I pull out of his embrace, step away from him, swallowing the lump in my throat. Justin's looking at us; so are the Thai couple next to us. I walk straight past them all, back to the entrance and Ben follows me outside.
'Maybe I didn't want to see that,' I say, swiping at my cheeks again. I'm a mess. Being here is like riding a fucking rolling coaster. I cover my face with my hands, take deep breaths. Colin's voice flies back into my head, telling me he's proud of me for facing this, finally. But Ben's right, it's still all so raw. I don't know how he does it; how any of these people do it. How the hell am I going to see that wall at the other end of Khao Lak; see mom and dad smiling back at me from a plaque?
'Let's go to the police boat.' I say, quickly, before I can crumble again.
'Are you sure?' Ben says, looking at me in concern as Justin joins him. He puts a hand to my cheek, turning me to him. 'Izzy, we really don't have to. Maybe it's too soon.'
'It's just a boat. Let's go.' I turn away, follow the couple who've just walked out and asked the sari lady for directions. We walk there in minutes, under a giant archway and onto a series of what look like concrete semi-circles interwoven with grass. The boat is sitting on its blocks, regal and proud as a hero. Again, it's different to what I imagined. I saw this boat right after it happened. It was sitting right here, but in an obliterated mess of splintered metal and shattered glass and the framework of a hundred buildings. Police Boat 813.
We walk over to it in silence. 'It was swept all this way, from the sea?' Justin says incredulously.
'It was a mile out when it happened, anchored,' Ben says. I realize his fists are clenched to his sides as he talks; clenching and unclenching. He keeps looking at me, expecting me to break I assume. I wish we were alone. I want to talk to him about what happened before at the school, and about the other memorial. I want to know if Toby and Charlie are there on that wall too, with my mom and dad, and whether he's seen the photos. I want to ask him how the hell he survived that dive; even though I know I can't, not again. He doesn't want to tell me.
It's hard to imagine this is the exact same spot I stood before, in the rubble, searching. I don't think Justin has any idea what he's really looking at. He's holding his phone again now, snapping photos at the white numbers on the boat's gray metal side; the way its nose is pointed slightly upwards like a sick, beached shark. 
'It was guarding the king's son when the tsunami happened,' Ben tells him. 'He was jet-skiing.' 
'No shit, the king's son has to jet ski with the regular people?' Justin grins. 
'He died,' I snap. 'Like two hundred and thirty thousand others.'
'Shit, Izzy I'm sorry, I didn't mean to be a dick,' he says straight away. 'I didn't know he died.' He puts a hand to his goatee awkwardly, looks away.
I take a deep breath. I know he wasn't there so he couldn't understand, and I know I'm bitchy 'cause I'm angry and emotional, but my own fists are clenched now. I can't go to that wall memorial today; I just can't do it, especially not when he's with us. 
We walk around the boat in silence, under the blazing sun. Justin shoots some video and talks over it and I bite my tongue. I know Ben probably only invited Justin to the school with us to keep Kalaya off his back. It's obvious she doesn't want us being alone. 
Thinking of Kalaya only adds to the nausea I feel being in this place. I'm sure Ben really likes her; she's really pretty and clever and funny too, but the way she looks at him, it's almost like she wants to lock him in a cage and cover it up with a big black sheet. When we all walked back from Pete's last night, I've never felt more like a gooseberry in my life. She made a point of smiling and waving from his porch before she followed him inside and shut the door. I had to pretend to myself that I wasn't in a hut on a beach for the first time since the tsunami, and that Ben wasn't having sex just seconds away. It wasn't easy. I had to put my music on very loud to fall asleep.
I'm definitely going to Bali ASAP. 
But I can't. I offered to teach at the school.
My heart plummets as I look at Ben. He looks deep in thought now, staring at the boat. I want to stay, but I don't. I'm being pulled and pushed away all over again.
 



 
 
 
BEN
 
'Come on, please, mom,' I begged her, holding the dive shop phone in my sandy hand and trying to keep my voice as quiet as I could. The guys getting the equipment ready with Charlie were looking at me and laughing anyway. Van, Tee and Dao were the coolest; three local Thais, all in their twenties. I kind of idolized them, not least because they'd given me a beer the night before on the beach. I'd never been given beer by an adult before.
'Let me talk to your uncle,' my mom said. I could picture her sitting on the couch back home in D.C, painting her nails, half watching a Christmas movie with Cookie Cat draped over her lap. 
'He's busy,' I told her. 'Mom, he needs to go in the ocean - it's the only way he can fully qualify!'
'He's too young, Benjamin, he's ten!'
'I was ten when I got my PADI,' I argued.
'I was in the boat with you, in La Jolla.'
'It's even nicer here, and we're totally safe!'
She sighed. 'Put Charlie on the phone.' 
I bit my tongue. I knew I shouldn't push it. But Charlie was halfway down the beach with a tank on his back, helping a group of tourists off on a Christmas Day dive. I figured I could handle her, maybe with a little guilt trip.
'Listen, mom, please, we're only going down to nine meters, he'll be with a group of us. If you don't let him go you'll break his heart, he's been working really hard. He's taken all the textbook tests! And it's Christmas!'
Toby bounced up to me from where he'd been collecting shells again with a German kid. His face was streaked with sunscreen. 'Is that mom?' he asked. I nodded, fixing a happier look to my face. I didn't want Toby to know mom was trying to forbid his dive. He was so excited to get out there. He wanted to do everything me and Charlie did, and more. 
'Tell Toby he's not going,' mom said, hearing my brother's voice no doubt. 'He can do the other part in La Jolla like you did. I'll go with him.'
'Mom, you can't half qualify for an Open Water,' I told her, 'you have to start over if you don't finish it!'
'Well you should have thought about that first,' she retorted. 'I said you could dive, Ben. I never said Toby could.'
'What's going on?' Charlie walked back over in his faded red Little Corn Dive T-shirt. His eyes were narrowed. 'Is that your mother?'
I held the phone out to him and he rolled his eyes, flashed me a look that told me he would handle it. 'What's up sis?' he said into the receiver.
I steered Toby away as they talked, back onto the beach, distracted him and the German kid with the frisbee. 'What's mom mad about?' he asked me, big eyes all worried.
'Nothing, don't worry about it. She misses you.'
'She has Glenn,' Toby said, wrinkling his pink nose. Neither of us were fans of mom's new husband, really. Glenn was a rich attorney who'd given her the life she'd always wanted; one with too much time on her hands and not too much to fill it with. He was never really around, himself. The result was a whole lot of her fussing over us, her only sons, and an obsession with her new ginger cat.
Charlie ran up a few minutes later, caught the frisbee Toby had thrown back at me. I watched his muscles in his shirt stretching out the anchor tattoo on his forearm as he whizzed it back at him over my head. 'Hey!' I yelled and he drummed on his chest like a baboon in front of me, sticking out his tongue.
'King of the Frisbeeeeeee!' he boomed. 'You gotta be faster, kid.'
Uncle Charlie was the strongest and craziest person I knew. Spending time with him was my favorite thing in the world... at least, it was before I met Izzy. He'd been a Marine for a long time, but he was injured in action. That's when he took up scuba diving full time. He was the total opposite to my mom, even though he was only older by two years. He said as kids, mom went to an all-girl's school and got taught manners and social conformity, whereas Charlie skipped class whenever he could to make a profit selling baseball cards and bulk-bought candy bars. He was my hero.
'So can Toby come tomorrow?' I asked him, watching the German kid leaping high to catch the frisbee, and missing it.
Charlie rolled his eyes again, pulled a face against the sun. 'I didn't press the issue, it's Christmas Day,' he said. But he threw me a wink. 'What your mom doesn't know won't hurt her.'
 
*
 
'Are you OK?' Izzy puts a hand to my arm and I'm pulled to the present. Justin's done filming the boat and he's now squinting into his phone again. 
'I'm good, do you want to go?' I say, clearing my throat. She nods and I lead the way back to the archway, back to where we left the bikes. 'I haven't been here in a while,' I explain when I see she's still looking at me with trepidation. Did it show on my face how much I hate it, still? Seeing the boat brings everything back every time. Maybe it's the connection to the dive boat. 
'Thank you for bringing me,' she says. I force a smile to my face, forcing all the memories out. We're here, and Izzy's here, and I'll be damned if her whole trip's going to be a depressing flashback. I pick up the helmets again, hand her hers. Then I hand her the keys.
'Your turn,' I tell her. Justin laughs behind us, climbs onto his bike.
Izzy looks shocked. 'What?'
'You didn't think you were going to come all the way to Thailand and get away with not riding a scooter, did you?' I pat the seat.
'Ben, I don't think I should,' she says. 'I haven't ridden one before.'
'You can ride a bicycle, can't you?' Justin says, starting his engine. 'It's exactly the same, just with no pedals.'
'Yeah right!' Izzy grimaces, but she takes the keys I'm handing her.
'Come on, get on,' I say. 'You'll love it. You'll be hooked! It's better than your bloody tube.'
'I told you not to do that accent again,' she scolds, but she's smiling.
'Get on!' I say.
'OK, OK!' She swings her leg over the seat and grips the handlebars. Her feet land on the dirt either side. Her cheeks are flushed.
'You can practice on this strip,' I tell her, pointing to the empty track beside us. I notice the sari lady and the DVD guy both looking at us in intrigue. I grin at them and wave. 'You have an audience!'
'Great,' she says as I flip the stand up under her flip flop.
'Adjust your mirrors. Put the key in the ignition,' I tell her, 'and keep your hand on the brake while you start it up. It's important you keep your hand on the brake, OK? Else you'll shoot off when you accelerate.'
She looks nervous again now but I can see in her face she also wants to do it. 'It's easy babe,' Justin says, pulling out beside her on his bike and moving off slowly. 'See?' 
Izzy lets out a strangled sound, but she fixes the mirrors, turns the key. The bike splutters to life and she jumps, but steadies herself. 'Stay calm,' I tell her, walking up close and putting my own hands over hers. They're warm and small. I squeeze her fingers over the left brake. Her soft hair brushes my face. 'When you're ready, release and pull out slowly. Follow Justin.'
I let her go. She does as I say and the look on her face inside the helmet is pure determination. She starts slow as a snail. 'Take your hand off the brake when you're comfortable,' I tell her, stepping back. She's still moving slowly, but Justin's circling the parking space, waiting. 
In three seconds, Izzy's right behind him, moving at a regular speed. 'Whoo hooooo!' Justin hollers. I do the same and so does the DVD guy behind me. An elated grin spreads across her face and does weird things to my insides as she looks at me. 'Go up the trail, then come back,' I say. I watch them go, Justin still hollering ahead of her, honking his horn.
She's careful and I can tell she's nervous, but she's clearly loving it. After a few minutes of riding up and down the trail, gaining speed every time, she pulls up next to me again, flips the stand back down. 'Wow!' The engine cuts automatically. I can almost feel the excitement and adrenaline radiating off her. 'Wow, that was so amazing,' she beams. 'Oh my God, I've never done that before! You're right, it's quite easy.'
'Told you, it's a bicycle without the pedals,' Justin grins.
'I can hire you one of your own if you want,' I tell her shining eyes. The way she says quite is so cute. 'Practice by the resort, then use it to get to the school while I'm diving. You can check out the other beaches, and the town...'
'I will, that sounds good,' she says, and I notice she can't keep the smile off her face now as she scans my eyes. I'm addicted to her smile already; it was always kryptonite, like the beckoning pools of her eyes. I've missed her. I want her to stay. I know she's always thinking of leaving but I can't let her, yet.
Justin's watching us with an eyebrow raised, holding up his phone, taking a photo of us. He winks at me afterwards. Izzy hasn't noticed and I don't tell her. 'There's another memorial called the Stabile, too,' I say quickly, motioning for her to scoot backwards so I can climb on the bike in front of her. 'Some abstract geometrical sculpture thing - I don't really know what it's supposed to be. I'm not sure anyone knows but it's a bunch of stainless steel posts sticking up into the sky. Do you want to see it?'
Justin tries to hide it but I catch him pulling a face. I can tell he's bored with memorials. I've seen so many people here like Justin; easy-going, here for the infamous Thai hospitality but oblivious when it comes to the mass graveyard they're actually vacationing in. It's depressing as hell, thinking about it, but to those of us who live here the tragedy still hovers in the air like the birds. When people like him can't see that, it can throw a pretty big barrier up sometimes. 
There's also the fact that Justin's starting to irritate me in general. 
Izzy shakes her head anyway, presses her cheek to my back and loops her arms around me. 'Not today, if that's OK. Can we do something more... fun?'
Thank God. 'Fun I can do,' I tell her, starting the bike and revving the engine dramatically. 'Maybe you forgot, but I am all about the fun, Isla Sullivan. Now hold on tight.'



 
 
 
ISLA
 
'Do you remember this place?' Ben asks me. He's leading us all down a stony path on foot, surrounded by swaying green trees. I can see the thick, muggy jungle getting darker right ahead of us. More yellow butterflies are flitting around bushes and the distant rush of a waterfall primes my instincts. Usually that sound would freak me out, but I'm still high on adrenaline and I know where he's taking us.
'We came here on our pushbikes, right? With your uncle and Van, and Tee,' I say, breathing in the mossy smell of the undergrowth and following Ben into the shade. I run a hand across my forehead. We're all so sticky now, away from the ocean breeze. 
'That's right,' Ben says. 'It should be quiet now there aren't so many tourists.'
'You still come here with the guys?' I say. I remember how the dive shop workers joined us one afternoon with their music blasting and their beers in a plastic bag. They tied the bag to a branch in the water to keep the cans cold. We felt so grown up, just being with them.
'I come with Dao sometimes,' he answers. 'Van and Tee are gone.'
'Oh.' I grate my teeth. I know what he means by gone.
The jungle is towering over us in all directions. The sound of the crickets is so loud I can barely hear the birds. 'There aren't any venomous snakes in here, are there?' Justin asks from behind me. We're heading downwards now. 
'I thought you'd be used to snakes, living in Australia,' Ben replies. He's stepping over a fallen palm branch and he stops to help me over it too. 
'We don't see snakes in Sydney,' Justin clarifies, stopping to rest a hand on a tree trunk and swipe a hand over his head and goatee. 'Or kangaroos, or emus, or those funny hats with the corks on. Shame about those, I would've bought one with me. Mozzies here are killer.' 
I smile. Justin's shirt is soaked, he's got his backpack on his back and he's swigging from one of the huge bottles of water we stopped to buy. We're just a few miles from the main road at Bang Niang and the first time we came here Ben and I jumped off the rocks about ten meters above the pool while Charlie whooped from the bottom, filming us all on his video camera. 
'I can't believe we're back here,' I say incredulously, following him down, down, down till we emerge in the clearing. It's exactly how I remember it. 'Wow.'
'Wow is right!' Justin drops his backpack on the pebbly ground and peels off his T-shirt. In three seconds flat he's in the water, swimming arm over arm towards the frothy white falls. He yells out to us from the flow, whooping the way he does before disappearing behind it.
'It doesn't change,' Ben says. 'Except when the rains come. In a few weeks it'll be too dangerous.' He's peeling off his own T-shirt now and I can't not look at the sweat glistening on his abs as he pulls it over his head, or the ever-so-fine line of sandy hair snaking down from his belly button into his board shorts. Jesus. 
He pulls off his hat, pulls his phone out of his pocket. 'Coming in?'
'Go ahead, I'll follow,' I say, swallowing as it hits me how hard I'm staring. 'I can't jump, though.'
'You don't have to. Is this OK? Being by the water I mean?' He puts his stuff on the ground, looks at me in concern.
'It's fine, it's not the ocean,' I tell him and he nods in understanding. He must notice me squinting into the sun, too, because he takes his glasses off and puts them over my ears. His fingers brush my hair for a second and the gesture, plus his proximity and semi-naked status sends tingles from my nose down to my toes. The shades are too big but I hold them in place and watch as he wades in, then darts off a rock and goes under.
I look around at the scene again through UV filters. It's like something from a postcard; all brown glimmering rocks and jade green flora, and the iridescent allure of the pool that was cold enough to chill Changs that time. There are lots of waterfalls around Khao Lak but this one was our favorite. It was the easiest trek from the road, the best jump from the top, with the nicest rocks to climb and the deepest pool to land in. We had it all figured out.
Justin's scaling the rocks to the side of the falls now. He hollers at us from up high, a pink shape in long board shorts, then takes a huge running leap into the air, clutches his knees and crashes in a ball into the water. The spray from his splash reaches my feet and a groan escapes my lips. It feels too good. I watch Ben's agile body making easy work of the same climb, watch him jump and shriek as he hits the water. He's still a big kid. I love that. I love how he made me ride that bike too. I was in control... I didn't think I would be, but I was and I kind of want to do it again.
I peel off my T-shirt and shorts, till I'm standing in my new turquoise blue bikini. I wade out to waist depth, float on my back, looking up at the branches crisscrossing the sky and the bright-colored butterflies zooming against the blue. I can handle this, I think - water in an enclosed area. As long as it doesn't go over my face. I don't like the water going over my head. 
'Woah, check out your abs!' Justin's voice. It's a little too close to me suddenly. I didn't hear him come up. I get to my feet quickly on the smooth pebbles beneath, my first impulse making me cross my arms over myself.
Ben's swimming over now too, blinking the water from his eyes after his jump. 'You're ripped,' Justin says, looking from Ben to my stomach. 'Did you see this woman?'
'No I'm not,' I say, turning away from him. 'I'm normal.'
He laughs. 'Izzy, that is not normal. Sydney chicks are full of pie... unless you go to Bondi. Are you a gymnast or something?'
'I do some Pilates,' I tell him. Ben swims between us. The water is shining all over him and he sweeps the wet hair from his face as he stands, looking into my eyes through the shades I'm still wearing. 'It was therapy, for my injuries,' I explain. 'It just stuck. I haven't been in a while, though.'
'Well, it looks like you have,' Justin says, peering around Ben and sticking his thumb up. 'Looking good!'
'She doesn't need your approval, buddy,' Ben says. It doesn't come out as mean, more matter of fact with a hint of a warning, but his words flip my insides. I don't miss the way his gaze flits quickly to my stomach though, and secretly I'm glad. I move my arms. It's true; till recently I've done Pilates three times a week for years. I needed it to strengthen my core and get my limbs moving. It's addictive after a while; at least it was for me. I wouldn't ever say I was ripped though, not at all. It just makes me feel better. Justin exaggerates everything.
'Your face is getting red,' Ben says now. I don't know if he means from embarrassment or from the sun.
'I have sunscreen,' Justin tells us, wading out of the pool again. 'Slip-Slop-Slap, that's what they say in Oz! Who wants?' He rubs the white liquid all over himself and holds up the bottle as I follow him out. 'Want me to do your back, babe?' 
'OK, thanks,' I say. I don't want him touching me, actually. The way he talks and acts is really starting to irritate me now. I'm not exactly used to not being able to escape people I don't want to be around, but I don't want to burn and I don't want to ask Ben. 
Ben's phone makes a noise right next to me. I don't see a name on the screen but I assume it's Kalaya. Doesn't she finish her shift around now? I watch him hurry out of the water, dripping. The muscles flex in his broad, strong back as he picks it up, turns and walks away with it. The tattoo on his shoulder, T&C, really suits him. I want to ask him about it. I want to ask him so many things, still.
'I'm going for another jump,' Justin informs me, smearing more cream on his own face and making a little show of flexing out his biceps as he adds it to his arms. 'Care to join me?' 
'I don't think so, I'll grade you out of ten though,' I say.
He wriggles his eyebrows. 'I've already graded you,' he says.
I open my mouth to say something but he lets out a laugh. 'I'm kidding, Jesus!' He runs into the water before I can respond. Something tells me he wasn't kidding. 
'That was the cops,' Ben says when he comes to sit down next to me. 
'What?'
'Someone in Phi Phi says they've seen someone matching the description you gave them of the Scottish guy? He's still there!'
My eyes grow wide and his shades slip off my nose. I catch them. 'Oh my god, that's brilliant!'
'They can't arrest him though, they have no proof he took your purse.'
'Oh. So why did they bother to let us know?' 
Ben shrugs. 'Guess they wanted to appear useful.'
I sigh, hand him the shades back. 'Well, if they won't arrest him I don't know how I'm meant to get my stuff back.' 
'We could just go there,' he says. His bare knee brushes up against mine and sends a charge to my heart again. 'They found out his name when he checked into a room at the PP Sandy Beach Hotel. Those don't come cheap these days.' 
'He's probably spent my cash on it,' I say. 'What's his name?'
'Alan Gillespie.'
'Alan,' I repeat. 'He didn't look like an Alan.'
The swine! We shall find this Alan and destroy him.' Ben's mocking my accent again and my lips twitch into a smile, even as I pretend to thump his shoulder. He catches my wrist.
'We can't just go there, Ben.'
'Sure we can. If you want to teach at the school, you don't have to start till Wednesday...'
'Won't Marcus have to train me?'
'He can go over some stuff on Tuesday. And once the French girls go tomorrow we only have a couple people signed up for dives. The season's winding down, Sonthi can cover any last minute stragglers. We should go first thing tomorrow. You'll like Phi Phi anyway, it's nice. They have good mushrooms.'
I turn to him. 'Seriously? You too?'
'What?' he says, dropping my arm. 'I'm kidding! Or am I?' He winks and I feel my eyes roll.
'But don't I have to get a boat, if I go over there?' I say.
'Well, yeah, it's an island.'
I bite my lip, watch the water drip from his hair onto his shoulder blades. Coming here was one thing; going to Phi Phi too, that was never part of the plan. 'I'm not sure I can go on a boat,' I say and he shakes his head at me.
'You've already been on the beach, Izzy. You stepped in the water. You rode a scooter! Come on, you can ride a speedboat. It's not even that far. It's less than an hour from Phuket.'
'All valid points, but...'
'Focus on the prize. You'll feel great for riding the boat, like I know you do about the bike. And you need to catch this asshole, Alan,' he says, 'get your passport back. And your notebook! You need the notebook to finish your book.'
'I need it to start my book,' I admit as Justin lets out a Tarzan cry and crashes into the pool again. 'Ben, what if it's not even him who took my stuff? Or what if he leaves the island and we can't find him?'
'What if, what if, what if,' he teases. 'What if the cops on Phi Phi keep an eye on him? They will, Izzy, trust me, they love this shit. Catching dumb tourists out, it's their favorite thing.'
I laugh. I can't help it now. I can see that sixteen-year-old-Ben again; the way he was when we met. There was always another adventure ahead. Something else exciting. In just eight days Ben managed to turn my holiday into a trip through some kind of magical wonderland. I can feel my resolve weakening already. My life is so boring now. Boring and safe and gray. I think of Colin again. One shade of gray. It's all been very far from fifty, actually.
'What about Kalaya? Will she come?' I say, feigning indifference. My stomach knots as I say it but I already know she wouldn't exactly be thrilled about us going off to an island together on some mission. 
'I'll ask her,' Ben says. I can't read his voice. 
'What are you guys plotting over here?' Justin says, walking back over to us from the water. He drops himself down on his haunches, pulls the bottle of water back out of his backpack and swigs it back. It drips down his chin.
'The police found a guy on Phi Phi who might have Izzy's stuff,' Ben tells him.
'Really? No shit! I'm heading there next, are you heading over there?'
'I think so.'
'Is your girlfriend going with you?' he asks Ben. 'Or did you forget you had one?'
We both snap our heads to him at the exact same time. Justin laughs, screws the bottle top back on and shoves it with his shirt back into his backpack. 'Come on mate, I can see two people falling when they're right in front of me.'
I make a choking sound. 'Falling... what...' 
'In luuuurve. Any more sparks between you and you'd be starting a bloody forest fire. I hope it rains if you do... it's too fucking hot as it is. Right, I'm going now.'
'You're going?'
'I'm heading back, I need a nanny nap,' he says, getting up. 'I'll see you lovebirds later. Thanks for the tour.'
We both watch him leave. My cheeks are blazing hotter than ever. I stare at the waterfall and so does Ben and neither of us says anything for ages. Awkward, awkward, awkward. 
'You know what?' I say eventually, getting to my feet. 'I do want to jump off those rocks.'
'Really?' Ben springs up after me. 
'Yes, I'm going to do it.' 
'Well, wait, I'll come with you!'
'Come on then.'
He follows me back up to the wet, grassy ledge, clambering up rock after rock after rock till we're as high as we can get. I look out at the croaking, chirruping landscape and down at the water. He takes my fingers as I walk to the edge and take a deep breath. 'OK, Izzy, are you sure about this?'
'Yes.'
'Then on the count of three,' he says. 'One... Two...'
'Three!' I yell. And with Ben's hand holding mine, I'm falling. 
 



 
 
 
BEN
 
Justin keeps throwing me looks and I know what he's saying, even as Kalaya rests her head on my shoulder and sighs in content. Her hair keeps blowing out and around my face, faster than I can swipe it away. She has one ear of her iPhone headphones and I have the other and we're watching the ocean stretching out ahead of us, speeding further and further away from Phuket. 
The floor of the top deck is the best place to be. I usually love it up here too, lying on my back with the sun on my face and my feet on the railings and a pretty girl's head on my chest... but I keep thinking of Izzy sitting downstairs inside on her own and I feel shitty for leaving her. She was too nervous to sit outside.
'Want me to go check on her?' Justin says now, without me saying a word. He's taken off his shirt like most people and he's shining almost silver with all the sunscreen, like a fish. I can see girls looking at him and he knows they are, too. I can see him checking them all out through his designer shades. Kalaya lifts my hand, laces her fingers through mine and makes a point of holding me right next to her. I'm pissed at myself all over again for the way this turned out.
'Sure, might be nice to go make sure she's alright,' I tell Justin. 
'No worries. Beer?' 
Kalaya and I both shake our heads. It's only ten thirty; not that it's stopped an old weathered hippy with a monkey on a leash across from us. He's already on his third can. I watch Justin grip the railing on the way to the staircase. The boat is moving so fast, but people always move about and drink beer up here, and show off with pet monkeys. Izzy's missing out. I'm pretty sure she can't ride anything like this on the Thames in London. 
I rest my cheek absently against Kalaya's warm head. Izzy put on a brave face while we boarded but I know she was freaking out. The boat's a pretty big one, though. It's more like a huge lounge downstairs and it's easy to forget you're even on the water if you close your eyes and just listen to your music. 
'Ben. Izzy is a big girl,' Kalaya says now, almost like she's reading my thoughts. 'She needs to do things for herself.' I lift my head. She looks up at me, raises her sunglasses off her nose and her words piss me off in a heartbeat. She knew I wanted to make sure Izzy felt safe, yet she still insisted on me sitting up here with her anyway, like it was her job to try and teach her some kind of lesson. 
'I know she does, I'm here, aren't I?' I say and she rolls her eyes, stares back out across the waves.
I need to break things off with her, I know I do. I'm a coward. I'm getting all pissed at Kalaya when it's myself I'm really mad at. I was planning on calling it off even before I bumped into Izzy in Bangkok but if I do it now, Kalaya will think Izzy's the whole reason why and she'll make things hell at Dream Dive. She'll make things hard for Izzy too, and Izzy's got enough to deal with here as it is. So have I. I'm thinking things I never thought I'd have to think about again. My head feels like it's about to explode. Mind you, it could just be this music. I take out the headphone. Kalaya's music is hurting my brain.
Justin appears again, makes his way back over holding another can of beer. 'She's fine, mate,' he says, snapping the lid and leaning his back against the railings. 'Tapping away on her iPad. She said she hasn't looked out the window yet.'
I smile at him over Kalaya's head. 'Thanks,' I say. 'She just hates the water, you know?'
'Didn't she jump off those rocks with you, though? In the end?' he says as the monkey tries to make a grab for his beer and he almost loses his footing. 
Kalaya's head shoots up. 'Rocks?'
Justin slides back down onto the floor, lets the monkey sit on his shoulder. A blonde starts taking photos with her phone and he pulls her in to pose with him. 'We went for a swim, after the memorial,' I tell Kalaya. 'You were still on your shift.' Please don't scratch me with your nails again. 
The longer I leave things going with her, the more I feel like a total asshole. The more I probably am an asshole, actually, but I don't know how long Izzy's staying. I figure if I can just hold off another break up till she leaves, I'll save us all from the fallout.
'She jumped with me, yes, but that wasn't the ocean,' I tell Justin. There was total elation on her face at dinner last night, when she admitted she hadn't put her head under the water in years before that. 'It's the ocean she's afraid of,' I point out, gesturing at the literal expanse of it whizzing past in the wind and shades of blue. 'Being in a tsunami will do that to you.'
'Sorry,' he says sincerely for a second, lifting his shades again. I throw him a nod, but he's grinning again in a second as the girl demands another photo with him and the monkey.
This whole trip must be even worse for Izzy knowing Justin's tagging along too, but it's not like we had a choice. Phi Phi was always his next stop; it made sense for us all to share a car to Phuket and take the journey together and we could hardly say no once he suggested it. I could hardly not invite Kalaya either. I sigh through my nostrils, chew on my cheeks as she goes back to listening to her music without me. Why do I feel like I'm weaving one massive tangled web, right now? 
 
*
 
'This way!' Kalaya calls, leading us down an alley once we're all on the island. I note Justin help Izzy with the zip-up bag I lent her, so she wouldn't have to bring her whole big suitcase. The narrow streets are hot and crowded and she keeps looking around her, half intrigued, half nervous I think. 
'You OK?' I ask her now, touching her arm gently. She's wearing a red dress. It reminds me of the one she was wearing on that morning, when I left her waiting for us outside the dive shop. Everything's reminding me of that day now.
'I can't believe I went on a boat,' she says, moving to avoid being knocked out by a guy's huge backpack.
'You're doing so great! Even if you didn't look out the window the whole way.' 
She tuts but she's smiling. I know being on a boat was a huge thing for her and I can tell she's proud of herself for doing it. Her cheeks are rosy red now from all the sun and she has even more freckles around her nose.
'This way!' Kalaya calls again, waving us around another corner. We pass some stalls selling photos of Phi Phi's scenery and another selling SIM cards, till we come to a big battered sign outside a shambolic looking one-level hotel that says Rick's Place. It's painted purple with blue window trims and over-the-top hanging baskets are swinging from the bamboo overhang. 'I know Rick,' Kalaya explains.
'Rick is clearly color blind,' I say and Izzy giggles. 
Kalaya frowns. 'What you mean?'
'It was a joke,' I tell her, putting an arm around her and stepping into the reception. Justin drops his own huge backpack on the floor, takes the glass of coconut juice we're all offered from the welcome tray. A skinny Thai man in his late forties sashays out from a back room and puts his hands in the air when he sees Kalaya, hurries something out in Thai. I watch them hug.
'These are my friends,' she says, gesturing to us and he kisses us all on the cheeks, beaming and clapping his hands. 'We need two room please.'
'Three,' Izzy says quickly, looking at Justin.
Justin pretends to stab his own heart. 'I'm starting to think you're not falling in love with me,' he says, with a little too much emphasis on the me. He flicks his eyes to me as he says it and I pretend I don't notice how he's insinuating again that there's something going on with me and Izzy. 
I look to her now, searching the lobby with her eyes, running a hand through her long hair. Is it really that obvious that the damn sparks never went out? I'd be lying if I said they had. She's a magnet like she always was, even if she's lost some of her confidence. 
'Follow me, I give you best rooms,' Rick says, motioning us down a hallway. I pick up Kalaya's bag and Justin takes Izzy's again. Rick leads us to three rooms all in a row in a dark corridor. 'You will like these!' he grins. 
The whole place smells of stale booze and cigarettes. We're inland from the beach so the basic fan rooms are just one-fifty a night with no WIFI. Kalaya makes a point of pulling me onto our bed in front of Izzy while Rick explains how there's WIFI on the beach and in all the restaurants, like the only thing we really care about is WIFI. I'm always amazed at the number of people who come away here on vacation and only ever sit about glued to their phones. They might as well be at home watching YouTube. They'd save a lot of money on flights. 
We drop our bags and walk back through the maze of narrow streets to the beach. Izzy's quiet. 'So much of this was totally destroyed,' she says thoughtfully, looking round us at the massage parlors with their handwritten signs, the rows of jewelry stands and open sided bars with neon lights and pumping music, even at midday. Coils of incense are curling through the heat from a hippy store, selling mini Ganesh's and candles.
Two thousand people died here on this island on Boxing Day 2004. Over a hundred kids lost either one or both of their parents. I know all the facts and I'm sure Izzy does. It was as bad as it was in Khao Lak and Sri Lanka and everywhere else that got hit. It's another graveyard; not that many people here now are thinking about it I'm sure. Justin isn't. 
'Check it out,' he whispers, nudging me in the direction of a sign outside a smoothie store. It says We fly you to the moon with mushroom shake!
'Really?' Izzy says as he stops and peers inside. She's looking at him like he's already lost his mind. I know she wants to get to the PP Sandy Beach Hotel ASAP and see if Alan Gillespie's still here. Her eyebrows wriggle up and down as she looks from him to the mushroom sign and when she fixes her brown eyes on mine and conveys complete bewilderment, it hits me like a baseball why I fell for her the way I did when I was sixteen. 
It's the things I see in Izzy's eyes that draw me to her; they're corridors. As a boy I saw incongruous dreams and hopes in waves and colors, radiating out and pulling me in, even when she was quiet. When she laughed it was like some splintered rainbow fell on the world and lit it up, and when she was mad, she got mad in beautiful blacks and shadows. Even though she sees the world through a veil of grief and gray these days, I can still see her colors. 
'We're on a mission!' she reminds us, folding her arms and I can't help it, the whole thing makes me laugh.
'He's on a mission, to fly to the moon,' I say.
'I'll buzz you in a bit, mate, yeah?,' Justin tells me, patting his pocket. 'Don't worry about me.'
He slips inside like a panther. 'I worry about him,' I say at the exact same time as Izzy.
'Jinx,' she grins, holding out her pinky.
'What are we, children?' I say, looping my finger round hers.



 
 
 
ISLA
 
The beach on this side of Phi Phi is like nothing I've ever seen with my own eyes. The water seems bluer than it does in Khao Lak; the kind of blue you see on TV programs and wonder how many filters the camera crew used in post production. Turns out, none. Longtail boats are bobbing in bright yellows and reds and the beach is sheltered on both ends by curving green jungle. 
'Isn't this where they filmed The Beach?' I ask Ben. Giant rocks are towering out of the water like Transformers and I half expect Leonardo DiCaprio to scale down one and walk out of the surf all wet. 
'Close,' he says, 'that was on Maya I think. You can get a boat round to there from here. You OK?'
'I'm OK, thanks,' I reply, still looking at the scene. He hasn't stopped asking if I'm OK, but actually, I really am. I was just so busy thinking how gorgeous it all is that I almost forgot to be scared. I search the horizon now, brace myself for the terror to strike, but weirdly it doesn't hit me as hard as it did the first few times I looked out from the mainland. I breathe in the salty air. Maybe it will help, they all said. I actually think it's helping. 
'I'll wait here,' Kalaya says, fishing for her phone again and dropping a sarong onto the hot sand. 'I hope you find the bad man. I'll look for Justin.' 
'I don't know how long he'll be,' Ben tells her, helping her straighten her sarong so she can sit on it. 'He may have no concept of time by now.'
I chuckle, watch as Kalaya strips off her sundress, down to her white bikini again. She has an amazing figure and she knows it. She has no scars, either, not like me. There are hundreds of people on the white sand, all roasting themselves into varying shades of red and brown. It's busier here; there are way more backpackers than there are in Khao Lak. A guy with dreads saunters up and hands us all fliers. 
'Party on Bamboo Island tomorrow night,' he says. His tongue is pierced and so is his left eyebrow. His shirt is torn along the hem. 'Three hundred baht all-in. Leaving at three from the pier, it's gonna go off. You guys should come.'
'Thanks, we'll think about it,' Ben says, folding it up and putting it in his pocket. He turns to me. 'OK, so the hotel's up there,' he says, pointing up the beach. 'We can walk in from the beach. I've been thinking, maybe I should go in first, see if I can see any red-headed guys with blond streaks who look shady. If he sees you he might freak out and leave.'
'Good thinking, detective,' I tell him, putting my own flier into my purse. Kalaya scrunches up her dress as a pillow, flops down and puts her headphones in her ears. 
'OK, vamos! Kalaya, we'll come back for you,' Ben says.
She raises her hand at him but doesn't look up from her phone and we carry on walking towards the spot where the trees get thicker and the crowds get thinner. 'Do you really think he's going to be there?' I say to Ben. I can feel the tension again as soon as we're alone. I don't know if he can, too, but it's thicker than the air. He kicks a shell.
'The cops have no record that an Alan Gillespie was leaving on any of the boats today and the hotel say he's been paying night by night, so as far as we know, he's still here. I spoke to them this morning. We'll track him down.'
'He could be anywhere,' I sigh. 'There's so much concrete.'
'It's pretty overdeveloped, yeah,' Ben says. 'They rebuilt a lot after the tsunami, but they didn't really stop. It always got me how no one really learnt their lesson with that.'
'What do you mean? They have the escape route signs everywhere.'
'I know, but they still built all this shit, you know, right here! It's still beautiful but, I don't know...' he trails off, shrugs again. 'I always thought they should've gone back to basics when they had the chance.'
'Maybe they didn't have a choice,' I say. 'They lost so much, they had to get the tourists back.'
'True,' he says, picking up another shell. His hair falls over his eyes as he studies it, then hands it to me. 'Khao Lak's not so bad yet but it was mostly the farangs with the most money who rebuilt the hotels,' he says. 'The locals couldn't afford to rebuild. It changed things. It changed all the dynamics.'
'You built the dive shop back up,' I counter, looking at the shiny white shell, the size of my palm. 
He smiles. 'I did. But I gave a lot of people jobs. I guess that's a bonus - the more facilities there are, the more jobs there are, but it doesn't stop all of us ruining things little by little, you know? Us and the locals, we're all taking it down all over again. We don't even need Mother Nature to smash things up.'
'That's development, Ben, it's happening everywhere.'
'I know,' he sighs. 'I've seen it all over the world.'
'I want to see all that, I really, really do.'
He stops walking. 'Stop talking like you're old, like your life is already gone. You have time, Izzy. You have time to make a difference, too. Marcus can't wait to have you take over at the school!' His blue eyes are sparkling in the sun next to me. He's so tall and sexy it's ridiculous and even the slightest word of concern or reassurance from his lips makes my heart skid now. These feelings roared up with a force at the waterfall and they're still gushing through me. My insides twitch thinking about the school, too. I'm excited to be doing something good, somewhere totally out of my comfort zone on all counts. It feels good. And I've hardly thought about Colin all day.
'Is this it?' I say as Ben starts walking again and heads inland from the shoreline. Then I see the sign. PP Sandy Beach Hotel.
'This is it. What were we just saying about development? Check out that infinity pool.' Ben takes his shades off for a second, leads me further in towards the hotel. I can see white pagodas poking up like hats, the tops of sun umbrellas and a big blue swimming pool with several people in it, gazing over the edge at the beach. I realize I'm nervous. What if he's not there? What if he is? The place is pretty posh - more posh than the dump we just signed into at least. My eyebrows almost touch. He probably booked this with my money.
'OK, you want to wait over there?' Ben says, nodding to a shaded bar area under a roof made of palm fronds just next door. There's no one there. He rubs his hands together dramatically, shakes them off like he's stepping into a fight, making me laugh. 'I'll sniff around, go talk to reception and see what they'll tell me.'
'OK, thank you,' I say. 'Be careful.'
'The Scots don't scare me,' he says, flexing his muscles jokingly in front of me. 'I can't even understand them most of the time.'
I'm still laughing as he walks towards the pool. I take a tall seat at the bar, order a pineapple juice, pull the flier I just got given out of my purse. Amazing DJ Sweden spins Electro House, it says. Tents will be pitched on the beach in an intimate setting.
I don't really know what to imagine. Sounds more like a frantic orgy than a party. Colin would have done his Sainsburys shop by now and not much else with his weekend, whereas I've been out on a boat and ridden a scooter and swam in a waterfall and if I want to, I can go and see a Swedish DJ on an island, or have an orgy in a tent. 
I put the flier down on the bar, line up the box of pink straws with the napkin dispenser, watch the barman singing along to Bob Marley while he chops up the pineapple. Then I turn the shell over in my fingers, let the sand fall out, hold it to my ear. A tiny whisper from the ocean makes me smile. 



 
 
 
BEN
 
'Sorry, no,' the Thai guy says. 'Alan Gillespie check out already.'
'Really?' I say. 
'One hour ago.'
'Well, did he say where he was going?'
'We not know,' he says, 'sorry sir.'
'That's OK, it's not your fault, thank you,' I sigh, walking away from the desk and outside again, over to the deck right by the pool. There are no guys with red hair on any of the loungers and I didn't see any when I walked through the restaurants either. 
I call the police station again, but it rings and rings till I have to leave a message on an answerphone telling them not to let him leave on any boats. Dammit. This is not unusual, though. They don't have the most organized of police services on these islands. They mean well, but it's not exactly LAPD in action. In my home country the police probably would've searched Alan Gillespie and held him on suspicion till we got here, or at least spent some healthy tax payer's dollars speeding him in style back to the mainland so we could confirm his thieving ass.
Izzy's right, Alan could be anywhere now. There are hundreds of hotels on Phi Phi. 
I'm about to head back to the beach when a young kid with sandy brown curls races past me, laughing and shrieking. He stops and chases the ball that's bounced inside and I can't see the face but he looks just like him. I clutch at the doorframe as my heartbeat goes into overdrive. He's exactly the same height. Holy shit. Toby?
'Sir, can I help you?' the reception guy says now, hurrying over. He looks anxious now, like I just almost gave him a heart attack.
I yank my hand from the doorframe, straightening up. 'I'm OK, sorry, I just... thought I saw something,' I say. My eyes are still on the boy as he turns around with the ball and starts bouncing it all the way outside again. It's not him.
Of course it's not him. Idiot. 
I'm shaking. I sit down on a soft, white chair just outside. This is exactly what happened when I thought I saw Izzy that time outside Burger King, only it turned out to be her. This kid isn't Toby. I'm starting to think it will never be Toby. 
 
*
 
I didn't know what planet I was on as Dao's arm around me guided me down the steps of the dive boat. It wasn't the same beach I'd left just over an hour ago, when I last let go of Izzy's hand. I was trembling, like another earthquake was rattling through me. My eyes scanned the apocalyptic scene. People waded through water in places there shouldn't have been any water, or cars, or upturned TV sets, or discarded luggage flattened into the remains of what had been a row of hotels and the dive shop.
I couldn't speak. Dao stayed with me till we were collected with about twenty other sobbing, bleeding people in the back of an open truck and taken to a makeshift rescue center. I was fine on the outside. 
'You're a miracle,' one lady said to me, putting her hands on my shoulders. She was a nurse, she said, from Ireland. She'd examined me but I couldn't remember anything other than pulling my wetsuit straight back on afterwards. It was all I had.
'My brother. My uncle,' I managed and her face crumpled.
'You and your friend Dao, you were the only ones,' she said, as firmly as she could.
The only ones who WHAT?, I wanted to scream as her chin wobbled. The only ones who didn't die? The only ones who've come to the rescue center so far? 
Dao left. He had to find out what happened to his family. I felt like no one cared about mine, but everyone was crying. Everyone was lost. I saw more blood and injuries than I'd ever seen and more bodies in bags than I could count. 
'Why are they in bags?' I asked a Thai guy that first afternoon. He was wearing jeans and a white shirt; there was nothing medical about him at all, yet he'd been bringing the bags in for hours. I stood up from my seat and followed him into a room full of them and I was too fast for him to stop me. The smell was insane. I almost threw up.
'Too big,' he said, motioning to them and then to a stack of empty wooden boxes. Caskets. He meant the bodies were too bloated to fit inside the caskets. He handed me some Tiger Balm, told me to rub it on my nostrils. Everyone was doing it.
I couldn't sleep. I couldn't stop thinking about Toby in a body bag. His face woke me up the second I drifted off, screaming, banging from the inside, asking why I let him go. I stayed for two days at the rescue center, maybe three, slept on pink fluffy blankets that smelled weird, but I buried myself in them anyway. I talked to people; all the people I could as the pieces started to fit together, asking questions, waiting. I comforted some and some comforted me, but Izzy's face too kept me screaming on the inside. I lost her. I lost Toby. 
'Isabella,' I said to the girl in braids behind the computer. She was frantic, tapping away a million miles an hour. A line of people were behind me. All of them were bedraggled and beside themselves, like the cast of a war movie. 'Isabella from England. Izzy. I left her on the beach. Can you look again?'
'We don't have any Isabella's yet, I'm sorry,' she said. I asked a hundred times about Toby, too, and Charlie and Van and Tee, but I always got the same answer. 
They'd brought in experts from everywhere - Austria, the Netherlands, Australia, Germany, and all of them I realized quickly were carrying out the gruesome tasks it took to identify the dead. Most of it wasn't even happening behind closed doors. There weren't enough doors. 
After a while, no one was bringing the injured in anymore. It was just more bodies and still none of them were Toby. Still none of them were Charlie or Izzy. At least, I didn't think they were. There were panels of photos of the bodies as they were brought in, on the walls. But they were all so horribly deformed. You can't even imagine what water does. People go black, their eyes bulge out of their sockets. The only way to recognize somebody at first is by their jewelry. 
They were fingerprinting the corpses, I discovered. They gave them full dental examinations and took X-rays, then they sent the DNA samples away for analysis. It was when I learned they were matching them to a missing-person's list in Phuket that I begged to be taken there, to the International Hospital. I knew more bodies were there. Maybe I'd find Toby there.
I found my mom instead. She'd just flown in and been allowed a transfer. 'My baby,' she cried when she found me, pulling me against her and sobbing. I was sixteen but her words hit hard. I felt like a baby; a useless, helpless, broken baby. Glenn stood solid like a tree behind her. He hugged me too. It was the first and last time he ever did. 
We moved to a hotel, where we stayed for two weeks and I made it my job to look out for Sonthi. He was going through the same thing, only he was still searching for twenty people he loved. We played guitar at night. We knew the same Beatles song so we sang together outside, taught ourselves the harmonies to take our minds off all the tragedies. Yesterday, all my troubles seemed so far away, Now it looks as though they're here to stay, Oh I believe in yesterday. 
Even though Sonthi didn't know the meaning of the words, I think they helped us both somehow. The yesterdays we missed were haunting everyone but at least we escaped with our lives.
I went with mom to the councilor, too, but she cried all the way through, and she cried so much at the hotel that I didn't sleep for days. I was a shell. I had no tears left. 'They're gone, they're never coming back,' mom yowled.
'We don't know that!' I yelled at her, but she yowled even more into the walls and the floor and the pillow, while a thousand other people doing the same made even the hotel feel like a funeral parlor. 
We got told that DNA breaks down once bodies decompose. The longer we had to wait, the less chance we had of identifying anyone. Eventually I had to say goodbye to Sonthi and everyone at the hospital I'd gotten to know. Our flight was booked; my brother and uncle and Izzy were officially missing, assumed dead. My mom was a pale-faced Martian I didn't know anymore and she hadn't really spoken to me in days. 'Toby, my baby, Toby!,' she wailed into Glenn's expensive shirt as he helped her outside and into the taxi. 
I was just about to leave for the airport when the girl in braids came to grab me. 'Ben,' she said, leaning down, putting a hand to my shoulder. I could tell by her face she had bad news. 'We found Isabella, from the UK,' she said as the tears careened down her face. 'There's only one on the list. I'm so sorry.'
It was raining when I got outside. It was a real tropical downfall; the kind of rain that lashes and hurts. I turned my face up to it and let it hit me as the wind howled. I wanted to feel the physical crash of everything that had been breaking my heart. The only thing I felt was how it wasn't rain at all. It felt like my brother and Izzy and Charlie and two hundred thousand other souls were crying.
 
*
 
When I find Izzy back at the bar she's talking happily to the barman and Bob Marley's Waiting in Vain is blasting out ironically from the speakers. 'Any news?' she asks when I walk up behind her. I notice she's lined up everything on the bar, from the straws to the napkins, to every single beer mat. There's hope in her eyes but I shake my head, order a Chang and sit at the stool next to her.
'What happened? You look pale? Did you see him?'
'No,' I say, forcing my brain back to the present. 'He checked out.'
'Oh... pooh.'
'Don't worry, the police won't let him go. If he buys a boat ticket, we'll hear about it.' 
'Thank you for going in there and looking,' she says, putting a hand to my arm for a second. The heat of her and her closeness makes me want to lean in and bury myself in her neck and forget what I just saw... or thought I saw. But maybe her being here is a part of why I saw it anyway. 
'I'm OK,' I say. I know she knows I'm lying.
'Nepatr here was just telling me there's another boat trip tomorrow,' she tells me after a moment. 'Not the one to the Bamboo Island orgy. It's one that takes you snorkeling, and it has drinks and stuff on board.'
The barman grins. 'Good time,' he says, flipping the top off my beer, but my eyes don't leave Izzy's face.
'So you want to go out on a boat now, and you want to go snorkeling?'
She smiles down at her lap sheepishly, looks at me through her hair for a second. Impulsively I tuck it behind her ear. 'No, I don't want to snorkel,' she says. 'I don't want to go in the water, but I think getting out on more boats will be good for me. I'll look out the window this time. Baby steps, right?'
'I don't think there are windows on those boats, Izzy. It's just like a deck, and a DJ at one end usually, and a lot of alcohol and drunk people.'
She nods. 'Well... maybe it will be OK. Nepatr says you can always see the land, so it's not like we're on open water. I think I can handle it. I feel like I have to keep pushing myself.'
'You really don't,' I say, putting my hand on hers. 'You have nothing to prove.'
'To myself I do,' she says, looking at my hand, then putting hers on top. 'Ben, I've been so stupidly scared of everything for so long. Everything. I don't want to be that person anymore. I don't want to be scared. '
I let out another sigh as she searches my eyes. The corridors are calling me down them again till I can see the workings of her brain. She's pulling me on a fucking roller coaster ride here but she's making up for lost time and God knows we lost enough.
'Are you sure you're alright?' she says now. I realize I'm chewing my cheeks, gripping my beer hard. There are things I don't normally let myself think, let alone talk about most of the time. They itch and burn under my skin while I run, but I run till I'm numb every time. I'm not as numb with her. And maybe that's what scares me.
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'Look at me, I'm Harry Potter!' Justin's yelling to the American girls, walking over to them again on the deck. He's drawn a lightning bolt on his forehead with the ash from the ashtray. The two brunettes in purple bikinis are both giggling and taking photos but I think they're on mushrooms too, because every now and then they stop what they're doing and just stare at their hands.
'How long do mushrooms affect you for?' I ask Ben. Kalaya smiles. We're watching them from a white seat, sitting on beach towels. I'm trying not to dwell on the fact that we're drifting further away from the island. 
'He took many,' she says, raising her voice above the music. 'He bought a big bag.'
'How many did you have?' Ben asks her.
She grins. 'I had many too.' She puts her cocktail down and leans into him. We didn't see them till dusk last night. Apparently Justin found Kalaya and swept her off to some bar to wait for us, but she drank a mushroom shake and flew to the moon and neither of them remembered to look for us for hours. 
'She was Hermione,' Justin tells us now, walking over with the girls and waving a fork at Kalaya. He lifts it high and draws a slow pattern in the air. They all look up at it, mesmerized. Expeliarmas!' he yells, making them jump and start squealing with laughter; Kalaya too. He runs off shouting more spells and the American girls follow him, weaving through the hundred or so people on board, all drinking cocktails from plastic cups.
I try not to smile. They're a good distraction from the fact that we're on this boat. This time there are no windows, just like Ben said. I can still see the green smile of the headland curving round the sandy bay of Phi Phi but I won't lie, no matter how amusing Justin is, I'm not having a brilliant time. I know it was my idea but maybe I was being too bold when I suggested it. The barman was pretty convincing, told me his brother runs the trip. 
'He funny boy,' Kalaya says, motioning to Justin with a manicured finger. Ben raises his eyebrows and I do the same discreetly in his direction. When we asked Justin and Kalaya why they weren't answering their phones last night, Justin said he didn't even realize his phone was ringing. He said it was covered in hieroglyphics and he thought it was an ancient Egyptian tool from the future. 
He's yelling 'Dumbledore' at the DJ between songs now. I'm trying my hardest not to feel bothered by the fact that Kalaya's hand is on Ben's knee, or that she keeps kissing his bare shoulder. Shirtless again and leaning back in his seat, his abs are like the surface of a wall. I want to touch them. I've never seen a body like his up close before and sometimes I can't even connect it with his face, or with the Ben I knew before. He's more than the sum of his six-pack but I can't keep my eyes off him anyway.
I get up, walk to the railings and grip them while I force myself to look at the water. The thought of Ben having sex with her last night wouldn't go away. It still won't. We had such a great afternoon, running round looking for Alan. We never found him but it was like we were on an adventure; like we were those two teens conjuring up a world that was just ours again. We watched the sunset from the top of the hill, while a hippy with a big white beard tried to sell us paintings. 
We talked about the art of the wispy clouds and the way the pink and orange streaks were like the work of an angry artist, mad at his canvas. We wondered if the people who died that day wound up there in the heavens, freckles made of stardust and sky; if they're painters of other people's destinies or guardians of chance encounters. I love how Ben can talk about these things. No one else can. Or maybe I can't seem to talk about anything like that with anyone else.
We tracked Justin and Kalaya down eventually, in a bar. The American girls were tripping too and they offered me mushrooms from a bag, but I didn't take them and neither did Ben. We walked back to Rick's Place. Ben and I were the only ones in our right minds by then, so I felt a bit like Kalaya was stealing him away somehow, taking him into her own little world. 
'I still see all the colors!' she kept saying as her eyes darted around at imaginary things. He looked almost apologetic when she led him into their room and shut the door. At least, I wanted to think that's what I saw. 
I put my palms to my eyes, elbows on the railings. I want to think I can read his eyes, a million stories left unwritten. But the more we talk and the more he tells me, the more I know he's not telling me. I'm not exactly telling him everything either, though. Everything's different now. 
I let out a deep breath, tilt my head up to the sun, let the heat burn away my stupid thoughts. It's so big and hot. I'm vaguely aware of Justin still mouthing off about being Harry Potter in the background as I let the warmth soak into my skin.
'What are you looking at?' Ben's voice makes my eyes spring open. I'm aware of him with all my senses; the smell of the sunscreen on his skin, the slight humor and anxiety in his voice. I look behind him. Kalaya's at the bar.
'The sun. It's so much bigger and brighter in the day here,' I say, tilting my face up to it again. 
'Compared to London? Maybe that's because you don't ever see the sun in London?' 
I smile. 'Maybe. But even last night, the sun looked huge before it sank.' I remember the thrill of his eyes on my lips as I licked my ice-cream, staring at the bright orange bulb. 'The moon looks closer, too. They're both so much more impressive over here, don't you think?'
Ben leans his arms on the railings. His triceps flex right next to me and the sheen of salt and sweat on his torso brings a butterfly back to life in my belly. He's in green and blue board shorts that unintentionally match my green bikini top. I'm still in my denim shorts. 'The sun and moon control everything,' he says into the soft breeze that ripples through his hair. 'I found an article a few years ago. It was about these Indian scientists and how they predicted that earthquake was going to happen.'
I frown at him. This is news to me. 'Did they tell anyone?'
'Yes. That's the craziest thing. They predicted it to that exact day because their research showed how Jupiter... and... I think Venus, plus the sun, the moon and earth were all in a straight line on the twenty-sixth.'
'That's insane!'
'Right. They said whenever that happens there's extra pull on the planet. The ancient Mayans and Egyptians, and the Chinese and the Indians too, they all used to freak out when there were planetary alignments like that, because something catastrophic almost always happened.'
I watch his lips. 'When did we stop listening to all that stuff?' I say. 'When did we stop taking it seriously?' 
'I don't know. But it's not like we could've stopped it.'
'We could've saved more lives.'
'What are you doing?' Kalaya walks up with two drinks. Ben takes one and she loops her arms around his waist. I walk away instantly, to where Justin is talking to the Americans, but Ben's words are buzzing in my head. I want to talk about it more. I start a conversation with one of the girls but in the corner of my eye I can see Ben turn in Kalaya's arms. I can see her kissing him and running a finger from the top of his chest down to his belly button with her crotch pressed up to his leg. 
'You're hot,' I hear her say. 'So very, very hot.'
Jesus. 
'OK guys, our first snorkel spot!' comes a voice over the speaker. Everyone cheers as the boat comes to a stop between two rocky cliffs jutting out of the water. I feel the tension creep back into my limbs. I think I felt better when it was moving, because at least the driver was aware of his surroundings, but I can see him walking up to the bar now. He starts drinking from a Coke can, starts chatting up some girl in a pink bikini. He's not ready. If the big wave comes, he's not ready.
I put a hand to my heart as everyone starts pulling off what's left of their clothing and pulling on masks and snorkels. The splashing starts as people jump and shriek. The sounds make me even more anxious. Crap. OK, maybe this was a bad idea. I look to the driver again. He's leaning up closer to the girl, grinning around his Coke can. He's so not ready.
I grip the side of the boat. The water is a soup of bright swimwear and flippers. A thousand tiny yellow fish are swimming under the boat and all around the sides. A Dutch girl is throwing bread in to make them school even more; I can hear her talking to her friend excitedly and a guy is filming it all with his GoPro.
I turn to where Kalaya's finishing up her drink, pulling on her flippers. Ben's walking up to me again. 'Nervous?' There's worry in his eyes. I fall into them again momentarily, but tear myself away, take three sips of my water, one after the other. 
'I'm OK, I'll just watch.' 
'I'll stay with you. You're doing so well, you're so brave. Look at this Izzy, you're on the water!'
'I can't think about it, really.' I offer him a smile that must come out as a cringe. Kalaya's watching us now, tying her hair up. 'Go in,' I say. 'It's hot, I'll be OK.'
He squeezes my shoulder, turns back to Kalaya, helps her adjust her mask. I watch as he pulls on his own and they both jump in together with a huge splash. I wait for him to come back up. My heart's thumping. Please, please!
I see his head emerge. Thank you. The music's pumping louder now, like snorkelers really need a soundtrack of a Katy Perry re-mix. Justin shouts another spell. 'Fishy whizzy, let's get busy!'
Part of me wishes I could join this fun; join all these people laughing and joking and getting wet in his horrible heat but the more I'm alone on the boat, the more the terror's riding over me. I don't want to be in the water, but I don't want to be here either. What was I thinking?
My eyes dart to the horizon; the part I can see around the towering rocks all around us. This is how it looked that morning when I sat there scribbling in my notebook, waiting; right before that wall of water roared in faster than a jet plane and took way more than the pen out of my hands.
An arm coils around me. Justin. 'Whoooo hooooo!' he shrieks in my ear, 'Let's go snorkeling!'
'No!' I start to struggle as my heart goes into panic mode, but he's picking me up, holding me in his arms, tight against him, walking me towards to the edge. 'Justin, no...'
'Whoooo hooooo!' 
He's jumping. We hit the water with a force. Everything turns black as my heart pitches and seems to stop. I'm suspended. I'm slipping away, away from my body, out of my body completely. My face is down but I can't seem to move it. 
Wait, yes I can. 
But I'm looking at myself from above. No one can see me. Justin's gone. My chest is tight and my legs are full of tingles; so many I can't move them. I'm made up of tingles. I can't move my legs and I can't see now. My head is full of crackles and pops. I can't move anything. It's finally happening... I'm dying.
'Izzy!' Arms grasp my middle, pull me up and onto my back. The sudden motion kick-starts my heart and lungs. I'm turned over. I can't move myself, but I can breathe. Oh God, my chest. I'm having a heart attack, I know it. I still can't see as the water mocks me and grabs at my limbs and threatens to fill up my lungs; just like it did that day. I see the boy from my dream in my mind's eye, walking out and leaving me unidentifiable to the point of invisibility, surrounded by the dying. He's shouting something but it's like the entire scene is happening behind a fuzzy TV screen. Wait. It's not him. It's Ben. 
'Izzy! Shit!' 
Ben starts swimming with me tight against him. Other people are around me now, in the water, swarming. I sense the mass confusion in the crowd as I start to move back into my body and brain. I'm pressed against him; his hand is under my head, but everything hurts and my heart is still trying to escape from my chest. I gasp and shake in his arms. My legs are still tingling.
'She's having a panic attack, help me get her up!' 
I'm right beside the boat. More arms move around me, around my wrists, pulling me from above, lifting from below till I stumble back onto the deck, a wet mess. I can hear a hundred voices as someone helps me to my feet, but the TV screen is still too crackly between us and I can't quite place what's happening. I can't even stand. A Thai guy tries to pull me up against him.
'Get out of the way, get her a towel!' Ben's on the deck, dripping and furious. A beach towel is wrapped around my shoulders. Kalaya's given it to me, I think. Her hand is on my arm, she looks freaked out, but Ben's moving her away, yelling at everyone else to move away. He's picking me up in his arms, taking me over to a seat.
'Izzy,' he says, sitting me down carefully. He's breathing raggedly as he drops down next to me on the hard seat, holds my face in his hands. 'Izzy, look at me. Can you hear me?'
My head is so heavy as he scrapes wet hair from my face. 'Izzy, can you hear me?'
I focus on the blue anchors of his eyes, pulling me back to him, back to me, and I watch them flood in relief. The crushing fear starts to lift from my chest and I hear myself gasp before my breath turns into heaving sobs. 
'You had a panic attack,' Ben says, up even closer to my face now. He's still sweeping my hair back. 'Talk to me.' 
His voice sounds like it's breaking. He pulls me into his shoulder, holds my head to him. The salt burns my lips against his flesh and I can feel his entire hand, hot and hard in my hair now. He puts his mouth to my ear. The DJ's stopped his music. 'Izzy, say something.' 
He's crying too and it stuns me, pulls me right back to the moment. 'Baby, please, just tell me you're OK.'
I nod because I still can't quite make a sound and my hands find his face somehow and my fingers find his hair. For a frantic second it's just us, somewhere else, inside each other. I hear him sigh heavily in relief.
'Is she alright?' Justin. I know it's him. The fog is clearing. I have feeling back in my legs now, but I'm colder in a second. Ben's let me go. My hands are free and he's on his feet, shoving at Justin's chest.
'She didn't want to go in the water!' The utter fury in his voice makes me jump. 'She didn't want to go in the fucking water, she told you that! We both told you that! Are you out of your mind?' 
'Ben, stop!' It's Kalaya. He ignores her. His jaw is pulsing, his fists are clenched. I've never heard him yell, I've never heard him get mad. He shoves him again.
'What the hell did you think you were doing, you fucking asshole!'
'Shit, I'm sorry, I didn't...' Justin starts, but I hear another sound. A thump, then a collective gasp. Then silence as Justin falls to the floor.
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'Get up,' I say, and the American girls hurry to help him. 
'What the hell is your problem?!' The Harry Potter lightning bolt on Justin's forehead is smudged and I ignore Kalaya as she makes a grab for my arm and tries to pull me back. My fist wants to punch him again.
'She didn't want to go in the water!' I say, forcing him to stay down with my bare foot. My fist is throbbing. Two staff members are trying to come between us now and Justin lifts his hand to his face. His upper cheek is red, turning darker. The guy's blasted out of his brain. I've never hit anyone ever in my life, but the thought of her facedown again... I raise my fist higher.
'Ben, stop.' It's Izzy.
'I was just mucking about!' Justin says. He looks furious now. The Thai guys step closer, anticipating a fight no doubt. I lift my foot off him. 'Ben, I didn't think...'
'You're right, you didn't think,' I snap. I turn back to Izzy. She's still pale and she's clutching the towel around her but at least I know she's OK. 'The show's over!' I snap at everyone who's standing around us, gawking. The crowd scatters instantly and five seconds later the music's playing again. 'Kalaya, go tell him to turn the boat around,' I tell her, 'we're going back.'
'Tell him yourself!'
'We don't have to do that, don't do that,' Izzy says now, and her hand reaches out to clutch my wrist. 'You didn't have to hit him, Ben. He wasn't thinking straight.'
'You know he took mushroom!' Kalaya follows, angrily. I don't miss how her own fists are clenched to her sides. 'Why you hit him?' 
Behind her, Justin is staggering drunkenly to the other side of the boat with the American girls on either side of him, growling. He's not Harry Potter anymore. I feel bad now I'm not seeing red, but all I know is one minute Izzy was on the deck and feeling relatively safe, and the next I was watching Justin dive bomb with her into the water. I should have just stayed with her. I should've been there. This is my fault. I sit down heavily.
Izzy's hand is on my thigh for a second; then she seems to think better of it and retracts it. 'Ben, I'm alright now, really.'
'You're not alright,' I say, pressing my face into my hands next to her. 'You had a fucking panic attack, Izzy. None of this is alright.' I stand up and Kalaya follows me as I walk to the driver. 'Take us back,' I tell him. He looks at me apologetically with his hands still on the wheel. A girl in a pink bikini who's clearly flirting with him looks at me in annoyance over her cocktail. 
'Two more islands for snorkeling first,' he says. 'I call other boat?'
I draw a breath. 'Yes, please. I'm sorry about that, man. Call another boat to come get us, thank you.' I turn around. Kalaya's arms are folded. Her eyes are narrowed. 
'Why you ruin this for everyone?' she asks.
'Justin's the one who did that,' I answer, heading back to Izzy. 'And I'm not ruining it for everyone. If you want to come, come, if you don't, you can stay here.'
People move out of my way as I cross the deck. I can feel their eyes on me. All I want to do is get off this damn boat. 'How are you doing?' I ask Izzy. Some of the color's come back to her face now and she looks embarrassed, like any of this was her fault. I'm embarrassed too; I overreacted. I just lost my shit, but I'm mad at myself more than Justin. I should've said no to this whole idea and insisted we carry on looking for that Scottish guy on the island. Izzy thought he might've signed up for the trip, but the truth is there are so many of these things. All of them are full of people on shrooms and booze. I should've known something stupid would happen, but then, who am I to tell Izzy what to do? 
A smaller boat pulls up to the side in minutes and the guy on board throws a rope up. I gather up our bags and towels, help Izzy to her feet. Kalaya storms ahead of us and says something to Justin. He's surrounded by people, obviously talking about me. 
I help Izzy down the ladder and let a Thai guy help her across into the rubber rescue boat. Kalaya's next. She doesn't let me help her on and she sits down heavily, still with her arms folded, makes a point of staring out at the water and avoiding eye contact as we speed off, back to the beach. Izzy's quiet too as she grips the side handle hard and keeps her eyes on the approaching mainland, still with the towel around her. The tension's back in the air, a thousand times stronger now, bubbling up like a volcano.
 
*
 
'I'm going to Bamboo Island,' Kalaya informs me as soon as we're back in the room. She stalks around, picking up all her clothes, all her accessories and make up, shoves them as fast as she can into her bag. 
'Really?' I say, sitting down in the chair by the desk. My head hurts and so does my hand - it's still throbbing. I down a whole bottle of water and watch her go to the bathroom for her toothbrush.
'Yes, I'm going to camping party with Justin.' The way she spits his name is nothing short of venomous; towards me, not him. 'Boat leaves at three.' She pulls the flier off the bedside cabinet, slams it up against my chest.
'With Justin?' I say, looking at the flier the hippy guy gave us on the beach. So that's what she was talking to him about. Did they plan this yesterday, while I was looking for Alan with Izzy? 'We're supposed to be getting the last boat back to Phuket,' I say. 'We have to look for Alan some more, then we have to get back for the school...'
'You should not have hit him, he was just joking!' she yells, ignoring me.
I put the flier down on the desk. 'Kalaya, he knows Izzy hates the water, he spent a whole day with us!' 
She steps up close to the chair, stands almost between my legs, simmering. 'He saw Izzy swimming.'
'Yes, in the waterfall, not the ocean,' I say. 'It's different.'
'Same,' she says.
'Not to Izzy.'
'SAME,' she hisses, and I bite my cheeks. Why bother arguing? Would it really stop her standing here, looking at me like I'm the worst, most insensitive asshole on the planet? 'Why you don't have sex with me?' she demands now, putting her hands on her hips.
'What?'
'Let's have sex, now!' She goes to straddle me in the chair but I catch her waist, stand up with her legs still around me and put her down.
'No, not now,' I say, walking to the window. I know what's coming.
'You not have sex with me since she got here!' she shouts. 'Why not?'
'Kalaya, keep your voice down.'
'You said you're not a bad man, but you are!' She balls her fists as she walks up to where I'm standing, then raises her hand. I catch it quickly, right before it reaches my face. 'Ben, you're a bad person!'
'No I'm not.'
'Yes you are!' She brings the other hand up and maybe because I'm tired, or maybe because I'm not actually expecting her to do it, but I can't stop her this time. She scratches me right across the cheek hard with her nails. 'I go to Bamboo Island! You think about what you've done.' 
She picks up her bag and goes to storm out of the room, but I sprint after her, catch her arm.
'Kalaya, wait.' I put a hand to my stinging face. She looks smug suddenly as I look at the warm wet blood streaking my fingers. Holy shit, she drew blood. She's like a tiger. I picture Justin's black eye back on the party boat and I don't know whether to be impressed or pissed at such an instant dose of karma. A bit of both, I guess. Maybe I am a bad person. I don't even know who I am right now.
'I'm sorry,' I say to her, leading her back to the chair, sitting her down this time. I get to my knee on the floor in front of her and she folds her arms again over her daisy-patterned sundress. 'Listen, I know I haven't been paying you enough attention and I'm really sorry, but... it's really hard to know what to do here, Kalaya.'
'What you mean?'
I exhale loudly, put a hand to her knee. 'You know I really like you. But I didn't know I would ever see Izzy again, and it's bringing all this stuff up I didn't think I'd ever have to deal with, and I'm having a really hard time knowing what I should do with that. I was thinking maybe you and me should...'
'Stop.' She puts a hand up in my face and I duck instinctively. I don't need a second bloody cheek. 'Don't say any more.' She leans forward, grips my chin in one hand. 'I'm going to Bamboo Island. You think about what you've done.' She stands up, pushes past me, picks up her bag again. 'See you in Khao Lak, I go back tomorrow. You go back today.'
I follow her to the door. 'Kalaya, listen, I'm trying to do the right thing here. I'm just trying to do the right thing! We can't keep...'
But she doesn't let me finish. She walks out and slams the door in my face.
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I had to leave the hotel when I got out of the shower. I couldn't listen to the shouting through the walls. I couldn't hear a word that wasn't muffled but I'm pretty sure I know what it was about. I pulled on a dress, tied my hair up in a bandana and left a note with Rick at reception along with my bag, ready for check out.
'Green coconut please,' I tell the guy at the bar. 
I came down here to the Sunflower Beach Bar, right at the end of the beach where it's quiet. I looked in all the other shacks on the way for Alan, but I couldn't see him. I'm starting to lose hope on that front. There are just so many people here. I only pray I don't see anyone from that snorkeling trip again before we leave - I'm still so embarrassed about my stupid panic attack. I've only ever had a few of those, but none for years. 
In a funny way though, once the shock wore off, I just felt exhilarated. I'm tired and a bit achy, but on that boat my blood was pumping, I was covered in sea salt and Ben was dishing out punches for me. I can't get the look on his face out of my head; he was crying at the same time I was. He lost it at Justin. I don't know if seeing me the way I was brought something back for him, too, but whatever happened just now, it flipped something in my head. I want to be here for Ben, and the school, and for the sake of feeling alive for the first time in my life since the tsunami. Kalaya might not like it but this is my life. I'm doing it for me.
A group of girls are playing Uno on a bunch of floor cushions, sharing a bucket of something greeny blue. I pull out my iPad and sit on one of three beanbags squished together, line my flip flops up in front of me. I figure we have some time before we have to get back to Phuket. I want talk to someone now. I want to talk to Amy. 
I connect to the WIFI and call her up on Skype. It's almost eight a.m in London but I know she has her phone right by her while she's getting ready for work because she listens to Spotify empowerment playlists in the shower. 
'Izz?' she says when she answers. 
'Hi, sorry, is this a bad time?'
'No, no, God, it's so good to hear from you, where are you? Bali, right? Is it amazing?'
I smile. I forgot she doesn't know anything. I've hardly been on email at all. 'No, I'm on Phi Phi, in a beach bar,' I tell her as my coconut arrives. I take three sips through the straw. It's just what I need. I'm still a bit dizzy if I'm honest. I take three more.
'Wait, you're on Phi Phi?' Amy sounds shocked. I can hear the kettle boiling in the background. 'Put the camera on!' she says. I do as she asks and our faces appear in two windows. I see her prop her phone up and watch her spoon her Nescafe into a mug. 'What the hell are you doing there? I thought you hated the sea?'
'I do, I did,' I say. 'But you were right, this whole thing really helped. I actually feel like writing now, Amy. About the tsunami, I mean.'
'Wow!' She gets the milk out of her fridge, pours it into her mug and I watch as she leans against the counter in her favorite green TopShop dress. 'That's amazing, Izz. So, wait, how come you went there instead of Bali? This was your worst nightmare!'
'There's a boy I never told you about,' I say now, feeling my heart rate spike instantly. I've never said his name out loud to anyone. 
'A boy? Like a diseased backpacker?' she teases.
I roll my eyes. 'He's a man now. He's a diver and he's travelled the whole world... well, except Europe. Amy, he's the nicest, most generous...'
'Hold on a minute, Izzy, this isn't the call you make to tell me you're running away into the sunset with Prince Charming and a unicorn while the rest of us freeze our tits off in purgatory, is it? Because I might have to hang up.'
I laugh. I'm aware of how gray it looks through her kitchen window. 'No, I never told you but I met a boy before the tsunami. We both thought the other was dead, but then we found each other again, in Bangkok, and now we're here.'
Her eyes widen in all their mascara, right into the camera. 'Jesus. How did you find him? How did you recognize each other?'
'Long story, but listen,' I say. 'Do you think Farzana will let me stay a bit longer? Ben built a school and I want to help out for a bit. Plus, I lost my passport so I'm still trying to sort that out.'
'Wow. OK... well, Izz, you have like a million days of holiday leave, you never bloody go anywhere. I shouldn't think she'd mind, but more to the point, tell me about this man-boy, Ben. How the hell did you just randomly find each other after all this time? You do know that's the most incredible story ever, right? Is he hot?'
I smile to myself. 'He just punched someone for me, on a boat.'
'That's so romantic!'
'I knew you'd think that. It wasn't really. Someone pushed me into the water and I had a panic attack.'
'Oh fuck, are you OK? That's awful!'
'I'm alright. I freaked out at the time because of all the triggers, I suppose, but now I'm looking at the ocean and I know I've been in it, and I know nothing really happened, and I feel OK.'
'Can you imagine Colin ever punching someone on a boat?' she says, grinning over her coffee mug and I scrunch up my nose.
'He offered to send me money, when I lost my purse,' I tell her now, feeling guilty again.
She rolls her eyes. 'Doesn't mean you owe him anything. Forget that loser. He wears trouser clips for God's sake...'
'Only when he rides his bike!'
'A fold-up bike. Didn't he spend nine hours straight on Worlds of Warcraft on your anniversary?'
'Eight,' I say, 'anyway, stop it, listen, if I come home now and I don't keep pushing myself, I think it would be a waste. I think I need to stay longer, for me, you know?'
'I understand, definitely. I'll tell Farzana we spoke, and I'll tell her you'll be making a longer holiday request, OK? I need more gossip from you, way more by the sounds of it, but I have to get ready. Call me later?'
'I'll call you soon, the time difference is crappy,'
'Oh yes, I forgot. Oh, before you go, check it out!' She pauses now, grabs the phone and points the camera round at the back of her leg. 'I finally got it! What do you think?'
'Wow,' I say, taking in the tattoo that's coming into focus. It's a looking glass with the face of a rabbit inside it. She's a huge Alice in Wonderland fan - she's been planning this for years. 'I can't believe you did it, Amy, it looks really nice,' I say. 'Did it hurt?'
'Like Satan was pissing on me in hell, yes, but I love it.' She pulls the camera round to her face again. 'I put some more photos of it on Facebook. OK, I should go, I'm proud of you Izzy, be careful out there, OK? No more panic attacks.'
'That's not in my plan,' I say. She air-kisses the screen either side and then hangs up, but just as she does, Colin calls me. 
'I just saw you online, how are you now?' he asks when I answer. 'Did you hear any more about your passport?'
'Not yet,' I say. His face comes into view and I can see he's at work already. He's clean-shaven and wearing a striped shirt. 'We came to Phi Phi to find the thief.' 
A bolt of lightning strikes out to sea and makes the group of girls playing Uno screech and giggle. A rumble of thunder follows and I realize the sky has turned a very dark shade of gray. It doesn't look good. It looks worse than London.
'That's very Thomas Magnum of you,' Colin says. 'Sounds stormy in paradise. Is that the beach I can see behind you?'
'Yes,' I say. 'Think it's going to rain, but it's really pretty here.'
'I know, I've been there, remember?'
I take a breath and another three sips of my coconut. My heart's still beating hard with the adrenaline in my system and when another bolt of lighting makes the girls scream again I can't help letting out a laugh. 'In other news,' I say, 'I just went on a snorkeling trip, kind of, and I was actually just talking to Amy about staying in Khao Lak for a bit longer to do some teaching. I'm going to rent a scooter...'
'Hang on, what?' Colin's leaning into his phone, trying to keep his voice down in his office. I can see right up his nose. 'A scooter? Is that safe? They don't want motorbike licenses over there Izzy, but that doesn't mean you should ride them.'
I bite on my lip, feeling my mood plummet all over again. 'I'm fine Colin, don't worry about me.'
'Of course I worry about you, I miss you. Are you still with your friend?'
I don't miss the twinge of annoyance in his voice. Obviously he hasn't forgotten I'm with a guy out here. 'Colin, you know we're not together now,' I say instead.
'Not officially, not physically maybe, but Izzy, we're going to make this work when you get back. You're sounding happier already.'
'Happier?'
'You just laughed, on a beach. Beaches used to make you want to cry, even when you saw them on the TV.'
Wow. He's right.
'Look, I'm being called into a meeting, are you OK for money?'
'I'm OK, but Colin, I think we should really talk about... '
'I love you Izzy. That's all you need to know. You take all the time you need. I know I buggered things up, OK? You know how sorry I am, but you know you're the only one I want. I have to go. Don't ride any scooters. Bye.'
He hangs up and I growl into my iPad. I should never have gone back to him when I did. Now he just thinks he can have me whenever he wants me. He really does think we're the perfect match. 
I drain my coconut as the thunder rolls again and the rain starts pattering on the roof. I used to think we were a good match, too. I flick to my Facebook account and log in for the first time in weeks. Amy doesn't have to know what he did to dislike Colin. She disliked him from the moment I told her he took me to Prince Harry's favorite cheese fondue restaurant as a surprise on our fifth date, and then insisted we split the two hundred quid bill fifty-fifty.



 
 
 
BEN
 
She's looking at a Lonely Planet guidebook when I walk in and something in my stomach shifts when I see her. Her dress is short, creamy-white with red flowers round the hem, and she's smiling with her legs stretched out on the matted floor next to her perfectly aligned flip flops. It's good to see her smiling. 
'I got your note from Rick,' I say, walking up to where she's sitting on one of three giant beanbags. 'How long have you been here?'
She puts the book down, scrambles up when she sees me. Her eyes make me remember what I look like. 'Oh my God, Ben, your face. What happened?' She pauses in shock, puts a hand to her mouth. 'Did Kalaya do that?'
I sigh, pulling the next beanbag over closer and sitting down next to her. 'Yes. She's gone to Bamboo Island with Justin for the night. Said she'd make her own way back home.'
'With Justin?' She looks at me with even more surprise. 'Did they bond over the mushrooms or something?'
'It would seem so.' I take off my flip flops. They're wet and extra sandy from the rain. The sky is black outside now and the wind's picking up, too. Izzy sits and reaches a hand to my face. I wince. 
'I can't believe she did that!' she says, looking incredulous.
'I'm OK,' I tell her as her eyes cause my insides to flip again - what's with that? 'How are you feeling now?'
She exhales, curling her legs up. 'Better, thank you, but I didn't want you to get in trouble.'
'It's not your fault. And hey, I'm sorry I hit Justin...'
'No, no, that was...' she trails off. I notice a slight smile spring to her face that she doesn't quite manage to hide behind her hair. 'I don't like to endorse violence, Benjamin, but he was acting like an idiot.'
I cringe. 'Punched on a boat by his dive instructor. He's going to write that on TripAdvisor.' 
'Then I'll write on there too, and tell everyone why,' she snaps. 'Mushrooms aren't so magical for everybody.'
I snort at her words. 'You should be a writer.'
She rolls her eyes. 'At least they made him a fun-guy for a bit. Get it?'
'Awful,' I say, but she's laughing now. She's amazing when she laughs.
'Listen,' she says. 'I just spoke to a friend at the magazine. I'm asking for more holiday time, so I can really commit to the school.'
Wow. I was not expecting that. 'Seriously? That's so great!'
'Are you sure?' She's still smiling but there's apprehension in her eyes now as she shifts around on the beanbag to face me. 'You won't get given more scratches?' 
She studies my face for a second; the four straight cuts across my cheek. It really does look more like I was attacked by a cat than a human. 'I can't say that won't happen,' I tell her. 'I don't know what's going on, but it's not your problem.' 
I signal to the barman, order a coconut for myself and one more for Izzy, but when I turn back there's a look on her face I can't read. Did I just say something offensive? Shit. I didn't mean to, but I don't want to her worry about anything she doesn't have to worry about. 
'I don't much like seeing you hurt either, Ben,' she says suddenly. She's looking right into my eyes again. I lose myself as that moment on the boat flashes back into my brain. It was just us back there, scared to tears. I would have done anything, anything. I felt so responsible for her. Is that what Kalaya saw? Is that why she went so totally crazy at me, this time more than any other? Is that how Izzy feels about me, now that we've found each other?
I look away as the thunder splits the sky outside and the heavens open. People are screaming with laughter now as the light rain turns into something like miniature glass shards falling from the sky and even more people start running off the beach. The other beanbags get taken away, distributed around the floor. The barman is suddenly run off his feet. 
'Bamboo Island might be a little wet for camping tonight,' I think out loud, watching the scene unfold. Izzy pulls a face. She picks up her iPad from the floor under her feet, hands it to me. 'Watch this while I pop to the loo,' she says, standing up. I take it from her. 
'Pop to the loo, my darling,' I say in my plummy British best and she whacks my arm on her way past. Our coconuts arrive but when I take mine, I accidentally make the iPad screen light up. I can't help looking at it. It's a Facebook page for someone called Amy and it's showing a huge tattoo of a fluffy bunny rabbit's face inside some kind of mirror. I've never seen anything like it before. It's kind of hideous. I'm still looking at it, zooming in on parts when Izzy flops back down into the beanbag. 
'Sorry, it came on, I didn't mean to look,' I say, handing the iPad back. 
'That's OK!' She takes it and smiles when she sees the screen. 'That's my friend from the magazine. She's been wanting to get this tattoo for ages and she finally did it! Looks good, don't you think?'
'It's definitely different,' I say, tactfully. 'She must be quite a character to have something like that. You can tell a lot about someone by their tattoos. Where it it?'
'Back of her leg,' Izzy says, studying it now. She swipes the screen to the next photo. 'It's true, Amy's pretty quirky. Look at this one.' She hands it back and I can see Amy in another photo. She's laughing and holding a wine glass. Her red hair is cut in a glossy pixie cut and I can see another tattoo of some playing cards on the top of her arm. They have faces, like the ones in the Disney version of Alice in Wonderland. 
'Nice!' I say, as even more people flood into the bar along with a huge gust of wind. Looks like rainy season started already. I pull out my phone. There's no message from the police yet so I'm assuming Alan hasn't left the island, and there's nothing from Kalaya, not that I was expecting anything I guess. I can't actually believe she's out on a boat in this. I hope they make it over there without too much drama. 
'When did you get your tattoo?' Izzy asks now, picking up her coconut. Her eyes flick to my shoulder blade, even though I'm wearing a shirt. I stretch my legs out in front of me. 
'When I was twenty-one,' I tell her. 'I had it done here.'
'The T&C means Toby and Charlie, right?' she says, stretching her legs out next to mine. They're not as white as they were. 'I like the design, in the waves.'
'I don't really tell too many people what it means, not unless they ask,' I admit. 'Do you have any tattoos?' 
My eyes travel the length of her legs of their own accord. I don't remember seeing any tattoos on her, but I have had to try pretty hard not to let my eyes linger on Izzy's body whenever she's been in a bikini. Justin was right about her abs, and her arms are toned in a way a girl's arms only ever get from yoga and Pilates. 
'I thought about it once,' she says now. 'But I don't really think I'm a tattoo kind of person.'
'What would you have gotten, if you were?'
She frowns, twirls the straw round in her coconut. 'I like elephants,' she says after a moment. 'Maybe a baby elephant?'
'OK, maybe you should never get a tattoo,' I tease and she pretends to bump my head with her new coconut. 'So, you've ridden an elephant, right?' I say, blocking her and laughing. I remember how she was about to go ride one on the day of the wave, how excited she was. Her eyes were shining just like this. 
'No,' she says. 'We don't get too many elephants in the UK.'
Another huge howl of wind rushes in from outside, makes her jump and spill her coconut. Some of it goes onto the iPad. 'Shit!' she cries, standing up with it, then trying to wipe it down with her dress. 'I do not need this to break!'
'I'll get something, hold on,' I say, hurrying to the bar. There are so many people in here now, all of them wet. Girls and guys in sarongs are shiny-skinned and sandy all at once, leaving trails across the floor. The music's been turned up to create an instant party. 'Can I get some napkins?' I ask a guy behind the bar. He holds out a box but as I take them, a Scottish voice to my right makes me turn my head. 
'Mate, three mojitos please.' He pulls some baht out of his pocket and my eyes scan his scraggly traveller's beard, his sunburnt skin, but it's his hair that makes my blood run cold and then start boiling. 
I hurry back to Izzy. 'Izzy...'
'We're never going to find Alan Gillespie in this weather,' she interrupts, gesturing outside as she takes the napkins from me, puts all but three aside and wipes her iPad. I put a hand on her arm to stop her, motion to the bar. 
'Izzy. He looks like the guy you described. That's not him is it? Red hair with a blonde streak!'
'Oh my God.' She slams the iPad to her chest. 'Get down!' She pulls me back down onto the beanbags so fast we fall into each other on the same one. Her face is so close. She's gripping my arm and we're both giggling now with the adrenaline. 'That's him!' she says. 'Ben... oh crap, don't let him see us!'
'What do we do?' I say as she attempts to hide behind me. I can smell her moisturizer, her shampoo, her.
'Well, we don't actually know if it was him who stole my stuff, I can't just go up there and accuse him. We need to follow him,' she says. Her eyes aren't leaving him, still standing at the bar. Her sundress is bunched up, showing more of her legs right up against mine. We're squished together, flesh against flesh. 
Alan walks across the bar with the mojitos. We watch from our low positions as he hands two of them to two girls. Then he reaches a hand into the pocket of his combat pants, pulls out his phone. 'Pose, you two!' we hear him say. I'm just about to make a comment to Izzy about his pick-up routine when the beanbag shifts underneath me. 
Izzy's gone. 
She's striding up to him, long hair flowing, sundress crumpled round her cute butt and I can hardly believe my eyes when she stops right in front of him and slaps his face, hard.
'That's mine!' she says. The two girls gasp and a guy from behind the bar hurries over. 
I race up to her too, but she's already grabbed the phone out of his hands. 'You stole this on the bus to Phuket!' She holds it up to everyone looking on. 'My phone!' she announces. 'See the cover? Sweet Eats Magazine - it's where I work. Where's the rest of my stuff? Where's my passport?'
The Scot looks like he can't speak. Several people are laughing and pointing and taking photos with their own phones now. 'I don't know what you're talking about...' he starts but he stops as he sees her glowering face. 'I'm sorry,' he finishes, wisely.
'Listen, Alan,' I say, stepping in. His eyes widen when he realizes I know his name. 'The police know what you did. Izzy filed a report and they told us you were here. She just wants her passport back. Help us out?'
Izzy's arms are folded right next to me. I'm trying not to laugh. I can't believe she slapped him - she's the feisty Bizzy I fell for when I was sixteen all over again. 'Give me my stuff back, Alan,' she says, 'and we'll let you off the hook. We'll tell the police not to arrest you.' 
I throw her a look. Wise move. And incredibly charitable. 
Alan throws his hands in the hair, almost throws his cocktail, too. 'Fine, I'm sorry,' he says. 'I really am, I don't know why I did it, she made it too easy!' 
'No excuse,' Izzy says, tutting. 'I thought you were a nice person, Alan. You really let me down.'
Alan looks genuinely mortified, especially as the two girls he was hitting on hurry away to the other side of the bar, giggling. I almost giggle too. Izzy's going to make a great teacher with comments like that. 



 
 
 
ISLA
 
'I can't believe I got everything back,' I say again as we run side-by-side down the maze of alleys back to Rick's Place. 'Did you see how terrified he was that we were going to have him arrested?'
The rain is pummeling down on our heads now and the streets are slushy puddles of sand and mud but I'm still riding a high from what happened. We marched Alan through the rain to his crappy hostel and made him get my purse with everything still in it from his locker. We did it in front of everyone there. Ben made him swear to pay the money he spent back into my account, too. 'Do you think they really would have arrested him?' I say, jumping over a puddle.
'I don't know.' Ben's carrying my stuff in his waterproof pack. The thunder's still rolling all around us but we're running late to catch the last boat. 'They're probably more likely to arrest us for punching out half of Phi Phi,' he says. 'We probably shouldn't come back here, ever.'
I laugh as we finally reach the ugly building and throw ourselves through the door. My dress is drenched and I know my bikini is more than visible through the white fabric. His white shirt is no better but it's clinging tight to all his muscles. I watch them strain as he makes a grab for our stuff behind the desk, doing my best not to lick my lips, just as Rick sashays out. 'There you are!' he says.
'We'd better run,' Ben starts, but Rick holds a hand up in front of him.
'No boats. All cancelled.' He points to the tree that's banging against the window outside. 'Crazy storm, yeah!'
'Man, no boats at all?' Ben says. He puts our bags back down.
'No boat. Not safe.'
I fold my arms across myself. I'm not really feeling brave enough to get on a boat with the weather like this anyway, if I'm honest, and I can tell Ben knows that. Part of me is glad they're cancelled, although I'm supposed to be meeting Marcus in the morning at the school. 'I guess we'll have to stay, get the first boat back in the morning,' Ben says. 'Do you still have rooms?' 
Rick flips through his book, picks up a pen and chews on it. He furrows his brow, looks at us apologetically. 'Sorry no room. Ah, wait. I have one room.' He taps the book with a long nail.
'Just one?' Ben says, leaning his arms on the desk. I watch the rainwater drip from his hair before he runs his hand through it, scrapes the curls back from his face. My heart is thudding now.
'Sorry, yes,' Rick says. 'But it nice one.'
I try not to look like I'm even registering what's happening, even as a mild panic breaks over me like a rash. 'We'll have to share, is that OK?' Ben says, shooting a look at me. 'Unless you want to go find somewhere else?' 
Before I can speak, the thunder crashes overhead, as if to emphasize the fact that we probably shouldn't be walking around outside any more than we really have to. 'Not a problem,' I say quickly. 'We'll make do.'
'Good, good!' Rick beckons us back down the dank hallway, which still smells like someone smoked twenty Marlboro Lights and then vomited in it. Ben carries our bags right into the end room and puts them down on the bed. There's only one bed. My throat dries up when I see it. There's no sofa or anywhere else to sleep. 
Rick leaves us to it. I stand in the middle of the cold, tile floor, arms still around myself like an idiot. Ben's looking at me. 'Is this going to be a problem?' he says now in concern. 
I shake my head, swing my arms. 'No, God, Ben, why would it be a problem?' I say nonchalantly. 'Just don't tell Kalaya.'
'I wouldn't dare. You should probably get out of that dress.'
'I only just got here, Romeo,' I say. It comes out automatically because I'm nervous but I see his eyebrows rise in amusement. I curse my stupid mouth, unzip my bag, pull my clothes and Body Shop bath salts out. Then I head to the bathroom and change. When I come out, Ben's studying his scratched face in the mirror above the desk. He's taken his wet shirt off. My eyes trace the lines of his back up to his tattoo. Dear God, why does he have to be so gorgeous?
'I'm going to have to break it off with her,' he announces, running a finger over one of the marks and wincing. 
'Domestic violence towards men is a big deal,' I say, only half jokingly, getting out my hairbrush and running it through my hair. 'Have you read Gone Girl?'
'Very funny. Is that where you got all your tips? That was a pretty kick-ass move you pulled back there,' he says, turning to me. His shorts are so low I can see the cut of his abs and I want to touch him again. I smile at him instead, flex my arm muscles the same way he did when he first went to find Alan. 
'I was just following your lead. Really, though,' I say, 'I didn't mean to cause any trouble between you two, I'm sorry.'
Ben sighs. 'I was going to do it anyway,' he says. 
My heart short circuits on the spot. He scans my face, puts a hand to his chin across his stubble. He looks like he's going to say something else, but he stops himself and walks over to the window, leaving a trail of invisible eggshells between us. 
'How long was your longest relationship?' I ask him after a second, moving to the mirror myself with the hairbrush. I can't help it, I want to know. 'You must have exes all over the world, travelling as much as you do.' 
'Three months is my longest. I don't have exes,' he says, still looking out the window at the rain. 
OK. I wasn't expecting that. 'What do you mean?'
'I mean I manage to form friendships, usually, not relationships. So there are no exes.'
My heart's an actual drum now. 'Sexual friendships?' I say. 'So, basically you don't like to commit much?' 
'I'm an asshole, you can say it out loud if you want,' he says, turning around. The look on his face shocks me to the core; I've never seen it before. I almost drop my brush.
'I'm so sorry,' I say quickly. 'It's none of my business, Ben. You're not an asshole... really...' 
I'm still speaking as he strides towards me and catches my elbow. He leads me to the bed, sits us down, rubs his hands over his eyes next to me. He looks tortured.
'Izzy,' he says. 'You didn't deserve that.'
'It's OK.'
'No it's not, I owe you more.' He takes the brush from me now, puts it down behind us on the blanket, looks at me. 'I owe you so much more than that,' he says. He takes my empty hand in his and holds it against his thigh. The sparks travel up my arms, along my scars like they're wires to my internal organs. He doesn't have exes?
'Honestly... I can be an asshole. I guess there's just this fucking empty hole in me that I know nothing can fill and that sucks. It winds up on my face and in my actions and I can't give people what they need from me in the long run, so it's always been easier to break things off and move on, you know?'
He's still holding my hand. It's big and strong and I know it's probably taking a lot to admit what he sees as a weakness in himself. 'You're right,' he says, 'I'm not really great with commitment. I'd only end up hurting people more if I tried.' He closes his eyes now. 'I've never actually said that out loud before.'
I let out a breath through my nostrils. I'm still trying to seem indifferent, friend-to-friend, but my heart is a flapping swan inside me, the more this new information sinks in. I'm aware of his semi-nakedness in every sense of the word. He's showing me his vulnerability. I owe him the same. 
'Colin told me I was only half there,' I tell him now, swallowing, looking down at our hands entwined. 'He was right.'
I can feel Ben's eyes on me. 'The guy you've been with for four years?' 
I nod. 'We met on my birthday, he was working in the bar. He was blowing up balloons for my party and he accidentally popped one against my boob. He was so mortified about it, he offered to take me for dinner.'
'That's romantic,' he says, nudging me with his shoulder. The wind is howling outside.
'It was good at first,' I say. 'He was good for me, but like you said, there was always this huge hole from what I lost and he couldn't fill it, even though he wanted to. He said I was a control freak... but I never had any control over anything. I never felt like I did, anyway. Not after the tsunami.' 
I pause as Ben squeezes my fingers. 'Izzy,' he says quietly, 'we all got messed up. And no one on the outside really knows how to deal with someone who's been through what we have. How can they?'
We're so close now. I can hear us breathing at the same time and I almost tell him. I almost let it out that Colin cheated on me with Claire; how I was feeding Sega in our brand new kitchen when he came home that night. I remember looking at the Whiskas can in my hand as I sank to the floor and told him what I'd seen on his laptop. I was thinking how when it had been closed, everything was fine, but soon as it had been opened, my life had changed all over again and I had no control anymore. No control over anything. I wished I'd never read that email, but more than that maybe, I wished I'd never fed his cat.
I look at our hands entwined. No. I can't tell Ben. He'll ask why I went back to him, just like Amy would if I told her. He'll know how bloody pathetic I was... am. I just have to break things off once and for all, stop being so weak, stop relying on his presence as my only constant.
'So, things are complicated,' Ben says now. 'But you love him, right?'
I turn my face to him, to his lips in a straight line now; his serious eyes that see through me. I can omit slight truths, but I can't lie to him. 'It wouldn't be fair to say no, but really, I don't know if I like him that much anymore,' I admit. 
'You don't like him? What did he do?'
'Nothing he doesn't think we can't work through.'
'OK...'
I don't have much else to compare love to, really, Ben. Colin's the only man I've ever been with. What do you want me to say?'
Shit. I cringe to myself at what I've clearly just admitted, but Ben drops my hand, brushes my hair aside, tilts my chin up so I'm trapped in his stare. 'Nothing,' he says defiantly. 'I don't know much about love either, Izzy, trust me,' he says, resting his forehead against mine. 
An eternity passes. The contact and his breath on my skin and the dampness of his hair makes my blood fizz like Cola through my veins. 'Izzy,' he whispers now. It sounds more like a groan. 'It's time.'
Time? My nose is touching his now. My hands flatten against his bare chest. 'Time for what?' 
He stands up quickly, pulling me to my feet and letting go. My hands fall to my sides. 'Time you had a bucket.'
Wait. What? 
'Come on, British Izzy, it's bucket time. We're on Phi Phi, you got all your stuff back, you just bitch-slapped a thief like a badass, there's no excuse. We're celebrating.'
My pulse is still throbbing wildly as he unzips his bag, pulls on a loose green button up shirt, runs his hands through his hair again in front of the mirror. What the hell? I thought he was about to kiss me. Now he's dragging me out to drink alcohol from a bucket? 
'But it's still raining!' I say as I watch him grab his wallet from the waterproof pack.
'So we'll get wet,' he replies, heading for the door. 'Vamos aviando, let's go.'



 
 
 
BEN
 
'Sang Som, Red Bull and guava juice from a box! This right here is a Phi Phi Dream,' I tell her, putting the silver bucket down on the sticky table in front of her. Izzy turns up her nose at the pink drink. 
'That looks like it's already been vomited up.'
'No, no,' I say, pulling out the chair next to her. 'That's an elixir that will fix ya.' I put my feet up on the empty chair. 'I just made that up, do you like that, writer?'
She laughs at the same time as she shakes her head and I watch her take what looks like three small sips through the straw. 'Sugar cane rum,' I say, studying her lips in the pink flashing lights. 'Sang Som's the cheapest you can get, pretty much, but it's a specialty. What do your esteemed taste buds think? Would it make it into Sweet Eats?'
'No way in hell, it's disgusting,' she shouts over the music, but she takes another three sips anyway, grinning.
'That's right, get back to those boozing roots,' I tell her, pushing the bucket even closer to her. 'Your country would be proud.'
She swipes a hand across her mouth, leans her elbows on the table and runs her tongue along her lip in a way that's not supposed to be sexual at all, but really is. 'It's not that bad. Are you trying to get me drunk?'
'Why would I do that?' I say.
Izzy opens her mouth to say something flippant that I know will be bordering on what we both know is the truth; that we have to share a bed tonight and that there's a very large possibility that we might not want to keep our hands off each other. I think we're both a little more uncomfortable with the situation than we're letting on. But she closes her mouth, drinks more through the straw and pushes the bucket back to me.
The bar is busy. We're two minutes from the hotel so it's not on the beach, it's on the street, and a guy on the mic is trying to get everyone to sign up for karaoke. I hate karaoke, but I will sing ten Abba songs in a row if it means I don't have to go back to that room just yet. I almost kissed her before. I almost crossed that line.  
We're silent, passing the bucket back and forth, watching a guy get up and start with a really bad, drunken rendition of My Way.
'I wouldn't do anything his way,' Izzy says to me, halfway through the chorus. 'His way is terrifying.'
'Terrifying,' I agree. 'At least he's drowning out the storm.'
'Silver linings,' she smiles. My eyes stay on her lips. I was literally one millisecond away from caving in before I stood up and dragged her out of that room. I can't initiate anything, I keep telling myself that. It's not right. She's got Colin, whatever the hell's going on there, and I don't even know where I am with Kalaya. Plus, she's not just some tipsy tourist looking for a one-night-stand. What good would ever come from me starting something? Nothing ever does.
My phone buzzes on the table. Izzy's eyes flash to it. It's my mom. I stare at it, put my feet to the floor as the usual battle starts off in my brain, but Izzy nudges the phone with a finger. 'You should answer that, I'll be OK with Frank Sinatra here.'
I have no choice. I put the phone to my ear, stand up and head to the doorway. Mom starts talking at me a million miles an hour as soon as I pick up, but all too soon the line goes quiet and there's nothing left to say. I watch a plastic chip packet blow down the street in the wind as a girl starts destroying a Taylor Swift song in the key of wasted behind me. Izzy's words won't leave my head, what she said before: So you don't like to commit, much?
She's right. I never commit and I never really deal with any of the consequences of that because usually I cut people off clean before any shit hits any fans. But hearing that one observation from her mouth made me feel like more of an asshole than ever, not least because I want to kiss her as much as I did when I was a teenager. More than that, now. I want to pick her up and make love to this amazing miracle girl who's shaking up my life like another fucking earthquake.
I ball my fist. 
Stop before she falls. Before you fall. Nothing breaks another heart harder than one that's already broken. I read that once, I can't remember where, but it's true. I need more alcohol. I need to get drunk so I fall asleep and don't do anything stupid when we get back. I head back inside as the girl's finishing up her murderous song. 
'Everything OK?' Izzy asks.
I put my phone back on the table. I remember what my mom told me. 'Yes, funnily enough my mom's going to be in London in a few weeks. She's going there with my step dad on some business thing. She wants to know if I'll fly there and meet her.'
Izzy twists her hair around her fingers, looking at me. 'That's a great idea, will you go?'
'I don't know,' I say, pulling the bucket to me. It's almost all gone and she pulls a face that says oops. 
'So you and your mom don't see too much of each other, I guess?' she asks.  
'Not that much,' I say, finishing what's left of the cocktail. 
You don't talk, either?'
'We don't have much to talk about.'
'Really? You have an amazing life out here, Ben!'
'I can't talk to her,' I say, trying to keep my tone even. 'It's not that simple. Time for another bucket? This one's broken.' I pick it up.
'By broken, you mean empty?' she says, raising an eyebrow.
'Exactly, I'll be right back.'
The karaoke guy catches me on the way to the bar, and again on my way back with the fresh bucket. 'I've seen you two trying to keep it on the down-low,' he says, beaming. He's huge, hot and sweaty and sounds like he's from Essex. His beer belly is bloating out under the ubiquitous Chang T-shirt. He's boozed up outside and in. 'I'm putting you down for Endless Love - the Mariah Carey version, yeah?'
'Um, no,' I say. 'Don't do that, buddy.'
'Ah, come on, we need a duet!'
I tell him no again, go put the bucket back down on the table. Izzy's smiling lopsidedly. 'Is he going to make us sing?' 
'I hope not!'
She's buzzed already, I can see it in her eyes. She's luminous in pinks and greens and sparkles from the lights and the glitter ball. Three girls are dancing, holding a bucket each, wearing nothing but bikinis and sarongs. I'm guessing they've been in here since the rain started, straight off the beach.
'You know,' Izzy says, contemplatively, watching them twirling each other round in an epileptic's nightmare, 'if you're in London while I'm there I'm going to take you to this deli near my office. They have the best hot cross buns, you need to try them.'
'Hot cross buns?' I say, drawn to her mouth again. 
'Usually they're an Easter thing in Britain,' she says, 'but this place has them all the time, we go there most days. It's near Covent Garden. You'd love it. You'd love London. I can't believe you haven't been.'
She talks and I lose myself in her voice, the way I did when I first met her. I don't know what the hell hot cross buns are, but she makes them sound like something I could feast on and live inside and be happy with for the rest of my life. I can see her coming back more every day; the confident her, the vibrant her, the adventurous her. I imagine walking round London with her, holding her hand, riding one of those big red buses and taking photos of Big Ben. I'd be little Ben next to Big Ben; that's what she'd say. I smile. I've zoned out. Damn, this rum is strong.
We're halfway through the second bucket when our names are called - or rather, 'Girl in green dress, guy in green shirt! Get up here!' We look at each other, only just realizing our colors match.
'I can't sing,' Izzy says now. Her tongue is pink from the juice.
'Can't because you're full of rum?' I laugh.
'Can't because I really can't!'
She tries to cover her face and bury her head in her arms but everyone's cheering for us now, stomping on the floor, clapping their hands. The three girls are wolf-whistling and one of them has taken off her sarong so she's literally standing on the dance floor in her bikini, doing some kind of weird hippy welcome dance as she beckons us forwards with her hands. 
'OK, OK, come on,' I say, holding my hand out to Izzy. She groans dramatically as she lets me pull her up but we're both grinning like drunken idiots three seconds later when we get to the mics. The music's already started. It's a slow one but it doesn't stop the buzz in the room. 
My love, there's only you in my life. The only thing that's right.
My first love, you're every breath that I take, you're every step I make.
The rum's rolling round in my brain but I can see it's getting to Izzy, more than me. She can protest all she wants but she's animated now, like she hasn't had this much fun in forever. Maybe she hasn't. She reaches for my hand. I twirl her around obligingly, like we're doing a slow dance. She gets caught for a second in the mic wire and I help her untangle herself as she cracks up, still singing, while the room whistles and whoops and dances.
'Another drink?' a guy from the bar asks us. Obviously he thinks we're too sober. 
I pause. 'I don't think so...' 
'Yes please, we'll have one more,' Izzy cuts in. 'And maybe one more after that.'
'Are you trying to get me drunk now?' I say. 
'It was your idea!' She sticks out her pink tongue, spins again next to me in a kaleidoscope of color and in my mind I'm pulling her in and kissing her sugary lips. In my mind I'm carrying her right out of this bar and right back to that bed.
Two hearts. Two hearts that beat as one. Our lives have just begun...
My love, my love, my love, my endless love.
No. What good would ever come from me starting something? Nothing good at all. But Izzy is another tsunami. She's sweeping me up, faster and faster now and I'm not entirely sure how long I can fight.



 
 
 
ISLA
 
'You're wearing Ghostbusters pajamas?' Ben says, the moment I step out of the bathroom. My hand reaches for the doorframe. I'm having a little bit of trouble walking straight. I don't actually know how many buckets we had but I have a feeling it was too many because the karaoke guy told us it was one a.m when we left. That was just before he said he couldn't play Bohemian Rhapsody again because we'd already sung it. I look down at my pajamas. 
'What's wrong with them? I say. 
'Nothing, I love Ghostbusters,' he smiles. He's sitting on the edge of the bed, looking at me, and he's only wearing red boxer shorts. I can see two of him and they're both way too sexy to be real. 'Wait, do those glow in the dark?' he says now, standing up. I see his torso coming right at me before he walks past me and switches off the light. My shirt lights up with the words I ain't afraid of no ghost, and he snorts, flicking it back on it again.
'You're too funny,' he says. I see two torsos again as he walks back towards me but this time he stops, puts a hand on my arm. 'Are you OK? You don't feel sick do you?'
'No, I feel good,' I lie, focusing straight at the fine patch of sandy hair at the top of his chest. In truth I feel terrible but I'm not about to tell Ben that. He chuckles again at my pajama top as he heads around me into the bathroom. I move to the bed. He pokes his head out with his toothbrush in his hand.
'Why did you bring bath salts?' he asks, holding one up. 'I wouldn't take a bath here, you might catch something.'
I groan as I stumble towards him again, take the bottle from his hands and put it back with the other two on the shelf, in a line. He watches me, obviously wondering what the hell I'm doing. I can't blame him. 
'They were my mom's', I say simply. I don't have the energy to explain I take them everywhere. I also don't really want to explain that Colin has matching Ghostbuster pajamas, or that we bought them with coupons he saved up. When I told Amy, she didn't think it was as romantic as I did. She said he was a knob.
I frown to myself, walk back over to the bed and flop down. In seconds, Ben's sitting down on the other side. I realize how heavy my feet are, and that I might possibly still be wearing my flip flops. I shake my feet. One shoe goes flying across the room, hits the desk, and makes me stumble onto the bed. 'Sorry,' I say, but Ben's moved to lean himself up against the headboard now. His arms are folded.
'You're so cute when you're inebriated,' he grins.
'Stop insulting me.'
'I'm not insulting you, I think you're awesome.'
Something in his voice - real, genuine admiration - sends the butterflies surging through me again with the cocktails and I hold my breath, concentrate hard on sitting up straight against the headboard next to him. My squinting eyes fall to his abs - the sheer ridiculous perfection of them. I lift my shirt on my stomach and inspect my own. Are they that good? They're probably not because I haven't done my Pilates in about two weeks, and I've eaten a lot of Pad Thai.
'What are you doing?' Ben asks. I drop my shirt. 
'Nothing.'
'Seriously, it's been a really long day, are you sure you're alright? Here...' he climbs off the bed again, goes to the fridge under the desk. I watch him as he pulls out a big plastic bottle of water; then he comes right back and hands it to me. I unscrew it, seeing two bottles. 'Drink as much as you can, Izzy, OK?'
'I don't normally drink buckets,' I explain, screwing up my face.
'I know, shit, I was being irresponsible making you drink those...'
'I'm a big girl. You didn't pour them down my throat.'
'Well, no, you were doing that on your own.' He smiles and observes me drinking. I spill a little down my chin and he takes the bottle as I swipe at my face. I grab it back. 
'No, I only had two!'
'What?'
'Two sips.' I take a third quickly and put the bottle down next to me, next to the photo of mom and dad I got back with my stolen stuff. When I turn to Ben he's frowning. I study the scratches on his face, still red, like my temper when I think of Kalaya attacking him. I open my mouth to say something but a buzzing sound in my ear makes me dart my head away and almost makes me fall off the bed. 
'Damn mosquitoes!' Ben jumps up on the bed quickly in his red boxers. I watch every line of his tanned body spring into action on the green blanket as he lifts his hands in the air and claps them together ferociously. 'Ah haaaaa! Gotcha!' 
'Colin wouldn't like that,' I say out loud as he shakes his hands off triumphantly and reaches them up to try and squish another one. He misses, curses, then fiddles with a tie till it comes undone and releases the mosquito net down around us. It puts us in a white mesh tent that makes us seem even more enclosed than we already are.
Ben looks down at me, eyebrow cocked. 'Why wouldn't Colin like me killing mosquitos?'
'Once when we hired a cottage in the Brecon Beacons... that's in Wales... there were some mosquitoes in the bathroom and he gathered them all up in a jar and put them back outside.' 
'Wait, what?' Ben drops back to the mattress on his haunches in front of me. 'Are you serious?' 
'Yes.' I cross my legs. I realize I must have forgotten to shave the side of one of my calves because suddenly it feels more spiky than the other one. I pull the sheet further up from the end of the bed. Hopefully he won't notice.
'Izzy? Your boyfriend put mosquitoes in a jar?'
'Yes, he didn't want to kill anything.'
Ben tilts his head back and laughs out loud; so loud it makes me laugh straight away. I can't help it, I've never seen him laugh like this. I slap his shoulder though, get to my knees. 'Shut up!' I say, but he clutches his arm and doubles over, laughing even harder. I whack him again and he leans back against the headboard. 'Stop, Ben!'
'Oh God, I'm sorry, I'm sorry,' he says, holding up his hands, 'but that is the funniest thing I've ever heard. Does he sponsor malaria, like, the benefits? Does he have a T-shirt with Save The Mosquitos on it? Or Dengue Derby? Can I get one? I want a Dengue Derby shirt...'
'Ben!' 
The image of poor Colin rescuing the mosquitoes, standing on a chair to make sure he could reach them comes back to me in full colored craziness and I'm having to try really hard not to laugh again myself. 'He was just being nice.'
'Izzy...' Ben stops himself, folds his arms across his chest again. 'I'm sorry. I shouldn't laugh, I don't even know the guy.' 
Neither do I anymore. I uncross my legs and lie down flat on my back. I can still hear the rain on the windows and the howling of the wind, though it's not as strong as it was this afternoon. The fan is blowing the net about.
'It's like a princess's cape,' I say quietly, touching it with my fingers. 'I used to dream of having a bed like this when I was a kid.'
Ben lies on his back, too, looks up at the fan and rubs his eyes. 'I know,' he says after a moment. You told me.'
'When?'
'When I met you. I don't know, you told me a lot of things but you definitely mentioned a princess bed.'
I squeeze my eyes shut. 'It was in the resort, in my room, on Khao Lak,' I say as my head spins. 'The rooms were really nice. I'd never seen anything like them before.'
The memory makes us both fall silent. I'm so aware now of Ben's body, of the heat of him and the weight of him right next to me. If I wasn't so cutely inebriated, as he put it, chances are I would be an absolute nervous wreck by now, but actually, even though I can sense that things are a bit weird, I also feel pretty comfortable. I'm so tired.
'I've never slept with a guy apart from Colin,' I say out loud. Ben's grins, turns his head to me on the pillow. 
'So you keep saying.' 
I tut. 'I meant slept next to, like, in a bed with.'
'Is it weird? You and me?' he says.
'Yes.' I turn my head to face him, too. 'But not that weird. I never laughed about dengue in bed before. Or anywhere for that matter.'
He smiles at me with his perfect American teeth, shifts his whole body so he's lying on his side, studying me. His eyes are a darker blue in the low light, almost gray like the storm. The stubble round his chin is thicker. I like it; it makes him look older and even more manly. I can hear another mosquito buzzing. It must have slipped inside the net but I'm feeling floaty and dreamy now and I can't even be bothered to swipe at it. 
'So you got your notebook back, in the purse?' Ben asks, in a softer voice. 'The one with all the ideas in it for your book?'
'Yes,' I say. I'm so tired now. So, so, so sleepy.
'When are you going to start working on it?'
'On my birthday,' I answer. 'Week after next.'
'It's your birthday in two weeks?'
'Hmmmm,' I say. My limbs are feeling really heavy. I'm aware of the blanket being pulled up with the sheet, Ben switching out the light. I feel the bed move as he lies back down again and shifts position. I can feel his face close to mine on the other pillow, but I'm drifting, spinning and drifting. 
'What day is your birthday?' he asks.
'September twenty-seventh. Libra. Very balanced, like the scales,' I babble and I hear him laughing softly to himself. 'And you're a Gemini,' I follow sleepily, 'I remember. 'We're both air-signs.'
'Is that why you blow me away?' He's still chuckling as he says it and I wish I could open my eyes, but I can't anymore. 'You're the most interesting person I've ever slept with... or not slept with, hot cross bun,' I hear him tell me through his smile. 'And you might not remember this in the morning, but your Ghostbusters look is kind of rocking my world.' 
I shuffle closer, till I can feel his heat without us touching. I want us to be touching. I shouldn't but I can't bring myself to care. Ben is still facing me. I can feel his breath like a whisper; feel his fingers now, stroking my hair back behind my ear, lingering a little too long on my skin. Through my haze I extend my own hand slowly, trace a finger lightly across his shadowed jaw, then his nose, his eyebrows, his soft lips. I trace his profile, right down his neck and his chest, till he flattens my palm to his heart and holds his hand over it.
It's beating fast. 
I drift, spin, drift. In the back of my mind something's screaming: this is where it starts, stay awake, don't let this end yet. I drift, spin, drift. 'I'm sorry I'm so drunk,' I hear myself say. 
Ben pulls the sheets around me higher. 'You did it for your country, Izzy. I'm proud.' 
I feel him move my fingers to his mouth; feel him kissing them one by one, feel the smile that's still a curve on his lips. 'Now go to sleep.'



 
 
 
BEN
 
'Isla! Isla! Isla! Isla!' The three little boys are running circles around her in the play area, screeching. They spot me as I walk towards her and Marcus, switching up their chanting to 'Ben! Ben! Ben! Ben!' 
  'Hey guys!' I say as they run up to me now instead. 'How are we doing today? Are you being good for Miss Isla?'
'Yes!' they all chorus, clapping their hands when they see I'm holding a big pack of Chupa Chups. I give it to the oldest boy. He's six, almost seven and he takes it, runs away with the others behind him, all shrieking. The noise levels kind of hurt my head. My hangover's only just starting to subside.
'Lollipops?' Izzy says as I reach them. She lifts her sunglasses. 
'They only get candy once a week, but seeing as Marcus is leaving...'
'Too late man,' Marcus says, 'I already gave them some. You just doubled their sugar levels right before we send them home. Way to make the parents love you.'
I laugh as Izzy makes a small groaning sound. 'How's the head?' I ask her. She groans again. She's wearing the blue dress. Every time I see her in it I get the same jolt to my senses that I got in Bangkok, when I first spotted her and didn't actually believe it was her. It's hard to believe she's here now, working at the school, extending her stay. 
'I'm feeling better than I did on that boat this morning,' she says now, watching the rest of the kids stop what they're doing to chase the lollipops that are being thrown high in their air. They race to catch them across the dust and grass. 
'That wouldn't take much,' I tease her. I realize Marcus has just done a double take at my face.
'Did you get too close and personal with a cat?' he asks, leaning in closer to inspect the scratches.
'Something like that.' I put a hand to my cheek automatically. Izzy chews on her lip, pulls her sunglasses back down. 'So, what did you learn at school today? I ask her, changing the subject, kicking the ball that's rolled over to me again. 
'We went through the basic lesson plans,' she says as Mali comes up and loops her arms around her waist. I noticed Mali taking a shine to Izzy before and it seems she's more besotted than ever. Izzy strokes her hair, smiles down at her. 'An hour of spelling, an hour of reading, forty minutes of art...'
'And you can alternate some music if you can play, they love anything musical,' Marcus adds.
'She does a mean Endless Love,' I tell him. 
'I've scheduled karaoke in for Mondays,' Izzy follows. 'You're on the second mic.'
'Only if I get Chupa Chups too,' I reply and she snorts as Mali pulls her over towards the swings. When she's out of earshot, Marcus folds his arms across his badly ironed button up shirt, raises his eyebrows at me pointedly. I clear my throat. 'You're coming to Pete's tonight for your last night?' I say. 'There's a movie on the beach, too.'
'Love to,' he says. 'Anything else I should know before I go?' 
'Nothing at all,' I say, feigning innocence, probably unsuccessfully. 'I think these kids are going to love Izzy almost as much as you, man. I can't thank you enough for what you've done, you'll be missed.'
'I'll be back,' he says, 'when the monotony of the corporate world starts choking me in my sleep.'
'I can't even imagine. Come back before that happens,' I say as we both watch Izzy pushing the girl on the swings. In spite of her hangover she genuinely looks like she's having fun, and it's obvious the kids adore her already.
I don't know if she remembers much about last night, but we both remember this morning. I woke up first to find her arms wrapped around me, and more surprisingly, mine, locked around her. For a second I assumed it was Kalaya, but then I remembered she wasn't there, and I never spoon anyone, ever. I also remembered that nothing physical happened with Izzy. Of course, there was the object in my shorts I kept having to hide at the sight of her bare legs and the curve of her breasts in her glow-in-the-dark Ghostbusters pajamas, but the joining just happened in our sleep. 
Thankfully Izzy brushed it off, got up without saying a word. Well, she groaned a lot, like she did the whole way back on the boat. I try not to smile. Marcus is looking me now, looking at her. 'Right,' I say loudly, 'Izzy! Sonthi rode your scooter here, he's waiting by the road with it, we should go.'
She gives the kid one more push on the swing and hurries over. Her hair is doing that crazy shining-in-the-sun thing again. I can see the reflection of the clouds in her sunglasses. It's not as hot now it's rained a little, but there's a lot more rain to come and it's written in the sky already. 'He got me the scooter already?' she says.
'I didn't think you'd want to ride on this gravel just yet.' I point to the uneven path leading up to the school. 'But the road's pretty quiet at this time, you can follow me slowly. I'll take Sonthi on the back of mine.'
'OK, sounds good.'
'See you at Pete's,' Marcus says, 'You're coming too, Izzy, I assume?' I don't miss the suggestive intonation, or the look he throws me as the kids all rush up to her again and hug her goodbye. She pretends not to catch it, lets herself get swept up again in the adoration.
'Training went well then, in spite of your head?' I say when it's just the two of us on the path. 
'I love it, Ben! They're so adorable, and they really want to learn. I can't imagine kids in the UK being so excited about learning colors.'
'Colors are pretty cool,' I tell her. 'So how long are you staying? You've got your passport back now... I guess you can leave whenever you want.' Please don't go, please don't go.
She nods. 'I'm still waiting on holiday approval,' she says, 'but I asked for another three weeks, if that's OK?'
Thank you! 'That's more than OK. I'll have more free time too, once the season ends for good. Mind you, it will be rainier...' I stop on the path suddenly, fold my arms across myself. I have to tell her. 'Listen,' I say. 'Before we get back, you should know I broke things off with Kalaya.'
Her eyebrows shoot up above her sunglasses. 'Already?'
'I'm an injured man,' I say, leaning my cheek further towards her. I realize my heart's sped up.
'OK, well, how did she take it?' Izzy mirrors me now, folding her own arms. Our own limbs are a block against what we really want to say, or do, I'm sure. I can feel it from her too now, no question. I chew on my cheek. I may omit some of the details about Kalaya; like the names she just called me and the way she threatened to pierce my new masks and cut all my wetsuits in the crotch with a switchblade. She didn't cry; she was just angry, so I think she was issuing empty threats. I hope she was. 
I've had a few girls act like that when I've broken things off in the past, but even though I've never had anything slashed it's never, ever the end. They always text a few hours later with the sad face emojis and I'm sorries and I miss yous and that's when more crying starts. Then I apologize and we agree to be friends forever and talk in a few weeks. Then we never do - usually because I'm long gone and untraceable. 
Izzy's still looking at me, eyes narrowed. 'She took it OK,' I say, motioning her on towards the bikes. 
'Really?' 
'Let's not talk about it.' 
'OK.' She almost laughs. 'As long as I don't have to fear for my own face.'
'It's only Scottish thieves who have it out for your face,' I say. 
'Maybe you're right.'
'Where you been?' Sonthi asks in annoyance now, climbing off Izzy's bike when he sees us. 'We have night dive!'
'Chill man, we're good,' I say. 'It's not even sunset.' 
'Yeah but I meet Sasi for sunset,' he says, passing Izzy her helmet and handing her the keys. 
'Sasi? When did you guys start talking again?' 
'We just did,' Sonthi frowns defensively. I notice Izzy's eyes run up the huge scar on his leg as he crosses to my bike and sits on the back. I climb on with him, pull my helmet on.
'What about Claudette?' Izzy asks. 
Sonthi shrugs. 'Claudette gone.' 
Izzy says nothing. All things considered I think she has a pretty good idea by now of how things work around here, but I'm not exactly going to dwell on that any more than I have to. A life of shallow hedonism isn't exactly my proudest achievement.
Izzy's pretty good on the bike; slow and cautious as I assumed she would be, but it's not long before we're pulling up where the path carries on to the back of Dream Dive. 'I have to do some admin but we'll just be hanging here, if you want to stay?' I tell her. 'Sunset hair-of-the-dogs are on me.'
She groans again, pulls a face that makes me laugh. Her sundress has ridden up on the seat and she looks so cute on the scooter with her bag of notebooks hanging from the hook under the dash; like some kind of foreign exchange student. I pull out my phone and tell her to pose, snap a photo. 'Don't put that on Facebook',' she tells me.
'No chance, I don't have an account anymore,' I say. 'You coming?'
She looks like she's not sure. The sun is lower in the sky now, highlighting her cheekbones with streaks of amber under her bulky helmet. So damn dangerously beautiful. 'She won't be there,' I tell her. 
Sonthi lets out a snort behind me. 'Kalaya want to kill,' he says in a low dramatic voice and I nudge him, hard.
'Seriously, Izzy, she won't be there. She got straight in a car to the airport, said she was going to Bangkok. Even if she was there, I promise you you'd be fine. Sonthi has kung-fu skills.'
He snorts again at the lie. Izzy shakes her head despairingly, re-starts her scooter and starts following us down the path.



 
 
 
ISLA
 
Ben's right, Kalaya's not here, but it doesn't stop the thumping of my heart anyway, sitting here with Sasi, watching Sonthi and Ben gear up for their night dive. There's an older couple going with them. I think they're staying in one of the posh resorts up the beach. 
'What are you thinking?' Sasi says, swigging from her can of Fanta opposite me at the blue and white painted table. I shrug, take a sip of my canned Aloe Vera - which Ben says is good for a hangover. I refused the beer. 
'I'm thinking how I really don't want to be here, but I'm going to make myself stay anyway, probably because I'm stupid.'
'Because of Kalaya?' she asks. 'You scared she come back?'
'No.'
Sasi taps her can on the table. I know she's Kalaya's friend, but I'm speaking the truth. 'Because this is right where I was the last time I watched Ben go for a dive,' I tell her. 'And it didn't turn out all that well.'
Somehow Ben's daytime dives are easier to deal with than the thought of him going down there in the darkness tonight. Even though the setting sun is splaying on the ocean in awesome tangerine sparkles now, I know it will soon be black and it will swallow him. I don't know how he does it at all, and he still hasn't told me what happened out there, on that day. I'm only here because I would have been just as nervous sitting back on my deck; maybe even more so.
'So, you and Sonthi?' I say to Sasi, when I realize she's looking at me to fill the silence. 'Are you back together?'
She smiles. She's really pretty. She has shoulder-length black hair with dyed hot pink ends and three piercings on the top of the left ear, all holding silver stars on loops. Her English is as good as Sonthi's. 'I don't know, we on and off for long time,' she says. 'I just broke up with a guy, same like Ben broke up with Kalaya. For you.'
My cheeks flame as though she's just thrown boiling water on my face. 'He didn't do that for me,' I say quickly. 'She scratched him, she was just... possessive.' Is that what they're all going to think?
'She is jealous for a reason,' Sasi says sternly. From the look on her face I imagine they've talked about it. If Justin pointed it out, and Marcus pointed it out - if only with his eyes - I'm pretty sure Kalaya pointed it out to her friend. I don't know if Sasi's angry with me, though. My eyes follow hers to Sonthi. He's walking with two tanks now, one on each shoulder, towards the boat. He's laughing with one of the tourists. 'What happened to his leg?' I ask her.
'He was trapped after the tsunami,' she says, leaning on her elbow and twisting the can around under a finger. 'In a building site. He got stuck and he couldn't move for four hours, but that saved his life I think. The water could not carry him. He had three operations in Bangkok, but always scar.'
'At least he's alive,' I say, looking down at my arms on the table now. I've always liked them and hated them at the same time. They're reminders that I lived, but they're reminders that I almost didn't. She looks at them too, reaches out and runs a finger lightly up the branch-like crisscrosses.
'You're a survivor,' she says.
'And you,' I say. 'I heard you lost your brother, I'm sorry. I saw his name on the wall, at the school.'
'Yes. He was four,' she says, keeping her eyes on Sonthi as he walks back up the beach towards us with his unzipped wetsuit hanging around his middle. 'We all lost people. It makes us strong, together, you know?' She taps her can even harder on the table. 'Maybe we all should remember, Izzy. This life does not last forever. Stupid not to be with the people who make us happy. Even if those people are stupid, no?' She laughs to herself as Sonthi reaches us, kisses the top of her head.
'What's so funny?' he asks.
'Nothing!' Sasi throws me a conspiratorial look, tilts her head back so he can reach her lips. They seem like they never broke up at all. It's hard to believe he was hooking up with that French girl just a few days ago, but maybe they both had some kind of an epiphany at the same time. Maybe the past doesn't matter because they still have now. Life is too short to be with the people who don't make us happy. Life's too short to do anything that doesn't make us happy, actually.
'We have to go,' Sonthi says. They exchange a few words in Thai before she gets up, puts a hand on my arm over my scars. Her eyes are kind now. I don't think she's angry with me.
'I go see my mother. I see you later.'
'OK,' I say. I watch her walk around the back of the dive shop. But the uneasiness floods my veins again when I see Ben testing a mask on the older woman in the doorway. She's laughing as it pinches her nose. Her husband is taking photos. Ben takes the phone, takes a shot of them together, right before his eyes dart to mine. It's a split second but my heart convulses like he's just put a livewire to it. 
It's fear and dread and exhilaration all at once - the jumble of emotions I feel at the sight of him now. I have no idea how I came to wake up locked in his arms in that hotel room and if it wasn't for my raging headache and the burning need to drink about twenty liters of water I probably would have never moved. It's comfortable and easy with Ben, like it always was, but at the same time he has layers I can't fathom at all. I feel like I've opened a door partway and all I want to do is kick it down, but I can't.
Not yet anyway.
I swipe my hands across my hot face, pull my iPad out of my bag quickly, connect to the WIFI. Colin's not logged onto Skype but I type him an email before I can chicken out. 
Don't make it harder, Colin.
When I look back up, Ben's walking over to my table. His tall frame and the slight bulge of his biceps in his wetsuit makes my throat dry up, even before he meets my eyes again. I shove the iPad back into my bag. He's carrying flippers and a huge black torch on a cord. His mask is down around his neck, under his stubbled chin. 
'Right, we won't be long,' he says, leaning on the table next to me with one arm. 
'No problem, I'll moon-bathe.'
He winks. 'Good plan. Are you going to wait here?'
What?
I'm still smiling but the line is like a punch to my gut; so much so that I can't do anything but nod quickly, pull my notebook out with a pen and hold them up at him. Does he even realize that's pretty much exactly what he said on the day of the wave, when my infatuation was a glue that kept me stuck right here, on a bench like this? Are you going to wait here?
He narrows his eyes like he's about to say something. 'Ben!' Sonthi calls from the beach. They're all getting onto the boat. 
'Gotta go hot cross bun,' he says now, squeezing my shoulder. I still can't speak. I keep expecting him to say he'll bring me back a blue starfish, but he runs up the beach before the tears fill up my eyes and there's nothing I can do to stop him. 
 
*
 
I watched the boat leave with Ben on it. My hand was still hot from his touch. The buzz through my body stopped me moving for a second as the bird's egg blue of the water sloshed up around my legs and waist. I wanted to go with them, but I had to ride an elephant and Toby had to get qualified. 
He won't be gone that long, I thought. I knew each dive was only forty-five minutes to an hour, depending on who ran out of air first. Most of the time when he was out with Charlie I collected shells with Toby on the beach, or wrote in my notebooks. I had a million stories. Since I'd met Ben I'd been writing more about true love's kiss. Lame, but true.
I walked back and sat at the table, right by a Japanese woman who was looking at fish in a book of Asian marine life. She was wearing a funny, floppy white hat with a chinstrap. I think her husband was on the dive. I got out my notebook but I couldn't really concentrate.
Maybe I'll have to give it to you when I get back. That's what Ben just said. He was looking straight at my lips while he said it, too. He meant a kiss, I knew it. I could feel it.
I'll stay here and wait for his kiss, I thought, running my fingers over my lips. I was caught in the giddy rush again; the one I'd been getting every time I thought about Ben; his ocean-blue eyes, his lips, his laugh, his voice, his everything. I was a balloon full of love, the truest kind, floating high, about to burst. 
'They're so loud today, aren't they?' the Japanese lady said.
'What?'
'The dogs!' 
It was only then I realized they were barking. But I'd never heard so many dogs barking by the beach before. Most of them were lazy, just lounging around nonchalantly under loungers and in the shade of longtail boats. They were wild now.
'I don't know what's wrong with them,' I said. 'What are they even barking at?'
'They're making my head hurt,' she groaned, covering her hat with her hands and squishing it up at the sides in annoyance. 
I stood up, walked away along the sand in the hot sun. It looked like a brown-colored dog on a chain outside a shack was trying to get away, but before I could reach him, the dogs that were free to move turned and ran full-speed towards me, then bolted like lightning onto the road leading inland from the beach. I saw birds then too, lots of them, flying over everyone's heads in flocks. 'Weird.'  
A woman close to me echoed my thoughts. 'This is so weird!' Then I saw she wasn't even looking at the birds. 
The ocean wasn't where it had been. 
Before I started walking, the waves had been touching the sand just meters from my bench. Less than three minutes later, the water was gone. The rocks were jutting out like rotten teeth in a mouth. 'What the hell?' another woman in a blue sarong cried out, running from a resort exit and onto the sand in front of me. 'This isn't right.'
I wanted to laugh at her face; she looked totally baffled. A kid in bright green shorts ran ahead of her across the stretch of exposed, wet sand. I watched him till he stopped and started pointing. 'Look, mummy! Look at the fish!' 
There were hundreds of them suddenly. They were silver, gleaming in the sun, leaping like glossy acrobats. I heard laughter and shrieks all around me. 'Go catch some, quick!' the woman cried at the boy, and he ran out onto the sand while she clapped her hands and turned to me, shrugging and pulling a face in amusement. Other people along the beach were running out there too and for a second I almost followed. I want to catch some fish!
The dog on the chain was still barking manically as I walked back to the dive shop, laughing to myself. 'We don't get flying fish in England,' I told the Japanese lady, picking up my pen again. 
Flying fish. There has to be room in my story for those.
A hand on my arm. 'What's that?' The lady clutched at me, hard, then harder. Then she hopped to her feet. Her book fell to the floor.
I heard the noise at the same time as I saw the water leaping a million times higher than the fish. It was dancing straight towards us from the horizon, a beautiful white wall, the height of a building. And it was screaming like a jet plane. 
'It's coming!' she yelled, pulling me from the bench. I was frozen stiff. The sound was getting louder. 'It's coming!'
What?
'Run!'
What?
'Run!!!' 
I turned around, ran as fast as my legs would carry me. Her hat flew off her head just ahead of me and dangled by its strap at the back of her neck; the last thing I saw. 
The water slammed into me, slipped under me and tumbled with me in it like a spin cycle, till the force of it pinned me to a fence full of barbed wire. It happened in seconds. Over and over again it slammed me up against the spikes. I held on till my arms were raw, even as my clothes were ripped clean from my body. Oh my God, I'm naked.
'Up here!'
A boy in a tree, high above me, reaching down to me. 'Take my hand!' he yelled over the pummeling whoosh and the ringing in my ears. He climbed down a little, reached further. He was bleeding from the side of his head. 'You have to come up here now, or you'll die! It's coming back, it's coming back!'
What's happening? I'm naked. What is this?! Did the world end? Where are my mom and dad?
In the back of my mind, as I drifted between awareness of the boy's hands hauling me up and a state of half-gone dreamy nothingness, my thoughts galloped over my parents, waiting back in their hotel room. And Ben, out on the boat with Toby and Charlie. Ben had my kiss. I was only waiting for my kiss. 
I'll never get my kiss.



 
 
 
BEN
 
My eyes scan the dive shop lights till I find her. My pulse rockets, then calms at the sight of her head bent over her notebook. 'Great dive, guys,' I say as the boat pulls up, 'get the wetsuits off in the dunk tank and we'll fill out the log books, OK?'
I pick up a tank, help Sue and her husband gather their flippers and BCDs while Sonthi jumps down to help them onto the beach. The moon is bright tonight, big and almost full. Usually we don't dive on full moons as the currents can be a little unpredictable, but tonight went pretty smoothly. The wreck is always incredible, though. Sue got her octopus sighting. I got to play with a Spanish Dancer - a pink slinky thing that seems to love being held by humans. Sometimes I think he recognizes me. Then we all got to float like astronauts through the bioluminescence; a neon cloud of underwater stardust that's only visible when we turn the lights out. The tourists love that.
Izzy looks up from her writing when I'm halfway up the beach. She stands quickly and I raise my hand, but it's only when I step off the sand and onto the concrete floor in the lights that I realize how pale she looks. I put the tank down on the floor for the staff to look after, unzip my suit. 
'You came back,' she says. Relief is written all over her face as she looks me up and down. 
'Of course I came back!'
She sits on the bench again heavily, covers her face with her hands for a second and rakes her hair. Shit.
'Izzy, I'm so sorry.' I sit beside her as the pieces fall into place, put a hand to her back. 'Were you sitting here thinking about all that? The last time I left you?' 
Shit, shit, shit.
I'm dripping all over the floor and table. It hadn't even crossed my mind she'd start to weigh up the past with the present. I was concentrating on Sue and her husband and their first ever night dive. I never let people out of my sight anymore; I never think of anything down there, if I can help it. Diving clears my head, that's why I do it. I space out except for a hyperawareness of the actions of everyone with me and their dive buddies, especially at night. A pitch-black ocean can twist the perspective of anyone down there. If it weren't for your bubbles, always floating upwards, you wouldn't even know which direction you were facing most of the time. 
'I was just being stupid,' she says now. 'I'm just glad you're back, safe.'
'I'm always safe, I told you that.' I bring her hand to my mouth and kiss her fingers quickly. 'I'll be five minutes more, OK? Then we'll go eat and watch a movie, sound good?'
'Sounds good,' she says, just as her iPad starts buzzing with the Skype sound in her purse. She ignores it as I go finish up with the couple, cursing under my breath every time I glance her way. Of course she was freaking out being here. This is right where I left her last time. This is right where I left everything. Idiot.
I wrap up the log book stuff as fast as I can. 'Don't think movie happening,' Sonthi tells them as he gathers up the Dream Dive pens. Sue looks disappointed. 'Rain coming,' he adds, pointing at the sky.
He's right. It's about to start again. 'Things are always unpredictable this time of year,' I say. 
'We saw our octopus, I'm happy,' her husband grins, putting an arm around his wife. They're so cute. This is why I love my job. This is why I stay; well, one of the reasons anyway.
When I'm done and the happy couple have promised to write something nice on TripAdvisor I tell Sonthi we'll meet him later. He puts a hand to my shoulder before he leaves, motions to Izzy, who's looking out at the water now. 'I won't tell Kalaya,' he grins. 'I tell Sasi not to tell her, too.'
'Tell her what?' I shove his chest, roll my eyes and he walks off laughing.
'Let's go!' I shout to Izzy. She stands, hugging her purse to her chest as I switch off all the lights and hand the keys to the staff to lock up. Her iPad is still making noises. 'Aren't you going to answer that, before we go out of WIFI range?' I say, but she shakes her head, making a point of not looking at me. The tension in the air is a living thing the moment we're alone, coiling around us with the threat of the oncoming storm. 'You sure?' 
'I'm sure.' She walks with me to where we left the bikes. The crickets are so loud. The smell of frangipanis is stronger than ever in the humid air. 'It's just Colin,' she says, flickering her eyes at me suddenly in the moonlight. 
'You don't want to talk to him?' I'm biting my cheek as I get my keys out. My hands are so shaky all of a sudden that I drop them and have to pick them up from the dirt. Sonthi got to me. All the way back on the boat he was talking at me, asking questions about what happened on Phi Phi.
'I broke up with him, for good,' she says. 
Shit.
'I know he'll want to talk about it, and try to change my mind. Am I bitch for not picking up?' Izzy rests her purse on her seat, fishes for her own keys. 
Stay cool.
'Put the lights on,' I tell her. I walk to her side as she climbs on, puts on her helmet, flips the stand and balances the bike between her legs. My fingers brush hers on the dash as I flip the lights on. I do up her chinstrap with fumbling hands. Her soft breaths on my face are like zaps to my insides.
'When did you break it off?' I ask, keeping my voice nonchalant. 
Her eyes flit to my scratches. 'Today, but I was a bit of a chicken, I wrote him an email,' she says. 'We talk so much on Skype and on the phone and every time we do that he manages to convince me that everything's fine, when it's not. I only see that clearly when I'm...' 
'When you're what?'
Izzy turns the key in the ignition. The bikes rumbles to life but I press my hand over hers on the brake. The wind howls between us again. Already the clouds are threatening to block out the moon. 'When you're what?' I say again.
'Doing stuff I would never do with him,' she finishes. 'Like this.' She revs the engine slightly. A grin spreads from her mouth to her big brown eyes and I can't help matching it. 
'Well, you're one hell of a hell's angel,' I say as her hair blows out from her helmet and brushes my cheek. Some of the tension lifts. Some, but not all. 'I'm not so sure many people could match your awesomeness, Isla Sullivan.'
'I have you to thank for that,' she says. 'Let's go before it rains.'
'Yes ma'am.'
It takes us just a few minutes to reach Shady Palms, but by the time we get there the rumbles from across the headland are louder each time. It could get pretty serious later. I guide her up the pathway under the swaying trees, till the glisten of the ocean is ahead of us again. We stop between our two huts. 'I have to shower.'
'Me too.' she says.
'I'll knock for you in ten.'
'OK.'
I watch her head into her room, then I walk back into mine, turn on the shower. With the water splashing my face I look up at the bathroom ceiling - the sky - black with no spattering of starlight now. I still feel so bad about what Izzy must have been thinking tonight, sitting there waiting for me like before. Staying here might be my own way of making sure I never let go completely, but that doesn't mean Izzy feels the same. She's been trying to let go since that day, while I've been trying to hold on. Somehow we just met in the middle. 
Did she really break up with Colin?
The battering in my chest at the thought of her next door makes me soap up faster and I'm dressed in my jeans and a white shirt in no time. I can't help pacing my room, though. If she broke up with Colin, and I broke up Kalaya, there's no barrier anymore; there's nothing to hide behind. The only thing between us right now are these walls. 
Pull it together.
I grab two waters from the fridge, head back outside, run up her steps faster than I probably should. I knock on her door and she opens it right away. She's wearing the long green dress and a look I can read as apprehension, because it's pretty much like looking in a mirror. Her hair is wet, down around her shoulders, falling into her cleavage. 'Drink?' I say, holding out the bottle.
She smiles, taking it. 'No bucket tonight?' 
'I don't trust you with buckets.'
She laughs, steps past me onto the deck and rests her folded arms on the railings. I stand next to her, watching the rain. The branches and bushes are glittered with droplets now and the jasmine is blooming like it always does at night, filling the thick, heavy air with perfume. I can feel the pressure like the storm, building out at sea and inside me. 'I'm so sorry I made you wait tonight,' I say after a moment. 'I didn't even think, Izzy, I'm such an idiot.'
'You were doing your job, Ben, don't worry about it. You do it every day, why would you think about it?'
'I just don't want to bring all that stuff back for you...'
'I was thinking about the starfish,' she cuts in, turning around with her back to the ocean. The wind is causing ripples to billow in the flat black blanket of it. She looks to me. 'On that day, I was waiting for you to come back, and I was writing in my book and I was thinking how you were going to give me that starfish.'
I sit down on the hammock now, but my eyes never break from hers. 'I forgot about that,' I say. I really did. Things got crazy after that. 
Don't think about it.
'It wasn't just a starfish I was waiting for though, Ben,' she says now, folding her arms and looking down at them, nervously.  I watch her teeth on her bottom lip, biting down, and my heart starts its thud, thud, thud. 
'The way you said what you said... you probably don't remember, but I was waiting for a kiss. It was all I could think about.' She laughs to herself. 'Stupid, I know. I thought you were waiting to kiss me, too. That's what I was remembering just now at the dive shop. I remember that when the other stuff gets too much.'
Holy shit. 
I lean forward in the hammock, reach for her automatically, tug at her arm till it falls to her side, pull her by the hand towards me. She sits next to me and we sink lower to the floor, squished up close, shoulder to shoulder, knee to knee through the fabric of her dress. I can hear her breathing, swallowing. 'I was waiting to kiss you,' I tell her. 'You know I was.'
I reach under her hair to the back of her neck, guide her closer, forehead to forehead. 'You wanted a kiss and you never got it,' I say. I brush my lips against the space between her brows; kiss, kiss, kiss down to the point of her pretty nose. 'That's one thing we can fix.'
I shouldn't. I shouldn't do this, but I can't fight Izzy's tsunami. I place my lips on top of hers, softly, gently. She presses harder, draws me into her opening mouth with her arms wrapped around me. I'm breathing in desire and breathing out confusion in an instant, but the two clash with redemption of some kind as we kiss and we kiss and we kiss. 
Her tongue rests on mine, then sweeps and swirls in what space is left between our gasps and soft licks and light moans. 'How's this,' I breathe, my hand on her waist now, moving higher up to the curve of her breasts. I want to make her happy... so much happier than this. I trace my finger along the edge of the dress, brushing her flesh till she clamps my lip gently with her teeth. 
'Perfect,' she breathes. I can feel her smile against mine as we lift our legs and lie down in the hammock. It swings as her hand finds my hair behind my head, clutching, kissing, kissing, kissing with the length of her body pressed to my side.
Yes. It's redemption, isn't it? Some form of it at least, being claimed with this kiss; with the pain and the scars of the past as bare in our breaths now as they are on her arms. I stroke the soft, hot flesh of them as they fall across my chest. Her fingers splay and hold tight to my shirt and she moves and breathes my name, just the once, like it means the entire world. 
I fill my lungs with the scent of her shampooed hair and we kiss, and we kiss, and we kiss, till she's shivering against me and through me like the ripples of the moonlight on the ocean. 
I don't know how long we lie here. I don't want dinner. I don't want a movie, not that it would be happening in the rain anyway. I want Izzy. I shouldn't but I do. I move my hand, run my thumb along her jaw, across her swollen bottom lip. I feel a dampness on her cheek, then on my shirt. 'Are you crying?' I say.
'Yes.'
'Why?'
'Because I got my kisses, Ben, from other boys,' she says. 'But that was the one I never stopped waiting for.' 



 
 
 
ISLA
ONE WEEK LATER
 
Mali has fallen in love with me. I've never had so many hugs in my life and I'm kind of besotted with her, too. She's six, going on seven and she's the cutest thing; so keen to learn everything I'm teaching, especially English. 'Go sit down,' I tell her now, once I've re-tied the ribbon in her hair. She skips to her tiny chair at her tiny desk, rests her head on the heels of her palms and beams at me.
'Right guys. Animals!' I say, lining up my marker pens in a neat row on the desk in front of me. I balance the lid of the green one at the end of the row, start to draw a picture on the whiteboard. 'What's this, in English? Can anyone tell me?' A sea of hands appears in front of me. Isla, Isla, Isla, me, me, me!
Most lessons it's just me - being slow season there aren't as many volunteers passing through as there are in the drier months. But there's a sense of peace and usefulness in being with these children that I can't helping thinking I've been missing out on, sitting at a desk in London, writing articles that hardly anyone reads about fondue, stroppy chefs and who wore what to restaurant openings.
'Elephant!' a little boy called Tee shouts out now.
'That's right, Tee, now what sound does an elephant make?'
They stare at me blankly. Crap, they don't understand me. Sometimes this is hard. I make the sound of a cat and tap the picture. They all shake their heads and giggle. I bark like a dog and they giggle even more before Tee stands up on his chair and makes the roar of an elephant, mimicking the trunk with his arm.
'Excellent work!' I clap my hands and he jumps up and down excitedly while I spell out the word on the board. 
It's been the most insane week. Most of the time I feel like I'm floating. I teach three hours every morning while Ben does his dives, though things are definitely slowing down with the tourists. It rains every afternoon. 
I put the green lid back on, do the same with the red and start drawing the best rooster I can draw. I smile to myself, remembering yesterday after class when Ben met me back at the waterfall. I was writing in my book when he showed up. I've been doing that a lot more since we got back from Phi Phi.
 
'For whatever we lose (like a you or a me), It's always our self we find in the sea'. 
Ben read the quote aloud over my shoulder. 'E.E Cummings,' he followed when I put the book down flat. He sat next to me, bare-chested, straight from his dive no doubt and kissed me, easing me down to my back on the rock in a way I could tell he'd been thinking about doing before he even reached me. Whenever Ben kisses me; whenever I touch him I'm right back to being that sixteen-year-old girl with a stomach full of knots and a grin you couldn't wipe off if you tried. 
'You know E.E Cummings?' I said, trying to sound normal as the tingles turned my body into a static mess next to him.
'Course I do,' he said against my lips, running his finger lightly down from the side of my face to the straps of my bikini top. 'Not such a dumb American after all, right?'
He pulled me up again against him and I kissed his salty lips, tasting the ocean; an enemy dressed as some kind of angel. He draped one arm around me and we looked out over the falls together. 'I think it's about going home,' I told him, 'maybe in a more spiritual sense, rather than sailing there, you know?'
He cocked an eyebrow, kissed my temple lightly. 'Go on.'
'Well, when we look at something so infinite, we feel small, like children. We go back to where we came from in a way, when nothing really bothered us. You can lose your worries in the waves.'
'I know I do, ironically, when I'm diving,' he said then, sighing into my hair. 'I had to force myself to do it at first, but then it was a lifeline, I think.'
'Back to a state of bliss?'
'Kind of,' he said.
'I suppose I can see that now - how it might be calming, even if, in a literal sense those waves are what gave you all your worries in the first place. What do you think the poem means?'
Ben was silent for a minute. Then he skimmed a stone across the water. 'When we set ourselves on some impossible mission... like, I don't know... like looking for a loved one who's never going to be found, maybe we wind up finding something else, in ourselves.' He looked at me for a second. 'And maybe that exact journey was always what was meant to be.'
'Deep,' I said as my heart leapt, and he groaned, pulled me to my feet. 
'You know what, hot cross bun? I don't even need any magic mushrooms when you're around.'
 
'Chicken!' Mali yells now from her seat, yanking me from my daydream.
'Great guess, yes, that's a chicken!' I say. 'Or a rooster. But my drawing isn't very good.'
They all clap and giggle again, copying the letters that spell chicken into their books as I write them down. I start to draw a dog. My art is improving at least with this job, and the time always passes quite quickly, too.
When I'm here I try not to think that at any moment Kalaya could come back, or the fact that I still haven't responded to Colin. All I want to think about is Ben. Last night they rescheduled the movie we couldn't watch before and we sat on day beds that were put out on the sand by one of the resorts, watched the big screen flickering with Jennifer Anniston. I didn't watch much of it. I was hyperaware of Ben's arm around me; every inch of my flesh that was touching his, and of the not-so-subtle looks Sonthi was throwing him. Will tonight be the night?
Tingles take over my limbs again. 
We haven't slept together yet. He's being frustratingly gentlemanly about the whole thing, walking me back to my hut every night, kissing me in the doorway, then going back to his hut right next door. He's only ever slept in my room with me once - that first night when we kissed in the hammock and were three hours late to say bye to Marcus or meet Sonthi and Sasi for dinner. We didn't really do anything then either, except kiss and kiss and kiss. I could kiss Ben forever.
The kids rush outside to play as soon as class is over. I pack away books and straighten out chairs, waiting for their parents to arrive. Some head home themselves on foot, but others are always collected. I'm just packing some coloring pencils into a box with the notepads when a lady walks in with a purple sari around her head. 
'Sorry, sorry!' she says to me in the doorway as Mali races up and wraps her little arms around her middle. Mali's mother.
'That's OK!' I say, 'you're not late, it's nice to meet...' 
Oh my god.
I stop dead in my tracks when she pulls the sari from her head. 'Oh my God, it's you.' My hand flies over my mouth. 'It is you, isn't it?' 
I step closer to her, putting the pencils on a desk. She looks at me in confusion, runs a hand through her thick black hair. It's glimmering slightly with gray. 
'It's me, Isla,' I say. There's a lump in my throat I can't seem to swallow. 'You looked after me, the day of the tsunami. You took me up the hill and made sure I was warm, and you brought me food from the temple. Remember?'
I know she might not recognise me. I was bloodied and busted up practically beyond recognition. I couldn't even speak to tell her my name. Her eyes are still frowning, but I'd know them anywhere. She watched me non-stop for hours and I clung to them with mine like they were life rafts. She didn't even want to leave me at the hospital when we got there. She had to though; her baby needed her.
Oh my god.
She crosses to me now, reaches a hand to my face and sweeps my hair back, leans closer. Her almond eyes cloud over in a second and a sob escapes her mouth. 'You?'
'Yes! Yes it's me! You remember?' I put my arms around her as I start to cry, too. 
'I remember.' I can tell she speaks barely any English but her tears turn to laughter before she starts talking fast in Thai. 'You so big,' she manages, putting her palms either side of my face, brushing a tear with her thumb. 'What you do here?'
'I never knew your name, what's your name?' I ask her.
'Lawan,' she says.
'I'm Isla, I could never tell you! Your baby,' I say, looking to Mali. She's staring at us like we're mad. 
'Mali sister,' Lawan explains. 
Yes. Mali's older sister would be ten. She wouldn't have been at this school, but Mali... this whole time. This is so surreal. I've been teaching the daughter of the woman who saved me.
'What's going on?' Ben's behind us. He puts a big box down on the table. 'New textbook delivery,' he says. 'Hey Lawan, how are you?' 
'You know Lawan?' I say as he crosses to me. His shirt is damp from the rain that's starting to spit outside and he drops a kiss on my bare shoulder. He smells like the ocean again and I know he'll taste of it, too.
'Course I do, why?' He extends his hand to Lawan and she grips his arm, looking between us. Her eyes are dancing now with tears of excitement and I think, pride. My heart is swelling by the second.
'Ben, Lawan is the lady who rescued me that day! The day of the tsunami. She made sure I was safe. I owe her my life. I didn't know she was Mali's mother!'
'You beautiful girl,' Lawan says to me. She turns to Ben. 'Beautiful boy,' she says and just the words are enough to make me cry again as I hold onto her hands. She starts talking to us both in Thai and I laugh with the insanity of it all, rubbing my hot cheeks under the fan. I wish I understood.
'My mom says you come to house,' Mali says, tugging on my dress. 'And you,' she says to Ben. Each word is drawn out slowly and it's almost excruciating, this language barrier, when I have so many questions and I want to tell Lawan so much. 
'I would love to,' I say, squeezing her hands tighter and hugging her again.
'We'll bring Sonthi,' Ben says. He turns to me. 'Lawan loves Sonthi, plus he can translate.'
'You come, you come,' Lawan says, beaming. 
'I never thought I'd see you again,' I tell her, blinking back more tears. 'I hoped I would but I didn't know where to look. I'm so grateful to you, you have no idea.'
Lawan keeps on smiling with those beautiful, kind eyes. I know she knows what I mean, even if she doesn't understand my words. Sometimes you don't need words, though. Sometimes there just aren't any. 



 
 
 
BEN
 
'This house is one we helped to fund. I've been here before,' I tell Izzy now as we put the stands down on our bikes in the mud outside and take our helmets off. She rests hers on the handlebar, climbs off and looks around. She's wearing her denim shorts and a tight red shirt, with her hair in two braids over her shoulders. I pull her against me and kiss her. Then we both realize we're standing in a puddle.
'Eeew!' Izzy springs away, but she's laughing, shaking the mud off her flip flops. 
The rain has turned everything into one big slush pile and we're basically having to do everything between downpours, most afternoons. 'Come on,' I say, walking up the steps to the door and knocking. The house is all wooden, raised on stilts, like the ten or so others dotted around. Each one has space underneath for storage and chickens and in this case, a dog tied up on a rope. He doesn't even look up at us. 
'Isla, Isla!' A voice. A moving tornado of pink T-shirt and long hair as Mali pulls the door open and wraps her arms around Izzy instantly. She does the same to me and I lift her up in my arms, just as Sonthi appears behind us on his bike, with Sasi. I didn't know she was coming too. She's grinning through pink lipstick that matches the tips of her hair.
'Hey!' she calls.
'Glad you could come,' I say. I guess they've been spending all their spare time together over the past week and I haven't seen Sonthi so much as flirt with any tourists, so who knows, maybe this time it will last. I hope so. She's the only one who doesn't put up with any of his bullshit.
Like Izzy wouldn't put up with mine.
Lawan guides us all into the small house, gestures for us to sit down on colorful scatter cushions on the floor. 'You have a beautiful home,' Izzy says, eyes full of awe. She's never been inside a traditional Thai home before and this one is pretty typical. Low bulbs on stands without shades are lighting the room and I can smell something amazing being concocted in the kitchen behind the wooden wall. A small TV set is flickering on a bench in the corner but other than that, the room is pretty bare. It's cosy, though. I sit down and straight away Mali clambers onto my lap, grips me like a monkey.
Lawan's other daughter sticks her head out from the kitchen area. 'Hi,' Izzy says, walking over now, holding out her hand. The kid has hair down to her butt in a long ponytail and she's wearing a faded Justin Bieber shirt. I wonder if she even knows who he is. 'What's your name?' Izzy asks her.
'Lea.'
'Lea. You were just a baby when your mother saved my life,' Izzy tells her, squeezing her hand. 'You were so brave. You hardly cried at all.'
Sonthi translates for her and Lea smiles bashfully before running back into the kitchen. I watch Izzy looking around the room, twisting one of her braids round her fingers. I feel like she's twisting me more every day. We haven't slept together yet. I want to, more than anything and usually I'd have initiated the act and probably won the prize by now, several times over, but this is Izzy. She deserves more.
'Tea?' Sonthi says now, reaching for the glass pot in the middle of the table. Sasi arranges the cups and flicks him as he splashes some water on her hand accidentally. He pretends to gasp in horror and she pretends to stab him with a fork. 'Sonthi spends a lot of time here,' I tell Izzy. 
'This is my village,' he explains as she sits down next to me on a cushion, crosses her legs.
'Right, I remember,' she replies. 'You must know everyone?'
'Most people,' Sasi answers. 'My village, too.'
'I can't imagine everyone knowing everyone in their village where I'm from,' Izzy says. 'Most people don't even know their own next door neighbors anymore.'
'Really?'
I can't help laughing at the look of shock that crosses both their faces at her words. It's a totally different world, for sure. I can't imagine a world without Izzy in it anymore and it hasn't even been two weeks. I watch her laughing now with Sasi. It's just like before, when we had those eight amazing days being stupid, being crazy... but not crazy enough to kiss. Now I'm not sure I'm crazy enough to sleep with her. Just that thought alone makes me pretty uncomfortable in my own skin. I've seen how she obsesses over the little things; her ex called her a control-freak, the asshole. But this thing between us isn't little. I don't want to ruin her.
When Lawan and Lea walk back into the room they're carrying dishes of food. They place them down in front of us - spicy noodles sprinkled with cilantro, chicken and cashews. My mouth waters just smelling it. 'Wow,' Izzy says, leaning down to sniff the steaming plate 'This is something I would definitely put in Sweet Eats, no question.' 
'Sweet Eats?'
I explain to Sonthi what she means and Lawan beams as he translates in Thai. We talk while we eat. Izzy's animated again as she tells Lawan about London and the work she does and the hot cross bun shop and the cost of a ticket for the tube, but I can hear the trepidation creep back into her voice when the conversation shifts to that day. She puts her fork down.
Lawan asks Izzy what happened when she left her at the hospital. I reach for her hand. Izzy hasn't told me much herself and in spite of how much she's achieved by coming here I know she still battles with the memories all the time, like we all do. 'You don't have to...' I start, but she clasps my fingers tight.
'I was sick, and really bloated,' she says on an exhale. 'And I couldn't move for a long time, maybe a week. I kept trying to ask about my parents and Ben but nobody could understand me.' 
Impulsively I kiss her fingers, reach for my water. My throat has dried up and the heat of the room is sticking to my face and the back of my neck. She's still talking.
'When I could walk, I went to a few other places with an American couple and some other British people. We looked on the wall, and in the temples, and on the lists but my mom and dad were identified by their wedding rings eventually,' she says. 'My godmother took me in when I got back to the UK, but I had to spend almost seven weeks in hospital.'
'Seven weeks?' I say, almost choking on the water. Jesus, I had no clue. I'm struggling hard not to let the tears fog up my vision right now. Sasi puts her hand out to Izzy's arm on the table and she twirls her fork again on the plate. 'They put me in the care of a lung specialist. I breathed in so much silt and mud that it was hard to breathe for a long time, it really hurt. They had to operate on my ears too, and they sent me to a tropical disease specialist. I was on about twenty drugs just to stop the bacterial infections. If I got infected I would've died. There was a point where I didn't really care either way.'
Holy shit. I rub my eyes. What she must have gone through. I was so lucky I wasn't even hurt.
'I did six months of physiotherapy,' she says now, looking at me this time. 'That's when I got into Pilates. I had a therapist too; she told me to find something every day to be grateful for. That helped a bit, still does, you know? I'm grateful for so much more since I got here.' 
Sonthi's still translating. Lawan's pulling her into a big hug, crying too. 'What happened to you, did you find your husband?' Izzy asks her, sniffing self-consciously at the attention. 
I want to leave, right now, before people ask about me; before Izzy has to go through any more of this, but I find myself talking anyway, maybe so I don't break down. 'Lawan's husband is OK,' I say. 'He's at work right now, but he was a fisherman at that time, so they struggled after the tsunami.' 
Sonthi keeps translating. Lawan nods sadly, clears up the noodles Mali has dropped on the table. Sasi helps her gathers up our dishes. 'The trust in Mother Ocean was broken,' I continue. 'Those people who depended on it for their livelihood didn't know where to turn after that, 'cause they thought that eating the fish would be like eating their own loved ones. The fish ate so many of the bodies, you know?'
Izzy's hand flies over her mouth. I never say things like this out loud usually because all I see is Toby, like I'm seeing him now, eyes wide in terror under that ocean. Sonthi takes over. 'Lawan and her husband run a store now, in town. They're doing good.'
'And they have a great house,' Sasi says, gesturing around her, then blowing a kiss to Lawan, who laughs. 'Best food!'
'Best food,' Izzy says, but I can hear she's on the verge of tears, like I am. She's gripping my fingers so tightly now that her silver ring is digging into my flesh.
We talk more about their store. Sonthi and Sasi look more in love than they ever did before. I take all this for granted sometimes, I know I do - the fact that everyone knows and loves each other; the fact that we've all built such an accepting community out of nothing but total destruction, and the fact that we can laugh and cry openly about things that only we could ever understand.
I look down at Izzy's hand in mine. There's so much help and support and love around me. But for one reason or another it feels like walking away from that is all I've ever done.  
 
*
 
It's a clear night by the time we get back to Shady Palms. Izzy promised to go see Lawan again soon and after seeing the way they hugged when we left, I know she sees her as some kind mother figure now. My heart bleeds for what she lost, what happened to her, going through hell in all those hospitals. She didn't want to live for a while. She said it. She actually said it. I felt the same way after losing Toby.
'I can't stop thinking about how your real name is Isla,' I tell her as we walk onto the beach in front of our huts, drop to the sand and gaze out at the glistening ocean. Her head rests on my shoulder and the hair that's come loose from her braids tickles my face. 
'You're an island, Izzy,' I say. I say it out loud because I was thinking it, just now at Lawan's when I was watching her mouth move, the scars glistening on her arms in the lamplight. 'You rose above the waves to survive.' 
'I never thought about that before.' She drags a finger through the sand. 'Everyone always says I'm one of the lucky ones, but I always wondered why I was left out. Why did I survive when so many other people died?'
'Tell me about it.' I rest my head on hers. 'We both kind of died in it and lived at the same time, I think.' 
'You've lived more than me,' she snaps back, almost angrily. 'Being alive is everything, Ben. It's all that matters - the now. I feel like I've been wasting my life so far! I don't want to go back that job, or London.'
'Then don't.'
Her head springs up and her eyes shoot up to mine. Something in her gaze draws me in again, right down those damn corridors into a place I always get lost. I know what she's thinking though, and my stomach knots till my breath shortens and I have to tear my eyes away. She's thinking this is the start of something and it's my fault. The thought is like a fork in a toaster, shooting out warning sparks now, not the good kind. What am I doing, with Izzy of all people? 
Don't think about it.
She puts her hand to my cheek, turning me back to her. 'You OK?'
'I'm OK,' I tell her quickly, 'just having a hard time believing this is all happening.'
'Maybe it was supposed to,' she says, shuffling around to sit in front of me, cross-legged, covered in sand. 'Isn't that what you said, at the waterfall?'
'I don't know, Izzy.' I say it under my breath. Her eyebrows knit together but in a second I'm kissing the doubt away, willing the thoughts to stop colliding in my brain; the ones that scream how right she is, and this is, and the ones that scream this has to stop. I pull her back with me. She's in my head and my heart and my soul but I'll hurt her, like I hurt everyone. How could I not, in the end?
Don't think about it. 
I kiss her harder and her arms wrap around me till she's on top of me on the sand and I'm swimming in the ocean of her, and not the thoughts that try to drown me every time I get my head above the water
She's good for you.
But Ben. She doesn't know the half of what you know.



 
 
 
ISLA
 
I wake up with a jump. What the hell was that? It sounded like a... I don't even know. I rush to the window and my eyes practically bulge out of my head. Oh my God.
A knock on my door. I almost jump out of my skin this time. I pull it open as my heart starts skipping like a kangaroo and Ben puts his hand on the doorframe. He's grinning, looking impossibly sexy in an open blue shirt and khaki shorts. His hair falls over his eyes as he leans in to kiss me. 'Happy birthday,' he says, 'you'd better get dressed, your ride won't wait for long. She's hungry.'
'You got an elephant!' I say now. I can't help the laugh coming out of my mouth, or the way my feet make me jump up and down on the spot like a child. I throw my arms around him and he picks me up for a moment, squeezes me tight. 'Where did you get that?' I say into his neck.
'Sonthi knows a guy,' he tells me, putting me down. 'Get some clothes on, Ghostbuster!'
My cheeks flame as I look down at my pajamas. 'I've been awake for three seconds,' I say, 'what time is it?' 
'Just after seven. We have a long day ahead of us. Your classes are covered and so are my dives.' 
'Really?'
'Really!'
'This is amazing, Ben!' I rush to the wardrobe, grab my shorts and my bikini, head to the bathroom to throw them on. Ben's sitting on my bed when I peek around the wall with my toothbrush hanging out of my mouth. 'How did you know it was my birthday?' I ask him around the toothpaste froth. I swear I haven't told anyone, have I?
He laughs, a bit sheepishly now. 'A little drunken British birdy told me.'
I frown. Then I cringe. 'Oh, right.' 
When I walk back to the wardrobe for a shirt, I catch Ben's eyes on my body but he lowers them to the floor when he sees I've caught him looking. I walk up to him, pulling the shirt over my head. I stand between his legs, put my hands to his clean-shaven face. He looks younger when he's shaved; cuter, like the teenager who promised me my starfish, only far, far less innocent. 'What's wrong?' 
'Nothing!' he says, putting his hands to my waist now, lifting the white cotton slightly to drop a kiss to my stomach. His lips shoot butterflies through me but he stands up straight away, heads for the door. I can't read him at all.
For more than a week now he's been so attentive, so amazing, but he still hasn't once tried to sleep with me, or even get me naked, and he does stuff like this all the time... treats me like I'm some china doll he can't really touch. 
I'd be lying if I said I wasn't surprised, and a bit confused. What he said before keeps running circles in my head, the more he distances himself: I manage to form friendships, usually, not relationships. If that's still his philosophy then maybe he remembers the look that must have been written on my face when I called him out on his meaningless sexual friendships. He knows I wouldn't want that. 
But is that all he wants?
Does he even want me? 
'Ready?' he asks as I slip on my shoes and pick up my day bag. 'Sunscreen, water, camera...'
'Check,' I say, shoving the nagging paranoia aside as I put my iPhone into my bag. It's the only camera I have. When he opens the door and the elephant is still there, I have to blink in case I'm dreaming. A bare-chested Thai guy's sitting on its head, carrying what looks like a bamboo pole. There's a wooden box on its back with room for two on top of bright red blankets and it's decorated with frangipanis on strings. 
Ben takes my hand, leads me down the steps. 'I can't believe you did this,' I say.
'You never got to ride an elephant,' he replies. 'We had to do something about that.' 
His words send a rush of something that feels a lot like love from my brain, to my heart, to my fingertips. He did this for me because he remembered. He remembered I was about to ride one that morning, remembered it was my birthday. Today's gratitude is Ben, without question. It was Ben yesterday and the day before.
I realize I'm holding my breath as we approach the creature. She's huge and so majestic with the morning sunlight falling over her leathery skin in wrinkles. 'This is Khalua.'
'Like the drink?'
'Exactly!' Ben strokes her huge trunk and puts my hand on it, too. She snorts through it suddenly and her breath sends the sand flying around us in a swirl.
'Hello,' I say into her huge, kind-looking eye. It's crinkly round the edges, like a giant old lady's. 'You look so clever, and you're so beautiful,' I tell her softly and I swear she almost smiles. Khalua is browny-gray. She feels like a wiry brush to the touch. She flaps her ginormous ears as we stroke her cheeks and front leg. Just one of her legs is as big as my entire body.
'Ready to get on?' Ben says, leading me backwards a step. The Thai guy shouts something. Straight away Khalua bends her big knees in front of us and kneels on the sand, sending up more swirls. Ben guides my foot into a wooden strap so I can pull myself up, then follows me, sitting next to me in the box. 'Hold on!' he says and he wraps his arms around me, laughing as Khalua gets back up again. I lean into him, grip the front of the box as Khalua starts plodding with us down the beach. 'Where are we going?!'
'Patience, grasshopper,' he grins. Then he sweeps a hand behind my head, bunches up my hair and kisses me like he means it, like I'm the only person in the world who exists except him. I hate myself for over-analysing his reluctance to go too far, too soon. Of course he wants me. This is Ben. Ben would never hurt me. I've never felt this safe with anyone.
The sun is climbing higher in the sky by the time we start heading inland, but thankfully there's shade under the thick trees of the jungle. When we head up a track and into a clearing I note the white sheet spread out on the ground and what looks like a wicker hamper in the middle of it. 
'I hope you're hungry,' Ben says, dropping a kiss on my temple. Khalua kneels down again and the Thai guy, who hasn't said a word to us so far, gets down to help us off. 'Birthday breakfast for the birthday girl,' he grins, leading me to the sheet by the hand and sitting me down. 
The breeze lifts up my hair. The frogs croak in the trees and bushes all around us. The hot air smells like warm peat and I'm strangely aware of a million unseen eyes on me as I watch him get plates and cups and containers out of the hamper. The feeling that feels a lot like love is still booming through my body, threatening to turn into some kind of song. 
My love, my love, my love, my endless love...
'You're amazing,' I tell him now, reaching for his hand. 'I don't know what to say.'
He kisses my fingers and smiles. I'm so shocked at what he's done. No one's ever done anything this amazing for me before. On my last birthday Colin ordered takeaway from his favorite Chinese place in Clapham, but they were an hour late delivering it and then he spent ten minutes on the phone shouting at someone after he found a hair in his chop suey. It wasn't very romantic, really.
'It's nothing special,' Ben says. 'This is just how we do birthdays in Thailand.' He winks and holds a strawberry out for me to bite. The sweet juice fills up my mouth as he eats the rest of it and kisses my juicy lips. I register how weak my knees are in a heartbeat. He scoops fresh fruit salad onto a plate for me, pulls out a flask off coffee and pours it into two cups. Then he leans against a tree as Khalua sniffs around us with her trunk. I throw her a chunk of pineapple and she snuffles it up and spoons it into her mouth. I swear I see her smiling again. 
'She's so awesome,' I say to Ben in his accent as we eat. He nods, thoughtfully. The sun is throwing patches of light on us and his hair looks more golden than brown today. His eyes look yet a different shade of blue under those thick brows; the ones that give him a different expression every second.
'It's like you can see what she's thinking, right?' he says.
I realize I'm still looking at him and not the elephant. Jesus. 'Exactly.'
'They're so smart. Did you hear about those two elephants who broke free from their chains and ran up the hill right before the tsunami?'
I nod around my forkful of papaya. 
'No animals died that day,' he continues, pouring us more coffee, 'none that weren't chained up or caged, anyway.'
'I know,' I say, remembering. 'They all ran away. I read that elephants at least have some kind of seismic-vibration detectors in their feet, but I don't know about the others.'
'Neither do I. If only they could talk,' he says, looking to Khalua again. I throw her some papaya and she eats it gratefully, looking into my eyes with her own. 
After breakfast we carry on trekking through the lush green forest. We stop to watch some howler monkeys jumping about in the trees just above us. Khalua rips leaves from nearby plants with ease and shovels them into her mouth. She's like a machine, eating, pooping, plodding along. I can't help thinking of how my mom and dad never got to do this. They would have loved it. The image of them in another box on the back of another elephant flashes into my head. They're laughing from the path ahead of us, taking photos of us. Dad has his stupid video camera.
Ben winds his arm around me and I sigh in contentment. I think my parents really are here, somehow. They're happy I'm happy, and they're happy I came back. Every time I look at that photo now, I can feel them radiating out of it, all around me. They're becoming a feeling. Love.
'Are you hot?' Ben asks now. The sound of another waterfall is getting closer and closer. 
'Not as hot as you,' I flirt and he growls jokingly and pretends to bite at my ear as I pretend to fight him off. 
Khalua stops at the waterfall. This time our guide leaves us in the box on her back and takes a running jump into the deep, shimmering pool. White butterflies are flitting in the shafts of sunlight over the water. Birds are singing a tuneful song for us from the palms hanging above, creating a natural shady spot to one side. This waterfall is smaller than the one we jumped into before, but it doesn't stop our guide coming back five minutes later and guiding Khalua into the water. 
'Woah!' My hand lands on Ben's knee. 
'Hold tight, I think she's hotter than us,' he tells me. We're shaken around in our seat as Khalua plods further and further into the rocky-bottomed pool until it's halfway up her middle. Ben's arm pulls me closer to him and before I know what's happening he's yelling: 'Close your eyes!' 
I'm drenched in an instant; then even wetter as Khalua showers us with water from her trunk. It's cold and I scream and Ben shrieks as we huddle into each other laughing our heads off. Our clothes are soaked and my hair is dripping, but Ben stands up now, peels off his shirt, stands over me with his full six-pack gleaming. 
'Good idea.' I copy him, ripping off my shirt, slipping out of my shorts. Together, we jump from the box into the pool, start swimming towards the falls. 
Ben's ahead of me. His head disappears as he reaches the gushing flow, coming down from a rocky wall about ten meters above us. I follow, pinch my nose and come up on the other side, right next to him. Every breath is an echo in the chamber. He rakes his hair back from his hair, stands with his back to the wall. I do the same, shoulder-to-shoulder. 
'Wow,' I say. There's six or seven inches between us and the pounding waterfall. I can see rainbows dancing in the misty haze but the blue of Ben's eyes when I turn to him is suddenly the only color I care about. 
'Ever been kissed in a waterfall, hot cross bun?' he says, reaching for my waist. 
The tingles between my legs make me weak on my feet now but his arms are around my middle again, holding me against him with my back to the moving water. My hipbones are pressing into his skin. I can feel the growing bulge in his shorts against my thigh already as he pulls my lips to his and kisses me... slowly at first, around the edges and corners, then heavier, more passionately, searching my mouth with his tongue and ramming his hand in my wet hair. 
It's so erotic; the things racing through my mind more than what he's actually doing. He's spinning me, holding me up against the rocky, slippery wall now by my wrists and sucking at my flesh. He moves my bikini top aside with his teeth and starts sucking on my nipple. I gasp against him, wrapping my leg around his back to draw him closer. I feel so weightless and wanted and sexier than I've ever felt in my life. It makes me grin like a madwoman.
He kisses me again with such a burning desire I half expect him to tear off my bikini bottoms underwater. But he doesn't. 'Damn,' he says almost under his breath, right into my mouth. He's nipping at my lip, breathing raggedly. 'I want you so much, Izzy.'
'I want you, too,' I tell him, and my voice, low and guttural doesn't even sound like my own.
He pulls away, runs a finger down my neck, collarbone and stomach to the rim of my bikini. 'I think our guy might get suspicious,' he whispers, lowering his lips again to lick and suck on my neck and earlobe. 'We should stop.'
'No!' He's killing me. I'm so turned on I think I might explode, but he lets me go. I grab his hand, put it back on my hip, lower my own hand now, down, down, down, till my hand is creeping inside his shorts. 
'Yes,' he says, laughing suddenly, pulling my hand away at the last second. 'I mean, no, Izzy...'
'Ben...'
'No, we have to wait.'
I sigh against him, kissing his nose, then his lips, till he groans in equal frustration. 'How long for?' I manage, but he doesn't answer. He lets me go a second time and dunks back under the waterfall, swimming out towards the oblivious elephant handler and our ride.



 
 
 
BEN
 
We're both exhausted by the time I tell our guide to turn around and take us back. The hot sun has made us sleepy and we're leaning into each other in the box, listening to the sounds of the jungle and the leaves swiping the sides. I'm so tired I barely notice we're going the wrong way until Khalua comes to a stop at the bottom of a wooden slope leading upwards in the middle of nowhere. 
I turn my head to the sky. A row of tree houses are sitting on a high wooden deck. What the hell?
Before I can say anything, Khalua is on her knees, Izzy's eyes have flown open and she's looking around us in confusion. A Thai lady in a hot pink sari hurries out from a small hut carrying a tray of fruit juice and small, white, wet towels. She beams as we both step to the ground, brushing down our clothes. I can see the sign now, pinned to a tree: Tree House Resort. 
'Welcome, welcome!' she gushes as we take the juice and towels we're offered. Izzy looks so impressed. My phone buzzes in my pocket. I yank it out. Sonthi. He's sent a text: 'Extra surprise! From me and Sasi.'
I can hardly say anything, but my insides jumble just looking at Izzy. She thinks I planned this. She thinks I planned this so we can sleep together here tonight. That sneaky bastard!
Our guide orders Khalua to stand again. I slip him some cash as we both stroke Khalua's trunk one last time; then we're led up the ramp and onto the platform high in the trees. 'Ben, look at this! It's so pretty,' Izzy says in wonder, looking out with me over the treetops from the long balcony. We watch Khalua plod away into the jungle below us; the box we were just in is swaying and bumping up and down on her big back. 'I can't believe you did this, do we really get to sleep here?'
She looks a little nervous behind her excitement now. 'If that's OK?' I say, putting my hand to her lower back as the lady leads us into the wooden tree house. 
'Course it is.'
Course it is. We got pretty hot and heavy in that waterfall this afternoon. My fault. I couldn't help it. The way her eyes glazed over as she pressed herself against me, almost begged me.... I almost gave in, too. Sonthi knows me too well; he would have been planning this since I asked him to arrange the elephant. I hate that he knows what I'd usually want; what I'd usually do. I hate how it hasn't even crossed his mind that I'd see Izzy any differently.
The room is tiny, no more than a soft white bed with a dozen cushions and a mosquito net tied up with ribbons. A fan is whirling above it, making it swish and billow out. We're led through to the bathroom. It's tiny too, with just a toilet and a shower, but with all its fluffy towels, shampoo and soap in containers it's a world away from the room we had to share on Phi Phi.
'Dinner at eight, tree house restaurant,' our hostess beams. She walks to the tiny canvas wardrobe, pulls a curtain aside. 'All your things.'
'Oh my God!' Izzy clutches my arm, laughing. Her pajamas are here, with her blue dress. So are a pair of my boxer shorts, plus clean shorts and a shirt. Holy shit. Sonthi and Sasi must have been here this afternoon, setting this all up. I'm pissed, yes, but I'm kind of impressed.
'This is the best birthday I've ever had, seriously,' Izzy says, rearranging her clothes by color quickly as our hostess leaves us to it. She looks at me almost sheepishly when she's done. 'Sorry.'
'Don't apologize.'
'I try to stop but...'
'Don't try.' I kiss her nose. 'You deserve this,' I say. She really does. She loops her arms around me. Her cheeks are rosy red now. Her arms and legs are even more tanned now; not the translucent white they were when I first saw her at all. She's so damn cute and innocent, only one guy in her whole life, some idiot who catches mosquitoes in jars, and now I have to share another bed with her. 
Nerves, shame, fear and excitement are a carousel inside me. They don't stop spinning as we shower and change, tiptoeing round each other in the small space, saying 'excuse me,' and 'sorry,' like we're dancing round another elephant in the room. They don't stop spinning while we're eating dinner either. We're fed king prawns with sweet chili sauce and fish cakes, which I avoid, and several other dishes we nibble at between giant sips of champagne. 
'Why don't you ever eat fish?' Izzy asks. She's noticed I avoid it. 'Are they still, like...' she trails off, scrunches up her face. I know she's thinking about what I said at Lawan's.
I smile. 'No, but fish are our friends,' I say. 'Without them I'd be broke.'
The restaurant is high in the trees on another platform. Glowing lanterns are strung up all around, swinging in the breeze. The only sounds are the cicadas and frogs, buzzing and croaking, rhythmic like the beat of my noisy heart, watching Izzy in her blue sundress. She's making me laugh and smile and remember how we were when we met on that beach, with no cares in the whole damn world, but I'm drowning like I never did, like I should have done with Toby. Every night now... every night I see it all again.
She taps on her glass with her nail thoughtfully as the rain finally starts and the waiter clears our plates. I lean forwards in my seat. Pull yourself together. 
'You're being very quiet,' she says eventually.
'So are you,' I counter. She sweeps her hair back and across one shoulder, studies me with those all-seeing eyes in the flickering candlelight. I can see the red marks on her arms from the sun. 'Did you get burnt?' I say.
'A little, but I'll live.'
'I'm sure.' I take another swig of my champagne, and another till the bubbles burn the back of my throat. I'm about to say something else, anything, when my phone buzzes again. Sonthi: 'Condoms in drawer. Have fun my friend.'
I swipe it off the screen but my mom decides to call. Of course she does. We must have just got a signal back after a whole day. I dismiss the call quickly, but Izzy's seen. 'Aren't you going to talk to her?'
'Now's not exactly the time. She probably just wants to ask about the London trip.'
'Are you going to go?'
'I doubt it.'
Her eyebrows shoot up. She sits back in her chair, picks up her glass, says nothing; not with her voice anyway. 'Shall we go?' I say quickly. I'm so anxious I almost knock my glass over in my hurry to get up. She follows me and together we walk along the balcony to the decking. The stars are so bright this high up. We can see them in spite of the rain.
It's hot inside the tree house. The fan is blowing the mosquito net around wildly. Izzy stands, hugs her arms around herself the way she does, eyes me as I cross the room and close the bathroom door. 'Got to stop as many mosquitos getting in as we can,' I say. 'Come on, get on the bed.'
She does as I say and I untie the nets, letting them drape down around us for protection. She watches me, lies down with her head on the squishy pillows, still in her blue dress. I lie down next to her under the whirring fan. I close my eyes. I can feel her watching me, feel her fingers lace through my mine against my chest. Boom, boom, boom. My heart's never worked this hard.
'You're still being very quiet,' she says after a moment.
'Sorry.'
'Do you want to talk about it?'
'About what?'
'I don't know, Ben,' she says, almost in frustration now. 'Why don't you ever talk about that day?'
Shit. My heart lunges under her hand. 'What do you mean?'
'What happened out there on your dive? And why don't you ever want to talk to your mom? She calls and calls and calls, and you hardly ever talk to her. What's going on? Did you fight?'
I squeeze my eyes shut even tighter. 'You really want to talk about this now?' 
Izzy sighs again. Her head is just an inch away. 'There's never a right time, Ben, but I can see you're hurting. Even today, on an amazing day, the best day of my life perhaps, you're hurting. Aren't you? You can't get it out of your head.'
'Izzy...'
'You've helped me so much, more than I ever dreamed anyone could help me. I just want to know what's in your head, so I can...'
'So you can help me? Izzy, no one can help me.' I turn to her now.
She props her head up on her hand quickly. 'Really? Or have you just never let anyone try?'
'Sorry,' I say. Fuck. I move my head against hers, kiss her forehead, then her lips, pulling her into me and breathing the shampoo smell of her just-washed hair and the champagne still on her breath. 'Izzy, I'm sorry.'
'What for?' She's looking at me like I'm a head-fuck now, and I probably am. What else can I possibly be? I don't want to talk, but I don't want to lie here on the best day of her life and fight. Maybe I can tell her some of it. Maybe it'll help. 
 
*
 
'How are you going to pick up a starfish?' Toby asked me as I tightened his BCD straps. 'Is that even allowed?'
I laughed. He'd been listening to me talking to Izzy. My heart was a hopping rabbit at the thought of her sitting back at the dive shop, waiting for me. I wasn't entirely sure how I was going to get her the starfish either, but I was determined to try and do it without Charlie catching me. He always told me never to pick anything up from the ocean floor. 
'I'll figure it out!' I told him. 'Now, come on, get your flippers on!'
The ocean was clear and calm; a flat blue lid on top of everything I couldn't wait to show Toby underneath. Charlie was helping the Japanese guy, who was having trouble putting his mask on. I was helping Toby myself. We were set to be dive buddies. He was so excited, but there was apprehension in his eyes as he looked over the side of the boat. 
'You're going to be fine,' I told him. And he was.
It was a pretty smooth descent. I was right opposite Toby, making sure he equalized OK. Charlie was looking at him too, keeping another eye on the Japanese guy. Dao, Van and Tee were close by with another Australian couple, pointing out fish already. The elation in Toby's eyes when we touched our flippers to the sandy bottom was unreal to see. He gave us the thumbs up and did a little dance around some coral. I was smiling and laughing around my regulator; I was so proud of him.
For the first few minutes the dive site was amazing. We all drifted together, right along a rocky ridge full of pinks and purples and green coral structures shaped like lanterns. We spent some time poking the water round the anemone, getting the clown fish to come out and say hi. They swam right up to our masks and tried to nip the plastic and I could see Toby laughing; his eyes shining in the patches of sunlight through the blue. 
At first I didn't realize the fish were behaving abnormally. We were focussed on just a couple, but Charlie banged his tank, made us turn and what I saw made my eyes bulge in my mask. All the fish were going wild; racing round and round in circles. I turned to Dao. He was watching a school of snapper go completely crazy, banging into rocks like they were possessed. I gestured to him: 'what's happening?' but he shrugged and laughed. Then the anemone beside me fell completely flat. 
I reached for Toby's hand as we were both flung hard against the wall, then the sharp coral. His eyes grew wide right next to me. That's when I saw the huge dust cloud that was moving straight towards us on the seabed. Instinct told me something was wrong. Very wrong. Rocks were floating around. Fish were bumping into us now. Where the hell was Charlie? 
I followed my bubbles up. There he was, racing after the Japanese guy, who was floating upwards in a current that hadn't existed before. I checked my air. I was still OK, but my gauge said we'd dropped a few meters and when I looked up again, I couldn't see anything except Dao, hurtling towards me, slamming against the rocks right next to me. His flipper just missed my face.
Toby's regulator was trailing out behind him. Dao and I both scrambled to put it back into his mouth and I grabbed his tank to hold him steady as he sucked for air and coughed into it. His eyes were terrified, making me terrified too. Dao tried to get us to hold onto the rocks, but the rocks were moving everywhere and we couldn't get a real grip in the cold, dark, sandy fog that was now the dive site. We grappled to hold onto each other by whatever we could; tanks, arms, flippers. The water was hurtling us about like someone had switched on a spin cycle. I still couldn't see Charlie. 
Another surge. 
It was all I could do to keep hold of Toby. Dao started pulling us upwards to where the buoy line was barely visible. 'Hold on!' his eyes screamed in the moment of faint light that crossed his mask. I kicked as hard as I could. I could barely pull Toby with me as well; the current was so strong. I motioned for him to grab the buoy line with me. He signalled OK and I let go of his hand.
One second; not even that. That was how long I let go of his hand. 
I thought he'd grab the line too, like Dao did. Like I did. 
Another surge. 
In a split second I saw the mask leave Toby's face, saw his regulator fly out, saw the tornado of sand and white foam heading for me. Then, nothing.
When I finally opened my eyes he was gone. It was just me and Dao, clinging to the buoy line in a sandy haze of broken coral and swirling rocks. Neither of us had our masks anymore.
'Up!' Dao signalled. I inflated my BCD, shot to the surface with him. I spun around, coughing wildly, spluttering, my throat burning, my eyeballs stinging like crazy. The boat was gone. 'Toby! Charlie!' 
They were gone. 'Where are they?!' I spun towards the land. 'Toby!!!'
And that's when we saw the bodies floating towards us. 
 
*
 
'Bodies? My God, Ben, I had no idea, I'm so sorry, I'm so sorry,' Izzy's crying now. 
'They were coming from the beach,' I say. I'm crying too. I'm crying so hard I'm shaking but she holds me and lets me hold her, which is good because I feel like I'm floating somehow, half here, half there, back in that water with all those bodies. 
I can feel her tears on my cheeks as she kisses me, sits up and straddles me under the fan, pulling me up to her. 'There was a baby,' I say as its gray, frozen face flies back my brain. 'I lost Toby...'
'I know, Ben, I'm sorry, I'm so sorry...'
'He's not coming back. I stay here like a fucking idiot, Izzy, thinking he's gonna walk out of that ocean...'
'I know, Ben. It's OK.'
I don't even know how it starts. I didn't want to do this yet - maybe not ever - not with Izzy, amazing Izzy, who can never help me the way she thinks she can, the way they all want to try, but she's hoisting off my shirt, pulling her dress over her head, kissing me, kissing me, kissing away my memories as best she can, and I'm taking a condom out of the drawer, lying her down, letting her love me, needing to love her back. 
'You have to always let me in, Ben,' she says now, pressing her palms to my face, searching my eyes as her hair drapes around us like another curtain. 'I'm so sorry we never found each other after that. I wish I could've been there for you.'
She's kissing me, kissing me, kissing me, and it's physical, her hands in my hair, her lips crashing down before slowing and savoring our insane connection; her thighs against my middle, squeezing and releasing like an hourglass that's been storing up all this time. But it's more for just a second that stuns me. It's pure and it's raw, whatever it is. It's stretching, growing, bouncing around and boomeranging back through me. 
All I can do is kiss Izzy, press inside her, bring her with me as the rain outside starts pounding on the wooden decking and the wet, broken roof of the jungle. There are tears still in my eyes when I blink. Her finger traces my top lip, then along my jaw as she kisses me so delicately I ache for her when I'm already inside her. I flip her under me and move faster, faster, faster till she gasps. We're both still crying as we move together, through the pain, through the past, into now. She was right before. Now is all there is because I have nothing else. I made damn sure of that.
'This feels so good,' she breathes suddenly, clamping her legs around me, reaching her hot, clammy hands to my chest. 
'Really?' 
'Yes, Ben. Why? Not good for you?'
I can't help smiling now as I pull her up on top of me, sigh into her crazy, messed up hair and shiny, damp skin. 'I wouldn't want to inflate your ego.'
She laughs through her tears as we move and kiss and I make love... real love, not just sex... for what I think could be the first time in my life. There are still shadows flickering in the corners. But right now I can shine a light on some of them at least. Maybe I can face them now, too, before I make them go away.  



 
 
 
ISLA
 
Sonthi's speeding fast ahead of us on his bike, with Sasi's hair flailing out behind her. They brought us a scooter so we wouldn't have to rely on Khalua to get us back to the dive shop in time for their morning session, but I feel a little bit like we've been ripped away from paradise. 
'How are you feeling?' Ben asks me now, peering over his shoulder quickly as we leave the jungle track and head back to the main road. I'm clutching his middle, hands splayed on his abs over his shirt; not like they were last night against his naked flesh. I want to be back there in that bed.
'I'm fine!'
'Sore?' he asks. 
My cheeks flush in the hot sun. 'I can handle a lot more,' I tell him truthfully. 
'I meant your sun burn!'
'Oh.' I press my cheek against his back. Sex with Ben was an experience I've been playing over and over and over since I first opened my eyes. It's like a dream I don't want to fade. I want to keep doing it. I want to lose myself in him again and feel him losing himself in me. That's what he did as we both kissed the tears from each other's eyes. We found each other in a place we built together somehow, away from the torture. I've never known anything like it. I feel myself shiver in spite of the heat. We didn't have time for a re-run - we were running late for breakfast as it was.
When we get to the dive shop, I take my place at the table and pull my iPad out of my bag, sit down and connect to the WIFI. There are several missed Skype calls from Colin, plus a FaceTime message. I clear it without reading it. I don't want him to interrupt my high. I don't want to ever come down. I can't help think of Ben's face, though, when he told me about Toby last night. I swallow a lump in my throat. I just wanted to make his pain go away. I would have done anything he wanted.
'Did you have fun last night?' Sasi asks me now, surreptitiously, sitting down opposite me and pushing me a cold Diet Coke. 'Nice surprise from Sonthi, yes?'
'Surprise from Sonthi?' I say, looking up from my email. Ben and Sonthi are carrying tanks to the dive boat already, along with a tall guy from the U.S who's here with his wife. 
'Sonthi says Ben need to be more man,' she says. 'Ben need to stay with you the night.'
'I think he would have managed,' I say, flushing. I narrow my eyes at her. 'Are you telling me Sonthi booked us into that place last night without telling Ben?'
She nods, flicking her eyes to them both. I can see Sonthi laughing and nudging Ben on their way back towards us now. They set us up. God, how embarrassing. Amazing, but embarrassing. Ben never said a word! I wonder why. Would he have been 'more man,' as Sasi says, or would he never have initiated anything if he hadn't been pushed?
'Are you sure you're OK, waiting here?' Ben says, coming up behind me now and putting his big hands on my shoulders. I lean back against the soft black skin of his wetsuit. 'I'll take you back as soon as I'm done, we'll get your scooter, you'll be in time for the school afternoon...'
'Don't worry about it, I'm OK. Have fun,' I tell him, pushing any paranoia over last night out of my buzzing brain. He leans over me, kisses me right in front of Sasi. I smile under his lips as my heart expands and contracts like a loved-up jellyfish in my chest. 
He jogs off towards the water. I want his dive to go quickly so I can take him into my room back at Shady Palms and carry on what we started; and finished, roughly four hours later. I get tingles every time I even think about it. Last night was the best night of my life.
My relative inexperience has always caused me to view the act of sex as somewhat naughty, I think, in spite of its beauty. Before last night I can't say I ever really enjoyed it, or even participated as much as I probably could have, both physically and mentally. But no one's ever looked at me the way Ben looks at me; like I'm a lifeline, a friend and a goddess all at once. No one's ever made me want to love them with every single part of me... if I ever really had all of me to give before. That's just the thing, I think. He's opened me up in every possible way. 
A smile stretches out my face. I felt his vulnerability in that room, in spite of the strength of him, pulling me up on that bed, holding my waist, guiding my movements over his body till I took control in a way I never even realized I had it in me to do. Wow... I'm so in love with the idea of loving Ben with all of me. I know it's insane, how fast I've let this thing consume me. Amy would tell me off, I can picture her face; that pouty thing she does. 
But I didn't have a choice. From the second I saw him again I was halfway over that edge. Last night I fell and he caught me. I think we caught each other, actually.
I have to write that down.
Sasi's laugh brings me back to the moment. 'What?'
'You look so in love!' she says, mimicking the stupid smile on my face as I look at Ben climbing on the boat, the guys starting the motor. I pretend to whack her shoulder over the table with my iPad and she dodges me, laughing more. 'I think you are exploding with love!'
'You're not going to tell Kalaya, are you?' I say suddenly, before I can even sensor myself.
Sasi waves my words away. 'Kalaya still in Bangkok,' she says, sipping from her Coke can. 'I know true love, like you have with Ben. I have with Sonthi, same,' she adds, sighing almost dreamily herself.
'Izzy?' A voice behind me.
My blood freezes on the spot. Oh my God. No.
'It is you, isn't it?' The voice is louder now, walking towards me. I can't even turn around. 
No, no, no, no, no.
Sasi's eyes have narrowed opposite me. I can see her looking someone up and down in confusion. I can't turn around, because then it will be real. Then he would have ruined everything in one single second, just like he did before, when I read that email.
'Izzy?' A hand on my shoulder. I have no choice. I turn around slowly, close my eyes. I'm almost sick as I open them again. 
'Colin!'
'Hi! Sorry I'm late, baby, I meant to get here for your birthday but I got the flight times wrong, and I had a conference call with New York so I couldn't leave before...'
'Colin, what are you doing here?' I scramble up. I can't believe this. My heart is galloping so fast I think I might pass out. He pulls me into his arms before I can speak and I get a face full of his sweat-soaked T-shirt. He's wearing a big backpack over his shoulders. 
'Happy belated birthday!' he says. 
I put my hands against his broad chest, push him back. 'Colin, what are you doing here?' 
'I wanted to surprise you!'
'Who is this?' Sasi asks behind me now. Several of the staff members cleaning masks and BCDs behind us have turned to look now, too. Colin is panting like he's run a mile. He looks so out of place, out of context. He's wearing his oldest green rugby shirt and navy blue khaki pants he bought in the GAP sale. They're a little too tight, I notice now. I ram my hands through my hair. 
'I'm Izzy's boyfriend,' he says now, holding out his hand to Sasi.
'No he's not,' I snap before she can take it. I pull him away to the side of the shop as the blood rushes to my ears and starts to buzz. 'Colin! You didn't tell me you were coming here!'
He lifts his black-rimmed glasses from his face, wipes the lenses on the bottom of his T-shirt. 'You didn't give me a choice, you weren't picking up my calls. Christ, it's hot here Izzy, how do you cope?'
'We broke up, Colin! How did you find me?'
'Maria told me where you were, after Amy wouldn't.'
'Wasn't that a big enough hint that I didn't want to see you?'
He, leans his arm on a tree, still out of breath. 'I just wanted to talk to you, you disappeared on me. Let's talk!'
'Not here.' I head back to Sasi, who's trying to hear what we're saying without looking like that's what she's doing. 'I need your bike keys,' I tell her. The look on my face must shock her into action because she stands up immediately and fishes in her shorts pockets, throws them to me. 
I walk quickly away towards the gravel path and Sasi's scooter, parked up next to Ben's. Colin follows. 'Get on,' I tell him, swinging my leg over. He looks at me like I'm insane as I do up my helmet, throw him the spare.
'You're riding a scooter now? I thought I told you these things were dangerous Izzy...'
'You told me. Get on,' I say again, flipping up the stand, revving the engine. I'm struggling to keep my voice down, to not go completely crazy at him but my head is reeling. I need to get out of here before Ben gets back. 'Hurry up!'
'You're different in Thailand, bossy boots,' Colin jokes feebly before climbing on behind me, backpack and all. 
When his familiar arms circle my waist they feel alien, and I feel even sicker, not just at the thought of him touching me anywhere Ben's touched me, but at the fact that in the blink of an eye, Colin has just succeeded once again in doing absolutely everything I never once expected him to do.



 
 
 
BEN
 
'Who's here?' I say to Sasi as she approaches me. She's talking so fast I can't make out any of her words. I'm dripping wet, slipping out of my wetsuit, instructing the guy and his wife we just dove with to put their stuff in the dunk tank for cleaning. 
I can barely remember any of the boat ride back from the reef. One minute we were ascending and the next we were back here. The dive went fine. I went through the motions, pointed out the sea life, paid every bit of attention I should have been paying of course, but the whole time on the boat I was back in that bed with Izzy. I want to get back to her now. I want to bolt her door shut behind us and block out the whole damn world for however long we have until she has to get back to the school. I know I'm probably playing with fire, but I can't stop. I need her like I needed that tank full of air under the ocean just now.
'Colin,' Sasi says, louder this time. I tell the group to gather at the table with their log books, but she says it again, her eyes wide with urgency now. She stands in front of me. 'Colin is here.'
Wait. What? I'm frozen halfway to the table as the name sinks in, like she's pointed a magic wand at me and lifted a spell. 'Izzy's ex is here? Are you sure?' I'm sweating. 
'I saw him,' Sasi says now. Sonthi loops an arm around her, looks at us quizzically. 'They left on my bike.'
My fists clench into themselves. Even my bare toes curl into the sandy concrete floor, but I'm sure she's mistaken. Why the hell would Izzy's ex be here? She broke things off with him over a week ago, didn't she? It must be someone else. Still, my nerves are on edge as we fill out the details from the dive - visibility, twelve meters. Sea life spotted, two lionfish, three groupers, one sweet lips, three clown fish... this is torture.
'That girl,' the American guy says suddenly, pointing at a photo of Kalaya on the dive shop wall. In the shot she's standing, smiling next to a couple of Germans we just qualified for their Open Water certificates. 
'You know Kalaya?' I say.
'I think I saw her, in Bangkok. She was wearing a Dream Dive shirt anyway, right?' He turns to his wife. 'She was with some Australian guy with a goatee, totally making out all over the place, remember?'
His wife rolls her eyes. 'Oh yes, they were in that bar with the jelly shots. You're right, that was her. How funny! Does she work here?'
Sonthi's laughing now behind his hand. I throw him a look. 'She used to work here,' I tell them as irritation rolls over me. I'd bet my last fucking dollar the Australian guy was Justin. The irony doesn't escape me. What the hell is happening to my life right now?
 
*
 
Back at Shady Palms I park up and try to make my way at a normal speed down the path towards the huts on foot. I don't want anyone seeing me running, least of all Izzy if Colin really is here. My mind's a car crash. I care more than I should. I care more than I ever have. Would I have been this wound up if Kalaya's ex had shown up after we'd slept together for the first time? Or the chick before that? Or the one before that? Do I even care now I know it took Kalaya all of five seconds to move on with Justin, of all people?
No. I didn't care about anyone, till Izzy.
There's no one on her deck when I reach the beach. I open my door, throw my waterproof pack on the floor and shut it loudly behind me. Maybe the noise will bring her outside, if she's in her room. I stand by the closed door, listening hard for any sound at all next door, but I can't hear anything. 
Get it together.
I almost laugh at my own absurdity as I pull on a new shirt. I step back outside, walk to Izzy's steps, climb them in one leap, knock on the door.
Silence. 
She must have gone out. Colin probably isn't here at all. Sasi must have misheard. Maybe it was someone else. I press my hand to the glass above my eyes as I peer through the window, but when I block the sun and see into her room, my heart rockets into my throat. A backpack. A huge one, leaning up against her bed on the floor. It's not Izzy's.
I half sit, half drop onto the wooden chair on the deck, stare out over the tranquil ocean, breathing deeply. OK, so he is here. It doesn't mean anything except the fact that he's desperate, and quite possibly deluded, but it's my own reaction that's bothering me right now. 
I told myself I wouldn't get in this deep. I told myself I wouldn't do it to her. I didn't even mean to sleep with her last night... it just... happened. And now, not only do I want to do it again, but I'm getting wound up about another guy who's quite clearly in love with her.
Fuck this. This is not who I want to be. 
I can't stop my legs, though. They're running now, off her porch, back up the path to my bike. In under ten minutes I'm pulling up at the store at the end of the street, close to the school. 
'I'll have these, please,' I say to the old man. He's half asleep amid a pile of boxes. I throw a bag of sugary candies down on the counter, hand him some folded notes. In another three minutes I'm driving a little too fast down the gravel road I was so concerned about bringing Izzy down that day she first got her scooter. So much has happened since then.
The shriek of the kids playing outside hits my ears before I see them. Class is starting in less than an hour but their parents bring them early to play most days. I see Mali first, running out of the school building towards Izzy, followed by three other boys. I see a guy following her out of the building now, onto the grass. Colin. I've never even seen a picture of the guy, but I know it's him. Dread swirls in my stomach like leaden butterflies. 
'Ben, Ben, Ben!' Mali's shrieking my name, running towards me.
Izzy spins around. Her eyes widen when she sees me, then a look of sheer panic crosses her face. She starts hurrying towards me, but I'm accosted by Mali. 'Ben!' she shouts again, springing into my arms immediately, almost making me drop the candy.
'Hey, cutie,' I say. Act normal 
'Hey,' Izzy says, stopping right in front of me, wringing her hands. She looks so stressed. 'I'm so sorry, Ben, I didn't know he was coming!' She looks behind her and back to me. 
'He just showed up?' I say, putting Mali to her feet and sending her off with the candy. 
'He says he's booked flights home for us, leaving in three days!' 
I'm so stunned, I can't even speak. I look over her shoulder. Who the hell does this guy think he is? Colin is kicking a ball around now, but he looks up when he feels our eyes on us, slopes across the grass towards us.
He's tall, not as tall as me. He looks very English somehow; short brown hair that almost looks glued to his head, like a Lego man's. He's wearing reading glasses. Weirdly he looks a little like I pictured he might look - like he wants to be hipster but hasn't quite made it. Is that a rugby shirt he's wearing? I'm an asshole.
'Hey mate, you must be Ben?' he says.
I shake his hand. 'That's me. Colin, right?'
'Ah, so she talks about me?' he winks in Izzy's direction. I can almost feel her simmering. 
Izzy crosses her arms across herself. 'Colin, Ben's the one who set me up here, at the school. He's been showing me... everything.' She flashes me a look that speaks volumes. Her cheeks flame and a sudden burst of something I don't even recognize flares through me. Anger? Irritation? Jealousy? 
'You've done a great job here,' Colin says, gesturing round him. He puts an arm around Izzy, tries to kiss the side of her head. She pulls away instantly, turns round and walks quickly towards to the schoolroom, shouting to the kids. 
'Time for class! Let's go everyone, who remembers their colors?'
The class scatters from the play area, start streaming inside. 'They love her,' Colin beams. He's watching her in total admiration and I can't help picturing him with Izzy. Really with her. Like I was last night. The image throws me. I go to follow her inside but he grabs my arm, stands in front of me now, shoves his hands in his khaki pants pockets.
'Ben,' he says over his glasses. 'I can't thank you enough for what you've done for Izzy, really. She needed to come here, she needed to see all this. You have no idea how different she is now.'
'Really?' I say, ramming my own hands in my pockets so he can't see my fists balling. I chew on my cheek. Does he know anything about us? Did she tell him we've hooked up? Did she even tell him I exist? 
He laughs, rocks on his heels in his too-white sneakers. 'Bloody hell, she's a different person. She wouldn't even have gone to Brighton before this!'
I nod, trying to appear indifferent. Even his British accent is pissing me off. I don't know what Brighton is. He looks like a yuppie more than a wannabe hipster, actually. I bet he has a huge house all to himself and an expensive car. I bet he spends a fortune when he takes her out. 
I'm an asshole, he's just in love with her. 
Colin looks behind him now to make sure she's definitely inside. 'We said we'd take a break while we figured stuff out,' he tells me, 'but when I heard her laughing and joking on Skype, and talking about riding scooters and teaching kids... wow. I mean, that's a completely different Isla. I had to see her here for myself. There's room for me, right?'
So he hasn't moved into Izzy's room? 'We can ask at the resort, or -' 
I pause as something else springs into my head. 'We just had someone move out of the shack at the dive shop. You can stay there for a few days, if it helps.' I don't want him close to her if I can help it, not at night.
He smiles, slaps my shoulder now in a way that suggests we might be best buddies. 'Thanks Ben, that would be brill.'
Brill? Who says brill? 
'Shall we go in, watch our star teacher in action?' I say, forcing myself to act normal as the rain starts to spit, as usual. It's like clockwork these days. 'I'll show you the memorial wall, too.'  
When we get inside and I realize both of us are watching Izzy with as much infatuation as the kids it hits me that this situation is most definitely not normal. Especially not for me. I watch the kids shouting purple, blue, pink, orange - all of Izzy's colors - and the way she laughs and stays patient as she spells and corrects and encourages them one by one, even as her eyes flicker nervously to us.
I can't help my sideways glances at Colin; at his hair, his handsome English face with what Charlie would've called a strong nose. I've never seen them together in photos but I can almost picture them now, cozied up and smiling. I bet they look good together. I bet he really thinks he knows her. He says he sees how different she is now, but seriously, does Colin see Izzy's colors as brightly as I do? Her real ones? 
Fuck this. 
'I'm leaving, I'll go set up your room,' I whisper to Colin. I don't give him time to respond as I head back outside, into the drizzling rain.



 
 
 
 
ISLA
 
'This must be so weird for you,' he says, standing right behind me. He puts a hand to my shoulder, studies the photo with me. I can't even speak. I remember when it was taken. 
My mom was so happy that day. She'd taken me shopping and we both bought green summer dresses for the holiday, from Zara. Dad was wearing a green shirt when we got home, so he handed me the camera and instructed me to take what he called their sea creature photo. I refused to be in it. I called them cheese-balls, so they're laughing in the shot, at me. I'm not surprised Maria chose this one.
'It's very weird,' I reply finally, turning to Colin. I don't say it, but it's even weirder to be doing this with him instead of Ben. 
I sort of envisioned Ben would be with me when I finally plucked up the courage to visit the memorial wall, but I've hardly seen him for the past two days. He says he has a lot of admin to finish now that Kalaya's gone and they're about to close the season at Dream Dive. He also had to spend a night in the village at Lawan's after it rained too hard for him to get home. I know he's making excuses because of Colin. 
'Don't treat me differently now he's here,' I said to him last night, after I finally got hold of him on Skype of all things. 'He'll be gone in two days and I'm not going with him. I've told him we're over, Ben.'
'Nobody's treating anybody differently. You need to do your thing with him without me, hot cross bun, whatever that is,' he replied, before the signal died on us. He sounded breezy about it, indifferent almost, but it made me feel sick. I just want Colin to go. 
I look at him now, walking up and down the walkway, looking at the wave-shaped wall and the photos of people's loved ones smiling out alongside my parents. He's been trying so hard. I've almost given up telling him we're not together; he just looks at me like a lost puppy dog every time. I've decided to be civil while he has his holiday, but I can't help comparing him to Ben every time he opens his mouth. They're so different in every possible way. They both make me feel different.
I feel like I've been here much longer than I have. It's like those eight amazing days I spent before the tsunami, magnified one hundredfold. It's completely changed my life. Seeing Colin somehow just hammers that home and even he seems like a different person.
'This little kid looks so cute,' he says now, squinting in the sun. I walk over to him in his pressed black shorts and yet another rugby shirt and when I look at the photo he's pointing at, I feel even more sick. It's Toby. I recognize him instantly; the curly hair that was so much like Ben's, the laughing eyes and scarlet cheeks. He's holding up a shell at the camera. 
'He looks just like I remember.' My arms curl around myself before Colin's do and I don't even have the strength to fend him off again. 
'You knew him?' he asks, resting his head on top of mine for a second.
'Ben's little brother,' I say, just as my eyes fall on the next photo along. Charlie. He's grinning just as hard. His shaved head is glinting in the sun. His scuba mask is hanging round his neck and I can see the dive shop, how it used to be, behind him. 
This is everything that still haunts Ben. This is the reason he cries; the reason he comes back here to Khao Lak, again and again and again. They never found either of them, so a part of him can never let go. He's seen the world, but all he really sees is Toby, every time he closes his eyes. He can't stop thinking he might come back. He built the dive shop up the same so his brother will recognize it if he does.
My eyes cloud over for him. He loves that slither of hope, I think, but he hates it too. It must be so hard. At least I had closure when my mom and dad were identified. 
'Take as long as you need,' Colin says now. The golf ball in my throat expands an inch. Colin could never give me enough time; not for myself, not to forgive him, not for anything.
I've already decided I'm quitting my job. I'm going to stay and teach at the school till the rains stop and someone else can take over. I love it, it's the best thing I've ever done. And I want Ben, every day. I want his words in my ears, not Colin's. I want his arms, his heart for as long as he'll have mine. I've been looking for a home since my parents were killed but home was never a place, not for me, not after losing them. I didn't know that, I didn't see it. 
The conversation keeps going round in my head - the one I had with Ben at the waterfall: When we set out looking for a loved one who's never going to be found, maybe we wind up finding something else, in ourselves.
Home is a feeling, an acceptance perhaps, that you can't control everything and neither do you have to. I've never had that, but I do now. The way I feel for Ben is out of control. It's the craziest thing I've had to face since that tsunami, but I don't want it any other way. 
 
It's twilight by the time we're back and I make my way along the beach to Pete's. Ben was nice enough to let Colin stay in Kalaya's old room so Colin's agreed to meet me there. He wants to talk, and I have a few things to say myself. He seriously thinks I'm getting that flight with him tomorrow. It's like he's deaf and blind to how we're worlds apart; how we probably always were. 
My heart flies up to my mouth when I realize he's not sitting alone. Ben's with him. So are the American couple he was diving with, and Sasi and Sonthi. There are buckets on the table already. They must have asked Colin to join them. Crap.
'Hey,' Ben says as I approach the plastic covered tables on the sand. Colin hurries to pull a chair out. 'All good?'
'Fine thanks,' I say warily as his blue eyes pierce mine. I hope I don't sound as anxious as I feel. Ben's biceps bulge almost in 3D in the candlelight as he slides the menu over to me. He's wearing a sleeveless black shirt and his khaki pants, looser than Colin's. My heart pangs. So different. Or am I just different?
'I take it there's a bucket on the way for me?' I ask him, lining up my knife and fork. 
A faint smile plays on Ben's lips. 'You know you still can't be trusted with those,' he says. 'So, Colin tells us you went to the memorial, was it OK?'
His smirk morphs seamlessly into a look of concern and every molecule of my being wants to reach for him and tell him everything I was thinking, standing there today where I'd have never stood if it wasn't for him. 
'It was OK, actually,' I say and he nods, looking pleased. I wanted him there but I'm glad I went anyway after Colin suggested it. Seeing my mom and dad smiling back at me - it was like they were really there. It made me feel like they really were riding that elephant with us the other day, and watching me jump into that waterfall. They're everywhere I go.
Colin is looking between us with interest. 'We saw your little brother there, in the photo,' he says to Ben. 'He looked like a nice boy, so sorry for your loss.' 
I watch as Ben's muscles turn rigid. He grips the menu so hard his knuckles flash white. His eyes turn steely grey in the low light and my heart cramps up. 'What are you drinking?' I say quickly, slamming a hand on Colin's menu. He turns to me, cocks an eyebrow like he doesn't understand what he just did. How could he? He's wearing a loose gray GAP shirt. It flaps around his thin arms as he shoos away a bug that hovers into the candlelight around the table. 
Pete walks over to us. 'Drink?'
'Chang, thanks mate,' Colin says, still frowning at me.
'I'll have a bucket, vodka Redbull please,' I follow. Sod it, I need a drink. 'Sasi will help me, right?'
Colin's still frowning. 'I always stayed away from buckets, babe. They can use pretty dodgy spirits in some of these...'
'They're perfectly fine, Colin,' I snap, making Sasi squeeze my knee under the table. I watch her hide a smile under her other hand as she whispers something in Thai to Sonthi. I know she's dying to ask me what the hell is going on, as much as I'm dying to tell them all that absolutely nothing is going on. I've been hiding Colin away though, since he first walked into the dive shop. I've taken him everywhere I know no one will go. I don't want him to tell anyone anything that might come back to bite me when he leaves. Colin loves to talk, a bit too much, as just exhibited. 
'Bloody bugs!' he shouts now, as something appears to smack into his glasses, making him jump.
'Sorry we don't have any jars,' Ben says quickly, without looking up from the food menu. 
I hold my breath in the night. Ben's completely straight-faced. I don't know whether to laugh or feel horrified.
'What did you say?' Colin asks him now, leaning away from something else that zooms through the air right by his face.
'Izzy happened to mention you like to save the wildlife. Although, maybe you've changed your mind since then? It can be pretty vicious here.'
Colin's eyes narrow. I kick Ben under the table as a smile fights its way to my face. I watch him bite his lip to stop the laugh. He's still not looking up from the menu. I bet he couldn't help that dig. I completely forgot we had that conversation on Phi Phi. But then I also forgot I told him when my birthday was. I probably shouldn't be drinking so many buckets.
'Isla Sullivan,' Colin says authoritatively, the second we're all quiet again. He scrapes his chair back in the sand, stands up like he's about to make an urgent announcement. 
Oh God.
'I came here on your birthday, baby... well, I meant to get here on your birthday... to tell you exactly what you mean to me, which is everything, in case you've forgotten.' 
Ben puts the menu down. He sits back in his seat and looks at him in interest as Colin drops to one knee in front of me. He reaches for the legs of my plastic chair and pulls it towards him. Everyone at the table gasps. So do two other couples behind us, eating lobster by candlelight. So do I.
Oh God. No.
'Colin, get up,' I say through my teeth. My temples start to thud and my palms start to sweat, but he's not moving. He's pulling something out of his pocket now. I grip the seat underneath me. No, no, no, no. 'Colin... what are you doing?'
'I'm sorry, but it's been killing me, Izzy,' he says, putting a hand to my knee over my dress. 'I can't wait anymore. These past few months without you, and then knowing you were here, finally facing up to what happened to you, growing as a person, an incredible person...'
'Colin, stop,' I say. 
Pete pauses midway back to us with our drinks. 'Listen,' Colin says, tightening his grip around my knee. 'I know we've had a rocky ride over the last few months, but I want you to know how much I love you, and how ready I am to give you everything. And seeing as we're all here...' 
Nerves spring into his eyes behind his glasses as he pauses to smile. The sheen of sweat on his forehead intensifies in the flickering candlelight. I know what he's going to say before he even says it but still, all the breath leaves my lungs as he flips up the lid of the box and holds it out at me. 'Izzy, I'm asking you to marry me.'
No, no, no, no. 
I can't speak. My eyes dart to Ben. He's staring at the silver studded ring as hard as Sasi is, raking a hand through his hair, looking half shocked, half amused. My knees have turned to jelly, even sitting down. Colin looks so serious, and the ring is so sparkly. Anger replaces the shock as he looks up at me, like a puppy dog again. I can't believe this! Actually, yes I can.
Colin planned this whole thing. He planned to propose to me after he suspected I'd finally moved on. I've seen the looks he gives Ben, even though he hasn't asked any questions. It's so Colin - staking his claim, making one grand gesture instead of the hundred small ones he never ever bothered with. He's still on his knees. Everyone's looking at us. I stand up in front of him. I have to be nice; this is so embarrassing. I clear my throat. 'Don't you think we should talk...'
'Marry me, Izzy,' he interrupts, signaling for Pete to put the drinks down in front of us. I reach for the bucket, drink through the straw like I've never had a drink in my life. 'Our flight leaves in the morning and soon as we get back I want us to move back in. Maria knows...'
'No, Colin, get up,' I tell him now, slamming the drink back down. 'We need to talk, Colin, get up, now.' 
He doesn't get up. 
It's Ben who gets up in the end. He doesn't say a word; he just stands and walks away from us all quickly into the shadows, until the darkness of the beach swallows him whole.



 
 
 
BEN
 
I hear her behind me before I turn around. I'm almost back at the huts, but she reaches for my arm, turns me to face her in the wet sand. She's panting, bending over now in her damn blue dress. She scrapes her hair back, looks up at me. 'I'm so sorry, Ben! I told him to stay there...'
'It's OK, Izzy.'
'No it's not. He always made all the arrangements and I always went along with it, I was an idiot! He thinks he can do the same now... '
'You should go to him, Izzy. Marry him, or be engaged, but be with Colin.' I turn from her, start walking towards my hut, but she darts in front of me.
'What?'
'He's good for you,' I say, walking past her again. 'I could never give you... I could never be that person...' I stop as my voice starts to falter. Damn. I walk faster away from her, but she runs ahead of me again, holds her hand out at me.
'Where is this coming from?' 
'It's the truth.' I keep on walking but she's up ahead, on the steps to my hut, standing on the deck, blocking my door. 
'No, it's not.'
'Yes it is, come on Izzy, the guy's crazy about you, he flew all the way here to get you back. He wants you to move in with him!'
'So what? I don't want that. Wait a minute, Ben.' She puts a hand against my chest now, stops me moving. Her big brown eyes are oceans. Her sunburn is still a deep red against white on her bare shoulders and she looks distraught. 'This has nothing to do with Colin, really, does it? You're seeing this as your chance to push me away, like you do everybody!' She shoves me, hard. 'Oh my God! So that's what you've been doing since you slept with me!'
'Izzy...'
'You push everyone away 'cause you're scared to be loved!'
'So this is love?' I blurt. Her eyes grow wider as she drops her hand and finally lets me walk past her into my room. 
'I don't know what it is,' she says quietly, following me inside, 'but it's something and you know it is. You felt it too, the other night, I know you did. That's why you're scared of losing it. You don't want it in case you lose it. I'm right, aren't I?'
'Thanks for the psychoanalysis, doctor Sullivan.'
'Stop it, stop patronizing me!' She steps away from the doorframe, nostrils flaring. She's barefoot. She must have left her shoes at Pete's to run after me. 'You told me you let people go before you can hurt them, but the truth is you don't want to get hurt yourself!'
'Bullshit, Izzy.'
'You don't want any more pain, of course you don't! Why would you? Neither of us does, Ben.' 
I sit down heavily on the bed, facing her. I'm shaking but I can't let it show. 'We shouldn't have slept together, I'm so sorry, it got out of control.'
She shakes her head, walks right up to me, puts her hands to my face and makes me look at her. 'Listen to me. I wouldn't hurt you. I wouldn't leave you. Ben, you know damn well there's nothing I want from Colin anymore...'
'Izzy, you've been with him for four years, we've known each other a matter of weeks...'
'Stop!' She's gripping my hair now, not letting me look away. Her eyes are full of fire. She's beautiful Bizzy again, back on that beach, pissed about the fake shark. 'Don't you dare!' 
My own eyes fill with tears but I don't let them fall. Her thighs clamp around me now as she sits on my lap; gripping me with her knees. 'Don't treat me like the rest of them. You've been helping me face my stupid fears since I got here, Ben, and now you have to face up to your own - whatever's making you do this to me! Why don't you talk to your mom?' 
I try to stand up, but she's sitting on me, forcing me down. 'Stop it, Izzy!'
'You stop it! Why don't you ever talk to her?' she says. 'Why won't you ever tell me?'
'She blames me, OK!' I yell at her now. My fists are clenched. I can feel my pulse throbbing. 'She blames me for what happened!' I stand up with her legs wrapped around me, turn around, drop her on the bed and walk to the deck again. My heart's a race horse. Shit, shit, shit. She's behind me in a second.
'What do you mean she blames you?' Her voice is calm, questioning now, like the teacher the kids at the school have fallen in love with. 'That makes no sense, Ben.'
'It's my fault Toby died that day,' I say, dropping to the hammock. 'He should never have been out there. My mom was paranoid, she didn't want him in the ocean with the dive stuff on without her there...'
'Ben...'
'She was there when I did my first dive, in the boat in California,' I carry on, looking at my feet now against the wood through blurred vision; her red sandy toenails. 'She wanted to be there with Toby, but Charlie ignored her. He told us what she didn't know wouldn't hurt her.' 
Izzy's silent. When I look up, tears are streaking her face, just like they are mine all over again. 'You've been carrying all this guilt around with you, all this time?' she says, dropping in front of me. 'You think Toby died because of you? And you think your own mother blames you for the tsunami? That's insane.'
'It's my fault he was out there...'
'Nothing is your fault!' She covers my hand with hers. 'If anything, that was Charlie's call, Ben. You were sixteen and he was looking after you! He made the final call for all of you to do that dive. You were just going along with it because you loved it, and you loved him and Toby. You would've done anything they wanted!'
I get up again, walk past her back down the steps and onto the beach. It's been ten years... more than that. She's only known me a matter of weeks. I knew this would happen. I fought the fucking voices in my head when I knew this would happen. I let her get to me more than the others. I kissed her thinking maybe Izzy was my salvation; I screwed her with my senses warped, like the hands of fate were personally delivering redemption. Idiot.
'I'm not playing you a fucking violin, Ben!' she shouts now, running in front of me again. Her hair and dress are flying out in the wind. 'You don't want anyone to take this guilt away from you, do you? You want it to kill you slowly, like you think you killed Toby?'
I ram my hands through my hair. 'I can't do this with you! We have too much shit between us, Izzy, we're always dragging up the past. Look at us, we're just making each other worse!' 
'No we're not.' She stands beside me at the shoreline; lets the ocean wash over her feet. 'We're making each other better! You can't get better without feeling everything and you're feeling everything, aren't you, just like I am?'
'No.'
'Yes. It's scary but it's good, Ben, you taught me that! You have to let this go, all of it. You have to forgive yourself and let Toby go.'
'Go to Colin,' I say, gritting my teeth. 
'You have to forgive yourself,' she says again, 'or you'll do this for the rest of your life. You need to let people love you, Ben, or you'll just be lonely...'
'Go away!' I yell and she lets out a sob that breaks my heart. 'Just go.'
'Fine,' she manages, swiping at her cheeks. 'But promise me you'll talk to your mom. She loves you, Ben, she doesn't blame you. Talk to her.'
'I can't make any promises.' 
'That's so selfish! You're being stupid.' 
'Well, that's just what I am, Izzy. It's not like I didn't try to tell you!'
I hear her inhale sharply as my own words ring around my skull like war sirens. When I finally turn around, she's gone.



 
 
 
IZZY
 
His instinct is to be alone in his cave where no one and nothing can get to him; where no one can make him feel any less guilty for what he did, taking Toby out there. He wants to feel guilt and pain, as much as I want to numb it. I pushed him over the edge. This is my fault.
'Izzy?' It's Colin. 'Peanut?' he says, offering me the packet. 
'No.' I turn to the airplane window, focus on the way the clouds look like white, cotton trees below me. A different jungle. I thought I was helping him. But, God, maybe Ben was right. I thought we were making each other better, but maybe I was the one just taking, taking, taking, pulling him into this downward spiral of internal misery this whole time. What if I was making him worse by forcing him to talk about what happened? 
'Chicken or fish?' the hostess asks.
'What?'
'Chicken tikka or baked fish with peas?'
'Fish are our friends,' I say quietly. 'More red wine, please.'
Colin puts a hand to my arm. 'You should eat. Don't just drink wine, Izzy. Have the chicken.'
'Fuck off, Colin,' I say through my teeth. I re-focus on the sky as a lone glass of wine is placed before me on my tray. 
I felt him open up, I swear. But maybe I broke him. Colin was the catalyst but I broke Ben. I can't believe I had to speed to Lawan at seven a.m and hug her and Mali for the last time. I promised to Skype, of course. I'm going to send her an iPad. But it's the kids I'll miss most. I don't know when I'll see them again; I just ran away. I feel like an irresponsible failure of a teacher for just leaving them in the lurch, but I couldn't very well have stayed with Colin on my back and Ben yelling in my face, could I? 
I need to think, anyway; I need to reassess. Did I make a huge mistake, thinking we could have been something? Did I want it so bad that I imagined it all? I swig on my wine, three sips out of habit, then another to make four so I'm not obsessing over anything I don't have to.
No. I didn't. I did feel something, just like he did.
Didn't I?
The wine is making my head cloudier than the sky. 
 
Colin drops me off at Maria's when I insist I need to be here and not at the flat. 'Get some rest, I'll talk to you later...' he starts, but I climb out of the taxi and slam the door, walk up the steps while the driver helps me with my suitcase. The London air is cool and smells of diesel. For the first time since the tsunami I miss the ocean. I didn't realize how much it's grown on me; waking up to it, going to sleep beside it, learning to trust it, bit by bit... because of Ben.
I swallow as Maria opens the door. She ushers me inside onto the beige hall carpet and I kick off my shoes out of habit. My throat is dry, my clothes are crumpled, I haven't brushed my hair since yesterday. 
'Darling, my goodness, tell me everything,' my godmother urges, shutting the big front door behind us and leading me up the hall to the lounge. I flop on the sofa next to her as the familiar scent of her pinewood and vanilla candles wafts up my nostrils. She looks at me with her gray eyes narrow and full of questions. Her neat brown bob has just been straightened; I don't recognize her red shirt. My eyes drift to the bird feeder on the patio outside the sliding doors, the small stretch of green grass, her row of potted plants. It's all so orderly compared to the chaos in my head. 
'Why aren't you at work?' I say now.
'I took the day off to see you home. Isla, what's going on? Did Colin find you?'
'Yes, but I wish he didn't. We broke up months ago, Maria, he cheated on me.' 
Her mouth falls open and for a second I'm shocked at what I've just said. 'I don't know why I didn't tell anyone, I guess I was too humiliated!'
'Well... what happened in Thailand?'
I grab a cushion, hold it over my face. Where do I even start? I want to tell her everything now, about Bangkok and the coincidence that brought Ben and I back together, and the way he acted like a knight in shining armor on that boat, and the elephant ride, and the dinner at Lawan's and the kids at the school... but as I open my mouth, all that comes out is a humongous sob that surprises me as much as her. 
'Oh, Izzy, sweetheart,' Maria coos, pulling me against her and rocking me. I'm that teenager again; the one who showed up here over a decade ago without my parents, bruised and broken with no freaking clue about what the hell I was supposed to do next.
I don't even know how long I cry for. The only reason I stop is because my iPad starts making a noise in my bag. I pull it out. It's running on five percent battery, but it's Amy. I head upstairs with it to my room, jam the plug into the wall by my single bed.
'Are you psychic? How did you know I was here?' I say as her face comes into view. I see my own in another window. I look awful; all puffy-eyed and tired, but my face is tanned. I don't think I've ever had a tan in my life.
'Psychic? I just wanted to show you this!' She waves a magazine in front of the camera. It comes into focus slowly and I can see it's Sweet Eats. It's the cookbook article I wrote, complete with a photo of Chinda. Wow. It seems like a lifetime ago she fed me all that food in that restaurant. What would have happened, if I hadn't bumped into Ben after that? 
'She loves it! She called up asking about you, and your Ben bloke.' 
His name from her mouth makes my entire nervous system re-shuffle itself. Amy slams the mag down, peers closer to the camera. 'Wait, are you in Watford? Isn't that your old room?'
'I just got home,' I say to her glossy pink lips as I sink onto the floor beside the bed. 'It got so messed up, Amy. Colin asked me to marry him.'
She gasps. 'Whaaaaaaaaat? When? Wait!' She shoots up from her chair now and her screen falls out of focus as she totters across the floor and closes the conference room door. She's in the office. 'Talk to me,' she orders, sitting back down again.
'He flew over, he was jealous of Ben...'
'Did you give him a good reason to be?'
'I don't know, probably. I need to fill you in, it's all been so...'
'You slept with him, didn't you?'
Her words make my chin wobble instantly. I close my eyes, suck in a breath. I see Ben's face. I replay his words: We shouldn't have slept together, I'm so sorry, it got out of control! 
I didn't believe him; I still don't, I don't think. 'Yes, we slept together,' I tell her. 'But Colin asked me to marry him, and I said no, obviously, 'cause he cheated on me and also because...'
'Wait, slow down. Colin cheated on you?' 
Crap. I'm so jet lagged and wound up; my mouth can't be trusted. I bash the iPad to my forehead, but she's talking at me, getting louder with every word now. 'Izzy, how could you have completely failed to tell me this vital information?! Who the hell did he cheat on you with? When did this happen?'
'Ages ago. It was Claire.'
'Claire?! Your flat mate?' She looks furious now. Her eyes look huge in all her make up as she stares right at the camera. She curses into the empty room, looking like she could kill. I feel terrible for not telling her, or Maria, or anyone. I'm furious at myself now, actually. What was I doing? I let him walk all over me. 
'I'm sorry, Amy, I was stupid, I kept going back to him. But then I met Ben...' 
'Why didn't you stay with Ben? What the hell are you doing back here, woman?'
I lean my head back against the bed, squeeze my eyes shut for a moment. Then I tell her everything. Every last detail. And I listen as she tells me everything she thinks in response. I stare outside, across the drizzly sky and pale brown rooftops, replaying our final argument on the beach, a million miles away. I'm so far away from him now and it's like a rope I never even knew I was clinging to has been chopped in half and I'm drifting in the wind on the end of it. There are no swaying palms here, no birds squawking, no croaking frogs or chirruping crickets. No screaming kids in a school as big as this house, no elephants. What the hell am I doing here? I don't belong here anymore.
The thought hits me like a golf club. I don't know how it happened, or when exactly, but I feel so different already, here in this house, in this room, looking at Amy in that stuffy office I'll have to go back to. I've been back five minutes but I literally felt it when the plane landed. I wanted it to take straight off again, somewhere else, anywhere else, and it's not just because of Ben. 
I just got started living my life! I was pulled into a world of color and animation, like when Mary Poppins jumped into that painting in the park with Bert, and now I've been yanked out of it again. Everything's so gray and structured already, and dull. Dull, dull, dull. It's terrifying, actually. I'm controlled here and I always was, by own fears, my own self-doubt, and by the boxes people put me in. I'm shaking. Amy's still talking.
'What do I do now?' I interrupt, scrambling up with the iPad.
'You need to talk to Ben! You need to sort this out, Izzy. Fly straight back there! The bloke is obviously still dealing with his crap, you shouldn't have just left him!'
'He told me to!'
'Men are idiots! Jesus, Izzy.'
The iPad makes a noise in my hand. Someone's logging onto Skype. I freeze and almost throw up when the name Bennyboy789 appears in my contacts list. It's him. He's just logged on. I watch the name like it might morph into a monster in front of me, feeling my fingers start to tremble around the screen. I'm so close. I have Ben in my hands. But I don't have him at all. My eyes fill to the brim and I jump as someone calls me. 
Ben!
No.
'Colin's calling,' I croak. 
'Point made,' Amy snaps. 'Men are idiots. Don't answer him, he's done enough. I can't believe that arsehole asked you to marry him after what he did. He just ruined everything, Izzy!'
I let the tears slide pathetically down my cheeks. She's wrong, actually. I think I'm the one who ruined everything.



 
 
 
BEN
THREE WEEKS LATER
 
Glenn looks bigger than I remember, like he's been eating, but also like he may have been relaxing. There are fewer grey shadows around his eyes, although I'm pretty sure mine make up for that. I feel like I haven't slept properly in weeks and the long haul flight didn't exactly help. 
'How was the journey, son? he asks me now, reaching for my backpack and putting it into the trunk.
'Great,' I lie, walking to the door of his rented silver Audi. In truth it was hell. I saw Izzy's face in every magazine page I turned, every TV show I tried to watch. It's like she's haunting me more than she ever did when I thought she was dead. I can't get her eyes out of my mind; the way she looked when I acted like everything we did was a mistake, or the sound of her sobbing behind me, right before she turned and walked away.
I couldn't even say goodbye to her in the end. I ignored her knock on the door the next morning, pretended not to hear, even though I spent the whole night wide awake with her words stabbing at my brain like swords: You push everyone away because you're scared to be loved!
I had to force myself to stay in that room, not to go to her and apologize and tell her she was right. She was so fucking right about everything. I knew it instantly, but I was too stubborn to admit it.
'Go to her,' Sonthi said last night, before I got on the plane. Mia hugged me tight around my backpack.
'You need to be with Izzy. She's good for you,' she said. Both of them know it. Even Lawan knows it. 
'What happened?' she cried the day after Izzy left. She was distraught and so was little Mali when I caught them at the school. I felt like an asshole telling them we argued and even more of one telling them I told her to leave with her boyfriend. They assumed we were together. Lawan had practically married us in her head. But she just hugged me tightly while I cried, like she understood; like she always knew I was broken and that no one could ever really fix me, no matter how hard they try. 
As we pull out of the parking lot it hits me that Izzy is here somewhere, in London. But I know I can't reach out to her. It's worse somehow than being back in Thailand, where I've been staring at her screen name every time she logs onto Skype. I find myself watching it till she logs off again. I almost type something every time, but what's the point? I sent her back to Colin, amazing Colin who flew all that way to offer her everything I definitely never could; not least security. I can't screw that up for her, not now, especially after what I did. She told me I was selfish and she's right.
'Your mom's real excited to see you,' Glenn says now, dragging my attention back to the fact that he's driving us away from the gray of Heathrow to even more gray - a busy London freeway. They've rented an apartment for a week while he works with some firm on a case. 
It's an hour of traffic at least. Glenn and I make small talk and listen to weird British voices on the radio that all remind me of Izzy, but eventually we pull up outside a street of matching white townhouses somewhere in Islington. The stairs are steep, my backpack feels heavier than ever. I'm probably dropping sand from my flip flops on the creaky old staircase but I'm too exhausted and anxious to care. Glenn unlocks the door to an apartment on the second floor and straight away I see her; the back of her in blue jeans and a lilac sweater.
She spins around with a dish in her hands. Her rubber gloves drip soap suds to the floor tiles. 'Ben!' She pulls the gloves off, puts them in the sink as Glenn helps with my bag. Her eyes are shining with tears as I step towards her. She puts her arms around me, pulls me in. She's shorter somehow but she smells like I remember, too; sweet but not from any kind of perfume. It's just her. Mom. 
She lets me go, but reaches for my hands and holds them between us. Her blue eyes are filled with so much love suddenly, it stuns me. 'I'm so glad you came.'
'Me too,' I croak in response. 'Nice place.' 
'We've got it for the week, your room is through here,' Glenn says from where he's observing us in the doorway. He motions to the room right next door. The apartment is tiny. The kitchen and living area we're standing in is the size of my hut back in Khao Lak. Mom ushers me to the couch behind us, flips the kettle on to boil. I can see she's nervous. Maybe more so than me.
'Tell me, how's the dive shop?' she asks, putting tea bags into three cups. 
'We've closed for the season now, but it was a good one,' I say, letting my eyes run over the hanging wall canvas of a vase of red flowers behind me, the black matching cupboards and cabinets throughout the small space. It's so neat and orderly. So English.
'Sonthi's been working hard. He sends his love. He's back with his girlfriend, Sasi,' I say. 'They've broken up a lot but I think this time it might last. They're kind of perfect in a messed up way.' I'm aware I'm saying anything, and that the blood is zinging through my veins now as I talk. I'm waiting for something already; an argument, maybe. An accusation.
'Such a sweet boy, I'm so happy you're still working together,' my mom says as she watches the kettle start to bubble and boil already. I wonder how many times she boiled it, waiting for me to get here. 'Do you have a girlfriend? You must meet a lot of people, running the dive shop?'
'I've had a few,' I reply.
'No one special?'
I take the cup of tea she's handing me now and move along on the couch to let her sit down. She studies me with those eyes, the same blue as mine. 'There's someone,' I admit, 'but I think I ruined it. Long story.'
She sips her tea. 'How did you ruin it?'
Shit. I stare down at my tea, still swirling from where she stirred the milk into it. 'I tend to ruin things a lot, mom,' I say carefully. She's still fixing me with her stare. I can hear Glenn moving about in the other room now. He's obviously decided to leave us to it. 
'We met before the tsunami, ' I say with a sigh. 'Izzy's the girl I was asking about in all those hospitals, when you came to get me.'
She swallows her tea loudly as her eyebrows shoot up. 'That's incredible!'
'Yeah, we met up again by accident. She's been scared of the ocean her whole life but we started hanging out and I think she finally got over it. She's kind of the reason I'm here.' I suck in a breath, hold it for a moment as the avalanche of missing Izzy crashes over me again. 'She told me to talk to you.'
Mom puts her cup down on the table, rests her hand on my jeans over my knee. I realize my heart is thudding wildly. 'I'm so sorry I never open up or tell you anything about my life, mom, I'm so selfish...'
'Ben, where is this coming from?'
I put my own cup down on the glass table in front of us. I can't stop the words spilling out of me. They're choked but they need to be said. 'It's the truth. I know you blame me mom, for what happened to Toby, so I guess talking to you always made me feel worse somehow, but I should have just talked about that. Izzy said...'
'Blame you? Ben, why on earth would you think that?' Mom's eyes are round, imploring now. I can feel the hurt shining out of them; the confusion.
'Because you never spoke to me, mom! You went into your room every night and you cried for Toby and Charlie, and you acted like I wasn't there! For years! I thought you blamed me for their deaths, we shouldn't have been out there...'
'Baby, I was grieving. My son and my brother were gone! I never blamed you, how could you think that? I just didn't know what to do!'
We're both crying now. I swipe at my eyes as she scoots even closer to me on the couch. 'I thought you resented me,' she says. 'All this time, Ben, I thought you resented me for taking you home, when you wanted to stay and keep looking for them. I thought that's why you always went back to Khao Lak...'
'No, mom. I mean, yes, I wanted to be there in case he ever came back, in case he was found but I didn't resent you!' 
'You just kept moving on, all these places, as soon as you could leave me you were gone. You never told me where you were going...'
'I'm so sorry.'
She puts her other hand on top of mine, squeezes it. 'I guess neither of us dealt with it very well, did we,' she says after a minute. 'I admit, I didn't call as much as I wanted to because you hardly ever answered my calls, and then I just felt so bad about that, and so sad...'
'I'm so sorry, mom, I'm so sorry,' I say now, standing up and pulling her up by her hands. I wrap my arms around her. She's the small one now, the one I should have been there for this whole time. I've been a complete selfish asshole, taking on the blame she never even issued me and ignoring her for what's clearly been all in my head. Izzy was right. I've screwed everything up.
'I'm always here for you, Ben. Always,' mom says now. 'I want you to promise we'll have this week together here, and you can tell me everything, OK? I want to be here for you, I love you.'
'OK,' I say as she releases me. I feel like such a child again. A stupid one.
She pulls me back down, picks up her tea cup. We're silent for a moment, before she looks at me, puts a hand to my arm. It's so tanned compared to hers. 'So, what are you going to do about her?' 
'Izzy? Nothing,' I say too quickly, rubbing my cheeks and chin. 'Nobody meets the love of their life when they're sixteen, mom.' 
'Of course they do. I was sixteen when I met Glenn!'
What? She must see my look of surprise. 
'Oh yes, we were friends at school. We liked each other a lot but he always had other girlfriends. I married your father and he missed his chance, or so he thought.' She purses her lips, half smiles. 'I guess sometimes when the universe wants you to be with someone, it finds a way. Where is Izzy now? She's British, right? Is she here in the UK?'
'You remember she's British?' I say, finally. Every word she's saying is like a stun gun right now. I never even knew she and Glenn met before she married my dad.
She smiles. 'I remember you talking about her, asking all those people. I wasn't completely deaf to you, you know.'
I match her smile, weakly. 'I don't know where she is. I think she's marrying someone else, anyway,' I say, and my mom makes a sound that's so sympathetic I'm almost sick. The thought of Izzy with Colin, or anyone makes my flesh crawl.
'Do you love her?' my mom says.
The question bounces around my skull before dropping the answer automatically in my mouth. 'Yes.' I close my eyes as the realization chokes me. Holy shit, yes. 
That night we had sex, the thing I felt that she felt too was the me I've always blocked; the parts I've never bared to anyone, blending with the real Izzy. It was all her colors mixing up with mine, from the reds to the angry blacks and the grey bits in-between, finally, finally making something beautiful. And I sent her away. 
I sent away the only woman I've ever loved.



 
 
 
IZZY
 
I stare at the emails lined up in my inbox. My heart is drumming so hard I almost don't hear the waitress Pip asking if I want a re-fill. She tuts and pours the coffee into my cup anyway. She knows I have about six re-fills every morning while I sit here, spilling my guts out into my laptop.
'Thanks,' I tell her gratefully.
'Are those from more agents?' she says, pointing at the screen. 
'Yes. I'm too scared to look,' I say. I had to tell her the whole story yesterday, after she saw me pacing around behind my chair in agony over the others. I've had nothing but rejections so far; a big fat heap of NO, NO, NO, NO.
'Read them!' Pip instructs. 'Remember, JK Rowling got rejected millions of times before Harry Potter got published!'
'This isn't exactly a story about wizards,' I tell her with a groan. But I click the first one open anyway, holding my coffee close. I read the email aloud, but my heart sinks more with every word.
 
'Dear Isla Sullivan,
Thank you so much for sending the Write One Agency your query. We'd like to apologize for the impersonal nature of this standard rejection letter. On average, we receive nearly 500 email query letters a week, although we do read each and every one. Unfortunately, while we love the sound of 'The Day of the Wave' this project is not right for us. As this business is so subjective and opinions vary widely, we recommend that you pursue other agents. After all, it just takes one "yes" to find the right match. 
 
Good luck with all your publishing endeavors. 
Sincerely,
Melody Adams.'
 
Pip puts a hand to my shoulder sympathetically. 'You wouldn't want to trust your career to someone called Melody anyway,' she says. 'Open the others.'
I click on another one.
 
'Dear Isla,
We'd like to thank you for sending your query. After careful consideration, Tina doesn't feel she is the right agent to represent your book.  Please keep in mind that our business is a subjective one, and that another agent might feel differently... blah blah blah.'
 
I take a huge gulp of my coffee as Pip sits down in the chair next to me. 'They're all the same,' I say into her light brown eyes. 'They all say another agent might feel differently, but it looks like they all feel the same.'
'There's one more,' she says, pointing at the other one sitting underneath. I almost can't stand it, but I click it open and start reading out loud.
 
'Hi Isla,
I'd like to thank you for sending me your query. I receive nearly 800 email query letters a week and I have to say, 'The Day of the Wave' really grabbed my attention...'
 
'Woah!' Pip slams the table with her palm suddenly. 
'Oh my God,' I manage as she offers me a high-five. I turn back to the screen. My palms have turned damp and my heart beats harder as I carry on reading.
'I loved the first five chapters and I can tell this is a story very close to your heart. I feel it's really one that needs to be told. I would love to read more when you have it, and if it's OK with you I would love to set up a Skype call soon to discuss some of my thoughts about this project. I have a feeling we can do great things together.

 
Hope to speak to you very soon,
Jane Woodhall.'
 
Pip throws her arms around me. I'm too shocked to respond. I've been sitting here every morning for the last three works, re-living the nightmare but finally making something out of the whole thing that I haven't been able to do since the tsunami happened. Suddenly, someone else wants to help me tell my story. Someone else thinks it needs to be told. Tears sting my eyes but I can't keep the smile off my face. 
I want to call Ben and tell him my news, but my heart lurches right out of its happy place when I realize all over again that Ben is gone. 
He hasn't been in touch at all and I haven't even seen him on Skype for two days. His parting gift was my new ability to do this, I guess; to build something good, something useful from the wreckage. Maybe it'll help. Maybe it'll help others.
All I can do now is keep writing.



 
 
BEN
 
'We need to get the Piccadilly Line down to South Kensington, we should be able to walk from there,' my mom says, zooming in on the tube map on her iPhone. We're standing on the busy street in the middle of Leicester Square, dodging tourists much like ourselves, all taking photos and selfies in the flashing lights. 
'What's in South Kensington?' I ask mom now, walking alongside her as she directs us a different way to the way we came. She's been dragging me to all kinds of places all week and I've gone along with it. We spent most of yesterday looking at antiques around Notting Hill and admiring art that went totally over my head in the Saatchi Gallery, and I've just spent a small fortune on two sundaes in the Häagen-Dazs cafe. 
'I thought we'd go to the Science Museum,' mom says, stopping to avoid walking through a Chinese man's photo. 'There's an exhibition on about Churchill and how he helped Britain win the Second World War.'
'Sounds thrilling,' I say and she rolls her eyes, loops her arm through mine. 
'If you like you can just play with the telescopes and hang out in the hologram room, with the other kids?'
I laugh. 'I'm a kid, am I?'
'You're always going to be my baby,' she smiles.
I have to admit, hanging out with my mom this week has been a lot of fun. We've talked a lot and laughed a lot and we lit a candle for Toby and Charlie in St. Paul's Cathedral. I've never been particularly religious but there was something special about that place with all its marble and gilded oak, and the humongous windows casting calming beams of light and shadows on the tiled floors.
'They're here, aren't they?' Mom said as we stood there at the altar. I held her hand tight. I could feel them there too, both of them; watching us and smiling.  
'Oooh,' mom says now. 'Do you mind if I just check out this store?' She's stopped halfway up the street. There are all kinds of tourist stalls and touts selling tickets and terrible T-shirts around here and it reminds me of Khao San Road, only five times the price. She's already bought enough magnets to cover three refrigerators and to warrant taking out another mortgage on her house. 
'Sure,' I say. 'I'll wait out here.' I watch as she steps inside and gets swamped straight away by racks of merchandise. I don't think I can handle any more stores. 
My eyes scan the surroundings. We're almost at Covent Garden and as I read the black signpost next to me pointing our way, something hits me like a baseball bat. This is where Izzy told me she worked. My mind rewinds to the night on Phi Phi when we drank all those buckets. I smile to myself, before the usual twist of pain and self-loathing makes me grate my teeth and clench my fists inside my pockets. 
Then I see it.
Right across the street is the deli Izzy told me about. It must be the same one; I can see a poster in the window with a blown up picture of a bun on it. Try our Hot Cross Buns, the sign says. I wait for the big red busses to stop at the lights and cross over. I know I have to try one, seeing as she gave them such rave reviews. I'll get one for mom, too, for later, seeing as we just ate all that ice-cream.
I put my hand on the door to open it, but I pause, gather my thoughts. What if she's in there?
I turn away. Then I stop and turn back. She's not going to be in there.
I pull the door open. It smells so good inside. There are several people lined up, so I join them at the back, wait my turn. I can't stop scanning the place anyway with my eyes as the memories crash over me. 
'I can't sing,' Izzy said that night as I watched her pink lips and wished I could kiss her.
'Can't because you're full of rum?' I laughed at her.
'Can't because I really can't!'
She was right, she really couldn't sing. Izzy didn't think she could do a lot of things, but she did them anyway.
God, I miss her.
A girl walks in behind me, stops and starts checking her phone. She moves to the front to check the specials board and I have to do a double take. I recognize the tattoo on the back of her leg; the looking glass with the rabbit inside it. When she turns her head I notice the red, cropped hair swaying about her chin, the faint outline of the playing cards on her shoulder through her thin black shirt. They have faces on them. It's Amy. 
She sees me staring suddenly. Shit. 
'Do I know you?' she asks, walking up to me on four-inch heels. I think I detect a little flirtation in her voice.
'No,' I say. I realize I probably seem weird. 'But I do know you, I think. You're Izzy's friend.'
She laughs in surprise. 'Right! So, we've never met?'
'No, I'm Ben.'
Her eyes widen. I'm guessing she's heard of me. 'Wow,' she says, chewing on her red bottom lip for a moment, running her eyes over my body. 'I thought you were in Thailand.'
'I was, I'm here for a visit with my family.' I pause. 'This place came highly recommended.' 
'Amazing hot cross buns,' she grins now, still looking me up and down. The question's burning the tip of my tongue already. If I don't ask her, I'll regret it. I'll walk away and regret it, I know I will. 
'How's Izzy?' I say, awkwardly.
Amy shrugs. 'Not spoken to her in a while - you know how she likes to switch off.'
I nod even more awkwardly. 'I guess she's busy planning a wedding.'
'A wedding? To Colin?' Amy laughs now, shifts her purse on her shoulder and rolls her eyes. 'God, no, she dumped that cheating wanker. Can you believe he was sleeping with her ex flat mate? So cliché. I can't believe she didn't tell me.' 
My heart leaps into my throat. 'He cheated on her?' I say, making the women in front of us turn around. 'When?' 
'Months ago, apparently. Before she even went to Thailand.' Amy's eyes widen at me, then narrow. 'You didn't know?'
'She didn't tell me either,' I say through clenched teeth. Holy shit. 
'She'd never admit it but he had her wrapped around his sleazy little finger. She probably thought she couldn't do any better, even when she found out. They'd only been living together for three months, had the whole place sorted - furniture, cat, Jamie Oliver Tefal saucepans.' Amy rolls her eyes again. 'I would've thought she'd tell you that, seeing as how you spent so much time together. When was the last time you spoke? You really should try to...'
'Is she at the office?' I interrupt. 'Can you take me there?' 
Amy's shaking her head now. She puts a hand to my arm. 'Ben, she left the magazine. She went to Bali.'
'Bali? When? On her own?'
'Next!' the lady behind the counter calls. I step forward, order my buns. Adrenaline makes me clumsy as I fumble for my wallet.
'Yes, about three weeks ago,' Amy continues. 'Said she was going to teach English at a school and work on her book.'
'How long for?'
'I don't know. She quit her job, she moved out of her godmother's... I don't know! I can't believe this. I can't believe you thought she'd marry him! I thought you were just avoiding her because you were an arsehole.'
'I am,' I tell her now. 'But I don't want to be, trust me.' I grab my phone from my pocket. My heart's about to explode out of my chest. 'Please,' I say, 'Amy, tell me your email address.' 
She reads it out. I type her the word hi, send it to her. 'Don't tell her we met,' I say, swapping two pound coins for my buns and heading for the door. 'But when you reply to that email, tell me where she's staying.'



 
 
 
IZZY
 
The sun is setting by the time I make it back to Gili Air and make my way along the dirt track on my bicycle. I taught a class on Trawangan, the next island over for two hours, then spent the rest of the day working on my book as usual, so my laptop is heavy in my bag and I'm hungry. Sometimes now I don't even realize the time. I'm so engrossed in it I forget to eat. 
I've written it all down, from the moment I met Ben, to when the wave hit, to searching the hospitals, to going home and living through the loss of my parents. I've written about joining all the help groups and finding my way back home, at first to who I thought was me, and then to who I really became once I discovered I was stronger than I ever thought. 
I changed people's names, of course. I changed Colin's name, and Ben's, but they're in it. It wouldn't be my story without them.
Someone told me once that if you want to know where your heart is, you should look at where your mind goes when it wanders. When I look up from the screen to the ocean and the beach, it's Ben I see first; the creases at the corners of his smile, the pain creeping in through the cracks when he talks about his brother. I can still see him standing there in Khao Lak, breaking like the waves. 
It breaks my heart.
I want to reach out, of course I do, but he needs to see for himself that what he's doing isn't right. Running away doesn't help you heal; it only makes the isolation drive you crazy. I keep hoping he'll miss me, and us; the way I know we could be if he lets me in.
I sigh, look across the water as I pass the pizza restaurant and the small resorts and guesthouses, all with their own restaurants on the beach. The blue of the ocean has switched to a rolling amber sheet in the low light and the clouds are like fuzzy pink sheep sitting obstinately on the hills of Lombok in the distance. It's so pretty here.
'Coconut for you!' my friend Ketut calls out as I pass. He's holding up a giant green one at his stall.
'I'll come back tomorrow!' I call back behind me and he grins his toothless grin and waves from under his palm tree.
I chose a basic hut at the far end of the small island, where it's quiet and the tide retracts to reveal rocks so sharp you can't even swim. I like it best this way. I feel like I've made some sort of agreement with my surroundings. I'll write my book and teach the local kids their colors, and the three little islands in the chain - being surrounded at all sides by Bali, Sumatra and Lombok - will protect me from tsunamis. I had to write this by the ocean, I think. I had to look at it to keep on forgiving, to describe the way it still makes me feel. I have to take a boat most days. 
I park up my bike and make my way through the sand to my hut. The humidity is hanging in the air with the tangerine light and for a second I think I'm imagining it when I see someone sitting on my wooden porch. 
What the...
He stands up when he sees me. I almost drop my bag as he runs down the stairs towards me. He's wearing his black board shorts, the black shirt that shows off his ridiculous muscles, and a look of total relief. 
Oh my God.
'I was starting to think you weren't coming back,' he says, stopping just in front of me. The sunlight falls on his face, across his clean-shaven jaw, through his curls as he scrapes them back.
'How did you...'
'Amy told me.' He puts his hands to my shoulders. 'She told me about Colin, I can't believe you didn't tell me he cheated on you, Izzy! Why didn't you tell me?'
'What?' I'm blinking, like at any second this mirage will disappear again. 
He leans in closer. 'Izzy, I didn't mean to make you think for one second that you don't deserve any better.' He looks so anxious, so desperate for me to believe him. 'You're amazing, you have to know that. I mean, I had to tell you, God, baby I fucked up...' 
'It's OK,' I stammer, pulling away, walking past him to my hut. I climb the stairs, unlock my door with fumbling hands. I feel like my legs are about to give way. 
'It's not OK, I was a total asshole,' he says, following me inside. 'You were right, I was pushing you away like I push everyone away and I pushed you to him! You're better than that, Izzy, don't ever settle.'
'I didn't!' I say, dumping my bag on my bed and folding my arms across myself. 'I'm here, aren't I?'
'I mean with anyone else.'
'I don't want anyone else.' As I say it, I can feel and hear my voice breaking. I turn to him again as the disbelief turns to relief and then tears. 'I just want you. You know that. When did you get here?' 
He walks up to me across the plain tiled floor and I uncross my arms, letting him take my hands in front of the cheap, stand-up fan. I'm crying now and still shaking. He's here. Ben's really here. 'You came all this way?'
'It's really far,' he blurts, laughing now, kissing my forehead, then my nose. 'I had to come. I didn't want to hurt you, but I hurt you anyway, Izzy, I'm so sorry.'
'Ben, please. We hurt each other.' I reach my arms up around his neck impulsively and he pulls me in close. 
'Maybe, look, I know I don't deserve it,' he says into my hair, 'but I want to carry on falling in love with you, British Izzy.' 
Wow.
I can't even speak. My hands reach out on their own. I draw him backwards and onto the bed with me and as our limbs entwine on the mattress it's almost as though someone else, something else has taken over my body. 'Will you let me?' he asks. 'Will you let me love you?'
'I'll think about it,' I respond between kisses and he groans against my mouth, arching over me. His hair tickles my face. 
'I wouldn't blame you if you didn't, not after what I did.'
I spread my fingers across his cheeks, trail them down his arms, over his tattoo. I love him so much already. 'We've been through worse than a stupid argument, Ben.'
He falls to my side now, pulls me close, puts his hand to my face, making me look at him. 'Izzy, I talked to my mom, I went to London.'
'Really?' His eyes are so bright, boring into me. I've missed touching him so much. I've missed every little bit of him. Reality is really sinking in now, bit by bit. He came back to me. 
'She said she never blamed me, that it was all in my head,' he tells me, taking my hand and kissing my fingers. I get a sudden flashback to the night I got drunk; when he looked after me. 'She said I created the distance on purpose because I blamed myself. Izzy, she was reaching out to me this whole time but it was my guilt stopping me responding, and we just built a wall, I guess... a massive fucking wall, the both of us. I don't want to do that with you.'
'OK.' It's all I can say because my words are all choked up in each other now. I'm way too hot to be in clothes. I start lifting my dress over my head and Ben helps me, taking his shirt off, too. He crashes his lips to mine and kisses me again and my hands run along his chest, his arms, the waist of his shorts. I'm just as desperate to feel his skin on mine. All of it. I want to go back to where we were before it all went wrong and I can feel he does, too; in the rock solid weight of him pressing against me. 
We don't say another word, but Ben makes very sure I don't need to as he pulls off the rest of his clothes, then the rest of mine and makes love to me. We reach that place again within minutes; the place where it's just our souls spilling into each other's, regardless of what we're physically doing. It's home.
'I've missed you so much,' he whispers into my neck, tracing two fingers over my nipple, making me suck in a breath. 
'I've missed you too. I thought you didn't have exes.'
'Well, then you'll have to be my girlfriend.' He smiles right into my eyes, kisses my nose as I throw him a look of surprise. His breath is hot and heavy for me and I wrap my legs around him, pulling him even closer. 
Home.
By the time we're both exhausted and breathless, the sun has set completely and it's pitch black outside. My head is still whirling but my stomach is growling. Ben grins, trailing a finger around my belly button.
'I like you in Bali,' he tells me, sweeping my damp hair back from my face.
'Technically we're in Lombok,' I correct him, climbing off the bed now, pulling him with me. I notice the Body Shop bath salts all out of alignment on the stand. We must have knocked them. I stop myself reaching for them by clenching my hands around his shoulders, but he does it for me anyway, lining them up perfectly; the pink jar, the purple jar, the baby blue jar. 
I don't know how I thought I could get over Ben. I never want to have to even try to do that again.
'Let's get some food. How long are you staying?' The question comes out of my mouth before I've really prepared for the answer. I pull him into the shower and we soap each other up under the cold water, stopping to kiss again till we have no choice but to head back to the bed and pick up where we left off. In a haze of hands of limbs and lips crashing it hits me how I didn't just squirt the shower gel three times. I don't think I squirted it at all. I let Ben do it.
'In answer to your previous questions,' he says, nudging my shoulder as he finally pulls on his shorts and flattens down his crazy hair. 'I have nowhere in particular to be. I think I could get to like it here. They have diving.'
'Yes they do. It doesn't rain here for a while, either.'
He smiles. 'I kind of like the rain. It reminds me of you.'
Ben holds my hand as we walk down the pathway towards the beach. We take our seats on the floor cushions in front of a low table and he studies me in the candlelight. We're the only ones here. The moon is almost full and a thousand stars are literally twinkling overhead, lighting up the flat, black blanket of ocean right ahead. I can just make out the shadows of the hills on the mainland and some of Gili Trawangan, the party island. Its lights always flicker there long after the ones on Gili Air go out.
'So, you've been writing?' he says, taking the menus we're handed by the waiter.
I lean back on the cushions, stretch out my bare legs and feet, rest my head against him. 'I have an agent,' I say on an exhale. I'm so blissed out.
Ben drops his menu on the table, eyes wide and impressed. 'Seriously? Already?'
'She's helping me, she thinks she can get me a book deal. I write every day over on the next island. I made friends with an Irish waitress called Pip. She knows how I like my coffee... which as you know is in copious amounts.'
Ben nuzzles my shoulder with his nose and kisses my arm, up my scars to my neck, then my cheek, then my mouth again. He sends tingles to every inch of me. 'I'm so proud of you, Izzy. I want to see this place, and Pip. I want to read your book. Does it have a happy ending?'
'It might have a happier one, now,' I say, nudging him and my heart fills up with love as I reach out and brush his hair from his eyes. The anchors. I don't know what comes next but I don't even care. I'm living my life in the now. 
'I almost forgot,' he says, getting to his knees on the cushions and digging his hand into his pocket. 
'Forgot what?' My minds flashes back to Colin pulling that ring out. He wouldn't, would he? 
Ben hands me a box. It's bigger than a ring box, I think. I look at him and he must register the trepidation on my face. 'Open it.'
Slowly, cautiously I do as he says. It makes me gasp. 
'I said I'd bring you one, didn't I?' He takes it from the box in his fingers. It's a starfish. Blue and covered in tiny gems, hanging from a silver chain. 'Sorry it's late,' he says a little sheepishly.
'I love it,' I laugh, watching him shift a tiny clasp on one side. 'Where did you get it?'
'Some crazy London market,' he winks. 'My mom helped me pick it out.' It pops open at the side and he hands it back to me. I hold it to the candle on the table, read aloud what's inscribed inside. The words cause a lump to form in my throat again: To Isla. An island who rose above. And to Bizzy, who showed me how to love.
'What will I get you now?' I whisper eventually, searching his face, putting a palm to his cheek and kissing the space between his brows; then his nose, then his lips. This man has absolutely no idea how much he's changed my life.
'Well, I'd have said a hot cross bun, but I already had one,' he says, seriously, tracing his thumb softly along my lower lip. 
'There's more where that came from,' I flirt and he laughs, kissing my neck and helping me fasten my new chain.
'I meant I had a real one, from your deli. It tasted pretty good. Not as good as you, though.'
'You went to the deli?'
'Long story,' he grins. 'But really, all I need is all of you.'
'I think I can give you that,' I say, kissing him again as I let myself fall even further into him, body and soul.
Ben had all of me before the tsunami, when I was sixteen and love-struck and life was simple. Now that I'm twenty-seven and love-struck, somehow life seems just as simple. 
We lost more than we really knew how to deal with; both of us did. But I suppose life is full of tsunamis, in all shapes and sizes. As long as we can keep our heads above the water; as long as we can let the love in, keep it flowing, not let anything pull us down, I know for a fact that we'll survive. 
We'll do more than survive, in fact. We'll live.
 
 
 
 
THE END 
 
...ALMOST...
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Read on for more of my romance novels and the bestselling Starstruck Series - three books about the battle to keep true love alive in the shallow world of fame and celebrity.

 
 
Before He Was Famous (Starstruck #1)
Let me guess. When you say the name Noah Lockton, you see him standing with one of a hundred guitars around his neck, glistening with sweat in the glare of the stage lights. You see him grinning, maybe on a pap shot, maybe snapped on a red carpet, smiling at you from the middle of a magazine. You see him in the spotlight; hot in more ways than one, right?

You see shouting headlines, hear the shrieks of infatuated fans, visualize the vacuous presenters buffing up his ego on all those TV channels and him batting away compliments like they're bees. You see bulbs flashing, neon flickering, videos playing on loop everywhere. They're in the gym, on the seatback screens of airplanes; in your Facebook sidebar when you're messaging your friends.
You hear his music, obviously. How could you not? It's everywhere. His voice is everywhere. You know the stats. Noah Lockton. Twenty-three. Five-foot-eleven, messy brown curls and steel-gray eyes. Pisces. You think you know him, this superstar, guitar-playing rock star. 
But there are some things you don't know about Noah Lockton.
You don't know how proud he was that time, to have made me a cake out of Lego, mud and toothpaste. How when he was eight, he sat up in the tree house for three whole days after Prairie died. I was freaking out that if the dog fell down from heaven no one else would be as close to the sky to catch him. Noah just didn't want anyone else to see him cry. So we sat up there together, neither of us saying a word. Just holding hands.
You don't know how crazy he made me, teaching me guitar till my fingers bled. How we perfected the art of burping the entire first Britney Spears single together after four cans of Diet Coke and convinced a radio station to put us on air.
You don't know how his arms felt wrapped around me when my world came crashing down; how I clung to the feeling of him inside me, filling me up; bringing me back to life again when all I could feel otherwise was numb.
You don't know how we avoid the subject now.
When we were kids, his dad said his eyes were so shiny in all my photos because of all the stars inside them.
Noah was always going to shine.
He was always going to be mine.
But sometimes even I forget the way things were before he was famous.
 
Get Before He Was Famous now 
 



 
 
 
Before He Was Gone (Starstruck #2)
 
I watch Joshua pick up the spear again. The lion roars at me from his arm as he pulls the fish off the end and walks to the shore to wash them off. My eyes trace the lines of his shoulder muscles. I flashback to last night... and this morning. We couldn't get beyond PG-13 before the cameras arrived, circling the rocks in the water again like sharks. 
I wasn't exactly applying logic to my actions last night, though. Kissing him took me to another planet entirely. What if the entire U.S just saw me crushing this sand couch and now they're watching me standing here, acting like I have no clue what happened?
Journey glowers at me. Joshua doesn't turn around. Owning up would be the right thing to do in any regular situation, yes, but everyone knows the second a couple hook up on Deserted, the others turn against you. You're viewed as a threat. I need to think. I need to talk to him, but he's turned around now and he's still not looking at anyone. Maybe we shouldn't have stayed out so late, but the more we talk the more we have to say. We'd only been asleep a couple of hours before he was waking me up and taking me spearfishing.
Between dives this morning, Joshua told me about a guy he worked with once, out in Arizona, who lived in the desert because he was afraid of some watery abyss: 'You know, eighty per cent of all life on this planet is under the ocean,' he said, his flecked eyes boring into me under the sun. 'The world's biggest waterfall, the biggest mountain range...'
'Yup. And there's more historical stuff down there - more planes and boats and secrets than in all the museums in all the world,' I said, remembering my facts from school. 'We know more about space than the sea,' and he grinned. I could tell he was struggling not to kiss me and I'd be lying if I said it wasn't kind of thrilling, being desired yet unattainable at the same time.
'True. But this guy was terrified, seriously terrified that some alien force is going to come out of the ocean someday. I helped him build a bunker, so he'd be safe.'
'I kind of want to meet this guy,' I told him.
'No you don't, he's crazy.'
'Why were you there?' I asked him.
'I had nowhere else to be,' he said.
I feel my pulse race again. Shan's right, Joshua's a dark horse for sure. For all he says to me now when we're alone, there's so much he's not saying in front of them and it's pissing people off. But there's something that's hurting him; I can't get it out of my head. Joshua told us how Mike was defensive 'cause of his fears, but I'm guessing at times he's exactly the same. Whatever made him speak up against Stephanie's beliefs stems from something he's struggling with alone.
I look on as he strokes the excess sand off the fish with his fingers carefully, stares out to the horizon. Maybe I'll never know what's haunting Joshua. What if he does get voted out next? The thought sends a bolt of dread through my core but I force my head back on straight, tear my eyes away from his body. I have to stay sharp. I'm not here for a guy. I'm here for a million dollars.
 
Get Before He Was Gone now 

 



 
 
 
Before He Was A Secret (Starstruck #3)
 
The heat of Conor's hands on me as I grip my glass freezes me to the spot till he takes the drink from me, leads me back to the music room. He sits me on the couch, kneels down in front of me as I sink into the cushions. ‘You can talk to me,’ he says, putting the drink down on the floor and fixing me with a look that says I probably can. ‘Why are you crying?’
‘Just play,’ I reply. His close proximity isn’t helping my heart rate. 
‘You sure?’ His big hand is on my knee over my dress and he looks concerned. He’s always so damn nice to me. I like him too much. 
‘Just play,’ I say again, firmer now. He stands up with a mock salute and sits back at the piano. I watch the muscles flex across his back as he straightens on the stool. I’m focussing on anything and everything but the piano, even though it’s right in front of me, bringing it all back. 
‘I had these lyrics, some of them at least, going round in my head since yesterday,’ he says. ‘I know we’ve only done up-tempo stuff till now, but I think we should add something a little slower to our set for the audition, you know? Maybe you can add to it.’
I nod my head and he starts to play, concentrate on his voice as it floats out and strangles my heart like it always does. Like I need that right now.
 
You count silver linings like they’re pennies in a jar
Store them up and dish ‘em out when times get hard
All your quotes of inspiration 
Read with faith as strong as steel
Oh if I could only tell you how I feel
 
‘Cause sometimes words can’t heal baby
Sometimes the sun don’t shine
But what if a storm's what we need, baby 
And we shouldn't try to hide
 
When the thunder and lightning 
Are striking again 
We could race for shelter, we could wish it away
Or we could be crazy 
And dance in the rain
 
Let it rain, let it rain, let it rain
I’m dancing with you
Let it rain
 
‘Wow,’ I breathe, scanning his eyes for a moment as he looks up from the keys. I don’t miss the references to my book, The Secret, if those words of inspiration are what he’s referring to. I can’t be sure but my cheeks are blazing hot. 
‘What’s it about?’ I say as he scans my face. I break the connection on purpose and pull my eyes away. He pats the stool next to him. I stand up, move to his side, but I don’t sit down. 
‘Whatever you want it to be about,’ he tells me. ‘It needs you. Another verse, harmonies, I’m thinking the bridge needs to be…’
‘Can we do it on the guitar?’
He pats the space next to him again. When I don’t move he cocks his head at me. ‘Why don’t you like the piano?’ 
‘I don’t… I used to love it,’ I say after a moment as panic spirals round my heart and throat, almost choking me. I'm ridiculous, I know it, but I can't breathe.
‘Sit down.’ Conor moves over more on the piano stool, reaches for my arm this time and I have no choice but to sit. ‘Piano, meet Stephanie. Stephanie, meet piano.’ He grins lopsidedly, playing a random tune in D major. ‘Piano likes you!’ 
I close my eyes for a moment, trying to control my heart palpitations as the memories of that day crash over me like a tsunami. ‘I just prefer the guitar,’ I stutter. 
Breathe. 
It’s just a stupid instrument.
‘Ah, but the piano is a different species,’ he carries on, almost in my ear. His whispers set my pulse racing harder. ‘You know, someone told me once that the white keys represent happiness, all the good stuff. The laughter, right?’ Conor runs his fingers quickly up and down the white keys, stops abruptly, looks to me. ‘And the black keys? They represent the sad times, the sorrow, the pain.’ He does the same on the black keys now, slowly, a different melancholy sound that makes me shudder involuntarily. ‘But you can’t forget,’ he says, bumping my shoulder gently, ‘they all mix up together to tell your story. You’re a little bit of everything at the end of the day. You’re a song.’
 
Get Before He Was A Secret now!
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