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1.

When you’re looking forward to a weekend at a resort in Thailand with the two special women in your life, the last thing you expect is to run into your two ex-girlfriends on the path leading to the beach. And unlike pleasant surprises—like, say, coming home to find a half-naked woman in your pool—this one is most definitely unwelcome.

We’re standing just inside the entry path, the gardens on either side of us wild and dense, enormous banana palms competing with frangipanis and bougainvillea.

“Oh, my god!” Ava says, startling at the sight of me so that her sunglasses slide down her brow, clattering to the terracotta tile in front of her feet. She just looks down at the sunglasses, too dumbfounded to even pick them up, as if gravity is something that just this moment was reinstated. “What are you doing here?”

“Hey,” I say, which is dumb because it’s not even a response to her question. “Hi.”

Yeah, that’s even worse. I’m blathering at this point.

“—uh, okay. Ava and Meena, this is Thalia and—nope that’s wrong. Meena and Thalia, Olivia and Ava.”

There, at least I managed to choke that much out.

“No way!” Thalia exclaims, her eyes alight like a rare butterfly just fluttered across her path. 

Meena says nothing, just observing with a look of apprehension.

“Did you know we were going to be here?” Olivia says. She’s the taller one, linen shirt open over a tight black top.

“Does my completely blindsided reaction give you the impression that this was my plan?” I say, recovering my wits enough to be haughty.

These two women took turns stamping on my heart. They broke off the best relationship I’d ever had, up to that point at least, and I haven’t spoken to either of them in over a year.

“This feels stalkerish,” Ava says.

“Feels stalkerish?!” I repeat, my anger rising. “When we broke up, I left you with the entire North American continent! Now you show up here, in the same foreign country where you know I live, and this chance encounter is me stalking the two of you?”

“Whoa, take a breath,” Thalia says, gently taking my arm and letting me know with her touch that she’s here for me but that if I start swinging all bets are off.

“We didn’t know you were going to be here,” Ava says, a little defensively. “Obviously.”

“Same,” I say, my anger cooling into pissy exasperation. “Just as obviously.”

“Let’s go,” Olivia says, taking Ava’s arm.

“Wait,” I say, putting up a hand to stop them. Both look at me like they’re expecting me to make some big speech about what the last year has cost me emotionally, how I’m broken up inside and an emotional wreck without them. Fat fucking chance!

I just reach down and grab Ava’s damn sunglasses so she doesn’t crack the lenses with her stupid dainty feet because they’re the Dolce and Gabbana ones she bought at the Glendale Galleria on the day-after-Christmas sale and she loves them—like I give a damn.

“Here,” I say gruffly, holding out the glasses. Ava snatches them out of my hand and the two of them scurry away.

How do you like that? The nerve of some people.

“This is absolutely mad,” Thalia says. “Why would they come here?”

“I don’t know,” I say. “Let’s just forget about it. We’re here, this weekend is about us. They can go do their thing, we’ll just stick to the plan.”

“Don’t you want to know?” Thalia asks.

“They’re obviously here on vacation,” I say. “Either that, or they’ve become drug mules and they’re posing as tourists. Which is… unlikely. Then again, how well do you ever really know a person?”

“That’s not what I’m asking,” Thalia says. “I mean, it’s obvious they didn’t know you were going to be here. But don’t you want to ask them why they did it? Why they broke your heart like that?”

My glare answers the question for me.

“Okay,” Thalia says, putting up her hands as if to shield herself.

“The girls,” Meena says. “Old girlfriend, right?”

“That’s right,” I say.

Meena makes that little evaluating sound Thais make—oooaaa!

“Suay mak!” she says. Very beautiful.

“Heaps beautiful,” Thalia agrees. “You would have been lucky to have even one of them. But both?”

“Luck’s a funny thing,” I say curtly. “I’m much better off with you two precious beauties than I ever was those two hags.”

“Whoa,” Thalia says. “That’s harsh. I know you’re hurting, but that’s not okay.”

I sigh. Don’t have a right to be a jerk after the way they treated me? Apparently not. Thalia’s not the kind of woman that will let me slag off an ex and get away with it, which I have to remind myself is actually a good thing. It’s a sign of maturity and good character. Because apparently this twenty-one-year-old is more mature than I am.

“Sorry, you’re right,” I say. “I won’t say anything disparaging about either of them again. Let’s forget they exist and just get back to what we came here for, okay?”

Both girls nod. We’re going to reset. We walk around the resort taking pictures. Mostly, the pictures are of the girls with a few selfies which feature me too.

“Who’s hungry?” I ask after a while. “Hiew mai?”

“Okay,” Meena says.

“Can I change into something cute first?” Thalia asks.

“Sure,” I say. “Let’s go back to the room and freshen up a bit.”

Thalia picks out this white strapless slip and Meena chooses this really sexy black dress, a nice little yin-yang going between the two of them. We walk up to Mom Tri’s Kitchen and, of course, who do we find? Yep. They’re here.

And it gets worse. Not only are they already both in the restaurant but they’re the only ones and it’s family-style seating so there’s only one table for us all to sit. I try to back away, hoping maybe we can avoid being seen altogether. But Thalia is having none of it. She takes my hand and tugs me forward like a stubborn mule.

I stutter-step forward, allowing myself to be dragged down through the restaurant. The dining room descends on multiple levels, each one terraced a little lower toward the water, strung with low pendant lights and fitted with the same warm terracotta tile that runs throughout the whole property.

Through the open sides of the dining room, the Andaman Sea fills the whole horizon line, the last light of day pooling on the surface of the water in long orange streaks. Down below, Kata Noi curves in a white crescent that you can hear as much as see, the low sound of the surf just reaching us from the rocks.

Somewhere in the room, a pianist does a rendition of  “Part of Your World.” A classic.

We settle at the low tables with pillows and place settings arranged on all sides. The chef grins at us as we enter, because of course he has no idea what kind of awkward hell we’ve just stumbled into.

“Sawadee krap, welcome,” he says. “We have a lovely dinner prepared for you tonight. This is Miss Olivia and Miss Ava.”

His English is excellent. His ability to read a room, somewhat less so.

“We’ve met,” I say, taking the seat farthest from the two of them, away from their eyeline. Thalia and Meena take their seats and introduce themselves and me. The chef, who is also our waiter because it’s a really fancy place where they do that kind of thing, tells us what’s on the menu. We have our choice of dishes, but it’s a fixed menu. That’s the other thing about really fancy restaurants. They set the agenda and you’re just expected to go along with it. Want to have it your way? Then go to Burger King, you philistine!

The chef lists off menu items. I listen without really registering what’s being said. Meena ends up ordering for me. I grow silent, sulky. I don’t want to be, but the only alternative I can think of is to pretend that nothing’s wrong, which feels phony somehow.

Wait staff in glistening white smocks appear at our sides and begin filling our stemless wine glasses. I reach for mine as soon as it’s poured and gulp it down. A white Burgundy, or something like that. It’s sweet and smooth and gone too fast. Meena puts a hand on my lap to steady me.

The chef makes a big show of excusing himself to go off and prepare our meal, like he’s a kitchen wizard or something. I’m being too harsh. I’m sure it’ll be great, and he is just being a good host which wouldn’t annoy me in normal circumstances. But who could call these normal circumstances?

“I really like your dress, Olivia,” Thalia says.

She means Ava. Ava’s wearing the green dress.

“I’m Olivia,” Olivia says, waving awkwardly.

Thalia winces.

“Oh, sorry,” she says.

“That’s okay,” Ava says. “Thank you, Thalia.”

There’s an even more awkward pause. This one carries all the awkwardness of the first, plus a little extra it picked up along the way.

“Where did you buy it?” Thalia asks.

“Saks,” Ava says. “But I got it at a really good price on clearance.”

“Ooh, smart shopper,” Thalia says, grabbing the lifeline she’s been thrown and holding onto it for all it’s worth.

“Your dresses are cute too,” Ava says. “They complement each other.”

“Yeah, we’re doing a kind of opposites attract thing,” Thalia says. “Of course, Mike’s wearing whatever.”

“This shirt’s fine, right?” I ask.

“Yes, fine,” Meena assures me.

I get what Thalia’s doing. She’s trying to make small talk and creating a connection with the girls in contrast to me, the lone guy. I’m fine with it. I’m not defensive, I just don’t feel like playing.

“Meena, are you from Thailand?” Olivia asks.

“Yes, I am,” Meena says, smiling awkwardly.

“Are you from here?”

“No, I’m from the north,” she says.

“Is it cold there?”

“Yes, sometimes,” she says.

“It isn’t cold there,” I say.

“Let her answer,” Olivia chides. “Different people have different ideas of what cold is.”

“She means cold enough to snow,” I say to Meena. “Like real cold.”

“You don’t know what I mean,” Olivia says.

It may not drop below fifty-five degrees Fahrenheit in Meena’s village, but Olivia’s last comment was positively icy.

“Fine,” I say. “Sorry.”

More wine mercifully appears in my glass, and this time it’s more than before. It warms my belly as it goes down.

“How long will you live in Thailand?” Meena asks.

Olavia seems slightly thrown by the question.

“She means how many days are you staying,” I say. “In Thai, there’s no difference between living in a place and staying there.”

“Oh,” Ava says. “Four days. We’re sort of at the tail end of our trip. We spent a few days in Dubai first, then Singapore, and now here.”

“Wow! What a trip!” Thalia says. “You must be having a blast.”

“Yeah,” Ava says, in a tone that suggests that they were before this awkward dinner happened. There’s another slightly short gap in the conversation before Thalia ventures something more.

“I took a gap year after uni,” Thalia says. “Phuket was supposed to be the last stop on my journey. Now it looks like it’s the start of a whole new one.”

“Wow, that’s great,” Olivia says. “Good for you, love, seeing the world while you’re still so young.”

“What made you decide to move to Thailand for a year?” Ava asks.

“I… met Michael,” Thalia answers.

There’s a beat. Ava lifts her wine glass and takes a small, careful sip.

“There were other reasons too,” I say. “Thalia’s developing herself as a person. She’s on a student visa, studying Thai.”

“Oh!” Olivia says. “That’s fantastic. And Meena, what do you do?”

“I’m a Thai language teacher,” she answers.

“Oh, so is that how you know each other?” Ava asks.

“Actually, no. We both know P—” She swallows the “Pi” before my name, which means older brother or, really, respected person. “—Mike first.”

“They’re both here with me,” I say. “We’re all together. I take it that’s what the fishing expedition is for, so I thought I’d just clear that up.”

“Great, thank you, Michael,” Ava says, “for heading off the possibility for further conversation.”

I grunt. Down at the far end of the sala, the pianist has moved on from “Part of Your World” to “Be Our Guest.” Real Disney theme this evening apparently.

The food arrives and to my surprise a bowl of lamb stewed in Massaman curry appears on a tray in front of me along with a small bowl of purple rice—forbidden rice they call it, because it’s so good that you wonder if you’re even allowed to eat it—along with a fresh salad covered in cocktail shrimp. The girls get their own mouthwatering dishes, shrimp curries and surf and turf and crab soufflé. It’s not only Thai dishes but a fusion of European and Thai with some unique combinations I’ve never seen before. Meena feeds me a spoonful of spicy curry with rice. Ava eyes me but then looks away.

“Thalia, your hair braids are so cute, did you get that done here?” Ava asks.

“Yes!” she says. “God, it took me hours of sitting and waiting. But it was nothing when I think about the ladies who had to kneel and do this for hours—”

She mimes the action of braiding a strand of hair between thumb, forefinger and middle finger.

“They really work hard for their money.”

“It’s nice that you appreciate that,” Ava says. “A lot of people in our position don’t realize how privileged we are.”

“Actually, it was Michael who helped me think about things differently,” Thalia says. “You remember what you said that day at the waterfall?”

“Something like, if there was nothing wrong with the world, then you wouldn’t need to do anything about it,” I say.

She touches my arm, claiming me in front of the other two. Olivia’s eyes drop to the hand on my arm and then back up to her plate.

“You said that it wasn’t about guilt, it was about having the chance to improve something natural instead of spoiling it,” she says, turning to the women. “He picks up trash on the beach in the morning before anyone else is there. Here’s a really good person.”

“I think it takes more than that to qualify someone as a good person,” I mutter.

“Yeah,” Olivia says flatly. “A lot more.”

I sneer at that little barb. Go on. You’re not the only one who can pass judgments on people. I’ve got plenty of my own.

“Well, I feel really lucky to have him,” Thalia says, running her fingers up my forearm to really drive the point home, “and the sex, my god!”

Ava chokes on her wine, catching it in her hand so it doesn’t dribble onto her lap. She sets down the glass and presses the back of her wrist to her mouth.

Nice one. Damn, that was a work of pure genius. We share a look and a smile and then reset and let it go.

“Meena?” Olivia asks, trying to redirect the conversation. “How did you meet Michael?”

“Thai tutoring,” Meena says. “He messaged me online and say he wants to learn Thai.”

“Do you find him easily distracted?” Olivia says, with a playful smile that I know better than to take as playful.

“Sorry?” Meena says.

“I mean because you’re so pretty, I’ll bet he has trouble paying attention.”

“Oh, no,” Meena says, covering her mouth to hide her embarrassed smile.

“It’s true, honey,” Olivia says. “He must tell you all the time how beautiful you are.”

Meena laughs while she strangles her napkin. The linen is thick and white, and she’s making a real project of it.

“Actually, before I think he’s not interesting,” Meena says. “With me. I try flirt with him little bit but he not do nothing, really.”

“Our relationship started professionally, platonically, so I didn’t want to be a creep,” I say.

“Good instinct,” Ava says.

Meena continues, apparently unaware of the slight.

“I was surprise because he has girlfriend one person already,” Meena says. “I think, what? Me too, really?”

She laughs, a big genuine laugh. Olavia chuckles politely.

“Did he try to use the line that he already had two girlfriends before so it’s okay?” Ava asks, sneering.

“I’ve never spoken one word to Meena about either of you,” I say, my voice low and full of venom.

It’s harsh and it spoils the mood, but that’s exactly what I intended to do because it’s true. I appreciate that Thalia and Meena are trying to smooth over an awkward conversation and so are the other two even as they make digs at me. But I just don’t want to play.

I didn’t ask for this. And no, there’s no universe in which I could claim I worked for it. But it’s still my vacation. The Andaman out there is doing something spectacular with what’s left of the light, changing from deep orange to violet at the edges of the water, and nobody but me is even looking at it.

“So?” our chef says, gliding in to interrupt. “How is everything?”

“Food’s great,” I say, tossing my napkin down on the table in front of me. “I guess you can’t do anything about the company.”

The chef smiles, that most Thai of facial expressions which can be used to smooth over any number of uncomfortable conversations.

“I think we’re ready for the bill, thank you,” Ava says to him.

“Separate the bill, would you?” I ask him in Thai.

“Of course,” he says, nodding slightly and making a hasty exit.

“Wow, so you really can speak Thai?” Olivia says.

“Just simple words and phrases,” I say.

“Very good student,” Meena says. “Really.”

“Well, I’m sure you’ll have lots of fun talking together,” Ava says.

The bill arrives. Ava glances at it briefly and signs for it without blinking. Her family’s really rich, incidentally. That’s why she wasn’t kidding when she mentioned privilege. It’s especially true in her case, which informs the way that she thinks about money. I take the bill from our side of the table and sign for it, charging it to the room and giving a sizable tip to compensate for my general dickishness which this poor guy bore the brunt of all evening.

Olavia is already about to depart. They collect their things from around the low cushions, Ava sliding her sunglasses back into their case.

“It was nice meeting you both,” Olivia says. She pauses before looking at me. “…Turtle…”

I grimace at the sound of her old pet name for me.

“If we don’t see you again, take care of yourself, okay?” she says.

“Yeah, thanks,” I say. “Take care of each other. You were always good at that, at least.”

Ava scowls at me, but Olivia won’t even look at me. They walk out. I watch them go until the terracotta tile swallows the sound of their footsteps. Meena rubs my arm.

“You okay?” she asks.

“I’m okay.”

Then Thalia hits me in the other arm.

“What the hell?” I say.

“You were being an ass,” she says. “At least they tried to be polite and make conversation.”

“They were just using the conversation they were having with you two to take shots at me,” I say.

“You still could have played it better,” she says. “You never want to let your exes know how much losing them messed with your head.”

“Yeah, well, it did,” I say. “You were great, though. Seeing Ava react when you mentioned sex, that was pure gold.”

“All I did was deploy the truth strategically,” Thalia says.

“Speaking of…” I say.

“Yes,” Thalia says. “Speaking of…”

“Let’s go back to the room.”

“Ba!” Meena says. Which means, let’s go!


2.

I sit hunched over on the edge of the bed wearing a towel while Meena takes off her makeup. Thalia’s already in the shower and I’m pondering how it is that the two of them could just appear like that. Why Thailand? What kind of a person is looking for a vacation destination and thinks—Thailand?

Okay, stupid question. But really, it’s not as if this is neutral territory. They didn’t have to stop here in their whirlwind tour of Southeast Asia. And what are the odds that we chose the same resort? It seems perverse.

“Do you think I’m being punished?” I say.

“What about?” Meena asks.

“Maybe seeing them again was punishment, like karma, ya know?”

“Yaa kid mak na,” she says. “Don’t think about it. Just live your life.”

I shrug. Probably pretty solid advice.

Thalia emerges from the bathroom with a big fluffy white towel wrapped around her.

“So, why did Olivia call you Turtle?”

“Just a nickname.”

“Yeah, but why Turtle?”

I turn to look at her in that towel and picture it unspooling around her curves and fluttering to the floor.

“Because I take my time and I’m hard everywhere it counts.”

She giggles.

“Seriously?”

“Sure, why not?”

“I don’t believe you.”

“I’m hard right now,” I say. “Come here and let me prove it to you.”

I unfold my towel and stand to face her in all my glory, or whatever I’ve got.

“How do we want to do this?” I ask.

Meena eyes my cock in the mirror and smiles.

“Watching first,” she says.

“Really?” I say. “Okay, that’s fine. Whatever you’re comfortable with.”

I touch her shoulder and then go to Thalia. I grab her around the waist, tugging the towel around her free so that it sloughs onto the floor. My vision is coming true already.

“What are you comfortable with?” I ask, cupping one cheek in my hand as I stare into her eyes.

“Whatever you like,” she says.

“That’s just what I had in mind.”

“But close the curtains first.”

I walk over to close them, but first I stand in the window a moment, on display to anyone who happens to be watching from below. I can think of two people I wouldn’t mind seeing me in my private villa alone with two gorgeous women. Meena chides me that someone could see, so I pull them shut. Then I tear one back, wag my dick, and let it fall closed again.

Turning, I approach Thalia slowly. Meena’s eyes are on us both, curious but not ready to participate just yet. That’s fine. It works for me. I grab Thalia and hoist her up, making her limbs fly wildly as she squeals with delight.

I toss her onto the bed and she lands with a soft bounce, laughing as her damp hair fans out across the pillow. The towel’s already gone and she’s laid out in front of me, skin still warm and flushed from the shower. I climb over her, knees on either side of her hips, and just look at her for a second. Meena’s still at the vanity, turned halfway in her chair, one elbow hooked over the back of it, watching us with that small, curious smile she gets when she’s happy to stay on the sidelines for now.

Thalia reaches up and pulls me down by the back of the neck. Her mouth is soft and eager, tasting like mint toothpaste. I kiss her deeper, sliding one hand down her side, feeling the way her ribs expand when she breathes in. She’s already shifting under me, thighs parting so I can settle between them. My cock drags against her stomach, hot and heavy, and she makes this little pleased sound in her throat that goes straight through me.

I kiss my way down her throat, then lower, catching one nipple in my mouth and sucking just enough to make her arch. Her hands are in my hair, not gripping, just holding on. I can feel Meena’s eyes on us. It should probably feel weird having an audience, but right now it just feels… right. Like she’s part of it even if she’s not touching yet.

Thalia’s hips roll up against me and I reach down, sliding two fingers between her legs. She’s already slick, warm, and the soft sound she makes when I touch her clit is half gasp, half laugh. I work her slowly, circling, pressing, learning the rhythm she likes tonight. She’s not shy about showing me where she wants it, lifting into my hand, her breath catching every time I hit the right spot.

“Michael,” she whispers, and that’s all the invitation I need.

I line myself up and push in, slow and steady, giving her time to adjust. The heat of her around me is fucking perfect. I go deep on the first stroke and stay there, forehead pressed to hers, both of us breathing hard. Meena makes a soft little hum from across the room, almost approving.

I start to move in long, unhurried strokes, exactly the way Thalia likes it when we’re not in a rush. She wraps her legs around my waist and meets me every time, nails dragging lightly down my back. The bed creaks, the ceiling fan hums overhead, and somewhere outside the waves are still rolling in. I can feel Meena watching every shift of muscle, every time Thalia moans my name.

“Michael! Oh, yes!”

I keep it deep and steady just like that, kissing her between thrusts, letting the tension build without rushing it. She’s getting louder now, breathy little cries that she tries to muffle against my shoulder. I don’t tell her to be quiet. Part of me likes that Meena can hear every single sound she makes.

I slow down even more, grinding deep on each push, and Thalia’s eyes flutter shut. Her inner walls flutter around me and I know she’s getting close already. I reach between us, thumb circling her clit again, and that’s all it takes. She comes with a sharp, broken moan, legs tightening around me, her whole body shuddering under mine.

I don’t stop. I just ride it out with her, keeping the rhythm steady while she shakes through it, kissing her through the aftershocks. When she finally opens her eyes again she’s smiling, lazy and satisfied, and she reaches up to touch my face.

“You really are as hard as a turtle,” she says. “I feel like I’ve been shelled.”

“Turtle Power!” I growl into her ear. She laughs.

I give Thalia one more slow thrust, then ease out. Not finished yet. Not even close.

I glance over at Meena, her eyes dark, lower lip caught between her teeth. I raise an eyebrow, a wordless question. Can’t let her feel like I’m neglecting her.

She just smiles a little wider, tilts her head, and stays right where she is. Well, alright then. Message received.

I turn my attention back to Thalia, already reaching for her again. She rolls onto her stomach without me asking, pushing up onto her knees and looking back at me over one shoulder with that playful little grin. I move in behind her, hands sliding over the curve of her hips, and push back inside in one smooth thrust. She gasps and drops her head forward, fingers curling into the sheets.

This angle is deeper, hotter, and I take my time with it, rocking into her with steady strokes that make the whole bed shift. Thalia pushes back to meet me, her breath coming quicker now. I reach around to touch her again, circling her clit with two fingers while I keep moving. Her mouth is open but no words come.

Meena has turned fully in her chair, one leg crossed over the other, eyes never leaving us. I catch her gaze for a second and hold it while I drive into Thalia a little harder. Meena bites her lip but stays put, content to watch. Her fingers are resting on her thighs, twitching a little.

Thalia is getting close again. I can feel it in the way her body tightens around me. I keep the rhythm even, thumb working her steadily until she comes a second time, louder this time, her whole frame shaking.

When she finally collapses forward onto the bed I ease out and help her roll onto her back. I lean over her. She looks up at me, flushed and smiling, and pulls me down for a kiss.

“More,” she whispers against my mouth.

I smile back and slide into her again, picking up the pace just a little. Meena stands and crosses to the bed. She lies down beside us on her side, one hand slipping under the hem of her dress to touch herself through her panties in slow, deliberate circles. Her eyes stay on us the whole time, her breathing a little quicker now.

Thalia wraps her legs around me tighter and I drive into her with longer strokes, the wet sound of us filling the room. I focus on the way she feels, hot and tight around me, her body rocking with every thrust. But my mind drifts anyway. I picture Ava beneath me instead, that same green dress she was wearing at dinner hiked up around her waist like it was that one night after we both got drunk and fucked for the first time “as friends.” We barely made it inside.

Thalia’s hands grip my shoulders, nails digging in just enough to keep me present. Then in place of Ava I see Olivia, the way she used to look up at me with that naughty little smile while she took me in her mouth. Guilt twists in my gut even as thoughts of them push me closer. I shouldn’t be thinking about them right now. Not with Thalia under me, trusting and eager; Meena watching quietly from across the room. Damn it, these girls never hurt me and those two did. But when you’re about to nut, thoughts keep coming uninvited, and the wronger the better.

I bury my face against Thalia’s neck to hide whatever might show on my face and thrust harder, chasing the edge. Thalia moans encouragement, urging me on.

“Fuck, that’s good!” she squeals. “Michael, fuck me, Michael!”

Finally, I can’t hold out any longer. I give in to it, moving faster until the tension snaps. I come with a low groan, pulsing deep inside her, the guilty images fading as reality takes over.

For a few seconds I stay there, breathing hard against her skin. Thalia strokes my back gently while Meena keeps her quiet rhythm beside us. When I finally lift my head Thalia is smiling up at me, flushed and content. Meena’s eyes meet mine with that small knowing smile. I reach over and stroke her cheek. She takes her hand that she’s been stroking herself with and touches my face. Her fingers have her scent on them. I can smell it. I want more from her, but I also understand if she doesn’t want our first time together to be a threesome.

“Was that fun for you too?” I ask.

She nods gently. I’ll have to break her in properly later, but better to just take it step by step. I wrap my arms around Thalia and Meena strips down to her underwear. It’s pitch black now except for the small slit of light coming through the curtain.

I close my eyes and feel Meena’s small, dainty hand caress my back just below the shoulder blade. I sigh, feeling content. My girls. My two girls are with me and everything is right. The fact that Olavia has reappeared into my life, invading my resort and my head, is not something I need to think about. They’re happy, they’ve moved on with their lives without me. So be it. Nobody’s suffering since the breakup, certainly not me, so why dwell on it? If I never see either of them again, well, okay.

But I don’t sleep easy. Maybe it’s having another body in the bed or the unfamiliar sound of the air conditioner, or maybe it’s just my restless mind. I just got one off, which almost always does it for me. Not this time. The more I try to fall asleep, the harder the struggle is.


3.

I wake up a few times in the night so it takes me some unspecified period of twisting and turning on my side trying to get comfortable before I open my eyes and realize that it’s time for me to get up anyway. I usually wake up at dawn and the faint hint of light peeking through the slit in the curtain announces that dawn has arrived.

Extricating myself from bed, I tug on the same wrinkled clothes I wore the night before, since it’s not like I brought a lot of extra changes for a two-day trip, and then slip out as quietly as I can. Thalia sits up, looks at me through one half-opened eye and wiggles her fingers in a wave. I make a kissy noise and wave back. Meena stirs a little but then turns over.

Outside, it’s already way too bright and I take my sunglasses out of the case in my pocket and put them on. I’m not hungover exactly, but I drank more than usual last night and it’s contributing to my general heaviness and sluggishness this morning. I walk down through the terraced gardens, past the koi pond at the entrance. In the daylight the whole property looks smaller somehow, the tropical planting less theatrical, just green and dense; still a little damp with early morning dew on everything.

I think about where I’m going to get coffee. The nearest 7-Eleven is probably on the road somewhere. I blearily check my phone and keep walking down toward the beach. Their iced coffee is honestly pretty damn good, incidentally. Whatever you want to say about convenience store coffee, 7-Eleven Thailand has figured that out.

The restaurant terrace is open for breakfast, the same outdoor sala from last night, now stripped of its dinner-service mood and looking a lot more casual in the morning light. White tablecloths, a small buffet setup along one wall, the same view of Kata Noi that was all sunset and drama eight hours ago and is now just a flat bright blue. I scan the place wondering if it’s even open for breakfast.

But just as I’m rounding the corner, wondering if I’ll see any signs of life, I see her. God damn it. Again? I leave the resort and this still happens? Do I need to find a new island?

Olivia. She’s sitting alone at a table near the railing, sunglasses on too. Ava’s sunglasses, I think. She’s wearing beige yoga gear that complements her tan. The table in front of her has a coffee cup and nothing else.

She sees me, which means it’s too late to retreat. Better go talk to her. I walk up and over to where she’s sitting. She doesn’t move.

“Hey,” I say.

I sit down across from her. She turns her gaze back toward the sea, refusing to acknowledge my presence. Well, fine.

“How’s the coffee here?”

“Okay.”

The waitress comes over and asks what I want. I tell her I want an iced Americano. She apologizes she doesn’t have ice yet, so I order a hot latte instead. The waitress nods and retreats. I rest my elbows on the table and squint out at the bay. A longboat is putting out from the beach below with a sound like an angry lawn mower.

“Where’s Ava?”

She shoots me this nasty look.

“A fight?”

She turns her head away, her eyes not meeting mine behind those big dark sunglasses. Definitely Ava’s. I can confirm that now.

“Was it about me?”

She turns and gives me this look combining contempt, disgust and pity at my stupidity all at once.

“Great,” I say. “That’s all the confirmation I need.”

“You’re not a part of our relationship anymore.”

“No shit.”

“Why are you here?!” she snaps. “I didn’t invite you to sit with me.”

“Christ, Livie. What, are we strangers now? I should have walked on by?”

“Yes, you should have. You should have looked over, seen that I was already seated here, and then moved on. That would have been the appropriate thing to do.”

“Fine,” I say. “Noted.”

She crosses her arms across her chest defensively and pouts. Damn, that’s a cute little gesture. My latte appears in front of me and I take a sip. It’s decent, actually. I place it back in its saucer and then clear my throat.

“I only sat down because I saw that you were alone and last night, what you said before you left, it seemed like maybe there were some unresolved feelings.”

“Yeah,” she huffs. “There were.”

“Okay, so…?”

“Turtle, I don’t want to talk, okay?” she says. “My throat is sore and I just feel shitty.”

“You look good at least,” I say.

I think she’s probably rolling her eyes, but I can’t quite make it out.

“You’re wearing her sunglasses,” I say.

“I stole them.”

“Well, that was probably completely justified.”

She smiles in spite of herself. A small one, aimed at the tablecloth.

“Look, I don’t know what happened between the two of you, but I was glad that you said what you said last night,” I say. “It was very mature of you to extend an olive branch like that. Especially after the way I acted at dinner.”

“You acted like an ass.”

Oh, but you were a princess!

“I know,” I say. “It’s because I too have unresolved feelings.”

She turns to look at me. I take a sip of latte.

“Really?”

“Of course,” I say. “After the way things ended, how could I possibly have closure? And now, seeing you both here?”

“You haven’t exactly been living like a monk,” she says.

“Hey, you don’t know some of the things monks get up to around here,” I say. “You should read the headlines sometimes.”

She chuckles.

“I’m serious,” I say. “Those nice-looking little old guys and their orange robes and bare feet, not all of them are as pure as you might think. But that’s not really the point.”

“How did you end up with two girlfriends again?” she asks.

“Same way I got the two of you,” I say. “Dumb, stupid luck.”

This makes her defenses soften just a little. I can see it in the way her shoulders drop and her posture straightens. Not crouched and looking constipated but raising her neck to look like her usual, regal self.

“That was different,” she says. “We came as a package.”

“You left that way too.”

She picks up her coffee and takes a sip then sets it down. Down at the beach, the longboat is gone. The water at Kata Noi this early is almost completely still.

“Technically, you were the one who left.”

“Technically, I retreated after I got my heart torn out with no explanation. The fact that I changed location is beside the point. I was abandoned.”

“You really think of it like that?” she asks, appearing genuine in her amazement.

“It’s over. It’s way beyond over. I don’t have any reason to lie about anything at this point.”

“Well, we all have stories we tell ourselves.”

“What’s yours?”

I can see those defenses coming up again.

“I don’t want to rehash our whole history,” she says. “I just want to go. Can I go?”

She rises from her chair but doesn’t walk away.

“Where you going, Livie?” I say. “Back to Ava and the fight you just had?”

She deliberates and then just stands there, pivoting on one hip. Damn that yoga outfit. There’s no safe place to park your eyes. Thighs, waist, hips, stomach (flat as ever).

“Just sit down,” I say. “At least don’t walk away and make me pay for your coffee.”

“I wasn’t going to—”

I wave the words away. It was a joke. Just forget it.

The legs of the chair scrape against concrete as she takes her seat again.

“I never wanted to abandon you,” she says.

“What does that mean?”

“That I’m sorry,” she mutters.

“Well, thank you for that,” I say. “I never thought I would get that apology from you.”

She leans over, letting her dark hair cascade over her shoulder which is pretty sexy. Then she scratches the back of her scalp, which is less so.

“Look, you’re right,” I say. “I’m surviving here. More than surviving. Building a new life.”

“Good,” she says. “That’s good.”

“It doesn’t mean that everything that happened between us no longer matters to me,” I say.

“Yeah, well…”

I can’t tell if she can’t think of anything more to say or if she can but just doesn’t want to disclose what’s on her mind. A waitress passes behind us with a tray of juice glasses, freshly squeezed, condensation already beading on the outside. Neither of us flags her down.

“Just tell me this, why Thailand?”

“We didn’t think we would see you,” she says.

“I told you I was moving to Thailand a year ago,” I say. “And after that, I wasn’t around anymore. Based on that, wouldn’t you naturally assume, hey, I’ll bet Michael is still in Thailand?”

“It’s a big country, there’s like, millions of people here. We didn’t know where you lived. We had no way of contacting you. You totally fell off social media. How were we supposed to know?”

“Yeah, all right,” I say. “I guess it is pretty improbable.”

“Right?”

Then, after a moment.

“It was The White Lotus season three,” she says. “That was why.”

“Really?”

“Well, yeah,” she says. “It was great. Have you seen it?”

“I don’t watch that much TV anymore.”

“You don’t watch that much TV? Your whole life was TV.”

“Not my whole life,” I say. “Just my job.”

“Well, pirate it if you have to,” she says. “It’s totally worth it.”

“I’ll check it out.”

I don’t know what else to say without opening old wounds, and I get the sense that neither of us really wants that. Better to just let ourselves be and enjoy what we’ve got: the ocean view, the morning, the future ahead of us.

“Okay, look, you don’t need to tell me what the two of you are fighting about, I know you don’t want to—”

I slip my hand out of my pocket and start sliding my house key off its ring.

“—But if you want someplace to decompress, you don’t have to pay for another room at some different resort. You can stay at my place.”

“Turtle—”

“Don’t worry, I won’t be there,” I say. “I’ll be here, soaking up the sun with my two amazing girlfriends.”

I put the house key on the table in front of me and slide it over. Olivia eyes it, considering.

“Where is it?”

“It’s in Kamala,” I say. “It’s a few beaches north of here. It’s nice. There’s a pool, you can swim. You’ll be comfortable there. I’ll share the location so a taxi can take you straight there.”

“She’ll be pissed.”

I nod.

“Just don’t trash the place,” I say. “You can leave the key under a rock or something. Or if you two make up before we leave, you can come back and return it to me.”

She takes the key and puts it in her purse.

“Thanks,” she says.

“Don’t mention it,” I say. “I’m really saving myself from another of these awkward encounters. And you can charge my latte to the room, which she’s paying for, right?”

She smiles just a little. Revenge and self-interest working together. What could be better?

“Send me the location,” she says.

“Sure.”

I’ve deleted or blocked every point of contact between us except email, so that’s what I use. An address alone is sometimes spotty, so I share the coordinates, which should be enough for any rideshare or taxi driver.

“There,” I say. “Enjoy your morning.”

I don’t wait for her response. If I did, it would feel too much like I’m trying to score points in a game I lost a long time ago. No sense in dwelling on it. But as I turn to look at her—can’t blame me for looking—she looks different from the way I found her. Better. That’s something.

I walk down the stone walkway to the beach and make a couple of circuits up and down Kata Noi. A couple of guys are already raking the sand above the tide line. A dog trots past like he owns the beach and probably lives there all the time. The beach vendors won’t be out for another hour at least.

The girls are up and getting themselves ready when I get back to the villa. Meena is tugging at the hem of her top, adjusting it. I fill them in on what happened, though I briefly lose my concentration as Thalia steps out of the dress she’s trying on and my eyes move to the softness of her creamy thighs just above where the sun touches.

“So, is this the end of Olavia?” she asks.

“Huh?” I say, tearing my eyes away from her distracting body. “No, I think they’ve probably just had a fight. They’ll make up again, probably. Not that it’s my business anymore.”

“It’s going to be pretty awkward if we have to keep running into them every time we go outside. And if last night was awkward, it’ll be even more so if they’re fighting too.”

“It’ll only be half as awkward without Olivia around,” I say. “I told her she could stay at my place while we’re here at the resort.”

“Whoa, what?” Thalia says. “You’re letting your ex stay at your house?”

“Yeah,” I say. “But only to spite my other ex.”

Even as I say it, I know it’s not exactly true. I mean, I do like the idea of annoying Ava, but I can’t claim that’s all there is to it. Some part of me wanted to help Olivia out. And since it cost me nothing, I figured why not?

“That’s not the kind of thing you do for someone when your relationship is over, right?”

“Yeah,” Meena says. “It’s weird.”

“It’s over,” I say. “It’s so over that a gesture like this doesn’t mean anything to me.”

“Nuh-uh,” Thalia says. “I don’t buy it. What you did was a kind and unselfish thing to do.”

“Sorry?” I say, not sure whether I really should be apologizing.

“It’s not the kind of thing you do for an ex unless you secretly want to get back together.”

“Why?” I say. “If I just wanted to get rid of Olivia, wanted to get as far as I could away from her, wouldn’t I do the exact same thing? Think about it. I’ve got one ex-girlfriend out of my hair this way.”

“She’s out of your hair, but is she out of your head?” Thalia asks.

“She’s out your hair?” Meena asks. “What does it mean?”

I answer Meena’s question first because it’s easier.

“It means she isn’t bothering us anymore,” I say, going over to run my fingers through her hair like they’re a spider. “Like a bug in your hair.”

Meena squeals and playfully swats my hand away.

“What about when Ava finds out?” Thalia says.

“Since we’re broken up, I now have the luxury of not caring what happens,” I say.

“You don’t have to care about how she’ll feel,” Thalia says. “But she may still do something that you’ll have to care about.”

“What’s the worst she can do?”

“Ka!” Meena says with a grin, miming stabbing me in the gut.

“Ava’s not going to kill me,” I say. “Probably. Anyway, let’s not give her the chance. Let’s have breakfast in Phuket Town. We can hang out, do some shopping and leave the western side of the island alone for the day.”

“Sounds good, but you’re planning to shower and change out of those dirty clothes first, right?”

“I am now. Give me ten minutes.”
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Forty minutes later, we’re on our way to Phuket Town. The girls take their time with their hair and makeup, trying on different outfits before they decide on a combination they like. I don’t mind. It’s worth the wait to see what they look like when they’re all dressed up and to be seen with them does make a guy feel proud. They’ll be taking pictures, naturally. I’ll be the photographer, a role I take on gladly.

We take Grab. It’s a ridesharing app the same as Uber or Lyft except that it’s a lot more popular in this part of the world. Cheaper too. The driver says nothing, which is ideal. Meena sits in the front out of habit.

Phuket’s Old Town features the oldest buildings on the island. There have been people living on this island for thousands of years, but in modern times it was the tin mining industry that brought most people to settle here. Hokkien Chinese migrants from Fujian came here and built the Sino-Portuguese shophouses and other public buildings that make up the heart of Old Town. We get breakfast in one of these shophouses. Not my first choice, incidentally. I have nothing against Chinese food. It’s just not what I reach for first thing in the morning. But I’m adjusting. I have to. I got outvoted.

The food is honestly pretty great. Meena gets this rice porridge with crispy pork, Thalia gets red pork with rice and I get shrimp wontons in this garlicky broth with fried chicken and rice on the side to round it off. Best of all is the Thai tea which is orange and full of sweetened condensed milk. The price is also unbeatable. Less than ten dollars for all three of us.

After breakfast, we walk around and do some sightseeing around Old Town. The shophouse fronts are painted in pastels, faded to something more interesting than whatever they started as. The streets are lined with stores selling the same hardware goods and bolts of cloth that they’ve probably been selling for more than a century. Right next door are stores selling knockoff sneakers and soccer jerseys or coconuts with glazed-on paintings inside them. At Rasada Handmade, Meena picks out a little brass elephant that she wants to bring home for her grandmother.

“She loves elephant,” Meena says, holding the heavy little pachyderm with both hands. “Special animal for hill people.”

We make the circuit around the streets that make up Old Town. The most recognizable building is this yellow two-story with a clock set into the top of it. I’ve been told it used to be a police station, which tracks somehow. It’s not especially tall, but it anchors the intersection and everyone who comes here has to get a picture in front of it. Everyone including Meena and Thalia. I take several.

The other big tourist draw is Soi Romanee, which is really just a little side street, but it’s the prettiest one in Old Town and it knows it. The name means something like “pleasure” in Thai, which I only know because someone told me once and it stuck. The street used to be Phuket’s red-light district, back when it was serving the tin miners who worked the hills inland. You wouldn’t know it now. There are murals and artfully distressed facades and little cafes, the kind of transformation a street goes through when it gets discovered. The tourists taking selfies have no idea what they’re standing on top of. Doesn’t seem to bother anyone.

It’s on this street that Coolie’s Club is located. The building dates from the 1800s, the plaque says. You can tell from the bones of it, the fretwork above the doors and the facade done in white and turquoise and a deep antique red that doesn’t match anything built this century. Inside it’s all dark wood, red velvet, old pieces on the walls that look like they were acquired from whatever establishment used to occupy the building before this one. Whether they actually were, I have no idea. The ceiling fans turn slowly enough to be decorative. After walking around in the heat, it’s a genuinely nice place to sit down. I order a mai tai, which Meena has never heard of.

“It’s mai Thai,” she says.

“Exactly.”

“No, I mean this not real Thai,” she says. “Not Thai style at all.”

I grin.

“I think it’s actually American,” I say. “I don’t know where the name comes from. But it’s sweet.”

“I wish I could have seen what this place was like a hundred years ago,” Thalia says. She’s been quiet since we sat down, looking around at the walls, taking it in the way she does, before she commits to having a take on something.

“The roads weren’t paved,” I say. “That would have been different. No electricity, no A/C. The only way to get around was by walking or water buffalo.”

“Cannot ride buffalo easy na,” Meena says. “Very naughty. Stubborn. If him don’t like, don’t go anywhere. Cannot change his mind at all. Walking is better.”

“Yeah, but think of the trees!” Thalia says. “I’ve seen photos backpackers posted on Instagram from their trips here forty years ago and it was practically nothing but forest everywhere. No shopping malls, no high-rise condos. A hundred years ago it must have been even wilder.”

“There also weren’t roads connecting all the different parts of the island,” I say. “If you wanted to go from Phuket Town to Kata Noi, you had to have a boat.”

“Still, it must have been romantic,” Thalia says. “Imagine standing on the top of a hill and looking down on nothing but green. No plastic anywhere, no condos. Just nature everywhere.”

“I think we may be living through Phuket’s best time period right now,” I say. “True, there’s urbanization and development. But that’s not all bad. And there’s still green space. But we also have all of the comforts of a Western country. That wasn’t true just twenty years ago.”

“What do you think, Meena?” Thalia asks. “You’ve grown up without Western comforts and you seem just fine.”

“Yeah, normal for me,” she says. “But I like A/C better. Here is too hot!”

And we’re sitting underneath a big ceiling fan when she says it, which is turning just fast enough to shift the warm air around without doing much else. Meena even has this little thatch hand fan that they put out on the tables just to give the place that vintage feel, and she’s actually using it.

“I suppose that’s fair,” Thalia says. “It’s easy to take modern comforts for granted.”

She takes a sip of her cold drink, a rum and coke, and sighs.

“Yeah,” she says. “This is pretty good.”

Coolie’s Club is just right in the afternoon. Not too busy, even in the tourist season. People drift past the open front, it’s lively without feeling crowded. The bartender is working on something complicated that nobody’s ordered yet.

“If you could live in any time period, what would you choose?” I ask. “I guess when and where is probably a better question because that really opens up the possibilities.”

“When I was little, I wanted to live in Victorian England,” Thalia says. “We learned a lot about it in school, it being a big deal for Australian history and all. But honestly, I’d probably pick something with better options for women.”

“I love old Ayutthaya,” Meena says. “Capital city before Krung Thep.”

“What’s that?” Thalia asks.

“That’s what Thai people call Bangkok,” I say. “Its name means City of Angels or spirits or something like that, right?”

“Tuk dong!” Meena says. Correct.

“When I study in the university in Krung Thep, I go with friend to visit Ayutthaya. Can rent bicycle to go everywhere. It’s lovely and they have many old temples with the brick, red brick.”

“Sangop mai ka?” Thalia asks, which means, is it peaceful?

“Sangop mak!” Meena says. “But long time ago, no bicycle in Thailand, of course.”

“I think it must have been something to live in Paris in the 1960s,” I say. “Everyone thinks California or London. But ever since I saw Breathless I thought it would have been cool to be there, to be alive at that time.”

“Have you ever been to Paris?”

“Nope,” I say. “And I’m not sure I really want to go. I’m worried that it couldn’t live up to the hype. You know, there’s this whole syndrome around it in Japan specifically. Japanese tourists have these terrible reactions to finding out that the place isn’t what they thought it would be.”

“Is that actually a thing?” Thalia says. “That’s so sad.”

“I get it. When you’re invested in a fantasy, it’s distressing to learn the truth.”

“Oh my god, I love Midnight in Paris,” Thalia says. “Could watch it on repeat.”

“Oh, me too,” I say. “I’d rather watch that movie again than go to Paris.”

Meena plays with the swizzle stick in her drink and I realize that the conversation has wandered in a direction that’s hard for her to follow. When you grow up in a small village, you don’t grow up watching a lot of movies.

“Meena, what was the first movie you ever saw?”

She thinks for a moment.

“I don’t know the name in English,” she says. “India movie. I don’t remember the story but I like the dancing. Beautiful.”

“Didn’t India have a lot of influence on Thailand?”

“Yes, a lot,” Meena says. “You know at that time the country name is Siam. People from India people come here so we learn about the culture them. Sri Lanka also.”

She pronounces the word “Si Lanka” without the “r.”

“Now that’s a place I would like to go,” I say. “It’s cheap, it’s nearby and I know almost nothing about it so I can’t be disappointed.”

“Alright then, let’s go,” Thalia says.

I sit up like I’m about to rise from my chair and jump there directly.

“I’m serious,” Thalia says. “We don’t need to make a plan right now, but we should at least start thinking about it. It’s not easy for all of us to be together like this.”

I nod, feeling a little sad. I’d been riding this wave of bliss, not thinking about the fact that my time with Meena is so limited. And while it’s only started now, Thalia’s year of study will have to come to an end eventually too.

“You’re right,” I say. “We should start thinking about trips we’d like to take, things we’d like to do. It always feels like there’s more time than there really is.”

“Exactly,” Thalia says. “We should be careful about taking too many international trips, though. The language school told me I shouldn’t travel outside the country too often or Immigration will think I’m not a real student.”

“Yeah!” Meena says with a laugh. “Not real.”

Thalia takes this as a challenge and sets down her glass.

“Let’s study right now!” Thalia says. “Quiz me.”

Meena looks around in the immediate vicinity. She picks a water bottle out of her purse.

“An nee bpen alai?” she asks. What’s this one?

“Nam duem,” Thalia says confidently.

“Aaah?” Meena grunts. Not quite.

“I’m sure it is,” she says. “Nam is water and drink is duem.”

“No, not duem,” Meena corrects. “Duem.”

She struggles to hear the difference. So do I. It’s the hardest aspect of learning Thai for someone who didn’t grow up using tone as a part of language. Finally, she gets it or at least gets close enough for Meena to let her have it.

“Yes!” she says.

“See?” Thalia says. “I’m learning. I’ll be fluent in no time with you teaching me.”

Meena gives this cheeky smile like she’s not at all convinced, which makes Thalia laugh.

“An nee bpen alai?” Meena asks again, this time pointing to me.

“Dtao!” Thalia says.

“Grill?” I ask.

“No, Turtle!” Thalia says, laughing.

I roll my eyes.

“You still haven’t told me what that nickname means.”

“Sure I did,” I say.

“Come on, it’s not because you’re slow and hard.”

“I didn’t say that.”

She waves my objection away.

“Alright, let’s see,” she says, pondering. “Is it because of that face you make?”

“What face?”

“That face that makes you look kinda like a turtle.”

She purses her lips and then squints, which I guess is supposed to be her turtle impression of me.

“Nope,” I say. “You’re not even warm.”

“Did you used to have a pet turtle?”

“I would be Turtle Boy then, wouldn’t I?”

“Yeah,” Thalia says. “I had two cats growing up but nobody ever called me Cat.”

“You still haven’t answered Meena’s question properly,” I say. Then, turning to Meena, I mime smacking her on the wrist with a ruler. “Very naughty student.”

Meena laughs.

“Okay, all right,” Thalia says. “An nee bpen puuchai.”

She says the word for “man” with deep relish.

“Tuk dong!” Meena says. “Very good.”

“If I get every question right, then will you tell me?”

“I can’t believe you didn’t figure it out already,” I say.

She screws up her eyes at me.

“All right, then,” she says. “Don’t tell me. I’ll figure it out on my own. And no hints.”

I put up my hands.

“No hints.”

Thalia finishes her rum and coke, which has mostly turned to melted ice. She looks around, noticing for the first time the balcony upstairs.

“Do you think this place used to be a brothel?”

“Almost certainly, once,” I say. “This street was the red light district for the whole island. Bangla Road before Bangla Road.”

“Red light?” Meena asks.

“Yeah, as in stop and spend a little time with me,” I say, wiggling my eyebrows.

Meena laughs.

“Ah! That is Thailand.”

She doesn’t have to say anything more. We all understand what she means.

“Meena,” I say. “Have foreign guys ever tried to pick you up in Patong?”

She groans.

“Yes, a lot,” she says. “One time two guy ask me, how much? I’m just buy some fruit! Not looking for sex!”

“Ugh, that’s so gross!” Thalia says.

“Yes, not fair,” Meena says. “They think all Thai girl the same.”

I’m not surprised. It’s the reason why I was so reluctant to flirt with her before.

“I’m not like that,” Meena says. “Actually, I’m pooying boreesud,”

Thalia furrows her brow.

“I know pooying,” she says. “That’s woman. But what is boreesud?”

Meena turns to me and asks me if I know. I don’t.

“Innocent,” Meena says. “Virgin.”

I have to mask my surprise. Thalia doesn’t cover hers.

“Really?” she says. “I had no idea!”

Tell me about it. I really had no idea. Meena told me she’s twenty-five, and yeah she said she’d been single for a while and hasn’t mentioned any prior boyfriends. But I just assumed she didn’t have much experience, not that she didn’t have any.

And last night I asked her if she wanted to be part of a three-way on our first night together! No wonder she just wanted to watch. I wish I’d known. Glad I know now.

“Are you… saving yourself for marriage?” Thalia asks.

“Not exactly,” Meena says, looking at me. “Just someone special.”

Oh my god. Am I going to be her first? On this trip? I mean, I want to be. I know that. But is she ready? And how do I ask?

“Yaa kid mak na!” she says, watching me overthink everything. “Don’t worry.”

“I just don’t want to do anything to make you uncomfortable,” I say. “A woman’s first time is special.”

“But you want to be her first, right?” Thalia says.

“Of course,” I say.

“Well,” Thalia says, swishing the small chips of ice that remain in her glass around. “I think this afternoon, I’ll get a massage. Alone. For two hours. Maybe you two will come up with something to do together while I’m gone?”


5.

Back at the resort, it’s just the two of us in the villa. Thalia cleared out to give us some space. Very considerate of her, but now I feel like the pressure is on the two of us to make the most of the time. And if I’m feeling that way, I can only imagine how Meena is feeling.

She’s lying on the bed, playing with her phone, wearing this soft cotton sundress in pale yellow, thin straps, nothing underneath it that I can tell, the kind of thing that could come off in one motion if it needed to. I climb onto the bed and then nuzzle up to her, which is a little awkward since I’m much, much taller than she is. She turns to me, her eyes big and curious. She lets her wrist go limp and the phone in her hand topples onto the bed.

“Tam alai yoo?” she asks. What are you doing?

I put my hand on her stomach and rub her gently. There’s no word for “sex” in Thai. Well, there probably is but it’s not commonly used. Often when Thais want to speak of the concept they’ll reach for the English word which, since they don’t have an ‘x’ in their language comes out as ‘sec.’ Or they’ll use a euphemism which means ‘to have something together.’

“Are you ready to try having something together?” I ask in Thai.

She gives me this look like she’s sizing me up. It’s playful, but I’ve got my palm resting flat against her stomach. I can feel her heart beating fast.

“Okay,” she says. “Sure.”

“I think we should go slow,” I say. “Be careful and slow and just let what happens happen.”

She agrees.

“If you want to stop, or something doesn’t feel good, you can tell me and we’ll stop,” I say. “You don’t need to be worried about how I’ll react.”

“Okay.”

“And you don’t need to worry about trying to please me,” I continue. “That anxiety will just make things worse, and the best thing is just—”

“—Mike! Yaa pood gern bpai, na,” she says. Don’t talk too much! “Kissing first, okay?”

“Okay, good idea.”

So, I shut my mouth, lean over and kiss her. Then I open my mouth again, but not too soon and not all the way. We just let the kisses accumulate slowly, deepen and then limbs entwine as we touch each other. I can feel myself stiffening, anticipating that tightness, the slick warmth between Meena’s legs. But not yet. I have to be careful, take this slowly.

A knock at the door interrupts things.

“Hold on,” I say. “Thalia must have left something in the room.”

Reluctantly, I climb off Meena and go downstairs to answer the door. It’s not Thalia. It’s Ava.

“Did you give Olivia the key to your place?” she demands.

Nope. Just not having it. I smile, step inside and push the door closed. Ava stops the door with her hand and pushes it back open.

“How did you figure out which villa is mine?”

Our suite is one of the named ones, not numbered, just something painted on a little teak placard by the door in Thai script I still can’t read on sight. So she didn’t get it off a room list.

“Shut up!” she says. “Stop looking so amused.”

“You spied on us, didn’t you?” I say. “Watched us come back. I’ll bet you were waiting in the bushes.”

“Michael, where’s Livie?”

“Okay, so I take it you’ve been texting with her,” I say. “But she won’t tell you where she’s gone, right?”

“You have no right to interfere with our relationship!”

“Agreed,” I say. “Now, stop interfering with mine. I’m busy.”

“Tell me where she is and I’ll go.”

“No.”

“Michael!” she shrieks.

I smile, and believe me when I say that it’s not because I enjoy seeing her miserable. It’s because I see that she’s angry and miserable and alone and it’s no longer my responsibility to care about any of it. My hands are clean and so is my conscience.

“If she won’t tell you, neither will I,” I say. “Cool off, take some time for yourself.”

“Fuck you!” she says, crossing her arms and scowling at me. “I don’t have to listen to a word you say.”

“Fair enough.”

I give the door one more good push, a hard one this time. It slams in her face before she even has the chance to respond. I lock it fast and then turn on my heel. She makes a sound like a predatory animal that’s been denied its promised meal. To me, that is a sound worth savoring.

That look in her eyes when she figured out I wasn’t bothered by her rage, that for the first time I was going to do absolutely nothing to soothe it and wasn’t going to feel the least bit guilty either. If I wasn’t hard before, I am now. I’m aching as I take the stairs two at a time to hurry back to Meena.

Meena asks who was at the door. Crazy person, I say, without elaboration. She accepts this answer without further questions. I settle myself beside her again and we pick up where we left off. The kisses come back easier this time, less tentative, like we’d already warmed the engine and only let it idle for a moment.

I work my belt loose with one hand. She doesn’t look away while I pull my pants off. In fact, I think she enjoys the sight of my bulge, which is straining against my boxer shorts just for her. When I come back to her, I find the hem of her dress with my fingertips, just resting my hand there at first, giving her time to register it.

“Okay?” I ask.

“Mmm-hmm.”

I take that as a yes. I gather the fabric slowly, drawing it up over her thighs, her hips, her stomach. She lifts her arms for me, trusting and unguarded. The dress comes off and I set it aside. She’s wearing nothing underneath it. Perfect.

I sit back just slightly and look at her. Meena is small, everything in proportion, her body built lean and close to the ground the way a lot of Thai women are. She holds my gaze for a moment and then her eyes drift sideways, the way eyes do when you’re being observed and you’re not sure what to do with that.

“Suay mak na,” I say. You’re beautiful.

It sounds less like a line in Thai.

She makes a sound in her throat like she’s not sure she believes me, but she’s ready to be convinced.

I kiss her jaw, the side of her neck, the ridge of her collarbone. Her hand comes up and finds the back of my head, just resting there. I can feel the little shivers moving through her when I reach the curve of her shoulder.

“Cold?” I ask.

“No,” she says, almost laughing. “Not cold.”

I work my way down. She’s very still beneath me, learning how to receive this. I can tell she’s spending some of her energy just managing what she’s feeling, keeping it from overwhelming her. I go slow. Slower than feels natural. I stay with each place, until the hand at the back of my head presses rather than just rests.

She makes a small sound, low and involuntary, when my mouth finds her breast. She breathes out hard through her nose like she’s been holding it. I feel the tension leaving her by degrees. She’s liking this now. Time for us both to get more comfortable.

I sit back and pull my shirt over my head. She watches me do it, her gaze traveling across my chest and stomach with open curiosity. She saw me naked last night, but this time I’m undressing only for her. She reaches out and touches the center of my chest with two fingers, tentative, like she’s taking a temperature. I take her hand and spread it flat against my sternum and hold it there. Her palm is small. I can feel both of us breathing.

My hand moves down her stomach. She tenses slightly, involuntarily, then releases it. I wait at her hip, patient. Her breathing has changed. It comes shorter now, quicker, and the hand at my back grips a little.

“Still okay?” I ask.

“Yes,” she says. The word comes out smaller than she means it to. She clears her throat softly. “Yes.”

I move my hand between her thighs and she makes a small surprised sound that makes me pause even as it drives me on. Her hips shift toward me and then away and then toward me again, deciding whether to open or protect. I stay where I am, unhurried, and let her decide.

She decides.

Her thighs soften apart and her chin tips back and the room gets very quiet except for the fan overhead and the distant sound of the sea. I watch her face while I touch her. She’s not thinking about me watching her now. She’s turned inward, entirely inside the experience, her mouth slightly open, her lashes low.

“Good?” I ask softly.

“So good.”

Her fingers curl into my arm. My hands keep moving. I’m learning her breathing now, figuring out which touches make her hold it and which ones let it go.

I keep my touch light. Lighter than instinct tells me to. I can feel how ready she’s getting and it takes real discipline to stay slow when everything in me wants to move faster.

Her hand finds my wrist. Not stopping me, just holding on.

“Bpen yang ngai?” I murmur. How is it?

She doesn’t have a word ready. She makes a sound instead, something between an exhale and a hum, and her hips tilt upward by a degree. I take that as permission to deepen the pressure slightly and her grip on my wrist tightens.

“Mike,” she says. That’s all she says. Just my name. Nothing attached to it.

I kiss her temple, her cheek, the corner of her mouth while my hand continues its work. She turns her face toward mine and we kiss properly. I feel the kiss change when I adjust what I’m doing, feel the breath go out of her into my mouth. She breaks away and tucks her face against my neck.

She’s moving with me now, small unconscious movements, her hips following my hand without her deciding to let them. I feel the heat of her, how ready she is, and I have to close my eyes for a moment and think about something else.

I work one finger into her slowly. She stiffens just slightly, one sharp intake of breath against my neck.

I go still.

“Okay?” I ask.

A pause. Then: “Okay.”

I don’t move yet. I just let her adjust to the presence of it, let the tension in her body decide on its own whether to stay or go. Her grip on my wrist loosens. Her breath returns. The line between her brows smooths out.

I begin to move, very slowly. She makes a low sound that starts in her throat and doesn’t quite make it out of her mouth, swallowed back, like she caught herself. I keep the rhythm even and unhurried. After a moment her hips begin to answer it again, that same instinctive movement from before but more pronounced now, more deliberate, like her body knows what it’s doing even if she doesn’t.

Her nails press into my arm.

“More,” she says. So quiet I almost don’t catch it.

I add a second finger, more carefully still. She hisses through her teeth and her whole body arcs slightly, her spine curving off the mattress, then settles back. I watch her face. There’s discomfort in it, I can see that, but I can see the other thing too, the pleasure of what she’s feeling, and the pleasure is winning.

“Still good?” I ask.

She nods without speaking, her jaw tight with concentration.

I find the angle that makes the discomfort matter less and I stay there, working with patience. Her mouth falls open. She breathes my name again, barely sound, mostly just the shape of it.

I curl my fingers gently and she gasps, sharp and surprised, her thighs clamping briefly around my hand.

“Sorry,” she says immediately. Automatic reflex, apologizing for her own reaction.

“Don’t be sorry,” I say. “Don’t ever be sorry for that.”

She looks at me. Her eyes are glassy and dark and very near. I feel her getting wetter against my palm, the warmth of her increasing. She’s ready, and there’s no mistaking it. My own need has moved past the point of being ignorable. I’m hard as a stone, but I keep my focus on her, on the sounds she’s making, on the way her chest rises and falls faster now, and on the slight tremor that’s begun in her thighs.

She’s ready. I know she’s ready. I stay a little longer anyway, a few more slow strokes, letting her climb just a little further before I stop.

When I draw my hand away she makes a small sound of complaint, eyes still closed.

“Mike.”

“I know,” I say. “I know.”

We kiss for a while longer, my weight settling against her, and I feel her relax into it, feel the slight nervousness that had crept back in begin to dissolve again. Her hands move across my back. I let her set the pace of the kissing, follow her lead, give her body time to remember where it was.

When I feel her hips begin that small searching movement again I pull back enough to look at her.

“Ready?” I ask.

She takes a breath. Lets it out.

“Yes,” she says.

I position myself carefully, one hand braced beside her head, watching her face as I begin to press forward. She closes her eyes. Her lips part. I go slowly, feeling the resistance of her, how tight and new this is.

I stop.

“Okay?” I ask.

Her brow is furrowed. She nods but doesn’t speak.

“Just.” She searches for the word. “Slow.”

“Slow,” I agree.

I press forward another fraction and she makes a sound that walks the line between the two things, pleasure and pain occupying the same syllable, her nails finding my back. I hold there again, completely still, watching her breathe through it. Her face works through something, tightness and concentration and then a kind of surrender, the body making its accommodation.

“Okay,” she breathes. “Okay.”

I move again. Her breath leaves her in a long unsteady stream and her hips shift beneath me. I feel the resistance giving way, her body opening around me. I have my forehead pressed to her temple and I can feel everything, every small change in her breathing, every minute adjustment she makes.

“Meena,” I say quietly.

She turns her face toward mine. Her eyes open and find me.

We stay there a moment, just looking at each other, paused at this threshold together. Something passes between us that doesn’t have a name in Thai or English either.

Then I push forward the last small distance and she gasps, her whole body tensing sharply, a short tight sound escaping her throat.

I go completely still.

“Jeb nid noi na,” she admits quietly against my jaw. Hurts a little.

“I know,” I say. “I’m sorry.”

“Mai bpen lai.” Her arms wrap around me fully, pulling me close. “Don’t move. Stay first, na.”

So, I stay. It takes a minute, maybe two. Then her hips move, slowly and gently. She does it again.

“Better?” I ask.

“Mmhmm.” A pause, considering. “Yes. Better.”

I begin to move with her, matching the slow tentative rhythm she’s established, following her lead exactly. Her breath changes immediately, the pain-note going out of it, something else coming in. Her hips rise to meet me and I keep the strokes long and measured, feeling every small sound she makes as much as hearing them.

Her body has stopped fighting this and started welcoming it. I can feel the difference, the way she’s softened around me, warm and slick, her hips finding a rhythm of their own now that has nothing to do with caution. The sounds she makes are different too. Lower. Less guarded. She’s not managing it anymore. She’s just having it.

Her arms tighten around me. Her hips push up to meet my next stroke and she makes a sound that settles somewhere deep in my chest. Her heels find the backs of my thighs, just anchoring herself, making sure I’m real.

I drop my weight onto my forearm and get closer to her, my mouth at her ear.

“Like this?” I ask.

“Mmm.” Her hips press up, which is its own answer.

I keep the pace deliberate. I’m working against everything in me that wants to move faster, wants to take what she’s offering all at once. Her fingers are in my hair again. She turns her head and finds my mouth and we kiss, and I feel her breath catch in the middle of it when I push forward, feel her exhale hard against my lips.

“Mike.” My name in her mouth has started to sound different. Less like address, more like punctuation.

“Yeah,” I say.

“Faster.” A pause, almost shy about it. “Little bit.”

I give her what she’s asking for. Her head tips back immediately and she makes a sound I feel in my spine. She’s beautiful like this. She’s always been beautiful to me, but this isn’t the same beauty I noticed during our Thai lessons at the coffee shop. This is the kind of beauty that most don’t get to see. I may be the first man ever to see it up close. Her mouth is open and her brow is drawn together in a way that looks almost like sadness, except it’s the opposite. There’s nothing else on her face at all.

Her thighs grip me and release and grip me again.

The rhythm between us has found its own current now, her body lifting to meet me with a fluency that has nothing to do with experience and everything to do with instinct, her hips moving with a sureness that arrived on their own. Her nails trace a long slow line down my back and I feel it everywhere.

“You feel incredible,” I tell her, low against her ear.

Her body begins to tighten around me. I can feel it building in her, feel the deep involuntary clenching, feel her lose the rhythm because something else has taken over.

“Mike.” High and breathless. Her fingers fist in my hair. “Mike—”

“I’ve got you,” I say.

She goes rigid and then everything releases at once, a sound tearing out of her that she doesn’t try to contain, her whole body rolling with it in long slow waves, her face pressed hard into my neck. I feel her pulsing around me and I keep moving through it, slower now, riding the length of it with her, giving her everything she needs to finish what she started.

She shudders. Again. A small aftershock that makes her breath catch.

Then she goes loose.

Her arms fall to the mattress. Her chest heaves. I lower myself beside her, keeping some weight off her, and brush the hair from her face. Her eyes are closed. There’s a flush across her cheeks and collarbones, and her lips are parted, and she looks absolutely wrecked, in the best possible sense of that word.

I press my mouth to her temple.

She turns her face toward me. Her eyes open, dark and still glassy, and she looks at me for a long moment like she’s working out where she is again.

Then she laughs.

“What?” I ask.

She shakes her head, still smiling at the ceiling.

“Mai mee kam sap,” she says. There are no words.


6.

We lie naked together, both of us slaking that thirst that only skin to skin contact can satisfy. I drink in the smell of her hair and just marvel at the smallness of her, the way that her curved body makes mine feel gangly and huge and yet just right to complement her compact form.

“Kid yaang ngai?” she asks.

“I’m not thinking about anything,” I say. “Except that you’re very soft and I want to stroke you just like this.”

I run the tips of my fingers up her thigh and then cup her with my palm.

“Meow, meow,” she says.

I laugh. I guess I am treating her kind of like a pet. She’s just so soft and warm it’s like her first time is mine too in a way.

“I don’t want you to go,” I say. “Two days isn’t long enough.”

“Okay na,” she says. “Can come back.”

She turns her head to look at me and our arms entwine.

“Still have Tha-lee-yaa,” she says.

“I want you both,” I say. “All the time. I can’t help it.”

She chuckles.

“Normal for man,” she says. “But cannot have everything all the time. That normal too.”

Sage advice. Buddha has left his mark on this one.

The door clicks open downstairs and I realize too late that this sound, and not a knock, is what signals that Thalia has returned from her massage. I feel no need to cover up. My girlfriend coming home to find me in bed with another woman carries no repercussions. Is this the best relationship, or what? The kind of thing that a guy can ever swing one—maybe two times in a lifetime.

Only one thing can pry me out of this bed: the look Thalia gets, bright-eyed and cheeky, when she sees my flaccid, satisfied cock and knows I’ve done exactly what I set out to do. We slip our limbs from around each other’s sides and I give Meena one more gentle kiss before rolling out of bed and stretching.

Thalia’s on the stairs now, her head appearing first over the railing.

“Hey!” I say. “How was your massage?”

“Hurt so good,” she says.

She enters and beams, cocking her head slightly as she looks at us.

“And how about you two?”

“Same same,” Meena says with a grin.

“Oooh!” Thalia squeals as she hurries over to have a seat at the foot of the bed. “Tell me everything! How did it feel?”

“So good,” Meena says. “Gentle and soft. I love it.”

“Not too soft,” I say with a smile. “She just means that I was careful with her and didn’t rush.”

Thalia waves at me dismissively.

“Such a bloke,” she says. “Ignore him, Meena. Just tell me about how it was for you.”

“What about?” she asks. “I feel surprise and wow! So good. Like that.”

“Well, all right then, what else is there to say?” Thalia says.

She rises from the bed and comes to me, looking me up and down once. I move to embrace her.

“I’m glad you treated her right.”

I wrap myself around her and lean into a deep and passionate kiss. This isn’t a quick peck to say I love you. It’s the kind of open-mouth, ravenous kiss that says—I’ve still saved plenty of fire for you too.

When I release her, I unspool her, almost like a dance partner. She swoons and from her lidded expression I can guess at the head rush she just experienced.

“You taste like her,” she says.

God, there’s something so sexy about a woman who’s turned on by the thought of me with another woman. I contemplate going round two right here and now, but there will be plenty of time for that later. First, I need to eat. All I had for lunch was a cocktail and we just burned a lot of calories.

“Hiew mai?” I ask the group. Who’s hungry?

It’s unanimous.

“The restaurant here is so good,” Thalia says. “But I’m craving something greasy.”

“Good call,” I say. “Let’s go somewhere outside the resort, the better to avoid crazy ex-girlfriends. Ava knocked on the door while you were gone.”

“Really?! She was here?”

“Yeah,” I say. “My flawless plan had some blowback. Although I guess I got what I was looking for. What did I expect, getting in the middle like that?”

“So, why did you?”

“I don’t know,” I say. “It just seemed to make sense. She needed some time to be alone, my place was empty. It just seemed to make sense.”

“Doesn’t sound like you really wanted to tick off Ava,” Thalia says. “More like you wanted to help Olivia.”

“Well, maybe some of both,” I say.

“We leave tomorrow, never see them again,” Meena says.

“That’s right,” I say.

She says it to relieve me, and I should feel relieved. But instead it gives me a pit in my stomach somehow. Probably the “never” in her statement. But really, would it be better if I did have to see Ava over and over just like our little chat in the doorway earlier or those passive aggressive barbs at dinner? No, it’s over. It’s for the best. It’s not like I’m lacking anything.

“How about Steak Tonight?” I ask.

“Sure,” Thalia says. “Do you know a good steakhouse?”

“No, that’s the name of the restaurant,” I say. “It’s Western food, lots of meat and starches and it’s all crazy cheap. We just have to drive to Patong.”

“Works for me,” Thalia says. “Meena?”

“Okay!”

The contrast between the meal we had last night and this one couldn’t be starker in pretty much every way. Mom Tri’s Kitchen is glamorous, exclusive, expensive. Steak Tonight is the kind of place where you seat yourself if there’s a seat available or stand and wait when there’s none available. You fill out a slip from the stack beside the napkin holder and check off everything you want. Beer is self-serve out of the glass-front cooler. There’s even one of those bottle openers on the front that you stick the beer inside and twist the cap off with a flick of the wrist like a vintage Coke machine.

“I love this place,” Thalia says, taking a sip of beer.

“Good,” I say. “You’re a cheap date.”

“Sometimes.”

The ambiance may not match the resort. No Disney standards drifting softly from a piano. And unless a beach at sunset and a busy street clogged with motorbikes are comparable, I can’t recommend the view either. But the place sure is lively. Cheewit cheewa, as Meena says.

“What do you think Ava is doing right now?” Thalia says. “It’s sad to think of her eating alone on her holiday.”

I shrug.

“Maybe she and Olivia have made up already,” I say.

“Olavia reunited,” Thalia says. “Hey, you think they made up and Olivia invited Ava to your place and they’re screwing on your bed right now?”

“Unlikely,” I say. “Although, I suppose there’s no reason why the chances are that remote.”

“The question is, would having sex in your bed count as revenge? Or would it be a sexy, sensual message?”

“If it is a message, to me it reads—screw you!”

“To me it says, we screwed without you, you’re not here but you could have been.”

“Exactly,” I say. “They’re taunting me.”

“Or, maybe it means they’re trying to entice you,” Thalia says. “To drive you to lust after them and chase them back to California to rekindle your menage a trois.”

“You’re really building an elaborate story around this little piece of speculation,” I say. “Is there a reason?”

“I think Olivia is still attracted to you,” Thalia says. “Ava too, maybe.”

“Yeah,” Meena says. “She so angry.”

“Well, there you go,” I say. “She almost busted down my door trying to tell me off. She’s obviously still carrying a torch for me.”

Maybe it’s my sarcasm or my outdated phrasing, but this gets me only blank stares, so I clarify.

“I don’t think that’s true,” I say.

“Why not?” Thalia says. “Review the evidence.”

A member of the waitstaff wordlessly sets a basket of french fries, egg rolls and chicken wings in front of us and then pirouettes to unload the rest of her tray on the table next to ours.

I reach for a fry but it’s too hot and I have to put it back.

“What evidence is there?” I say.

“You mean besides the fact that Olivia’s sleeping in your home?”

“My home but not my bed,” I say. “She’s in the guest bedroom, I’m sure.”

“Come on,” Thalia says, dipping her fry in the mayonnaise and ketchup and mixing them together. “They see you again at dinner and then go back to their room and have a fight. What do you think that was about? It obviously wasn’t about which one hates you more. There had to be some attraction. Why else would they have had a fight in the first place?”

“Could be any reason,” I say, although I don’t really believe it myself. She’s right. The fight was about me. Olivia’s face confirmed as much. “Okay, maybe you’re right. But that doesn’t mean they want to get back together.”

Thalia takes a sip of beer and then wipes her mouth.

“I never said they wanted you back. Just that they’re still attracted. That’s different.”

I grab a slice of egg roll and dip it in the chili sauce before putting it in my mouth. It helps to chew over relationship stuff when you’ve got something hot and flakey to sink your teeth into.

“Well, in any case it doesn’t matter,” I say once I’m done chewing. “Too late for that now anyway. We tried that, and look how things turned out? Perfectly. We each went our separate ways and I’m lucky we did or I never would have met you two. Here’s to us. Chon gaeow!”

“Cheers!” Meena says.

We clink the lips of our bottles together. More food arrives in waves. Not just beef steak but also spare ribs, fish and pork, more french fries, garlic bread and spaghetti bolognese. The plates start to crowd each other as we keep ordering more. Thalia polishes off the last of her extra-tall Singha and sets it on the table, releasing a satisfied sigh.

“I think they’re pretty sexy,” she says.

“Who?” I say. “Those ladyboys across the street?”

I point to a gaggle of them who appear to have stopped off for something to eat before their cabaret show. Thalia rolls her eyes.

“Yes, they’re gorgeous,” she says. “But you know who I was talking about.”

“Well, maybe they are,” I say.

“So, you agree that they’re beautiful?” Thalia says.

“Why does this feel like a trap?” I say. “I feel like I’m Lindsay Lohan at the mean girls’ table.”

“Nobody’s tricking you,” Thalia says. “You can be attracted to them. We don’t mind. Right, Meena?”

“Yeah,” she says, dabbing her fingers with a napkin. “No problem.”

“Okay, well, maybe it’s a problem for me,” I say. “I’m glad to know you find my ex-girlfriends so alluring. But honestly, it’s a door that I would rather keep closed. Can we do that, please?”

“Yes, Turtle,” Thalia says in that cheeky way she has that says she’s not sorry about playing with me.

I sigh and rest my chin against my knuckle as I look at her. She really is a piece of work sometimes. But I can’t get too upset. I know it’s not malicious. She’s testing boundaries, which is something I like about her. Most of the time.

“Okay, so is Turtle some kind of a play on your middle name?” she asks.

This again.

“If it was, what would my middle name be?”

“Yertle?” Thalia asks.

Meena chuckles. I’m not even sure if she recognizes the Dr. Seuss reference, but she clearly finds the sound of the word amusing.

“Alright, do you want to know?” I ask.

“No, I want to guess.”

“You’re not even close,” I say. “I mean, I’m sorry but at this rate you’ll probably never get it.”

“Alright, give me a hint.”

“Olivia was Vince because she was the glamorous one and Ava was E because she was the more type-A, serious one. And so all that was left was either Turtle or Johnny Drama.”

Thalia looks at me, completely bewildered.

“What are you talking about?” she asks. “Is this a movie or something?”

“Entourage!”  I say. “The TV show Entourage. You don’t remember Entourage?”

I look at Meena to back me up, and then I remember who I’m talking to. If Thalia doesn’t remember, why would a girl who grew up in a Lisu village without electricity or running water have extensive knowledge of prestige TV?

“Is it on Netflix?” Thalia asks.

“No, HBO,” I say. “Although, I guess it was a few years ago.”

“How many years?”

“Like… twenty?”

“So, it was on when I was a baby, then?”

I take a second to do the math.

“Actually, when it first aired you weren’t even born,” I say. “Damn, okay. I guess I shouldn’t have expected you to get that reference. But they did that revival movie not that long ago.”

Of course, it doesn’t feel like that long ago. 2015 doesn’t. Though it obviously was. Time really is a funny thing.

“What was the series about?” she asks.

“Four guys live in a house together in the Hollywood Hills. Vince is the movie star, that’s Olivia—”

“Uh-huh.”

“And then Eric is the best friend but he’s also Vince’s manager. Ava has that same energy. Johnny Drama is Vince’s half-brother.”

“Is he the blond guy with the big hair and the sunglasses?” Thalia asks. She grunts and preens, pretending to fix her hair. “Man, I’m pretty!”

“That’s Johnny Bravo,” I say. “Completely different character.”

Although, if you think about it, is he?

“Anyway, Turtle is the fourth guy,” I say. “He’s not the cool one. He’s not the smart one. He basically just drives the car and hangs out in Vince’s house.”

“Is Turtle cute at least?” Thalia asks.

“I don’t know, I guess,” I say. “He’s not bad looking but he mostly gets carried along because he’s part of the entourage. He wouldn’t be going to parties at the Playboy mansion if Vince wasn’t around.”

“That’s not you,” Thalia says.

“I know,” I say. “It’s just a nickname.”

“No, I mean that’s not who you are,” Thalia says. “You’re not a hanger-on who is with two women who are out of his league.”

“Well, I am now,” I say with a smile.

“Mai chai!”  Meena interjects. Not true.

“She’s right,” Thalia says. “You’re not a Turtle. You’re a Vince.”

“Not everybody can be a Vince,” I say. “And that’s okay.”

“Michael, I’m serious,” Thalia says, leveling her gaze at me. “If those women made you feel like you were just their accessory, that was wrong. You’re not that at all. Look at this relationship. You’re the nucleus, right?”

She looks to Meena for confirmation. She grins shyly, confused. Thalia quickly realizes her error.

“What’s the word for nucleus in Thai?” Thalia asks, almost to herself.

“Suun,” I say, since I don’t know the word for nucleus and “center” gets the basic point across.

“Ah, yeah,” Meena says. “You suun of us.”

“Well, thank you,” I say.

“It makes me mad that Olavia made you feel like you were just their driver,” Thalia says.

“Well, I did do most of the driving,” I say. “But it wasn’t really like that. I mean, it was a cute thing. Just an inside joke.”

Thalia’s expression relaxes some, but I can see that she’s still bothered by it. I’m flattered that she’s ready to come to my defense, although I’m not sure she understands some of the nuance of the nickname. It was meant to be a term of endearment, not a put-down. Still, it makes me examine my relationship with Olavia in retrospect. Maybe the nickname wasn’t as cute as it seemed to be.

“Anyway, now you know the origin of my mysterious nickname,” I say. “It wasn’t actually all that interesting. Let’s talk about tomorrow.”

“Sanook jang loei!” Meena exclaims.

“Exactly,” I say. “The boat leaves at 8:00 so we have to be on the beach, ready to go, at 7:30.”

“Dtuen chao dee gwaa,” Meena says. Better to wake up early.

“Yeah, okay,” Thalia says. “I can wake up early.”

Then, off my skeptical look—

“I can!” she says. “But just in case I can’t, can you carry me down to the beach?”

“Sure,” I say. “I’ll carry you onto the boat and then toss you over the side. That’ll wake you up.”

“Thank you,” she says with a smirk. “But if I don’t come up for air, come in after me.”        
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The next morning, we’re up early. For Meena and me it’s no problem. Thalia has to be roused, but she’s a sport about it. We just roll out of bed, get our swim stuff on, and walk down to the beach where guys sitting under parasols ask if you want to take a longtail boat.

Well, this morning that’s exactly what we want to do. They try to overcharge us, but we’ve got a Thai with us and that helps in the negotiation. Meena interjects, making the guy with bleached highlights and tribal tattoos which look more Hawaiian than Thai slash his inflated price to something more reasonable. It’s always nice to travel with a local, and these guys are still making out pretty good in the deal too.

The longtails don’t dock in the sand so you need to swim out to where they’re anchored and then climb up and in. We’re given a waterproof bag for our phones and valuables along with life preservers. Swimming in the life preservers is slower and plodding. I climb aboard first. The engine is already running and the sound of it is deafening, a repurposed truck motor with nothing between it and your ears, and I reach down and give the girls a hand up.

The ride to Nui Beach is only about twenty minutes. The water is calm, which means that it will be clear and not muddy when we’re snorkeling. It’s lovely and as soon as Thalia’s hands are dry she wants to take out her phone and get some pics on the boat. Then we all take turns applying sunscreen to ourselves and each other. Our guide looks like he wouldn’t mind doing the girls’ backs, if asked. Well, he’s not getting any such invitation.

We pass by a small rocky outcropping along the coast. There are dozens of these little islands surrounding Phuket and the Andaman Sea. One is named James Bond Island, probably unofficially, after the scene from The Man with the Golden Gun was shot there. I can hear the theme song in my head every time I picture it. But our destination is on Phuket itself.

Nui is actually two bays with a rock formation bisecting it and a freshwater stream that comes down from the hills and spills into the sea. The hills behind are covered in thick green, the kind of green that doesn’t have a gap in it anywhere. Beside the stream there’s a tin roof shack that serves drinks and snacks. It’s a private beach, which means we have to pay a hundred baht each to come ashore, which wasn’t included in the price for the ride we negotiated. Nor, as it turns out, is the rental fee for the masks and snorkels. Now I see why this guy was so willing to negotiate. He knew he was getting money from us on the back end. Can’t blame these guys for being crafty.

We jump ship and wade toward the beach with our life preservers on.

On the sand there are no sun chairs or parasols, nothing to spoil the natural splendor of the place. Just a brown-haired woman standing on the beach wearing a mask, which she takes off and reveals that she is, in fact, Ava.

Of course.

I contemplate turning around and swimming back toward the boat, telling the driver to take us to James Bond Island, or at least give me a shaken martini and a gun. But instead, I keep wading toward the beach.

Walking out of the surf, I see her standing with the mask in one hand and the other resting on her hip.

“Ava, hi!” Thalia calls out.

Ava mutters an inaudible greeting.

“Alright, this stalking has got to stop,” I say with a grin.

“Uh… yeah,” Ava says by way of a comeback.

Pretty lame. So lame in fact that I almost feel sorry for her. She is here alone, after all. I guess she and Olivia still haven’t made up after all.

“Forget it,” I say. “We’ll just divide up the beach so we won’t crowd each other.”

I point at the side on the other side of the rocks.

“You can take that half and we’ll take this half,” I say, pointing.

“Why should I have to move?” Ava demands.

“The coral formation is bigger on that side,” I say. “It’s a good deal.”

“This side has the snack bar.”

“Okay, fine,” I say. “You can take this side and we’ll take the other one.”

“I might want a coconut later,” Thalia says.

“Me too,” Meena says.

“Well, in that case, how about we just share everything? We’re only here a short time, we can tolerate each other’s presence, can’t we?”

“Fine,” Ava says, taking her mask and pulling it awkwardly back onto her face, which is supposed to signal ‘I’m so over this, I’m leaving,’ but makes her look silly because the mask is not a pair of sunglasses and you can’t just slide them on. She duck walks in her fins and tries to dive into the surf. What she lacks in grace she makes up for in sheer stubbornness.

“Let’s stagger our exits a little,” I say. “I’d love it if we didn’t meet her on the coral.”

We hand off our life preservers and pick up our gear at the shack. The masks are a little fogged and the snorkels smell of other people’s mouths, which is one of those things you just don’t think about until it’s too late. We wade out into the water. It’s perfectly clear and even before we reach the reef I wish my camera worked underwater. I know the newer model iPhones are supposed to be fully waterproof, but I don’t want to risk my phone to find out how much “fully” actually means.

The first thing you notice face-down in water this clear is the silence. The engine noise cuts off completely and it’s just you and the low muffled sound of water moving over rock. Then the fish appear. The ocean looks as empty and clear as blue sky one minute, then suddenly a parrotfish darts past in a streak of green and blue, or an angelfish goes drifting by like a piece of tinfoil folded into wings, and you feel like you’re in it. Thalia’s braided hair fans out above her, drifting like strands of thick noodles in the current. Meena’s is a dark cloud of black angel hair. I let the current carry me a little and just look down.

Rocks are everywhere, and they’re a hazard because in water this shallow you’re getting buffeted around and have to watch for sharp edges.

I turn my head and Thalia is waving me over, urging me to follow her. I do and when I do I see a clownfish taking shelter in an anemone. It disappears in a whoosh. I must have scared it off. But then another passes by Thalia’s leg. I point to it but before she can turn it’s swum off. Nature’s skittish around people, and with good reason.

Meena is a natural, gliding through the water, skimming the tops of rocks without ever getting too close. She points to some sea cucumbers and those black spiny things that I forget the name of. Sea urchins, maybe? But of all the wondrous creatures that we encounter, maybe none commands attention like Ava. She doesn’t so much swim as thrash, putting way too much effort into moving through the water like she’s expecting it to fight back. I swim up behind her, curious about this strange and exotic specimen. Her flipper gets closer and kicks me in the head. Probably an accident. Serves me right for getting too close, but with the rocks hemming us in there’s less open water than you’d expect. Ava jackknifes like a fish on the line trying to turn around and see what she just bumped up against.

The movement breaks her mask seal and water floods in. I can see the moment it happens—her body goes from thrashing to something more alarming, hands going to her face. She grabs at the mask but she’s disoriented and treading water at the same time. The mask is pulling her under rather than coming off.

I glide over and wrap my arms around her middle, lifting her to the surface. I let go and she pulls the mask off. I pull up mine and rest the strap against my forehead.

“What the hell?” she asks, coughing and snorting as she blows saltwater out through her nose. She’s blind, not even aware that I was the one who pulled her up. Then she opens her eyes, which look pink around the edges and bloodshot like she’s been crying.

“Why’d you do that?” she demands. “I was swimming.”

“Looked like you needed help,” I say.

She opens her mouth to argue and then closes it again. The water dripping off her face says it all.

“Hey, look!” I look over and see Thalia’s head bobbing up and down. “Jellyfish!”

“Don’t get too close!” I caution. Then I remember that she’s a grown-up and doesn’t need me to tell her. Besides, I want to see it too.

I turn and Ava is already swimming toward the beach. I put my mask on and go under, swimming in Thalia’s direction. Meena points to the thing with its translucent body and ghostly tendrils. A pale saucer shape, white with four faint rings visible through the bell, turning slowly on some invisible axis. I’ve heard that they can sting. What I learn only later, when we’re back on the boat, is that the purple ones, the Portuguese men-of-war, are the ones you need to watch out for. These ones are moon jellyfish, the most common breed in these waters and also the most harmless.

There’s something mesmerizing about the way that it seems to dance. Another one appears and the two of them tango around each other, sometimes becoming still and at others turning like a corkscrew to resist the pull of the waves.

We swim around for another half an hour or so and see a few other species of fish, but the jellyfish are definitely the highlight for me. Just as I’m getting thirsty, Meena waves at me and points toward the beach. We swim back to the shore, avoiding rocks as we flop onto the coarse-ground sand. I take a deep sigh of fresh air that hasn’t passed through a tube. Ava’s sitting at the snack bar. We take off our stuff, wash the sand off the fins and the masks with sea water and then walk the stuff back over.
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“Can we sit with you?” Thalia asks Ava.

Ava nods but doesn’t look in our direction. While the girls are grabbing a seat, I buy four coconuts from the proprietor, a tiny old woman wearing a pink hijab. A shirtless guy who I take to be her son or some relation pulls them out of the cooler and takes a butcher’s knife down off the ring on the bamboo wall of the shack. He opens each coconut by bringing the knife down against the tops with five quick thwacks. Then he peels open the lid with the edge of the knife and puts a straw and parasol in each.

I pick up two coconuts and bring them to Thalia and Meena first. Then, I come back for the other two. One’s for me and the other one’s for Ava. She grabs the thing with both hands like I’m handing her a pumpkin, a burden she reluctantly accepts despite having no idea what it could be good for. She holds it away from her like a crying baby and then sets it down on the plastic table beside her.

“You’re supposed to drink it,” I say.

“I’ve got a water, thanks.”

“You love coconut water when it comes out of a bottle and gets promoted on Instagram.”

She glares at me.

“I didn’t ask you to buy me a coconut,” she huffs.

“Don’t worry, I’m not going to send you a bill.”

I take a seat with my own coconut and take a sip. The smaller coconuts are actually the sweeter ones. Big ones like this don’t stay as sweet, even though you get much more water from them the water is a little opaque and has an almost nutty flavor. They’re still just about the most nutritious thing you can drink.

“What did you see out there, Ava?” Thalia asks.

“Oh, ya know,” she says. “Fish.”

Ava’s coming off like a bitch, I know. And while that impression isn’t totally unearned, the full story is a bit more complicated. Besides the fight with Olivia, she has this tendency to get crabby when she’s outside of her comfort zone. And “outside her comfort zone” encompasses all of, well, outside. She’s not really the adventurous type but feels like she has to be when she’s on a trip. If she’s already booked an adventure she’ll suffer through every minute of it.

Meena tries to balance her coconut against her thigh, but it wobbles and then rolls onto the sand. She laughs from sheer surprise.

“I’ll get you another one,” I say.

“You can have mine,” Ava offers, grabbing the big green orb and launching it across her lap like it’s a medicine ball.

“Thank you!” Meena says, accepting the spite-filled offering with genuine warmth.

Ava smiles, looking satisfied at having done a good thing for someone and extricated herself from my debt at the same time.

For a moment the four of us just sit there, listening to the stream coming down from the hill.

“Your arms are so toned, Ava,” Thalia tells her. “Do you do yoga?”

Ava smiles, shrugging her shoulders slightly.

“Thanks, Thalia,” she says. “Yeah, I do some yoga and strength training. You lose muscle mass as you get older.”

“I’m a lazybones, truly,” Thalia says. “I hardly get any exercise. Michael gets up early to work out and just leaves me in bed. I don’t know how he finds the will power.”

“You wake up early?” Ava asks me.

“I do now,” I say. “It’s a good habit I picked up after living here.”

“Well, good for you,” she says. “I don’t think I could sacrifice the sleep.”

“It’s no sacrifice,” I say. “I sleep better than I used to. Deeper, easier. I think I’m just a lot less stressed.”

It’s all true and without our history and the subtext that it carries, it would be a completely neutral statement. But of course, with us no statement can be completely neutral. I’m tired of this passive aggressive dance, and I get the impression she is too. But I don’t think that either of us has a way to get off this ride we’re both stuck on.

Ava picks at the label on her water bottle. It’s already half gone.

“This is the perfect place to bring a book,” Ava says, trying to change the subject. “Wish I’d thought to bring one.”

“Oh, I know,” Thalia says. “It’s the perfect place for a romance novel. I’m reading one now that’s so good.”

“Oh, yeah? Who’s it by? Meghan Quinn?”

“Thurston Kade,” Thalia says.

I do my best to suppress a grin. Ava has little idea about my fantasy haremlit. I mentioned it offhandedly when we were together, but it was little more than a hobby at the time and I had the feeling she wouldn’t really get it. An intuition which is about to be proven right.

“It’s a romance novel written by a guy?” Ava says.

“I know, right?” Thalia says. “I was surprised by how much I liked it since it’s not my regular thing.”

“What’s it like?”

“It’s so… male,” Thalia says, reaching for a way to describe it. “The perspective, I mean. It’s like being inside a guy’s head.”

“Huh,” Ava says, leaning forward. “Interesting. What’s it like in there?”

“So horny. This guy has this big, big group of girls but he’s sweet and tender with every one of them. And they’re all green because they’re goblins. It takes place in this magic world where people are goblins and mages and stuff.”

“Oh,” Ava says.

Which is pretty much the reaction I was expecting from Ava. It’s the typical female reaction to learning about the existence of haremlit—this is weird. This isn’t what love stories are supposed to look like. It doesn’t bother me. Ava isn’t the target audience for the books I write. Thalia isn’t either but the fact that she’s acquired the taste only shows how special she is.

“I know, it’s weird, right?” Thalia says. “I mean, it’s the opposite of what I usually like. But honestly, it’s so hot. The author does an amazing job of really putting you inside the experience.”

This time, I don’t manage to suppress my grin and Ava notices.

“What?” she asks.

“Do you remember those books I was writing in my spare time?” I ask.

“Is this the harem stuff?” she asks. “It’s like D&D but in a book, right?”

“Yeah,” I say, remembering now that’s how I explained it to her. “Well, I kept writing them and now it’s kinda what I do.”

“So, hold on,” Ava says, turning to Thalia and then back to me. “You wrote the book that she likes? You’re Thurston Kade?”

“Yep.”

“And you actually make money at that?”

“Well, yeah,” I say. “I may not be Misty Vixen. But Thurston Kade has his fans.”

“That’s a person? Misty Vixen?”

“It’s a pen name,” I say. “Believe it or not, it’s a genre with female fans and female authors. Not as many, but more than you’d think.”

“Well…” Ava says. “And how do you feel about the fact that he writes this stuff and puts it online?”

The question is directed at Meena, who until this point has never heard of Thurston Kade and has no idea that I write haremlit for a living. Meena looks confused, then thoughtful.

“If interesting for him, I think good,” Meena says.

“I agree,” Thalia interjects. “I’m proud that Michael makes a living pursuing his passion. He rebuilt his life after having to walk away and start from nothing.”

“Is that what he told you?” Ava says, raising an eyebrow. “Because I think you might be falling for another one of his stories.”

“Ava, let’s not,” I say. “It’s over. Let’s not get into it on this beach, okay?”

“Fine,” Ava says. “I would just advise both of you to think carefully about what you know about Michael. Because it may be less than you think.”

“What he do?” Meena asks.

“Yeah, tell us Ava,” I say. “What did he do?”

Ava sits pensively for a moment, possibly because she’s feeling cornered. She doesn’t say anything right away. Meena and Thalia watch her carefully, like they’re expecting to be told I strangle puppies for sexual pleasure.

Somewhere behind us the old woman in the pink hijab is stacking empty coconut shells without looking at any of us.

“You’re right, Michael,” Ava says. “It’s too personal.”

“Hold on,” Thalia says, putting up a hand. “You can’t say you know something we need to hear and then hold out on us. What did Michael do that was so bad?”

“He abandoned us,” she says. “Just broke off all contact and then moved away to another country on the other side of the world.”

“After you broke up with me, yeah!” I say. “You make it sound like I did it for no reason. The two of you dumped me. I was devastated.”

Ava’s hackles are up now, and I can see that she’s ready for a fight. But from her frown and the defensive way she’s curling up in her chair she doesn’t actually want one.

Behind her, the sea is flat and blue and completely indifferent.

“I shouldn’t have brought it up,” she says. “You were right. Let’s just drop it.”

“Hold on,” Thalia says. “When else are we going to get another chance like this? We’re all here now—”

“We are not all here,” Ava cuts in. “Olivia isn’t here. And you two aren’t a part of my relationship with my ex!”

“Okay,” Thalia says. “But what if the reason we all ended up on this beach is so you two could find some closure?”

“I don’t need closure,” Ava says.

“Well, I do,” I say, surprised by the force of my own words. “I still don’t understand why you did it. Why the two of you went behind my back and decided that I was out.”

“There was a lot more to it than that,” Ava says. Then, to the girls: “He’s trying to make himself into the victim, but he’s not. We all got hurt when it ended, not just him.”

Thalia sets her coconut down on the table. Meena’s gone still.

“So, why’d you dump him?” Thalia demands.

“Not good,” Meena agrees.

“There was a lot of… emotional stuff,” Ava says, grasping for words. “We were scared.”

“What?!” says Thalia, flashing me a look.

“Not for our safety,” Ava says quickly. “I don’t mean that.”

“So what do you mean, then?” I demand. “You were scared. Go ahead and tell us, what were you scared of?”

“Why am I being talked to like I’m some criminal?” Ava answers. “I didn’t do anything wrong.”

“You treated Mike like he was a Turtle,” Thalia says. “But he’s not a Turtle. He’s a Vince.”

“Jing!” Meena adds. True, that!

“What?” Ava says.

“Livie’s nickname for me,” I say. “She wouldn’t stop asking what it meant, so I told her.”

“He’s a Vince?” Ava repeats. “What does that even mean?”

“You two treated him like he was an accessory,” Thalia says. “Like he was just some guy who was lucky to even be around you. Like the guy from The Entourage.”

“It’s just Entourage,” I cut in.

“That’s what you told them?” Ava says. “That’s completely untrue.”

“Oh, come on.”

“Michael, that’s not why she called you that,” Ava says. “She gave you that name and then you made the connection to Entourage.”

I sense a trick here. We are fighting, after all. Lies are part of it. But misremembering can be too. I have to investigate further.

I look at her. She’s not smirking. Whatever she’s about to say, she means it.

“Hold on,” I say. “What do you mean?”

“You’re the only one of us who even watched that show,” Ava says. “Why would two women see themselves in a group of guys? Guys who are honestly kind of gross?”

“So, then, hold on, why was I Turtle?” I ask.

The look she gives me is full of exasperation, like she can’t believe how dense I am. But when she speaks, I can hear the note of pain underneath it.

“Because you always retreated into yourself.”
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“What?” I say. “What do you mean?”

“You were like a turtle who would go inside your little shell and hide for days.”

“I never hid from you,” I say.

“Not literally,” Ava says and growls. “God, you’re such a guy!”

“I don’t believe it,” Thalia says. “That’s not the Mike I know. He’s open, he’s sensitive.”

“Uh, how long have you known him?” Ava asks.

“Nearly one year,” Meena says.

“Less for me,” Thalia admits. “Like, not quite two months.”

“Well, girls,” Ava says, crossing her legs and brushing a strand of hair out of her eyes, “—at some point you learn that the guy you fall for is not always the same guy you get.”

There’s nothing but the wind and the sound of the waves for a moment, the beauty of our surroundings having not been clued in on the heaviness of our conversation. There’s this twisting feeling forming in my gut like I just ate a dicey clam. All those nights I spent trying to figure out what I did to lose Olavia. Is it really possible it all came down to me being emotionally unavailable? Such a cliche. And yet, how many relationships have ended for exactly this reason? It is plausible…

“You really felt that way?” I say finally.

“If I didn’t, why did I break up with a guy I was in love with?”

I realize that it’s in my nature to rationalize away any truth that makes me uncomfortable. I’m human, and I am after all male. But something about it just seems off, like a post-hoc rationalization.

“Nah, I don’t buy it,” I say. “If that’s true, why give me a cute nickname? Why didn’t she just tell me that?”

“She didn’t know how!” Ava says. “You were this enigma we were both trying to figure out. It was what drew me to you.”

“Oh, please!” I say. “I’m not that complicated. Am I?”

I turn to my two current girlfriends for backup, but I can tell that even if they aren’t completely convinced by Ava they’re at least ready to hear her out.

“I never said you were complicated,” Ava says. “I said you weren’t there, weren’t really there. Not by the end.”

“Ava, I was losing my career! My entire identity and sense of self was vanishing in front of my eyes.”

“Exactly. And so you retreated emotionally.”

“What was I supposed to do? Take it out on the two of you? Spend every day complaining? I didn’t want to be that guy. I thought I was saving you from my personal hell!”

“Oh my god,” Thalia says, putting a hand to her mouth. “I get it now. This makes so much sense.”

“So, now you’re on her side?”

“No!” she says. “But I know what she’s talking about. My dad is the exact same way and it drives my mum mad.”

I put my head in my hands. This is not how I saw this day going. I’m on a beach, surrounded by beauty, staring out at a boat piloted by a guy who is just sitting there waiting for me and my harem to be done playing in the sand and I’m miserable.

“Listen, it’s not your fault,” Thalia says. “You’re a guy. This is a thing guys do. It’s just how you’re wired or what you learn when you’re small, or something.”

“What do you want me to say?”

“See!” Ava says. “This is exactly what we had to deal with.”

“I hear you, girl,” Thalia says.

“Not easy to understand lady,” Meena tells me. “Yaak mak na.”

“Yes, it is,” I say. “Very difficult.”

I have this sinking feeling that everything I thought I knew about the breakup that brought me to Thailand might have been wrong. What does that mean? It was all a misunderstanding?

“I don’t understand why you didn’t tell me this directly,” I say. “If you didn’t want to break up, why didn’t you just call me out for drifting apart from you emotionally?”

“That’s what I was trying to do!” Ava says. “God, there were so many times where I would bring something up trying to get you to engage, do something!”

“By picking fights with me? That in your mind was you getting me engaged?”

“Arggh!” she grouses. “See? You didn’t understand then and you don’t now. So, let’s just drop it. You made your choice and went out and replaced us both. So, why are we having this fight again on a beach in Thailand?”

“I don’t know,” I say. “Look, maybe we should just get out of here? We’ll leave and let Ava have the beach.”

“Let’s wait a little longer,” Thalia says. “This is our day here and I want to enjoy it. Meena?”

“Me too,” she says. “Don’t need hurry.”

“I’ll go,” Ava says. “I like it better at the villa anyway.”

She stands, grabs her phone, and then adjusts the fabric around her waist, ready to walk back to the longtail boat that’s waiting to take her back. Letting her walk away makes the most sense. It would alleviate the tension we’re all feeling and lighten the mood. But it would also be a turtle move. I just got done listening to her tell me that I retreat emotionally. So, if I let her go just to avoid future conflict, I’m only proving her right. I can’t let her walk away. I have to prove her wrong!

She’s already got one foot pointed toward the water.

No, wait. That’s not very enlightened either. I should at least try to engage with her criticism instead of dismissing it. That sounds like the kind of thing that a mature adult would do, and I can pass for one of those when called upon.

“Hold on, Ava,” I say. “If you want to go back, fine. But you shouldn’t leave on our account. Besides, you don’t really want to spend another morning alone, do you?”

“Agree,” Meena says.

Ava stops, her focus still on the waves. She’s got her arms crossed, glaring at the waves as if she wants the tide to retreat instead of advancing across the sand. Nature’s got a mind of its own and she’s not having it.

“For whatever it’s worth, if I came off as insensitive before, I’m sorry.”

She pivots on the spot and looks at me.

“That’s not the apology you think it is, Mike,” Ava says.

I shrug.

“Well, I’m sorry for that too, then,” I say with a small smile.

Her eyes flash with anger, but then she stops herself from releasing it. Her anger hasn’t passed but she’s mature enough to recognize when it’s not serving her well. I appreciate that she’s trying to control it. She can really be a pain when she’s upset, but she can turn that around on a dime too. That’s why I loved her once. Or anyway, it’s what I once, in the very distant past, loved about her.

“Okay,” she says. “Thank you for that. And I’m sorry too. I’ve acted like a bitch.”

“No, you haven’t,” Thalia says.

“Yeah, I kinda have, though,” she says. “I came here to relax and it’s hard for me to come here and see how completely Mike has moved on.”

“It wasn’t as easy as you might think,” I say. “I’m not complaining and I’m not blaming you. But I’ve had some rough nights too. It wasn’t easy getting over you. Either of you.”

Meena is watching Ava with that quiet, evaluating look she gets when she’s deciding whether someone is worth the trouble.

“You still talking with O-lee-vee-yaa, right?” Meena asks Ava.

“Oh, well, we’ve texted some,” Ava says. “But neither of us is ready to drop it. I guess I’m not that good at apologies in general.”

She looks at me, shielding her face with her hand as if to see me better even though she’s got sunglasses on.

“You’ve always been good about saying you’re sorry.”

You live with two women, you don’t really have a choice about it. Either learn to apologize fast or learn to live without them. But I don’t say that. I just smile and nod, accepting the compliment.

“You know, I envy you girls,” Ava says. Then she hastens to add, “not because you have Mike. Well, not only that. But you’ve also managed to get along and stay connected to each other and him. That’s not easy to do.”

“Tha-lee-yaa so sweet person,” Meena says. “Good heart, also. Easy to stay together.”

“Ah, thanks, babe,” Thalia says. “We just clicked as soon as we met. Like sisters.”

“Yes!” Meena agrees.

The two of them lean into each other without seeming to notice they’re doing it.

Ava nods, studying the two of them.

She’s quiet for a moment. Whatever she’s thinking, it’s written somewhere behind the sunglasses.

“You’re so young,” she says.

“Really, Ava, you’re not old,” Thalia says. “You’re beautiful and glamorous and impressive.”

“Thank you,” Ava answers. “But you don’t have to say all that. I wasn’t fishing for a compliment.”

She absolutely was, but I decline to point this out since everybody’s getting along.

“Really,” Thalia says. “It’s no fun being young. I mean, I know I have great skin, and I’m cute, but I have nothing figured out. Everyone around me is more mature with more life experience and I never feel like I measure up.”

“Oh, sweetie,” Ava says. “I understand. I don’t really know you yet, but you seem to me like you’ve made good choices so far.”

“I guess so,” Thalia says. “Look where we are.”

Exactly. We’re on a breathtaking beach that feels like it was put here just for us. We can stay as long as we please. It’s the kind of moment that you’re going to return to in your mind again and again. Even if I don’t remember every image clearly, it’s the feeling of being here right now that I’m going to hold onto. The girls aren’t satisfied with this alone, though. They need proof in the form of pictures.

“Ava, would you like me to snap some pics of you?” Thalia asks.

Ava grins, clearly thinking exactly this and relieved she doesn’t have to ask.

“Thanks, Thalia. Yes, that would be lovely. Where should we take them?”

The light this time of day is flat and a little harsh, the kind that photographers complain about, but nobody here seems to mind.

All three get up and soon proceed to snap photos, taking cover from the sun—which, since it’s now almost noon, is pretty intense—under the canopy of green that spills down the hillside. Ava poses, hands on hips, one knee bent, bending in the sand and holding her hair back, touching the arm of her sunglasses to her lips; all those sexy things that women do when you put them on a beach and in front of a camera.

I glance over occasionally but don’t leave my chair. I just sip on a coconut, my second of the day, and watch the water. They move around and switch phones, each girl getting her chance to have an Instagram-worthy moment.

And what moments they are. Thalia and Meena kneeling in the surf while the waves lap their legs, arms around each other, back to back. That is, they stand back to back and interlock their arms, then Thalia leans forward and Meena leans back so that she rests on Thalia’s back before they tumble, laughing, into the sand. I just smile as I watch them. They really will go all out for a photo.

“Oh, Turtle Boy!” Thalia calls. “Can you come here and get some of the three of us?”

I set my coconut down and walk over. The sun is blazing and I really should have brought a hat. The girls stand with their arms around each other, then they arrange themselves from biggest to smallest: Thalia, Ava, and then Meena, in that order.

Finally, it’s time for me to be in the photos, too. The dreaded group selfie. So hard to get right, and my arm is the only one long enough to hold the phone far away enough to take it. This means I have to somehow fit everyone in frame.

The first few are just a bust. No one is ready. But then I crouch a little, Meena comes and puts her head on my shoulder and then Thalia does the same with my other shoulder and Ava gets as close as she has to without the two of us actually making contact with each other. I take about ten, two of which are deemed adequate and my job is complete.

We go back to rest a little while in the shade and the girls review their photo haul.

The shade under the trees is real shade, not the thin kind you get from an umbrella. Somewhere close by, the stream keeps up its steady sound over the rocks.

“Oh, I found this amazing bronze Buddha in Phuket Town,” Ava says, thumbing through her photos. She hands the phone to Thalia.

“Oh, lovely.”

“It’s a gift for my mom,” Ava says. “I don’t even want to think about what it’s going to cost to ship it home.”

“Buddha, really?” Meena asks.

“Yes,” Ava says. “I was told that the statue came from an old temple.”

Thalia hands the phone to Meena, who looks at it and frowns.

“Sorry,” Meena says. “Cannot take Buddha outside. Haarm loey.” Absolutely forbidden.

The photo on the screen shows a small seated figure, dark bronze gone green at the edges, hands folded in its lap. It looks old. It probably is.

“I don’t understand.”

“You can’t bring statues or other images of the Buddha out of the country,” I say. “It’s against the law.”

“What?!”

“They put up signs all over the airport warning tourists,” I say gently. “It’s considered disrespectful of religious relics to treat them as souvenirs.”

“Oh my god! Nobody told me. Meena, I’m sorry. I hope I didn’t offend you.”

Meena chuckles.

“No problem, don’t worry,” she says.

“Why didn’t the seller tell me that?” Ava asks.

“Probably because they were hoping you would buy it,” I say.

Ava shoots me a look that tells me she’s not amused.

She picks up her water bottle and then puts it back down without drinking from it.

“What am I supposed to do with it now?” Ava asks. “I can’t take it with me, and I have nothing for my mom.”

“You can probably sell it back to the shop where you bought it for most of what you paid for it,” I say.

“I’m entitled to a full refund,” Ava says. “Given the circumstances.”

I give her a shrug that says, yeah, but what are you gonna do?

“Well, now I know,” Ava says. “You only make that mistake once, right?”

Thalia reaches over and touches her hand, a small gesture of sympathy. Ava stacks her other hand on Thalia’s, accepting the gesture. Who would have thought these two would turn into besties? Not me.

It’s a small thing, the two of them like that, but it’s the kind of small thing that would have seemed impossible yesterday morning.

“We shouldn’t make those boatmen wait any longer than they have to,” Ava says.

“Okay, na,” Meena says. “They waiting on Kata Noi Beach also. Every day. That is work.”

“Well, I’m ready to go anyway,” Thalia says. “Nui Beach is a dream, but there’s plenty more to see on the island, right?”

“Totally,” I say. “Yeah, I’m ready to go back.”

“And it’s time for me to send Livie a message,” Ava says. “I’m sick of this vacation alone—I mean, not alone.”

“We know what you meant,” I say.

“It was actually a nice gesture for you to let her stay at your house,” Ava says. “I’m sorry that I jumped to the conclusion that it was spiteful.”

“Don’t apologize,” I say. “It was at least half spiteful. But I’d be as glad as anyone to see the two of you make up.”

“Me too!” Thalia says. “I want to see Olavia get back together.”

“Olavia?” Ava laughs.

“You must have been thinking it! How could you not?”

Ava gives a little shrug, then says quietly—

“I was hoping to make Avolia work.”

“Sorry,” Thalia says. “But it’s just not the same.”

The girls collect their things and we take back the life preservers that the shack’s owner held onto for us. As we’re walking back, Thalia grabs Ava’s arm before she wades into the surf.

“Have dinner with us,” she says. “Please? And Olivia too. I want to see the two of you again before you go.”

“I can’t make any promises for her,” Ava says. “But I’d like that.”

Ava waves goodbye as she swims the few yards to her own longtail boat to take her back to the resort. We swim to ours and our guides help us aboard. It’s a lighter feeling than I can remember as we round Phromthep Cape. The engine is as loud going back as it was coming out, which means nobody can say anything, which is fine. I’ve got plenty to think about.

It’s not just the incredible memories that we’ve made but the unexpected surprise of actually understanding what caused my breakup with Ava and Olivia. Maybe Ava was right. Maybe I was more emotionally distant than I realized. But if that’s true, then it leaves some unsettling questions. Was our breakup inevitable, or is there a version of my life where I made the other choice?

If things had been just a little bit different, I might never have started on this adventure. I wouldn’t have met the two incredible women who are sunning themselves on the deck of this boat, smiling at me as they luxuriate in the pleasurable surroundings. There’s a version of my life where I never met them but got to keep two other beguiling beauties instead.

This line of thinking brings me to conclusions both enlivening and unsettling. But finally, I decide not to think too much. Yaa kid mak, as the Thais say. Better to simply enjoy what I have and be grateful for it because there’s a lot more coming.


10.

By evening, I’m refreshed, relaxed, rejuvenated, reborn. Part of this is attributable to all the sun I got in the morning and the nap I took in the afternoon. But that’s nothing compared with what Thalia and I got up to in the freestanding tub in the bathroom after we returned from the beach. She told me that she’d been dying to take a bath, but not alone.

“I’m scared to lay in that big thing all by myself,” was her reasoning. Well, I didn’t need to make some quip. I just took the hint and we got right down to it. Twice. My knees may be sore, and actually my lower back is too, but spiritually I’m transformed.

Now that the sun is setting, we’re all getting ready for dinner. They’ve been styling their hair and putting on their makeup for the better part of an hour. Me, I just took the most unwrinkled items out of my suitcase and put them on. I don’t even shave, at Thalia’s insistence. She loves the “dad vibes” that my stubble embodies, and the fact that I forgot my shaving cream just seals the deal. I do rinse with mouthwash and put on just a little cologne, though. Have to look presentable enough that these two knockouts aren’t embarrassed to be seen with me.

Thalia comes out first in a burnt-orange linen dress, sleeveless, that stops just above the knee, her braids pulled up and off her neck with a few loose strands left to frame her face. She smells like the coconut sunscreen from the beach layered under something floral she must have put on after. Meena follows in a fitted deep green dress with small gold embroidery at the collar, the kind of thing that looks plain on the hanger and does something else entirely once she’s in it. Her hair is down, straight and dark and still a little damp at the ends, and she’s wearing the jade pendant her grandmother gave her, which she usually keeps tucked under her shirt during the day.

Our destination is a simple seafood restaurant in Kata. Ava called the landline in the villa to set up the meet when she realized she had no other way to get in contact. I guess it’s time to unblock her, but I’m not in any hurry. We’ll see how long this period of good feelings between us lasts.

As we’re walking out, Meena stops and says she forgot something and asks for the key so she can run back and get it. She returns a few moments later with a smile and something heavy making her bag swing as she walks.

We take a taxi rather than a Grab this time, Meena’s idea, since she says it’s bad luck to skimp on a night that feels like an ending. The drive takes us up out of the Villa Royale grounds and along the coast road, the headland with Mom Tri’s falling behind us and the string of hotel lights giving way to something scrappier and more lived-in—tailor shops with their metal shutters half down, a 7-Eleven throwing its fluorescent glow onto the sidewalk, a stray dog trotting along the gutter like it has somewhere specific to be. Kata proper announces itself with noise before anything else: motorbikes, a bar’s speakers doing something to a pop song that wasn’t built for it, the smell of charcoal and fish sauce drifting out from someplace we can’t see yet.

The restaurant is just off the main road that snakes through the island. It’s open air with simple but inviting decor. A compromise between Mom Tri’s Kitchen and Steak Tonight in price, aesthetics and culinary quality.

Wooden tables, no tablecloths, a low wall separating the dining room from the street so you can watch the traffic go by while you eat. Strings of bare bulbs are hung overhead instead of anything more formal, and a glass-fronted case near the entrance displays the catch of the day laid out on crushed ice—red snapper, tiger prawns, mud crab still faintly moving. A ceiling fan turns overhead, not fast enough to do much besides push the smell of grilled fish around the room. Somewhere in the back a radio is playing, low enough that it’s more texture than song.

Ava is waiting for us at the front desk wearing an elegant outfit to rival the ones that my girls have on. A fitted black dress that hits mid-calf, simple gold jewelry, her hair blown out straight in a way that must have taken real effort in this humidity. She smells like something expensive, one of those department store perfumes that costs more than it has any right to. They greet each other with excited hugs and when it’s my turn, she and I share a brief and not too tense hug that shows that things are indeed thawing between us. We’re shown to a table on the second floor where we have a view of the water. Thalia sits next to me with Ava and Meena sitting across from us. Everyone has a look at the menu, crab legs, flounder, mahi mahi. I suggest we get a bucket of beers for the table. Ava makes the counter suggestion of a bottle of wine, which gets more approval from the group. But I’m still in a beer mood, so I get a Singha.

“I was so wiped after the beach,” Ava says.

“Oh, me too,” Thalia says. “I was completely ravaged.”

I smile discreetly as I take a sip of beer.

“Meena, you’ve got a lovely tan,” Ava says, pointing to her arm.

“Hmm?” she says, slightly alarmed as she looks at her arm as if expecting to find ants crawling all over her.

“Thai women spend their lives avoiding the sun,” I say. “They don’t value a tan the way we do.”

“Yeah, when I was young my mom tell me not let my skin be dark,” Meena says. “Mai suay.”

“That means, not beautiful,” Thalia interjects.

“Oh,” Ava says. “Well, I guess that’s a preference. Although it seems an unfair standard for naturally dark-skinned people.”

“Many people think old way,” Meena says. “For me, not sure. I like farang style.”

“What’s farang style?”

“Farang means us,” I say. “White people.”

“I love seeing my skin tan,” Thalia says. “But the sun is so intense here, that it’s not about darkening. It’s about damage. You have to cover up.”

Meena nods in agreement.

“Have to take care,” she says.

“Oh, sure,” Ava says. “When I was in Dubai, I wore the traditional headscarf that women wear there to protect my skin, and also just for fun. I found I really liked it. I wouldn’t want to live in a culture where I had no choice but to wear it, but since I knew I could always take it off it was actually fun giving it a try.”

The conversation goes on like this for some time. Obviously, I find the topic of skin care scintillating, but somehow I let my attention drift. The noise from a bar across the street, the coolness of the night steal me away until I see Olivia appear across the room. She’s wearing an outfit every bit as elegant as the others, a wrap dress in deep red that catches the string lights when she moves, her hair pinned up with a few pieces left down around her face. She’s put in effort to make this entrance, and it shows.

“Hey,” I say, rising to give her a hug as she comes over.

She squeezes just a little tighter than is strictly polite. Ava gives her a kiss on the cheek and they give one of those little nose-touching kisses that show things are patched up between them, at least in public. I grab a chair for her from another table and position it between me and Ava.

She takes my house key from her bag and slides it across the table.

“Thanks for letting me stay,” she says.

“And how did you find your stay at Chez Turtle?” I ask.

“Incredible view,” she says. “The bed in the guest bedroom was soft, too. Oh, and I noticed that portrait of you in the bathroom.”

“Oh, yeah,” I say. “Well, you can meet the artist right here.”

Thalia waves from across the table.

“You did that?” Olivia says. “You’re good.”

“Thanks!” Thalia says, taking me by the arm. “Mike brought me to this cafe overlooking Kalim Bay where they provide you with paint and supplies. I felt inspired.”

“Did you study painting in school?” Ava asks.

“At uni, yeah,” Thalia says. “But I don’t really see it as my career. Maybe art could be part of my career, or I could have a career which involves art in some way, but to be honest I just have no idea what I want to do.”

“I think there’s an underappreciated value in that,” I say. “When you don’t have a plan, it’s easier to pivot. The people I knew who worked the hardest in school, a lot of them have had the rug pulled out from under them when conditions changed.”

“Like me,” Ava says. “I’m selling real estate now.”

“Really?” I say.

“She got licensed last fall and she’s already closed on three listings,” Olivia adds, placing her hand on Ava’s. Ava takes her hand and holds it.

“Congratulations,” I say. “I’m not surprised. It seems like exactly the kind of thing you’d excel at.”

Ava seems to be scanning the comment for sarcasm or waiting for a snarky follow up. But when I don’t offer one, she takes it as a sign that I’m sincere and thanks me.

“You’ve certainly pivoted well yourself,” Olivia says.

I raise my beer and tilt it slightly.

“I have,” I say. “It hasn’t been easy. Well, that’s not true. It has been pretty easy. Not everything, but it’s actually remarkable how well things have fallen into place since I’ve been here.”

“Good for you,” Olivia says, and I think she might actually mean it.

Appetizers arrive, drink refills. Olivia puts in a dinner order for some shrimp scampi. Things seem to just flow in a way that I’m surprised by. That first dinner together, there was this underlying tension and passive aggression. Now everyone’s getting along in a way that feels weirdly frictionless.

Maybe we’ve all turned a corner. I hope we have. I want to be able to have these two in my life in some way, or at least be in contact again. This dinner feels like the first step. And then Meena helps the cause of peace even more.

After we’ve eaten and we’ve let our food settle, Meena takes something from her bag and puts it on the table. It’s the little bronze elephant she bought for her grandma in Phuket Town.

“For your mum,” Meena says, having picked up on the British word during her studies.

“Oh, it’s lovely!” Ava coos. “Thank you so much, Meena!”

Meena beams. Ava takes the little art piece and examines its intricate hand-made markings.

“Maybe we can pick out something else for your grandma before you fly back tomorrow,” I say.

“Oh,” Ava says, putting the elephant back on the table. “I didn’t realize that it was a gift for your grandmother.”

“Okay, no problem!” Meena says. “Taam bon.”

“What does that mean?” Olivia says.

“Make merit,” I answer. “It’s what Thais say when they make a donation or give something away.”

“Yes,” Meena says with a smile. “And sometimes when we lose the things also.”

“She’s getting good karma points,” I say.

“Well, maybe your grandma would like a Buddha statue?” Ava says.

“What are you talking about?” Olivia asks.

“I can’t take back the statue I bought for my mom,” Ava says. “It’s against the law to export Buddha. I wish I’d gotten that kinnari I had my eye on instead.”

“Grandma has many Buddha already,” Meena says. “Thank you.”

“Well, maybe Mike could take it,” Olivia says. “It would look good next to the foo dog you have in the entrance to your house.”

“That’s my singh,” I say. “He’s a lion.”

“He looks lonely, standing there all by himself,” Olivia says.

I scratch my chin and consider the offer.

“I suppose a Buddha would look good,” I say. “Not in the entrance, but maybe in the sitting room? I could pay you something for it.”

“That’s alright,” Ava says. “Taam bon.”

“That’s really generous,” Thalia says.

“It is,” I say. “Very.”

Ava absorbs the praise with a small, satisfied nod, which would annoy me except that the gesture is so genuinely nice that it’s hard to find fault with it.

“It’ll be way cheaper to transport it across the island than it would be to try to get it back home,” she says.

“Alright, then,” I say. “I promise I’ll give him a good home and treat him with respect, not use him as a hat rack or something.”

We drink and talk a little more, and then I get the feeling that we’re ready for the check, so I signal for it. I pull out my phone and pay by scanning the QR code on the receipt. Just like that, it’s done.

“I was going to offer to pay,” Ava says.

“And I was going to let you with absolutely no argument,” I say. “I was looking forward to it, too, knowing that you couldn’t resist offering. But being a heel is only fun if you give me a reason for it. So, this is my way of getting back at you for depriving me of the opportunity to be a jerk.”

She smiles, and immediately my mind flashes back to a dozen smiles just like that one on that face I know so well, and something hits me harder than I was expecting.

“Thanks, Mike,” Ava says.

“Yes, thank you, Mike,” Olivia says.

“You’re welcome,” I say.

“I can’t believe this is the last night,” Thalia says. “I mean, we’ll still be here in Phuket, but Meena is going back to her hometown.”

“Oh?”

“Have to take care grandma,” Meena says. “She’s sick already.”

“Oh, I’m sorry,” Ava says. “You must be a very caring person to do that for her.”

“That is Thai culture,” Meena says.

“She’s being modest,” I say. “She’s an incredibly kind person. She dropped her whole life, everything she had in Phuket, to move back home for family. I don’t know a lot of people from our culture, or any culture, who would do that.”

Meena’s cheeks, which were already a little flushed from the wine, now turn bright red.

“So, now you have to do the whole long distance thing, huh?” Olivia says. “That’s never easy.”

“It’s not,” I say. “We make it work. What’s nice is that it makes trips like this extra special.”

“Oh, Meena, what do people from your hometown think about the fact that your boyfriend has another girlfriend?”

“Okay,” Meena says. “Nobody think anything because nobody know already.”

She laughs.

“That reminds me,” Thalia says. “I’d love to know how you lot handled it when the three of you were together. The public side of the relationship, I mean.”

“Mostly, we didn’t give it too much thought,” Ava says.

“Yeah, people in LA are used to having friends with different lifestyles and arrangements, so it wasn’t that hard,” Olivia adds.

“Family is different, of course,” Ava says. “But after telling my family I was dating a woman, they weren’t bothered to hear that a man was in the mix too.”

“It was probably the hardest on me,” I say.

This gets a laugh from everyone. It’s weird, but nice how well everyone is getting along.

“I don’t plan on telling my parents about Meena yet,” Thalia says. “They’re still adjusting to the fact that I stayed in Thailand for a guy.”

“I don’t think you’ll regret it,” Olivia says.

“Yeah,” Ava says. “You’re going to look back as a really special time in your life.”

Which is just about the best indirect endorsement that your exes can give your current girlfriend. Not to be too conceited. I understand that they’re talking about living abroad, making new personal discoveries and growth and all that. But I’m in there too.

“I guess we should go, huh?” Olivia says, touching Ava’s arm.

“Yeah, I think so.”

“Let’s walk back together,” Thalia says.

The night is just starting to come alive, and some part of me isn’t ready to go back to the hotel yet. I want to stay out and prolong the magic a little. But I realize, it’s not the chance to go drinking and dancing that really interests me. I just don’t want to say goodbye.

Sure, call me a simp if you want to. I’ve said goodbye to these two already. I’ve made it a year without seeing them. I know I’ll survive because I’ve already had to do it once. But when we’re standing in the lobby entrance, exchanging hugs and saying goodnight, there’s a sense that there’s still so much left unsaid. I guess that’s how life works.

We don’t go to bed right away. It’s still early and our swim stuff is still damp. We discreetly share a joint and then go for a swim in the pool until the pool attendant comes by and apologizes profusely for having to tell us that it’s closed.

But later, when the three of us are in bed and I’m spooning Meena, it isn’t only her I’m holding onto, trying to keep from slipping away.
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The next morning, I’m half expecting to run into Olavia in the lobby. But no. We collect our things, Meena packs her bag, we say thank you to our hosts and return the room key. Then we take a taxi to the airport. We kill a couple hours at Café Amazon, just hanging out and shooting the breeze. We make plans to see each other again, this time in Chiang Mai. The northern city is one of Thailand’s most famous and it’s a shorter journey for Meena. A new city, new experiences on the horizon. But I’m still sorry to see Meena pick up her bags and head for airport security.

Meena doesn’t say much at the gate. She just stands there holding the strap of her bag with both hands, watching the departures board like it might change its mind if she looks at it long enough.

“We’ll see her soon,” Thalia says, rubbing my back just below the shoulder blade.

“Yeah,” I say. “We will.”

I always get this way after a vacation. But I know that once I get home and get back in my routine that I’ll perk up.

And I’m right. My mood changes as soon as we arrive back in Kamala. I smile as we walk through the door and I see my singh, looking fierce. I give him a little pat on his pointy mane to thank him for protecting the place in my absence. Entering the main room, I play detective, looking around for signs of Olivia’s presence. She always leaves water glasses around, and this time is no exception. Doesn’t annoy me. I almost wish it did.

The living room still carries a little of her, the candle she always lit by the window, the throw pillows arranged just slightly off from how I would’ve left them. Afternoon light slants in low through the sliding doors, warm and gold, catching dust drifting over the coffee table.

One corner of the room is bare in a way I never noticed before. In my head, it’s like there’s a silhouette of a bronze Buddha with rays of gold radiating out like it was always supposed to go right there. It feels perfect, but at the same time I’m a little uneasy about agreeing to take it. At the moment, it made sense for me to agree. But I didn’t think about how a gift from my exes that I can’t help but look at every day would affect me.

“I’m going upstairs to smell the sheets,” Thalia says.

“You are so weird,” I say.

She takes the stairs two at a time. I take the water glasses and put them in the sink. Then I take a clean one from the drying rack. I wonder how many days ago I opened that coconut water. The packaging recommends you should consume the whole thing within three days of opening it. But who makes the packaging? People who want you to go out and buy more coconut water. So, I give it a sniff. Seems alright. On the second shelf there’s a pink box with a cake inside. Not the remains of a cake; a whole one.

I open the box and see that it’s a chocolate cake with caramel frosting and covered all over in little chocolate turtles. Thanks, Livie.

I get some plates and cut a slice for each of us. I’ve only got two hands, so I drink the coconut water and then carry the plates up to Thalia. She’s sitting at the foot of our bed with a pillow in her hands.

Her hair’s still damp from the shower, dark against the white pillowcase, and she’s wearing one of my old band shirts that hangs down past her shorts.

“Smell this pillow,” she says. “Ooh, cake!”

I hand her a slice of cake and she hands me the pillow.

“Smells like somebody’s head,” I say.

“Olivia’s head?”

“Possibly, but why wouldn’t the pillow from the guest bedroom be the one to smell like her head?”

“Because it doesn’t,” she says. “I already checked. The bed was unmade, but it didn’t smell like her. But this one does.”

“This is starting to get a little weird, Thalia,” I say, tossing the pillow at the head of the bed.

“You don’t think it’s plausible she came in here and slept in your bed to feel close to you?”

“Maybe it was you she was trying to get close to,” I say, picking up my cake fork and tearing off a piece with frosting.

“It wouldn’t bother me,” Thalia says between bites. “She’s a sexy lady.”

I grunt in affirmation. The chocolate turtles crunch as I bite into them. When we’re done, we both decide it’s time to give each other a little space and decompress. I go into the guest bedroom and turn on my Mac. I check my email, have a look at the sales of my books on KDP. I haven’t thought about Thurston Kade or goblin girls for days. Sales have stayed pretty much steady, but that won’t last forever.

For a couple hours, I just do some free writing, reacquainting myself with the characters and their world and mapping out how this next book will go. Thalia comes upstairs and brings me a sandwich she made.

“We have bread?” I say.

“We do now. I went down to Villa Market and picked us up a few things.”

“Thanks, Darling.”

As I’m eating my sandwich, I see an email come in on my Mac’s screen. The subject line begins with EMERGENCY and when I see that it’s from Ava, I click it right away.

Mike,

Help! We got stopped by some traffic cops. They say we have to pay because we don’t have a license. I tried to offer a credit card but they’ll only take cash and we don’t have enough. We’re on the road between Kata Noi and Patong. Sorry but can you come down with cash? They want three thousand baht. Sorry about this. I’ll pay you back, obviously.

-A

“What’s up?” Thalia asks.

“Looks like Olavia got caught in a foreigner trap.”

“A what?”

“It’s the major funding source for Phuket’s finest,” I say. “They set up a checkpoint on some main thoroughfare and stop anyone on a motorbike who doesn’t look Thai. They can get you for speeding, drinking, driving without a Thai driver’s license, no helmet, no shirt. Anything, really.”

“I drive around without a license all the time,” Thalia says. “Do you think I’ll get stopped?”

“Nah, the police in Kamala don’t bother with that for whatever reason. The checkpoints are usually set up between towns on the island, especially in places where tourists come. They know that tourists don’t know the law, so they can usually pump them for something. The upshot is they leave the locals alone because even though most of them don’t bother with helmets or licenses either, for the tourists paying a thousand baht or two is no great hardship. It would be for some local living on a fixed income. So, they fleece the foreigners instead of the Thais. They’re not fleecing me, though. I got a Thai license so I’m okay.”

“Are you going to go down there?”

“I guess I have to,” I say. “They don’t have anyone else to call.”

“Every time you think it’s the last time you’ll ever see them, they just show up in your life again,” Thalia says. “It’s kismet.”

“What is that? Yiddish?”

“No, I think it’s actually Persian,” she says. “It means fate.”

“Huh. I learned something new today.”

I give her a kiss goodbye and then drive over, stopping at an ATM to take out some cash before arriving at the checkpoint just where they described it. The officer doesn’t have to ask. As he’s waving through drivers, he takes one look, sees my white face under the helmet, and waves me over to the side. To the disappointment of his colleague, I came prepared. I have a Thai driver’s license and up-to-date registration, so there’s nothing they can get me on.

The checkpoint’s the usual setup, orange cones dragging a lane of traffic onto the shoulder, two motorbikes idling behind a folding table stacked with citation books weighted down by a water bottle. A cluster of tourists stands off to the side in flip-flops and sunburn, phones out, waiting their turn to be reminded whose country this is.

Olavia is standing with another officer and a handful of hapless foreigners who have unwittingly fallen into the trap and now need a way to come up with money to get them out. I come over and introduce myself to the officers and give them the three thousand baht. He takes it and a moment later comes back with a receipt on a yellow sheet of paper.

Ava’s got sand still stuck to her calves and Olivia’s linen shirt has gone see-through with sweat down the spine. Neither of them looks like they’ve slept much. Ava keeps glancing back at the officer like she’s afraid he’ll change his mind.

The girls thank me effusively. I shrug them off, tell them it’s nothing.

“Can you follow us to Patong?” Ava asks. “There are lots of ATMs. I can pay you back.”

“It’s alright,” I say. “That statue cost a lot more than three thousand baht, right?”

“That was a gift.”

“So is this,” I say. “Taam bon. Don’t worry about it.”

“Well, thank you,” Ava says.

“Where are you headed?” I ask.

“There’s this temple in Patong that we wanted to check out,” Olivia says. “It’s at the top of the hill and the view is supposed to be amazing.”

“It is amazing,” I say. “I know exactly where you’re talking about. I know you’ll enjoy it.”

“Come with us,” Olivia says. “Unless you have something you have to do.”

The idea of going to a temple with my two ex-girlfriends would have seemed crazy to me less than forty-eight hours ago. But now?

“I should probably get back to work,” I say. “I’m trying to get out of vacation mode.”

“Vacation mode?” Ava says. “Aren’t you always in vacation mode? You’re practically retired, right?”

“Yes and no. There’s vacation mode heavy and vacation mode light. I’m trying to work my way back to making the bare minimum effort again. It’s not as easy as it sounds.”

“Really?” Ava asks, incredulous.

“No, it’s exactly as easy as it sounds.”

She rolls her eyes.

“You really have a charmed life here,” Olivia says.

“I can’t complain,” I say. “But sometimes I still do.”

Olavia tries hard not to be amused, but the thing about being charmed is that you’re also strangely charming even if you’re not trying to be.

“What the hell?” I say. “I haven’t been to that temple since I moved here, and it’s probably providing me with some good karma too. I don’t want to leave Thalia long. She’s expecting me back and I’ve still got work to do. But a short diversion won’t hurt.”

Getting to the temple requires passing through Patong and then snaking up the zigzagging road that connects Patong with Kathu. The temple sits at the top. As you approach, everyone who passes honks their horns. It’s annoying, even distressing the first time you experience it. Only later do you realize that they’re just doing the equivalent of knocking on wood. Honking near this particular temple means good luck, not road rage.

Since Thais drive on the left side, you also need to cross oncoming traffic to make a right turn, which Olavia is cautious about. I go first and then they follow. We round the long path, ascending to the temple facing west, giving a view of all of Patong below and Kalim Bay beyond it. The stupa itself is situated in a courtyard surrounded by concrete snake dragon creatures called naga. I never understood whether these creatures were good or bad. You see them a lot as a motif in Thai temples. They definitely don’t look friendly, but neither do the giants with green skin and protruding teeth you see standing like sentries at the entrance. But they’re protecting Buddha, so they can’t be bad, right? Maybe I don’t know how the whole thing works.

Incense smoke drifts low across the courtyard, catching in a breeze that smells like frangipani and hot stone. Somewhere below, a moped horn taps out its little blessing, then another answers it.

The view alone makes the trip up worth it. The girls snap photos as I walk around, admiring the golden spire in the center from different angles. Ava waves and I go over, expecting that she wants me to take some pictures of the two of them. I’m right, but then she surprises me by wanting to get a few with me in them.

“Really?” I say.

Ava doesn’t answer. Just tugs on my arm to pull me over to stand beside her. Olivia takes more than a few and I don’t have to fake the smile.

Then we enter the stupa, a small chamber with one wall covered in statues of Buddha and lifelike dummies of some old monks who must have really made the grade because people direct their prayers to them too. A pair of young women kneel and pray. Olavia watches and waits. After they’re gone, they do the same thing they watched the other women doing. Sit on the floor with the soles of their feet tucked behind them. Then they bend down and touch their heads to the floor in an act of supplication.

I’m not a believer, and no one is asking me to be, but I do feel grateful. So I say a little prayer of thanks that I’m allowed to live here and that I’m here with the two women that I never expected to reconnect with—kinda reconnecting with them.

But as I stare into Buddha’s eyes, the thought that comes to me isn’t that I should just let the whole thing go and forget everything. Instead, I have this feeling like now is the moment for me to finally get some clarity.

No one says anything as we file out and return to the gate surrounding the stupa. Off to the side, there’s a big bell with a canopy protecting it from the sun.

“Let’s go up there,” I say.

We walk up and sit cross-legged next to the bell, shaded from the sun. Olivia strikes the bell with her palm. It reverberates but not the deep, sonorous sound it would make if she really hit it with force.

We sit there a moment in the fading echo, none of us in a hurry to fill the silence.

“It’s beautiful here,” Ava says.

“I have to ask something,” I say.

Both of them look at me intently, probably sensing the weight behind the simple statement.

“The way things ended, how do the two of you think it happened?” I say. “I mean, how do you each see the whole thing?”

Neither of them rushes to be the first one to speak.

“When we were on Nui Beach, you made me realize something, Ava. I’ve been wrapped up in the way I saw things, but I didn’t stop to consider the other side. Maybe there were things that happened that were my fault. I just want to clear the air and just ask, why did you dump me?”

Olivia frowns.

“Honestly, I didn’t think that’s what we were doing,” she says. “I felt like you were the one who was drifting away from us for a long time, right?”

Ava nods.

“You may not have felt it, but you just weren’t present in the relationship the way you were in the beginning.”

I nod. It hurts to hear it, but I can’t deny it’s true.

“And then when you started talking about giving up, getting rid of everything and moving to Thailand—”

“Hold on,” I say. “That plan was meant for all of us, not just me.”

“Yeah, but Turtle, we have lives in LA,” Olivia says. “We had careers.”

“So did I,” I say. “And look where you are now. Selling real estate? Is that what you spent all those years grinding and working as an assistant to end up doing?”

“Uh, excuse me,” Ava says. “You did the exact same thing. How would you explain to yourself at twenty-five that you worked your way up just to end up self-publishing books about goblin girls?”

“Goblin girls?” Olivia says.

“Yes, goblin girls,” I say. “I write books about guys with harems and some of them are goblins. That’s what my readers want and I’m not ashamed to give it to them. What would my past self say? He’d be surprised, no doubt. But I didn’t have a choice about quitting the business. It quit on me first, and at least now I can be creative with no restrictions, no deadlines and no mortgage or property taxes hanging over my head. I’m freer now than I have been since college.”

“Well, fine,” Ava says. “Good for you. Not all of us have the luxury of just dropping everything and starting over in a new place.”

“Of course you do,” I say. “Anyone can. Look at Thalia.”

“That girl is fifteen years younger than me,” Olivia says. “And you.”

“So, what?”

“You asked us to give up our whole lives on a leap of faith,” Ava says. “With no idea how you were going to land. You can keep on writing wherever you are. What were we supposed to do? You hadn’t even thought about that.”

“It’s not that expensive to live here,” I say. “Compared to LA, even a modest nest egg will go far. And come on, Ava. You know your parents would never let you starve. You don’t need to work anyway.”

“There’s a lot more to work than just earning money,” Ava says. “A sense of purpose, of identity.”

“Right, and you never even thought about what that would be for either of us,” Olivia adds. “You were so excited about just giving up on everything we built together.”

“That isn’t how I see things at all,” I say.

“Well, yeah, obviously,” Ava says.

“I didn’t want to break up,” I say. “I never wanted moving here to come at the expense of our relationship. If you had told me to stay, I would have stayed.”

“How could we do that to you? You became obsessed with starting over in Thailand, let’s make a new life in Thailand. It was the first time I’d seen you happy or excited about something in months. I didn’t want to be the person to take that away from you.”

“I didn’t either,” Olivia says. “That’s why we talked about it, and we made the choice. We didn’t want to end things either, but we talked about it and realized that if we didn’t that you were just going to dump us anyway.”

“Whoa,” I say. “That is not true.”

“Turtle, where are you right now? This was the choice that you wanted to make, and you made it.”

“So, what was I supposed to do?” I say. “I should have stayed in LA after you dumped me and tried to win you back to prove that I wanted to be with you?”

“What were you supposed to do?” Ava repeats. “It wasn’t a test. You weren’t supposed to do anything. You got what you wanted, didn’t you?”

I take a deep breath in and let it out.

“Yeah,” I say. “I guess. But I wanted you both, too. I wanted this for all of us.”

Ava sighs.

She pulls her knees up to her chest, wrapping her arms around them, and for a second she looks like the twenty-three-year-old she was when we met instead of the woman sitting across from me now.

“This is great,” she says, waving in the direction of the valley below us. “Really. It’s wonderful. But we’re on vacation right now. This isn’t our lives. It’s your life, and maybe it fits you, but it’s not who we are.”

“But it could have been,” I say. “Doesn’t being here make you wonder what could have been?”

“Yeah, well,” Olivia says. “That’s kinda what our fight was about.”

“There was more to it than that,” Ava cuts in. “But she’s right. Seeing you again made us both realize we have a lot of unresolved feelings. And then we started talking about who was to blame for how things ended. And that just went to a really bad place. A lot of accusations.”

“I get it,” I say. “It’s easy to remember things differently.”

A breeze makes the bell swing gently without sounding. Ava puts her hand up to touch it, her fingers running through the cool grooves carved into it.

“Well, I’m glad we talked about it,” I say. “I wish I’d just asked you both to talk before I left. Who knows how things could have been different?”

“It’s not all your fault,” Ava says. “But I’m glad too.”

“Yeah,” Olivia says. “This has been cathartic.”

“For whatever it’s worth, you two are a pretty great couple on your own,” I say. “You were Olavia before I came into your world and you’re Olavia now.”

“Yeah,” Olivia says. “We’re good.”

I can’t tell, but I think she wants to say something more. But something stops her. I don’t push. Sometimes, you just have to let things go.

The sun is moving in the direction of the water. It’s probably about 3:00. I check my phone and see there’s a text message from Thalia.

Everything good?

“I guess we should go,” I say. “I need to be getting back. Thalia is waiting.”

“Yeah,” Ava says, rising from her sitting position and stretching her back. “We’ve got stuff we want to do today too.”

“Mostly day drinking on the beach,” Olivia says.

“Enjoy it,” I say.

We walk down to where we parked the bikes.

“Let’s keep in touch at least,” Ava says. “Let’s have a thaw on all the blocking and stuff.”

“Oh, yes, definitely,” I say, going into my phone and unblocking them on Messenger and all the other relevant social media apps. “I don’t have my old phone number anymore. But if you need to reach me, you can.”

“Thanks, Mike,” Ava says.

She puts her arms around me in a hug. It feels welcome and natural, not awkward or done just for show. Then Olivia does the same. It feels good. They’re as warm and soft as I remember, the smell of their hair just the same.

“Bye, Turtle,” Olivia says. “Until we see you again.”

“Yeah,” I say. “Who knows? It may be sooner than you think.”


12.

“Whoa!” Thalia says as soon as I tell her what happened.

We’re out by the pool. Well, actually she’s in the pool and I’m sitting at the edge with my feet in. The afternoon sun looks like a sheet of hammered gold, and somewhere down the hillside a dog is barking at nothing in particular.

“We have to invite them over before they leave, right?”

“We have to do that? Why?”

“Why not?”

“Because everyone just got closure. We turned a page. Once you’ve done that, you don’t stop and go back fifty pages to read it again, do you?”

“You do if it’s the best book you’ve ever read!” Thalia says. “Right?”

“I guess,” I say. “But seriously. We just got to a point where nobody’s mad at anybody else. That literally just happened.”

“Which means that it’s the perfect time to close that door forever and forget about the whole thing? Why?”

“I’ve moved on,” I say. “I have you. I have Meena. That’s more than enough.”

“And the two of them have each other, and they seem satisfied,” Thalia says. “So, what’s the harm in having dinner with them again? We had fun before, didn’t we?”

“Yeah, I guess we did,” I say. “I just worry—”

“What? What could happen that’s worse than not seeing them again? They’re going back to the States again soon no matter what, right? How much worse could you screw things up?”

“Who says I would screw up anything?” I say.

“Right, so what reason is there not to ask them to come over and have dinner? It’s not like you have a lot of friends.”

“I have you and Meena,” I say. “And there’s Joy and AC at Grandma Jazz. That’s four friends. How social does a guy need to be?”

“Whatever,” she says. “It’s your choice.”

She kicks off from the edge of the pool which turns into a backstroke. I look out over the sea. I guess it would be alright. I wouldn’t mind seeing them again for a third last time in as many days. But what signal does it send if I do? That I want to get back together? That I just want to be friends? I guess that I do, but is that the best thing for any of us?

Maybe it’s just because I’m a guy, but I would just never think to invite them here unless I planned to get back together or at least try to make something happen between us. Thalia bursts up from underwater and smooths her braided hair out of her eyes, flecking off droplets of water.

“Are you still thinking about them?”

“Yeah, I guess I am.”

“When do they leave?”

I stop and think about it.

“Day after tomorrow, right? I think I remember Ava saying they still had four days.”

“So? What would it hurt if we had them over for a barbie?”

I scratch the back of my scalp.

“What are you hoping will happen at this barbie exactly?”

She slaps the water with her hand, splashing me and soaking me all over.

“Yaa kid mak, na!”  she squeals.

Ah, so that’s how it is. I calmly and deliberately reach into my pockets, remove my wallet, phone, and keys and place them carefully on the tile beside me, then, I jump in and chase her across the pool. She giggles when I catch her, thrashing like a fish as our limbs get tangled up in each other.

I pick her up, lifting her all the way out of the water and then dropping her again. We kiss and horse around until I’m exhausted and climb out, my clothes completely soaked and clinging to me. I take a minute to catch my breath, water running off my elbows in little rivulets onto the warm concrete. She swims up next to me and pinches me in the side, just below my rib cage.

“So?”

“We can invite them,” I say. “Of course, that doesn’t mean they’ll come.”

“They’ll come,” Thalia says. “If I know Olavia, and after spending so much time together I feel that now I do, they’ll come.”

Well, it turns out that Thalia is right. After we get out of the pool and dry off, I suggest that she could make the invite. I share their contact info with her and Ava sends a response within ten minutes confirming that they’d love to do it.

My current girlfriend and my ex-girlfriends get chummy surprisingly fast. It shouldn’t surprise me. Thalia was also the one who encouraged me to get a second girlfriend in the first place. I suppose I should just stop fighting it, let it be what it is.

The next morning, Thalia surprises me. Twice, actually. The first surprise is that as I’m rolling out of bed she turns over, opens her eyes and says that she wants to join me. Actually, what she says is—

“I want to come with you.”

Which, it turns out, is not as innocent as it sounds, because then she says—

“Or you could come first.”

Twenty minutes later, after enjoying a messy and very eagerly delivered blow job, we’re both having coffee in deck chairs overlooking the water. Steam curls off the surface of my cup and disappears before it gets anywhere.

“I like being on your schedule,” she says. “I want us to do more things like this together.”

“And I am more than happy for you to join me any time,” I say. “There’s literally nothing I can think of doing that wouldn’t be better with you there.”

“Aww.”

She sets her coffee aside and climbs over to join me in my deck chair. We just hold each other as the sun rises. Out at sea, there’s some kind of a big boat, maybe a fishing boat. A black crane swoops down and lands on my deck next to the bird of paradise looking for something to eat. We watch it poke around and then fly away.

At some point, Thalia gets up and has some yogurt and fruit. I find I run better on an empty stomach. Minutes later, we’re down at the beach. I stop at 7-Eleven and get her a pair of rubber gloves to pick up trash with. Then we take a section of beach that the hotels don’t bother with. There are longtail boats with local owners, two of them in dry dock on the sand and many more are tied up in the little creek that feeds into the sea.

I go to work, picking up toothbrushes and old flip flops, the way I always do. Thalia’s got her hair scraped back into a bun that’s already coming loose, and she’s wearing the same yoga pants rolled up to her knees so they don’t drag in the wet sand. But having Thalia along makes this morning feel special.

It’s not just that we get the beach twice as clean in the same amount of time. Every time I glance over and catch the way her ass bends in her yoga pants, or the look of delight on her face when she holds a hermit crab in the palm of her hand, I’m reminded of how lucky I am to be with her. This amazing woman could have slept in. But instead, her desire to spend time with me, to be a part of my day and to suck my cock before I’ve even had a shower got her out of bed. That’s not something you find just anywhere. I’m lucky, and it would be a sin not to acknowledge it.

We carry our bags to the row of trash cans across the street. Thalia ties off the top of her trash bag and peels off her orange kitchen gloves. We high-five. A monk leaving the temple to walk the town collecting donations of food sees us, his saffron robe bright against the gray morning street, alms bowl cradled in one arm. Thalia folds her hands in a wai. He smiles.

“Thank you,” the monk tells her.

“Oh!” she exclaims, then turns to me. “How do you say—no worries?”

“Hakuna Matata.”

She fights a grin.

“You’re hopeless.”

She wracks her brain, sputtering just like she has stage fright and has forgotten her line. The monk just keeps on humbly smiling, beneficent and patient. Then, like a bolt out of the blue, she’s got it.

“Mai bpen rai ka,” she says.

All that effort, and what she gets in return is a little nod of thanks.

“Oh, hold on,” she says, holding up one finger. “Diaw na ka.”

She bolts over to the 7-Eleven across the street, flip-flops smacking against her heels.

“Fan jai dee,”  the monk says.

“Krap,” I answer. I agree. I have a very kind girlfriend.

Thalia returns a moment later with one of 7-Eleven Thailand’s famous ham and cheese toasties. The monk opens the lid of his bowl and Thalia squats down while he chants a prayer in acknowledgement of the offering. I bow my head respectfully but there’s no way I can bend like that. I smile as I watch the pair of them, the monk standing straight and Thalia bent at her knees to show deference.

If this monk received what I did this morning instead of Thailand’s answer to the Hot Pocket, he’d be the one bent over with his hands folded in prayer out of sheer gratitude. Come to think of it, if I did the same gesture to her it would only be fitting. But I guess I can save that until later.

The chant is finished, the transaction complete. The monk closes the lid and walks off, his bare feet delicately prancing on the concrete. Thalia rises from her squat, a bead of sweat rolling down the back of her neck and into her collar.

“Look at you,” I say. “Somebody’s not coming back as a water buffalo in the next life.”

“I don’t even care about racking up karma points, since I don’t really believe in all that,” she says. “But I like the idea that these little blokes are being fed because of me.”

“Oh, that reminds me,” I say. “Let’s go back to 7-Eleven and get some cat food.”

If she was delighted to feed the monk, she’s even more pleased to feed the wat cats. Rusty comes over and rubs up against her knee. She reaches down, petting and scratching him behind the ears.

After we’ve given the cats their fill, we go on our beach run and soon we’re at the house, ready to start the day. I have a shower and some breakfast and then get started on writing. Thalia has her Thai class in the afternoon and I listen in as I’m passing through the living room. She’s really into it, taking notes as she listens to the teacher, a mechanical pencil clicking between her fingers whenever she pauses to think. The Zoom classes are kept pretty small, so she gets the chance to talk a lot.

It makes me miss Meena, so I text her when I get upstairs. She’s having a typical day, picking fruit and tending the garden. Grandma is healthy and doing fine. I tell myself it won’t be long now until we can join Meena in Chiang Mai. Until then, I’ve got more than enough to keep myself occupied.

In the afternoon, a package arrives. I open the door to find a box about three feet tall. I bring it inside and move the lamp which was too small for its stand anyway and find a place for it on the table. Then, I cut the box open and lift the bronze Buddha out. It’s heavier than I expect, cool against my forearms, seated in the lotus position with one hand raised, palm out, the other resting open in its lap. The robe has already started to patina slightly at the edges, like it’s been sitting in someone’s garden for a decade instead of shipped fresh from a workshop.

“Do you need some help?” Thalia asks.

“I’ve got it,” I say.

I shuffle over and set the statue down carefully so that the base sits flush with the table. I step back and admire the statue, which catches the overhead light even better than it did in Ava’s photo.

“Very nice,” I say.

“It is,” Thalia agrees.

I go back upstairs to write for an hour while Thalia reads. Then once I hit my goal for the day, we both drive down to Villa Market to get some stuff for the barbecue. The parking lot’s full of the usual mix, big white SUVs next to rusted-out pickup trucks, and inside the air conditioning hits so hard it’s almost a physical wall.

I pick out some select cuts of steak from the butcher’s section. Thalia picks out a couple bottles of mid-shelf wine. The thing I love most about Villa Market is that you can find the little obscure items which are hard to come by in Thailand, like salsa to go with your tortilla chips, bagged salad and ranch dressing to go with it, and even steak seasoning. But you’re paying a premium price for premium quality. There’s a reason why the place is called Villa Market. It’s meant for people who live in villas, which I guess technically includes me. I’m not complaining, although those videos you see of foreigners living here on a few dollars a day mean a lifestyle that revolves around eating 7-Eleven toasties and ramen noodles more often than not. Thailand’s cheap but only so long as you are. If you’re willing to spend more, a whole other world of opportunities opens up to you. But you have to understand the trade-off.

Back at home, we put the stuff away and wait for Olavia. I get bored, or maybe just restless, from waiting and snuggle up to Thalia on the couch, kissing her neck and seeing if she wants to play. After what she did for me this morning, I’m happy to pay her back. But she just ruffles my hair and gives me this mischievous look.

“Save your energy,” she says with a smile.

“What does that mean?” I ask, playfully.

“Conserve your sperm.”

“What does that mean?”

“Um, I don’t think there’s a way for me to be any more explicit,” she says.

“You think something’s going to happen tonight?”

“Something happens every night.”

“You know what I mean.”

“Yes, I do,” she says. “And so do you, so you can stop asking.”

“Olavia is coming over,” I say. “And you think there’s a chance of all four of us hooking up, here, tonight?”

She shrugs.

“Would that be bad?”

I try to imagine that happening and it being a bad thing, and I can’t hold the two ideas in my head at once. It just doesn’t compute.

“No,” I say. “That can’t possibly be bad. But that doesn’t mean that it’s particularly likely.”

“We’ll see,” she says. “We’ll just wait and see.”

Maybe it’s her suggestion, but I suddenly feel underdressed in my running shorts and Hurley t-shirt that I bought in Hawaii. Better put on something just a little bit nicer; a cotton-linen blend shirt and pants will do. The shirt’s the color of wet sand, a size too loose in a way that I’ve decided is intentional now instead of just how it fit off the rack. I don’t know what is going to happen tonight. But I don’t feel nervous. I probably should feel concerned that something will happen and things might be complicated, feelings could be hurt. And not just theirs.

But we’ve done that already. I survived it once and I know that I can survive it if it happens again. Not that I’m expecting that. I’m expecting a quiet dinner, some nice conversation. A pleasant experience to send them on their way. But then there’s the Thalia factor. I can’t tell whether these little hints she’s dropping are predictions of what she thinks could happen or things she intends to manifest. But either way, if she’s right, this may prove to be my wildest night yet in Thailand.

Or anywhere, really.
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Olavia arrives around five. The sun is low, close to the horizon but we’ve still got plenty of daylight left. I’m out by the pool when my phone alerts me to the presence of two immaculately dressed smokeshows standing at my door. Actually, it just says “ring, ring! Visitor!”

“They’re here,” I tell Thalia.

She rises from the lawn chair in her dress, a simple pale-yellow linen thing that falls just above her knee, the kind of dress that looks like it took no effort at all, which is exactly the effort it took.

“Shall we greet our guests?”

“Lead on, m’lady,” I say.

Olivia and Ava are looking radiant in a way that tells me they spent hours getting themselves ready to look this good. Ava’s in a fitted white sundress with thin straps, gold hoops catching the last of the light, and Olivia’s gone with a silky green jumpsuit that shows off her figure even better than a dress would. They knew it was a barbecue and yet they dressed for a night out. Interesting, and revealing. The girls greet each other like they’re sorority sisters at a reunion, hugging, kisses on the cheek and excited squeals.

“Come in!” Thalia says, taking each of them by the hand.

Entering, they have a look around, admiring my singh statue, the wall art. In the living room, the whole place opens up and so do their eyes as they take it in. The sliding doors are open to the deck, and the last of the daylight is coming in sideways, catching the Buddha’s shoulder and turning it the color of honey.

“Wow, Mike,” Ava says. “This is a really great place.”

“I love it too,” I say. “Not that I’m too attached to it. Can’t be if you’re going to follow the Buddha’s lessons.”

Ava smiles at the Buddha statue in the corner, looking satisfied that her contribution to the room fits in so neatly with the rest of the decor.

“Very nice,” she says. “He looks right at home here.”

“And you said I wasn’t living like a monk,” I say.

Olivia laughs.

“Uh, I don’t think this qualifies.”

I shrug.

“Like I say, I enjoy it but I’m not attached to it,” I say. “Which I guess makes me more of a Stoic than a Buddhist.”

“You’re lucky, Mike,” Ava says.

“We all are,” I counter.

“He’s not keeping it all to himself, either,” Thalia says. “He spreads his wealth around. He feeds street cats and he even took in a stray.”

She points at herself. Olavia laughs.

“And tonight, you can be our guest,” I say.

“Oh! The Disney songs on the piano at Mom Tri’s Kitchen,” Olivia says with a sigh.

“I can probably put on some instrumental versions, if you like,” I say.

“If you like,” Olivia says. “Whatever fits the ambiance you’re going for.”

I take out my phone and start flipping through Spotify playlists.

“Speaker’s out by the pool.”

“Ava, come check out the pool,” Olivia says. “It’s pretty sweet.”

“Oh, yeah,” I say. “You’ve been here already. Did you use the pool while you stayed here, Livie?”

“Yep,” she says.

“Did you bring your suit?”

“Nope,” Olivia says. “Well, actually, I brought it but didn’t use it.”

She laughs.

“Ooh!” Thalia says. “I have to tell you this story.”

We all make our way outside. Thalia tells the story of how we met, pointing out the path she climbed up the rock, the place in the rock where she fell and scraped her knee. I grab the round bluetooth speaker and hit the button. It turns on with a whir. At Olivia’s suggestion, I find instrumental versions of Disney songs. I put on “Can You Feel the Love Tonight?” because, who knows? Could spark something.

As Thalia mimes doing a breast stroke, describing what it was like for her in the pool the moment she got caught swimming topless in a pool whose owner she did not know, I go in and grab the bottle of white wine out of the fridge and open it with a corkscrew, the cork coming free with a soft pop. Then I do the same with the red as I watch the three of them chatting through the window. All three are glowing, and not just from the sunset in their hair. They seem to not just get along but really enjoy each other.

This is my life. How crazy is that?

I stick my head out the back door and tell them that the wine is served. They all come in and take their glasses, make their selections.

“Have you got cheese?” Ava asks.

“Better,” I say.

I go to the fridge and take out the jar of nacho cheese dip.

“Got Pace salsa too,” I say. “Let me grab the chips.”

Chips and dip are a big hit. Ava takes a big bowl of tortilla chips. Tiny flecks land in her wine as she crunches. The conversation flows along with the wine.

“My college roommate picked fruit for a summer in New South Wales,” Ava says. “That’s how she got a visa to travel there.”

“It’s hard work, but it’s a good laugh,” Thalia says. “We picked mangoes for a day in Meena’s hometown.”

“That’s true,” I say.

“Have you been all over Thailand yet?” Olivia asks.

“Not really,” I say. “But I want to do some more traveling. We’re going to Chiang Mai next month to be closer to Meena.”

“She seems like such a sweetheart,” Ava says.

“She is,” Thalia says.

I glance out the window. The sky has passed out of pink and into a deeper blue that will only deepen as night comes on.

“Time to get the steaks started,” I say. “Let’s see if I remember how everyone likes them.”

I turn to Olivia. “Medium rare.” Then, my finger moves to Ava. “Extra, extra rare.”

“You remember,” Olivia says.

“My dad teases me, says that I’m bloodthirsty,” Ava says. “But I just think red meat tastes best when it’s red, not gray.”

“How do you like yours, Thalia?”

“Just a little pink in the middle,” she says. “I’ll do the salad.”

“What can we do?” Olivia asks.

“You can wash the potatoes and wrap them in tinfoil,” I say.

I grab the steaks wrapped in butcher’s paper out of the fridge. Outside, I set the little gas grill up on the flat stretch of deck near the basalt rock, out of the wind, and open the propane tank. I’m about to switch it on when I realize I forgot the seasoning. Luckily, Thalia thoughtfully brings it out to me along with a kiss on the cheek.

“It’s going well, huh?”

“You’re the hostess with the mostest,” I say.

“This was a good idea, right?” she asks.

I’m a little surprised by her question, since everything seems to be going well so far. But I can understand why she needs reassurance. This was a bold move and a surprisingly generous one.

“I think it was,” I say. “And it shows a lot of maturity. For both of them but especially for you.”

She grins, but she’s also raising her eyebrows like she’s not sure what I mean.

“I’m serious. Most women would see a guy’s two ex-girlfriends as nothing but a potential threat. The fact that you decided to extend them an invitation to get closer shows that you’re confident that nothing’s going to come between us. And you’re right. We’re so solid that whatever happens between us all tonight can only make our bond stronger. You saw that first before I figured it out. That’s huge, Thalia.”

“Aww,” she says, smiling but choking up. “You’re going to make me cry.”

“Well, then cover your ears for a second, because I need to say something to you.”

She smiles but doesn’t cover her ears, of course.

“You’re an incredibly generous spirit,” I say. “And that’s really rare. I’ve seen you be vulnerable and unsure of yourself. But you have this completely unshakable certainty in my love for you.”

“You gave me that,” she mutters, trying not to cry.

“No, baby,” I say. “I didn’t. I’ve always shown you love. But I didn’t make you believe in that love. You chose to believe that no other woman that I love can ever take anything away from you. That’s all you.”

“What are you making me cry for?” she says, wiping away a tear.

“Can’t apologize without taking it back,” I say. “My life is better with you in it, and you’re just going to have to find a way to accept it.”

She takes a deep breath and calms herself.

“Thank you,” she says. “I could say a lot of sweet stuff too, but then my mascara would run. So, just… thanks.”

“I’m the one who should thank you.”

“Okay, stop. Seriously, stop.”

“Everything okay?”

I turn and see Ava standing at the door holding a plate of tinfoil potatoes and looking at us like she’s wondering whether she has to intervene.

“Yeah, no dramas,” Thalia says. “Just Mike being completely perfect and making me feel all mushy and girly and stuff.”

“Yeah?” Ava says, coming closer and handing me the plate.

“Perfect may be understating things a little.”

Ava smiles. That same smile that I used to crack joke after joke at work hoping for a chance to see. I always felt like a winner every time I got one out of her. I almost feel that again. Until I remember it can’t last.

“Let’s leave the man with his meat,” Thalia says, taking Ava by the hand. The two of them walk back inside together, Thalia stopping to glance back when she reaches the door.

“Oh, can I see your paintings?” Ava asks as they go in.

“Yeah, of course,” Thalia says. “It’s rubbish, but have a look.”

“Stop, I’m sure it’s great.”

I turn back to the grill and my task. I sprinkle on some steak seasoning, put the steaks on the grill and then flip the switch to light it. All the while, I’m thinking about Thalia. I see something special in her, so why should I be surprised when she sees something special in me too? Maybe I shouldn’t be amazed by her love, but I still am. It’s moving. I mean, it doesn’t make me tear up. But it does give me this warm feeling inside.

I turn the steaks and take Ava’s off first, then Olivia’s, then mine and finally Thalia’s. The potatoes cook nice and evenly. The night has come on and it’s as cool and pleasant as any night can be. I switch off the grill, turn the nozzle on the back of the propane tank to shut it off, and as I’m walking inside I realize that I haven’t stopped smiling.

“Hey,” Olivia says, looking over as I enter with the food. Ava and Olivia are standing next to the Buddha statue with their wine glasses.

“Soup’s on.”

“Thanks, Turtle,” Olivia says. “You don’t mind me still calling you that, do you?”

“I never did,” I say.

“For what it’s worth, Turtle from Entourage is actually pretty cool,” she says. “He ended up starting a tequila business in the end. Remember that?”

“I do.”

“Of course, that’s not why I started calling you that.”

“I know,” I say.

She gives me this look that might hold more meaning than I think it does. It’s a friendly look. I know that much. I set the table with the good placemats, the ones that usually just sit in a drawer, and go around distributing the steaks and potatoes then I take my seat at the head of the table, or whatever it is. It’s a square table, so actually the position is meaningless. The girls take their seats, everyone takes a refill on their wine glasses, the citronella candle in the center throwing a small, warm circle of light over all of our hands.

“We should drink to something, shouldn’t we?” Thalia says.

“Yeah, that’s a great idea,” Ava says. “How about it, grillmaster? Do you want to do the honors?”

So many good choices, but each one sends a different message. “New beginnings” is a little presumptuous. “Good friends” doesn’t really capture what we are to each other. We could drink to Thailand, this magical place we’ve all come to enjoy. But that isn’t quite right, either. Then it hits me.

“To coming together,” I say, raising my glass.

Our eyes meet across the table and Thalia grins cheekily as we all clink our glasses together.

“Chin, chin!” she says.

“Cheers!” says Olivia.
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I have to hand it to Thalia. This night is going better than I expected it to. Everyone’s getting along. No backbiting, no passive-aggressive taunts launched from either side. In fact, I can’t even say that there even are sides. Everyone just seems to be gelling. The plates are mostly cleared, just bones and potato skins and the last smears of sauce. Thalia lit the little citronella candle in the center of the table, the flame bending sideways every time the breeze picks up off the water.

“I love that story,” Ava says. “That sounds so magical.”

“It was,” Thalia says. “I can’t believe I live in a place where I can take a bath with elephants any time. Sometimes, you’ll be driving somewhere and you just see a line of them walking by the side of the road!”

“I wish we’d had time for an elephant encounter.” Ava says it wistfully, chin propped on her hand, watching the candle flame instead of any of us.

“Next time, right?” Olivia says.

“Absolutely,” Ava says.

“You think you’ll come back to Thailand?” I ask.

“Yeah,” Ava says. “I know everybody says that about every place they have a magical vacation in. But now that you’re here—”

“We will leave you alone,” Olivia says. “We swear.”

“No! It’s fine,” Thalia says. “You two have made the last few days way more interesting.”

“Yeah, it’s been interesting,” Ava says. “I could have done without some of it, but overall it’s been really great.”

Olivia nods then turns to me.

“Thanks for giving me a safe place to land,” she says.

“And I’m sorry for accusing you of interfering,” Ava adds.

“You’re welcome, and it’s fine,” I say.

“You two are so cute together,” Thalia says, resting her chin on her elbow and looking at the two of them with this slightly lidded expression that says she’s definitely had a few and might want to slow down a bit. Ava looks at Olivia. Olivia leans over and kisses her on the lips, the kind of kiss that’s quick but also deeply romantic because there’s so much meaning behind it. I’m not going to lie. It always turned me on to watch the two of them together. And now is no exception.

“You make a great couple,” I say. “Always have.”

Ava smiles, maybe a little sadly.

“Thanks, Mike.”

“I reckon it’s brilliant, the way you’re both completely uninhibited,” Thalia says. “Living and loving on your own terms, not letting anyone else define you.”

“I don’t know if I’ve ever really thought of it like that,” Olivia says. “But thank you. Actually, I feel all kinds of pressure all the time. But when I’m in a relationship, that’s my refuge. That’s actually what I loved about—”

She stops short, suddenly unsure if she wants to go on. Ava’s hand finds hers on the table, quick and unshowy, gone again before I can be sure I saw it.

“What is it?” I ask.

“Nothing,” Olivia says. “It’s just what I loved about being in a throuple. That refuge gets bigger, ya know?”

“And sometimes you need a refuge from your bitchy girlfriend,” Ava says.

“Exactly,” Olivia says.

“Hmph!” Ava exclaims.

“Hey, that runs both ways, of course, darling,” Olivia says. “I can be a bitch myself sometimes.”

Thalia chuckles to break the tension.

“I wasn’t always the best refuge, though,” I say. “Right?”

The smiles fade a little when I say that.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to get too heavy,” I say. “I just thought that if you two can own your occasional bitchiness that I can own the ways that I… didn’t always measure up as a partner.”

“Aww, Turtle,” Olivia coos.

“We weren’t perfect partners to you either,” Ava says. “I could have been a lot clearer about my feelings and not rushed to judgment. That’s a big part of what our fight was about, actually.” She turns her wine glass by the stem, not drinking, just watching the last inch of red catch the candlelight.

“We all have regrets,” I say. “But look where we are now. Nobody’s dead. Nothing is so broken that it can’t be fixed.”

Ava lets out a breath she seems to have been holding for a while, her shoulders dropping an inch.

“Yeah,” Ava says. “That’s right.”

There’s a pause in the conversation where everyone chews over what has just been said, along with the food.

“Are you keen to be heading back to LA?” Thalia asks.

“I’m not sure if excited is the word I would use,” Olivia says. “But it’ll be nice to get back and refocus on work and stuff.”

“Olivia, I don’t think I’ve heard what it is you do,” Thalia says.

“She’s a model,” I say. “And movie star.”

“I’m not,” Olivia says. “I have done some acting, though. And modeling. But not high fashion. More like catalogues and stuff.”

“Good on you!” Thalia says.

“Yeah,” Olivia says. “But lately there hasn’t been much work. I still go out for auditions, but it isn’t like before and it does get harder for women in our mid-thirties.” She says it lightly, but her eyes drop to her wine glass for just a second too long.

“That’s so unfair,” Thalia says.

“The whole business is,” I say. “Always has been.”

“True,” Olivia says. “But it’s worse now. That’s why I’ve always had a bunch of side hustles. One of which I’m excited about because it lets me be creative in a new way. It’s a kids’ picture book. Well, a picture book. Not sure if it’s actually for kids.”

“Oh, yeah?”

“Yeah, you remember Britney Talbott?”

“Sure,” I say. “She’s your friend from art school. She’s the illustrator.”

“Good memory,” Olivia says. “She asked if I wanted to work on something together, and when I asked what, she showed me this novelty picture book online called Hookers and Blow Save Christmas.”

“Whoa, what?!” Thalia says, nearly choking on her wine.

“I know, it’s wild,” Olivia says. “Hookers is a tow truck and Blow is a snowblower, so it’s about trucks. But, obviously the double meaning is intended.”

“Who would ever think of that?” I say. “I mean, it’s brilliant. But deviously so.” Thalia is still laughing, one hand pressed flat against her chest like she is trying to hold something in.

“There are a bunch of these jokey books that look like kids’ picture books but have these double entendres built in for adults,” Ava says. “They sell like crazy.”

“So we decided to do one of our own,” Olivia says. “She did the drawings and we both wrote the poem. It’s all written in verse.”

“It’s really hilarious,” Ava says. “Like, super funny.”

“I never knew you wanted to be a writer,” I say.

“I don’t, full time,” Olivia says. “But it was fun and challenging, and also the book is really short. I took a creative writing class in college, so I had a little experience. I’m so glad I did it.”

“What’s it called?” I ask.

“How to Have the Best Rex Life,” Olivia says. “Get it? It’s this couple and they’ve got this T-Rex which is their friend but also their relationship is all about Rex.”

“Oh, so it’s a little naughty,” Thalia says.

“Yeah,” Olivia says. “But not too much. Parents get what the rhyme means, but the kids don’t.”

“So, that’s what you’re working on now?”

“Actually, it’s published,” Olivia says. “We’re working on a sequel now. Some more books in the series.”

“It’s done better than she’ll tell you,” Ava says. “Reviews on Goodreads, people picking it up on BookTok. That doesn’t happen by itself.”

“Where can I get a copy?” I ask.

“You probably can’t get a print copy sent to Thailand,” Ava says. “Not without spending more than the book is worth. But it’s on Amazon. They have digital.”

I take out my phone and open Amazon.com in a new tab, the screen throwing a little blue light across the table in the growing dark.

“How to Have More Rex?”

“Close. It’s How to Have the Best Rex Life,” Olivia answers.

I type in the title and a thumbnail of a couple with a big red dinosaur appears.

“Oh, okay,” I say. “This looks cute. Who’s Funny Farmer?”

“Just a pen name,” Olivia says. “Since it’s a little sensitive, we didn’t use our real names. You can understand that, right, Thurston?”

“Yep, makes sense,” I say. “Hey, you’ve got an average 4.8-star rating.”

“Yeah, but it’s only got a few reviews,” Olivia says. “Friends wrote a couple.”

“She’s too modest,” Ava says, with the kind of pride people usually save for their own accomplishments. “People love it. I showed my sister’s kids and they loved it.”

“It’s harder than people think to make something that nobody hates,” I say. “You should be proud of yourself.”

“Thanks,” Olivia says. “I am. And we had fun.”

Three ninety-nine for a digital copy? No-brainer. I click purchase.

“Well, thank you,” Olivia says. “Anyway, you asked what I was doing and that’s it. Someone else talk now, please!”

She covers her face in her hands like she’s embarrassed and everybody smiles. She likes the attention more than she pretends to. But there’s something so cute about women when they’re acting shy, especially when what they really want is to be coaxed out of it.

“So, Mike,” Ava says. “You think you’ll always stay in Thailand?”

“I’m not sure if I’ll always do anything,” I say. “But I don’t have any plans to move. And the visa that I paid for is good for five years, which means I’m in no hurry to get out of here.”

“So, you’re settled here, then?”

“I think so,” I say. “But I also don’t know what’s ahead of me. I definitely couldn’t have predicted that we’d all end up here like this. Who knows what the future has in store?”

“You seem really good here,” Olivia says, with a small, private smile like she’s already decided what she means by it. “Healthy, happy, satisfied.”

“I have no complaints.”

“Well, I’m really glad this happened,” Ava says. “I can’t believe we almost missed you. If we’d chosen another hotel, or a different week to visit, we would have missed each other.”

“It’s true,” I say. “It’s, what is that you called it, Thalia?”

“Kismet.”

“Exactly,” Olivia says. “It was meant to be.”

The candle’s burned down low enough that the flame is mostly just a blue nub, throwing more shadow than light now, and somewhere out past the hedge a gecko is chirping its little broken-clock call.

She picks up the bottle of wine but finds it empty.

“So, what do we do now?”

“We could go for a swim,” Ava says.

“We didn’t bring anything to change into, love,” Olivia says. Something slightly sultry in the way she says it makes me think she may have planned this.

“We didn’t,” Ava agrees. “I think we’ll just have to swim Thalia-style.”

She drops her napkin across her plate like she’s throwing down a gauntlet.

“Would that be okay?” Olivia asks me.

I lean back in my chair and stroke my chin, as if the suggestion demands careful deliberation. Finally, just to sell the bit, I say—

“No,” I say. “Sorry, but there’s no way that I’m going to be swimming in my pool with three naked women all of whom have amazing bodies and are each very special to me in their own ways, because I am stupid and insane and believe that when the most amazing good fortune lands in my lap that I should shoo it away like a stray cat. I’m just senseless that way.”

This makes everybody chuckle, including me. Probably it’s just the wine, but I’m so giddy that I can’t help it.

“I should read that as a yes, right?” Olivia says.

“Yes, a thousand times yes,” I say.

“Ten thousand for me!” Thalia says.

“Okay, then, let’s go!”

We leave the plates and glasses on the table. Cleaning up no longer matters. Hell, I’d smash them all if it got us outside faster.

The girls grab each other as they march out the back door, almost in a conga line. My heart is racing and I can feel myself getting a little stiff as I follow them. How is this happening? Yes, I’ve seen each of them naked before, plenty of times. But it’s the way that they’re all together, all excited by each other and each feeling the same thing that makes it feel like the first time.

Once we’re outside, the wind whips through their hair, lifts the hems of their dresses. They’re giggling and touching and there’s this electric current of anticipation. Ava walks up to the edge of the pool and sticks a toe in.

“Oh, it’s warm,” she says. “The perfect temperature.”

“Who’s first?” Thalia asks.

“Let’s see what Mr. Turtle looks like without his shell,” Ava says.

“No, no!” I pretend to protest. “I’m just an innocent man! Be gone, you harpies!”

Thalia comes up behind me and twists my right arm behind my back, then my left. Ava starts in on me, unbuttoning my shirt. Olivia kneels down to undo my fly. As my shirt falls open, Ava’s hand slides inside to touch my pec. She looks at me with those pale blue eyes, big and curious and in a flash I can see every time we’ve ever been together. My cock pulses, not yet stiff but definitely awake.

Olivia unzips my fly to touch me.

“Ooh,” she says. “Haven’t seen that in a while.”

Thalia tugs on the back of my collar and my shirt slides down. She frees my hands and it flutters to the ceramic tile. Olivia yanks down my shorts and boxers in one quick jerk, causing my cock to spring up as my package clears my waistband.

“What are you three going to do to me?” I ask.

“Nothing yet,” Thalia says. “First, we’re going to make you watch.”

“Yeah,” Olivia says. “You can look but you can’t touch. Yet.”

“What about touching—?”

“Nope!” Ava says. “Can’t touch that either.”

I grin, remembering all those times the two of them made rules for me. They’re torture, but they make what’s ahead all the sweeter. For now, I just stand there with the breeze on me, standing straight and trying to suck in my gut.
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“What does this sweet young thing look like under her dress?” Olivia wonders aloud, turning on Thalia next.

“I’ll bet she’s completely bare down there,” Ava ventures.

“May I?” Olivia asks, running a hand up Thalia’s arm.

Thalia shivers with her whole body, a grin spreading as she whispers—

“Yes,” and then again, after she’s cleared her throat. “Yes, please.”

Ava comes up beside her and touches her on the small of the back as Olivia reaches down, sliding her hand up Thalia’s thighs, first one and then the other, the hem of her dress cradled between thumb and forefinger as she pulls the fabric up. Ava unzips the back of Thalia’s dress at the same time and together they pull the dress up and up around her breasts and then over her head. Thalia squeezes her thighs together, looking vulnerable and exposed but more than willing.

“Oh, honey,” Olivia says. “You’re wet already.”

“Uh, yeah!” Thalia says, almost gasping as she says it.

Ava unhooks her bra and then gently peels it off.

“Let’s slide those off together,” Olivia tells Ava.

Slowly and carefully, they tug down on the cotton fabric so that she feels every little movement. Her panties land at her feet and she gingerly steps out of them.

“Oh,” Ava says. “Looks like I was right.”

God, I’m getting stiffer just watching them. I buck but I can’t grab hold and crank myself. Not yet.

“You’re not going to make me stand here like this alone,” Thalia says. “Are you?”

“She’s right,” Olivia says. “We’re being such rude guests.”

“Alright, I’m next,” Ava says, holding up her arms like she expects her dress to come off on its own. Olivia goes to her and starts sliding the white sundress up Ava’s sun-kissed skin. Thalia’s body tenses as her thighs press together, an unconscious urge acting on her body.

“Get over here, bitch!” Ava tells her. “It’s your playtime too. He’s the only one who isn’t allowed to use his hands.”

Thalia eagerly moves to comply, helping Olivia to pull Ava’s dress up and over her head. The whole process is fast but gentle, careful of Ava’s hair. Underneath she’s wearing just a pair of royal blue lace panties and a matching bra. Thalia reaches around and unclasps the bra, and as it falls away Ava exhales slowly like she’s been holding her breath for hours. Her breasts are exactly as I remember them, full and pale against the tan lines from days spent on beaches all over this island. Thalia cups them from behind, just for a moment, just long enough to make Ava’s head tip back against her shoulder.

“Mmm,” Ava says, half protest, half invitation.

“Okay, okay,” Olivia says, hooking her fingers into the waistband of the blue lace. “Easy girl, we’re just going for a dip.”

Man, I could go for a dip.

She draws the panties down slowly, and Ava lifts one foot and then the other, stepping clear of them with a dancer’s unconscious grace.

“Your turn,” Thalia tells Olivia, and there’s a new authority in her voice now, that quiet confidence she carries when she’s stopped doubting herself entirely.

Olivia smiles like she’s been waiting to be told. She reaches for the clasp at the side of her green jumpsuit but Thalia’s hand is already there, covering hers.

“Let us,” Thalia says.

Something passes across Olivia’s face. She sees the change in Thalia just like I do. Olivia’s hand drops and she stands still, allowing herself to be touched.

Thalia works the clasp while Ava slides the straps from Olivia’s shoulders. The silk falls and pools around her feet. She reaches back and takes care of her own bra, a small act of independence that’s so like her, and the two of them take the underwear from there. When Olivia straightens up she glances at me for just a second. She loves playing around with other girls, the way girls feel and smell and the softness of their touch. But she also needs to be seen by a man. Tonight, that’s me.

The three of them stand there in the night air, bare in the warm dark, and I’m standing here equally bare and increasingly aware of what I’m doing with my hands, which is nothing, because those are the rules. But they’re also telling my brain what they want to be doing.

“What now?” Thalia asks, back in the role of submissive.

“Oh, Mikey,” Ava says, beckoning me forward.

I find my feet leading me forward, the tile cool on my bare soles. All three of them are watching me, studying me.

“You decide,” Olivia says. “Who’s first?”

Each of the girls looks at me with coy expressions, each one wanting to be the one that I select. I grin, enjoying the game. I raise my finger, passing from one girl to another and then back. After a few times, my finger lands on Thalia.

“Really?” Ava says with a wicked grin, reaching down and grabbing my stiff cock and holding it.

“Really,” I say, not flinching in spite of my obviously compromised position.

Ava rolls her eyes and then lets go of me. Then she turns, takes three quick steps, and dives in clean, barely a splash. Olivia follows a half-second later, a low flat dive, arms extended. The water closes over her in a bright sheet.

I move to Thalia and her eyes meet mine.

“Thanks for choosing me,” she says.

“This whole night wouldn’t have happened without you,” I say. “Which is why I hope you’ll enjoy this.”

Before she has time to react, I grab her around the waist and swing her into my arms. She squeals as I carry her like a bride to the pool’s deep end, give her one heave first, and then toss her in.

“Ahh!” and then the splash.

Her shapely ass hits the water first, but there’s still a loud smacking sound as she’s suddenly submerged. Then, I step off the edge and plunge in after her.

I go under for a second, run my hands back through my hair, and then come up at the same time. She splashes me. Then, when I wipe the water out of my eyes, she does it again.

“Oi!” she cackles.

I shrug. Ava and Olivia start in on me, splashing me from both sides and I have to dive under to escape them. But it’s three on one and they chase me from one end to the other until I put up my hands in a truce.

Thalia swims over to me, offers her hand and we shake. Then we kiss.

I’m not hard anymore but I’m still very excited. There’s no doubt about what the three of us are going to get up to tonight, and so for now it’s just a matter of pacing myself. But Thalia’s kisses are eager and open-mouthed. Her lips taste like chlorine and her tongue tastes like wine. I fondle her breasts and she reaches around for my cock, tugging gently and letting it slip through her fingers.

The pool glows a soft blue-green, the underwater light turning the surface into something tropical and alive. Olivia appears at my side and raises her hand out of the water to tap me on the shoulder.

“Can I kiss your girlfriend?”

“If it’s okay with her, it’s okay with me.”

Olivia glides over and Thalia turns to her, hands reaching up to touch her chin and rub her face. Their faces move closer until their lips connect. They press together, mouths widening and closing again as their tongues touch.

I feel somebody’s small hand on my cock and realize that Ava has snuck up behind me, reaching around to play with me. She lets go and I turn around just as Olivia and Thalia break off their kiss. Ava looks up at me with a look that says that she knows exactly how much fun I’m having but she wants to hear me say the words.

“This is better than I deserve,” I say.

“Yeah,” Ava says. “But you can have it anyway.”

Then she does something surprisingly tender, something that the night’s playful atmosphere hasn’t allowed for yet. She leans over and touches her forehead to my chest. I wrap my hand around the back of her neck and pull her nearer.

“I missed you,” she says.

“You too,” I say.

It’s been so long since I’ve held Ava like this, and in a flash I experience an insight that might be called satori but probably shouldn’t be. Satori is the sudden moment when delusion falls away. Must be the Buddha statue rubbing off on me.

I can’t believe that we’ve spent so much of our brief time together bickering. Thalia and Olivia appear at our sides and all four of us just hold each other. It’s warm and slippery and feels more calming and inviting than anything I’ve ever experienced before.

This may not be paradise, but I’ll still take it.
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After floating around a while, kissing and just holding each other, everyone is starting to get pruny fingers and someone has to get out, drip dry as much as possible, then go inside and get the towels which we, in our haste, neglected to bring out. I volunteer. 

The night air on my wet, bare skin is cool at first but gets more pleasant as I adjust. Still, after standing and rocking on my heels for a minute or two, arms akimbo, I’m ready to go, grab one of those towels and press it to my body. 

Inside, I find only two fluffy, unused towels in the downstairs bathroom. Then, I remember that Thalia’s and mine are hanging upstairs. I bring them down. The girls climb out excitedly. Thalia, probably a little drunk, pulls herself up and climbs out instead of using the stairs. Her breasts press against the tile, which is probably a little too intense for her sensitive nipples because she winces a little as she laughs. I set the clean towels down near the steps and help her to her feet. Then I wrap her towel around her.

“Thanks,” she says.

“You’re welcome.”

Olavia climbs out, using the steps, and everyone dries off. Below us and beyond the cliff this house was built on, the water is as black as the night sky and the crests of waves shimmer like stars. Dry now, the women wrap the towels around their heads to dry their hair, leaving their bodies delightfully exposed.

We gather up our clothes and then shuffle lazily back inside.

“I don’t want to get dressed yet,” Olivia says.

“Oh, nobody’s getting dressed yet,” I say. “Throw your clothes wherever you’d like. Just don’t put them on, whatever you do.”

“We should go upstairs, right?” Ava says. “Or at least close the blinds?”

“I don’t think we have to worry too much about the neighbors,” I say. “If they didn’t see anything in the backyard, I’m not worried about them peeking in now.”

“Beds work better than couches at handling this many bodies,” Olivia sagely observes.

“True,” Ava says. “But couches offer more comfortable viewing positions for the spectators. That way, we’re not just rolling around on top of each other in one big mass.”

Olivia pats her hair dry with the towel and unwraps it, pulling some knots out of it.

“What do you think, Michael?” Ava asks. “It’s your house, where do you think we should fuck each other’s brains out?”

“There really are no wrong answers,” I say.

“Bloody hell!” Thalia twitters. “I’m actually going to sleep with Olavia!”

“And Mike!” I add.

“Yeah,” she says with mock nonchalance. “That’s nice too.”

Such a little brat. Ah, well. She’s excited. Time to give her a little of what she’s been craving.

“Hey, Livie,” I say, taking Thalia by the shoulders and guiding her over to the couch. “I think that young Thalia needs to feel a girl’s tongue between her legs.”

“Gladly,” Olivia says.

“You’re in luck,” Ava tells Thalia. “My girlfriend gives the best head.”

Thalia is practically vibrating with excitement as Olivia leads her over to the white leather sofa. Olivia sits beside her first, takes her face in both hands and kisses her slowly, taking her time about it. Thalia’s hands come up to Olivia’s waist, then her ribs, tentative and searching, like she’s reading something in braille.

Ava appears at my elbow.

“Come sit,” she says, low, and nods toward the other sofa.

We settle into the stiff white cushions at an angle to the other couch, close enough that we miss nothing. I lean forward with my elbows on my knees for about four seconds before Ava puts a hand on my chest and pushes me back.

“Lean back,” she says. “You’re going to want to be comfortable.”

She’s right. I let the sofa take my weight.

Across the room, Olivia is kissing down the side of Thalia’s neck now. Thalia’s chin is tipped up, eyes closed, one hand resting open-palmed on Olivia’s thigh like she forgot she put it there. The glass coffee table catches the light from the kitchen and throws a pale rectangle across the floor between us and them.

Ava’s hand finds my thigh.

She doesn’t move it. Just sets it there, warm and deliberate, and leaves it.

On the other couch, Olivia draws back to look at Thalia, studying her carefully as if deciding what she’s ready for. Then she dips down and takes one nipple softly between her lips. Thalia’s breath escapes with a sigh. Her fingers curl into Olivia’s hair, just holding on.

“Is she as good as you remember?” Ava asks quietly, close to my ear.

“Yeah,” I say, because it’s all I’ve got.

Ava’s hand slides along my inner thigh, slow and unhurried, like she has all night, which she does. My cock is already thickening before she touches it. When she does, it’s just her fingertips, drawing a line up the underside, and I feel it in the back of my jaw.

“There he is,” she murmurs, half to herself.

Olivia is moving lower now. She traces the flat of her tongue between the cleave of Thalia’s breasts, her stomach, pausing just at the hip bone to press a kiss there. Thalia’s thigh trembles, and her knees fall open.

Ava curls her hand around me fully and squeezes once, slowly, watching the other two the whole time. I put my hand over hers out of reflex and she lifts an eyebrow without looking at me and I take my hand back. Right. Still not my turn.

“Watch,” she says.

Olivia settles between Thalia’s thighs with a patience that’s almost hypnotic. She brushes her lips against the inside of one thigh, then the other, and Thalia’s whole body arches slightly off the cushion, chasing contact that hasn’t arrived yet.

“God,” Thalia breathes. “Please.”

Ava begins to move her hand in a slow, steady rhythm that she seems to have calibrated specifically to keep me right at the edge of being able to think clearly. I feel the blood thudding in my temples. She leans in close, her hair still faintly damp against my shoulder, and I can feel her breath on my neck when she exhales.

Then Olivia finally, unhurriedly, lowers her mouth. The sound Thalia makes next is not a word in any language. Definitely not any language I know. Just pure reaction, her back bowing and her hand pressing down in Olivia’s hair.

Ava slides off the couch cushion to the floor in one fluid motion, kneeling between my feet. She looks up at me with those pale blue eyes, the same way she always did, like she’s reminding me of something I already knew. Her hand is still moving.

“You’ve been very patient,” she says.

“I’m a very patient man,” I say, which is only technically true right now.

Thalia cries out once, sharp and sudden, then again, her hips rolling upward, her whole body seized by something she has clearly been waiting for since we sat down to dinner. Maybe since the resort. Maybe longer. Olivia doesn’t let up, doesn’t rush her through it, just stays with her. Thalia makes a long, descending sound that ends in a breathless laugh. Aaaaaaahooooo!

“Oh my god,” she says, to the ceiling, to no one, to all of us. “OH MY GOD!!!”

Ava looks at me, her eyes lit with satisfaction, watching me watch them.

“Your girlfriend,” she says, “is very loud.”

“She really is.”

Across the room, Thalia is still coming down, one forearm draped over her eyes, her chest rising and falling in long, slow pulls. Olivia rises up from between her thighs, wipes her lower lip with the back of her hand. She studies her little plaything with a mix of affection and appetite. Thalia peels her arm away from her face and looks up at her.

“That was—” Thalia starts.

“I know,” Olivia answers.

Thalia sits up slowly and pushes the hair back from her face, the loose braid half undone now, strands falling around her collarbones. Something’s changed. The trembling-with-excitement girl from ten minutes ago is now a little more settled, a little more decided. But still not anywhere near satisfied.

“Your turn,” Thalia tells Olivia. “No, wait. I should say it’s my turn.”

Olivia tilts her head, a half-smile playing at the corner of her mouth.

“Is that so?”

“Lie back,” Thalia commands, quiet and even. I recognize the same tone she used in the pool when she told Olivia to let them undress her.

Ava turns back and lowers her head.

The first touch of her mouth is so gentle that for a second I think I imagined it. Then she does it again, and my hand finds the back of the sofa and grips the leather there.

Ava’s tongue moves in a slow circle and I exhale through my nose. Olivia reclines against the arm of the sofa, one leg extended, watching Thalia like she’s revising her opinion.

Thalia reaches out and touches her jaw first, tilting Olivia’s face with her fingertips like she’s checking the angle of the light. Then she leans in and kisses her, slower than I expected—slower than Olivia expected, judging by the small sound that escapes from her busy lips.

“Easy,” Olivia murmurs.

“I know,” Thalia says.

She begins to move down along Olivia’s throat. Olivia tips her head back and her hand drifts up to rest in Thalia’s hair, not guiding, just resting. Thalia takes her time with the collarbone, the sternum, the soft skin below her breast, and Olivia’s breathing changes in a way I can hear from here.

Ava takes me deeper and her hands settle at my hips and for about four seconds I forget entirely that there is anything else in the room.

Then Olivia makes a low sound and I look up again.

Thalia is kissing down the inside of Olivia’s thigh the same way Olivia did to her. Olivia shifts her weight and her fingers tighten once in Thalia’s hair.

“There,” Olivia says, quietly. “Just there, come on.”

Thalia glances up at her once, a quick check, and then lowers herself and Olivia’s back comes off the cushion in one long, slow curve.

“Like that,” Olivia says, more directive now. “Yes. Exactly like that, don’t stop.”

Thalia doesn’t stop. Ava doesn’t let up either, each stroke heightening the pleasure of what I’m watching. I can feel every heartbeat in the tip of my cock, a throbbing need that Ava’s mouth intensifies. A need to rut. I want to fuck them all, pleasure them all.

Olivia’s thigh trembles. Her hand pressing down in Thalia’s hair more urgently now. Her breath quickens, each exhale a little shorter than the last. The sofa cushion shifts as she rolls her hips upward and her free hand seizes the armrest behind her head.

“Ohhh!” she exclaims, and then her whole body locks before the release.

Then it breaks.

It breaks through me too. The orgasm comes up from the base of my spine with a force I wasn’t ready for, even after building toward it for the better part of an hour. The sound I make is low and involuntary. Ava pulls back just enough to finish me with her hand, because she always knew the exact right moment. She always did. On the other couch Olivia makes a long, fractured sound that rises and then breaks into something like a laugh.

The room is quiet except for the ceiling fan and the sound of heavy panting.

Thalia rises up from between Olivia’s thighs with the careful, satisfied expression of someone who has just proven exactly what she’s capable of. She rests her chin on Olivia’s hip and Olivia looks down at her, a little wrecked, a little amused.

“Damn, girl,” Olivia says, touching her face. “You were paying attention.”

“I’m a very quick learner,” Thalia says.

“I can attest to that,” I add.

Ava sits back on her heels and looks up at me, one eyebrow slightly raised, her mouth curved into something that could be called a smile if a smile could also be a told-you-so.

“And me?” she asks.

“You already know what you know,” I say. “I never stopped thinking about your lips on me. I hope I never will.”  
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I hold out my palms and Ava uses them to balance as she rises from her knees. She swallows and then runs her tongue along her gumline, searching for the last lingering traces of my seed.

“Who’s thirsty?” I ask. Three hands go up immediately. “I’ll get us some water.”

“I’ll help,” Thalia says, rising from the sofa. Olivia ogles her ass as she crosses the room. I grab the water glasses from the places where they were left on the dining room table, my cock swinging with each step. For the moment, we’re nudists. It’s nice being nude at home, though until I had a bunch of women doing it around me I never thought to walk around my house this way. I fill my glass and Ava’s with filtered water and bring both glasses over.

“Thanks,” Ava says. “Is it okay that we’re sitting completely bare on your couch?”

“More than okay,” I say. “We’re clean enough. And it’s not even my couch.”

I take a sip of water and then set it on the table, on a piece of mail so it doesn’t leave a ring on the table. I have a seat beside Ava. Thalia gives a glass of water to Olivia and then comes to sit beside me.

“You’ve been with girls before, haven’t you?” Olivia says.

Thalia gives a little shrug.

“Few times,” she says.

“You’ve got a talented tongue,” Olivia says. “Ava, you have to try this one at least once before we go. I’m assuming that the man of the house has no objections?”

“None at all,” I say. “The truth is, I think she likes the idea of getting passed from girl to girl.”

Thalia goes red.

“Only if my man is going to watch,” she says, a little quietly.

“You little slut!” Olivia teases. “And here I thought you got me off because you wanted to.”

“Oh, I do!”

“Leave her alone,” Ava says. “You don’t often find a girl who wants to share her boyfriend with his ex and also wants to be shared between his two ex-girlfriends while her boyfriend watches.”

“You don’t ever find that,” I say. “This night is like getting dealt three royal flushes in a row.”

“So, what should we do now?” Thalia asks, leaning into me and wrapping my arm around her shoulder.

“Can I make a request?” Olivia says. “I love some girl’s lips on my pussy like I can’t tell you. But since we’re here for just tonight, and I won’t have the chance again for who knows how long, I really want to get fucked by a dick tonight.”

“Agreed,” Ava says. “That’s a must for me.”

“Well, I can have Mike’s dick anytime,” Thalia says. “But, what I’d really love to do is lick his cum off somebody.”

Her tongue slides across her lips slowly.

“And what I want, in case anyone’s interested, is to do what we used to do,” I say. “Way back when.”

“You mean line us up underneath you and then switch between us until you come?”

“That’s it,” I say.

“Oh, is that all you can think to do with us both?” Olivia asks.

I nod.

“I’m a simple man. I don’t need much to be happy.”

Olivia tilts her head at me and smiles. Okay, maybe it’s not the humblest possible request. But if I can make it happen, can you blame me for trying?

“Well, it sounds like all of our needs line up quite nicely, then,” Ava says.

“Indeed,” I say, leaning over to kiss her on the cheek. Thalia turns to me and I kiss her, too. “Let’s take this party upstairs.”

The stairs creak once under my weight, then again under Olivia’s. I catch a glimpse of my singh in the entryway as I ascend. He stands guard with his head facing away. He sees nothing, and what he hears he’s not about to repeat.

Reaching the top of the stairs, the mirror on the landing gives me a brief, fractured picture of all our bodies, pale in places and brown in others, moving toward the bedroom.

The bed is a king, low frame, white linen sheets that Thalia kicked from bed when she got up with me this morning. She has a seat on the edge of the bed. Ava moves to the far side and sits, pulling one foot up beneath her. Olivia stands near the window, her arms loose at her sides, watching me.

“So,” she says. “How do you want us?”

It’s a simple and practical question, but I don’t want to rush this.

“Give me a minute,” I say. “I want to look at you first.”

I’m standing in the middle of the room and the three of them are arranged around me, waiting. Too crude to just tell them to lie down side by side and wait for me to stick it in. That’s the destination, but they want me to take them on a journey. Ava studies me, drinking me in with a look completely different from the way she drank me downstairs, or maybe not completely different. There’s hunger in her eyes.

Olivia has one hand resting against the wall beside the window, the other on her hip, and the low orange light is coming through the blinds in thin bars that stripe her body. Thalia’s eyes pass between me and the girls, eager to see things get started.

I go to Olivia first because she’s standing and it’s easy.

I put my hand against the wall beside her head and she looks up at me without moving her body. I kiss her and her hand finds my chest, fingers splaying out. Her lips are soft and she kisses slowly, deliberately, like she’s sampling me. It’s been so long since we’ve kissed and we’re rediscovering each other’s taste. When I pull back, her eyes stay closed for a half-second longer.

“I missed that,” she says quietly. “You taste so good.”

“So do you.”

There are years’ worth of what’s passed between us in that kiss. There’s something startlingly intimate about being with someone you’ve been with before after a long time apart. My body remembers the way she feels, my hands already know where to go. I walk her back toward the bed and she goes with me, lowering herself onto the white linen and pulling me down after her. I feel the warmth of her underneath me. I exhale and she does too, and for a moment neither of us moves.

Ava has stretched out beside me on her side, her head propped in her hand, watching. She puts her palm against my chest and I can feel my own heartbeat under her hand.

“There he is,” she says softly.

Olivia adjusts without being asked, heels finding the mattress, hips tilting up. I look down at her and she looks back with that steady, open expression she has, a little challenge in it, a little welcome.

I push into her slowly and her mouth opens. She turns her face to the side for just a moment before bringing it back to me.

“Okay,” she breathes. “Okay.”

She hasn’t felt me or any man in so long that she needs time to adjust. I set a slow rhythm and she takes it, her fingers pressing into my back. She’s warm and tight around me and I feel her adjusting to me, the small shifts of her hips finding the angle that works. Her long black hair is fanned out against the white linen. I drop my head and kiss her throat and she makes a sound low, almost too quiet to hear.

Ava is lying on her side next to us, close enough that her knee is touching my thigh. Every so often she reaches over and runs her hand along my back or drags her nails lightly across my shoulder blade. Just enough contact to remind me she’s there.

From the headboard Thalia is watching with her knees pulled up to her chest and her chin resting on top of them. Her eyes move between my face and Ava’s and back.

I work into Olivia steadily and she starts to breathe harder, her ribcage rising and falling against my chest. She wraps one leg around the back of mine and the angle changes. She makes a sharper sound at that, her nails finding real grip in my skin.

“Right there,” she says. “Don’t change it.”

I keep my hips moving in the same slow drive and her head presses back into the pillow. Ava watches her, her expression tender but lustful too. She reaches over and brushes Olivia’s arm. Olivia turns her head and the two of them look at each other for a moment while I keep moving inside her.

“Good?” Ava asks her.

“So good,” Olivia says.

I slow down deliberately and Olivia makes a frustrated sound and grips my hips.

“I’m not done,” she says.

“I know,” I say. “But I have to share.”

She exhales through her nose. Her grip loosens.

“Fine,” she says. “Come back.”

I pull out of her carefully and shift to my right, toward Ava. She’s already moved onto her back as I come to her, like she’s been waiting precisely for this moment and has her blocking figured out already. I position myself between her thighs and she reaches down and guides me in without ceremony and the sound she makes is immediate and unguarded, a short hard exhale that’s almost the word “urh!”

She’s different from Olivia. Softer in the hips, more vocal. She grabs the back of my neck and pulls my face down close to hers.

“Look at me,” she says.

I look at her. She holds my gaze as I begin to move. Her lips part. A breath escapes. She closes her eyes just for a moment and then opens them again, finding mine.

I push deeper and her back arches off the mattress and she says my name, quietly.

“Michael.”

Olivia has rolled onto her side next to us now, mirroring what Ava did for her. She puts her hand on Ava’s stomach and Ava covers it with her own without looking away from me.

I work Ava into a full rhythm, longer strokes, and she takes them with her whole body, her hips rising to meet each one. Her free hand grips the linen beside her. She’s loud in a way that Olivia isn’t, small broken sounds on each exhale, and from the headboard I hear Thalia shift on the mattress.

I glance up. Thalia’s sitting forward now, no longer hugging her knees. Her eyes are fixed on Ava’s face and her lips are slightly parted. One of her hands is resting on her own inner thigh. She catches me looking at her and goes very slightly pink but doesn’t look away and doesn’t move her hand.

I turn back to Ava and push in hard once and she gasps.

“Again,” she says immediately.

I do it again and her head drops back. Olivia leans over and puts her mouth against Ava’s shoulder. Ava laughs a little, breathless and surprised at herself.

“Don’t distract me,” she says to Olivia.

“I’m not doing anything,” Olivia says against her skin.

I keep my weight on my forearms and keep moving. The bed creaks under us in a steady rhythm. Ava’s close. I can feel it in the way her breathing has changed, gone ragged at the top of each inhale, and in the grip of her legs tightening around mine.

I slow down and she looks at me with an expression that says she could get violent.

“You’re doing this on purpose,” she says.

“I am,” I say.

“Go back to Livie,” she says. “Then come back to me and finish it.”

Olivia looks up from Ava’s shoulder with one eyebrow raised.

I shift back to Olivia and she receives me immediately, one hand on my jaw, pulling my mouth down to hers as I push inside her. She kisses me hard and starts moving under me before I’ve even set a rhythm, doing her own work on me, her hips rolling up with a precision that tells me she knows exactly what she wants and how to get it.

Olivia is getting louder now and Ava has moved in behind me, pressing her chest against my back, her mouth finding the side of my neck. Her hand slides around my hip.

I glance back at Thalia. She’s sitting at the edge of the mattress now, braids loose around her shoulders, one hand working slow circles between her own thighs. Watching me, waiting for the word.

“Come here,” I say.

She blinks. “Now?”

“Now. Get over here and take care of whichever one is on my back.”

Ava smacks me, but she’s giggling.

“Ava, Ava,” I hasten to add. “Take care of sweet Ava.”

Thalia moves immediately, unfolding herself and crawling across the mattress. Ava detaches from my back and turns her attention to Thalia.

I turn my full attention back to Olivia and push in deep. She digs her fingers into the mattress.

Next to me I can hear Ava’s breathing change. I glance over and Thalia has her hand working between Ava’s thighs, her mouth against her shoulder, her braids trailing across Ava’s chest. Ava’s eyes are closed and her hips are moving.

“Good girl,” I say.

“Yes, sir,” Thalia says, smiling.

I turn back to Olivia and drive into her with a proper rhythm now, no more teasing, no more deliberately slowing down. She’s taking it and the sounds she makes have gone from controlled to something else entirely, stripped of any self-consciousness, just open noise on each stroke. Her hair is damp at the temples. Her hands have stopped gripping the linen and gone flat, palms down, like she needs the stability.

I pull out of her and move to Ava and Thalia shifts out of my way smoothly, swinging over to Olivia without missing a beat, her fingers replacing where I just was, Olivia making a startled but grateful sound under her breath.

Ava pulls me in with both hands and wraps her legs around me, and there’s nothing slow about it now. She’s been waiting through two rotations and her body knows it and she is loud and unashamed about it, her voice rising on each stroke, her head thrown back, her short brown hair spread out behind her.

“Don’t you dare stop,” she says.

“I won’t,” I promise.

I work her hard and she comes in a long rolling wave, her whole body tightening around me, her voice going sharp at the top. She shudders once, twice, and then goes heavy and soft at the same time.

Thalia is on her knees between Olivia’s thighs now. Olivia has one hand threaded into Thalia’s braids. She’s getting close, her stomach pulling tight with each breath, thighs trembling slightly.

I pull away from Ava and move back to Olivia. Thalia lifts her head and moves aside to make room, sitting back on her heels, her lips wet, watching. I take Olivia’s hips in both hands and pull her toward me and push in and she cries out properly for the first time, a real unrestrained sound, both hands grabbing my forearms.

I can feel it building so fast now. Too much, too long, the whole evening collected into a single point of pressure. I keep moving into her and she’s right there with me, her hips lifting off the mattress, her voice climbing.

I pull out and take myself in hand and finish across her stomach and chest with a long rough exhale, my whole body shuddering through it, every muscle pulling tight and then releasing. Ava watches it happen with her head lifted off the pillow and her lips parted.

For a minute, everyone is just breathing and that’s enough. The fan turns overhead.

Then Thalia moves and this time I’m the one getting out of her way.

She swings over Olivia without any hesitation and drops her head and her tongue finds the streak across Olivia’s sternum first, a long slow drag upward. Olivia’s breath catches all over again. Thalia works methodically, aware that I’m there but not performing for me so much as enjoying for herself, her tongue moving in broad strokes across Olivia’s stomach, chasing every trace.

“Oh,” Olivia says softly. And then again: “Oh.”

Ava has propped herself on one elbow and is watching with the loose, satisfied expression of someone who has come recently and is happy to observe. She reaches over and rests her hand on my knee.

Thalia finishes what she came for and then keeps going. She lowers her mouth to Olivia’s hip, the inside of her waist, the underside of her breast. Olivia has both hands in Thalia’s braids now. Thalia’s tongue moves up the side of Olivia’s ribcage and Olivia makes a sound that is neither sexual nor not, somewhere in the middle, a kind of undone pleasure, the nerve endings firing without agenda.

“Your girlfriend,” Ava says to me, not quite completing the thought.

“I know,” I say.
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I open my eyes and blink a few times to clear them. It’s morning but only barely. The light coming through the window is more gray than yellow. I turn over to see who’s in the bed beside me. Just Thalia, still asleep and not ready to stir for hours.

For a moment, I wonder whether I dreamt what happened last night. Then I remember that Olavia said they’d take the guest bedroom. I slip out of bed and carefully pad across the floor, trying not to make a sound. The stairs creak in the same two spots they always do, and I take them slow, one hand trailing along the wall for balance.

Downstairs, I drop three scoops of ground coffee into my french press and click on the little electric kettle beside the microwave to get the water started. The kitchen is still mostly gray, the tile cool under my bare feet, and through the window over the sink the sky is just starting to pink up behind the hills. What a night. Still can’t rule out the possibility that it was all a dream. Of course, it wasn’t. But there are times when something happens which is more plausibly a dream than reality. And last night was definitely one of those. I still don’t quite understand what happened. One minute everybody was chatting, then suddenly it was time to get naked. One thing is certain. It didn’t just happen. Those women knew exactly what they were going to do before they arrived here last night, and the only thing for me to do was catch up to them on the path they were already on and not trip over my own feet as I followed along.

When steam hisses from the top and the little orange light on the kettle clicks off, I soak the grounds once and then wait about a minute before pouring the rest of the water inside. Then I fill my mug with ice and take it out on the deck.

The morning air is just the right temperature. Something forest green and rumpled sits on the tile beside the bird of paradise. I walk over to check what it is and see that it’s Ava’s dress, the thin straps tangled where she must have stepped out of it in a hurry. It’s cool to the touch and has her smell to it. I fold it and bring it over to my chair, placing it at my side and then pouring the coffee over the ice.

As I drink my coffee, I watch the hills to the east of the bay below me changing color as the sun crests them. The back door opens and Olivia comes out, her hair tied up in a loose knot, wearing one of my t-shirts that hangs almost to her knees and nothing else I can see.

“Hey,” she says.

I stand and hug her.

“Our flight’s this morning,” she says.

I knew that but it still feels unfair somehow to have plans intruding on us now.

“Stay for breakfast,” I say. “We can go to Bella Vista. It’s on the beach. They’ve got skillets with all egg whites and veggies and great coffee too.”

“Our flight boards at 11:30,” Olivia says. “And we still need to get our bags and check out of the hotel. The ride to the airport is an hour at least.”

“It’s a small airport,” I say. “Security is a breeze.”

“Turtle, we just don’t have time,” she says, giving a little shrug to tell me she really is sorry about it but can’t do anything about it.

“Okay, forget Bella Vista,” I say. “McDonald’s?”

She hesitates, but I can see she’s yielding a little.

“Please, Livie,” I say. “We have to at least talk about what happened, where we stand, right?”

She nods.

“Go wake up Thalia. I’ll wake up Ava. Be ready to leave in five minutes.”

So, I go upstairs and rouse my sleeping beauty. Twenty minutes later, we’re walking up to McDonald’s, where a plastic Ronald McDonald greets us outside with a wai. Olavia is looking overdressed and probably feeling it in the same dresses they wore last night. But this is Thailand and foreigners who didn’t even make it home are a common sight on the streets every morning. Besides, the place is quiet, the air conditioning turned up almost uncomfortably high, some looping instrumental version of a song I can’t place playing low over the speakers. As we divvy up Egg McMuffins and pancake breakfasts from the tray, we’re practically the only ones here.

“How did everybody sleep?” Thalia asks.

“Good,” Ava says. “I always sleep better after an orgasm. And the more the better.”

“I wish you weren’t leaving,” Thalia says.

“Well, you both gave us quite a sendoff,” Olivia says.

“We never got a chance to establish what this means now,” I say. “We cleared the air, got over some of our issues. Then, bam! Suddenly everyone was naked. It’s a lot to take in.” Ava pushes a hash brown around her tray without eating it, listening.

“I’ll say,” Olivia says.

“The strangest part was how it felt completely normal,” I say. “I couldn’t imagine it happening just a few days ago. But by the time it did, it felt inevitable.”

“We discussed it beforehand,” Ava says. “The two of us. So, it wasn’t as spontaneous as it might have felt. Suffice to say, we both wanted it.”

“So, where does this leave us?” I ask. “Was this just a fling? A holdover?”

“Or a new beginning?” Thalia asks.

“Good questions,” Olivia says. “We don’t have answers for them either. We talked about what we wanted and we both agreed that we wanted to go for it and decide what it meant later.”

“The problem is that later is now,” Ava adds.

“Well, we don’t have to put some label on things,” I say. “But it would feel wrong, even crazy not to tell you both that I love you. Not in the past tense but in the present. I need to say that first.”

“I love you too,” Ava says, reaching across the tray to squeeze my hand once before letting go.

“Me too,” Olivia says. “And that love extends to you too, Thalia.”

“Definitely,” Ava adds. “You’re like a little sister to us now—well, maybe not exactly like a little sister.”

“Aww,” Thalia says, wiping her mouth with a napkin. “I know what you mean. I can’t believe I actually slept with Olavia!”

“We can’t call ourselves that anymore,” Olivia says. “We need a new name that reflects all four of us.”

“How about Molathavia?” I offer.

“Yes!” Thalia squeals. “We’re Molathavia! We sound like we’re a kingdom!”

“Hmm,” Ava says. “Kind of a mouthful, but I like it. It’s clever.”

“I feel so much love for everyone at this table right now,” Thalia says.

“So, we all love each other,” I say. “Okay, maybe that’s enough. I just have to stop thinking of you two as my exes.”

“Same,” Olivia says. “You’re not my ex. Maybe you could be my sometimes boyfriend?”

“And of course, that goes for you too,” Ava tells Thalia.

“That could work,” I say. “It’s a nice in-between where we’re lovers but geographic proximity still plays a role in defining the relationship.”

“Right,” Thalia says. “Sounds innovative.”

“I think so,” Olivia says. “We’re closely connected but without the strictures of a conventional relationship.”

“Brilliant,” I say.

“We’re not expecting you to check in all the time,” Ava says. “But you have to keep in touch, okay? No more shutting off all channels of communication.”

“I won’t,” I say. “That’s over. From now on, we’re back on speaking terms. Totally normalized bilateral relations.”

“It feels like we’re hammering out a peace deal,” Olivia says.

“We are in a sense,” I say. “And it’s the one we never got before. Which might have been my fault.”

“Doesn’t matter,” Ava says. “That’s over now.”

“And we can come back,” Olivia says. “I can’t promise when, but we will. We both love it here. And now we’ve got two very good reasons to make an extended stay.”

“I hope it’s soon,” Thalia says. “Not that I’m pressuring you. I know how expensive tickets are now.”

“It won’t be that long,” Olivia says. “We’ll make time. But now we’ve really got to go.”

When there’s nothing left in front of us but greasy pieces of brightly colored paper, I know that it’s really time to say goodbye. Not like all the other times I’ve said it in the past week. This time it’s real.

Outside, the girls put on their helmets, fumbling with the straps under their chins, motorbikes lined up along the curb still beaded with dew. We exchange hugs.

“Have a safe flight,” I say, holding Olivia in my arms.

“Thanks,” she says. “If we miss it, we’ll probably end up back at your door.”

“You’re welcome,” I say. “Any time.”

We kiss. Then I hug and kiss Ava.

“See you soon?” I say.

She nods, clearly a little sad to be parting too.

“See you.”

I put a hand on Thalia’s shoulder as we watch them ride off.

“Miss them?” she asks.

“As soon as I’m convinced they’re actually gone, I’m sure I will.”

I spend the rest of the morning thinking about the two of them. We clean up from the night before, wine glasses gone sticky where they sat out overnight, the citronella candle burned down to a puddle of wax, but otherwise it’s a pretty normal day. Olivia sends a photo of the two of them boarding the plane to confirm that they made it. That’s when it hits me. They’re actually gone. They spent the night reminding me of what they smell and taste like, how their bodies feel and what they can do with their tongues and just their eyes. And now I have to remember how to live without all of that again. It should be easy. I’ve done it before. But as soon as I know that they’re up in the air, once I’m sure that they’re not about to appear at my front door like some 90s movie, I find myself craving them stronger than before. 

It was hard enough when I could at least tell myself that I hated them. Now what am I supposed to do? First Meena now Olavia. I’m down three girlfriends in a week.

If I didn’t have a house in a paradise with a live-in girlfriend I’d really have something to complain about. But you know me. I find a way to soldier on somehow.

I always feel laziest after a break, but with no further distractions I dust off the cobwebs and get a decent amount of writing done. The office window’s cracked open and every so often a moped drones by somewhere down the hill, faint enough that it barely registers.

“I think this might be the end of this series,” I tell Thalia while I’m on a break.

“You’re going to cap the roster at seventeen?” Thalia asks. “Don’t want to try for twenty?”

“Nah, what would be the point?” I say. “At some point you’re just stacking goblin girls for the sake of it. Besides, I think my readers are hungry for something new. I just don’t know how to end the series. It deserves a proper sendoff. I just don’t know what it is.”

“Don’t force it,” Thalia says. “Your readers come to you for calm, low-stress stories where things just seem to come together. That’s the Thurston Kade promise. If you’re going to deliver that, you need to be in that headspace, right?”

“True,” I say. “All true. There’s no sense in forcing it. Maybe there is no big payoff. Everyone goes on a picnic, which for goblin girls translates into cooking a goat on a spit or something, and that’s it. We get to see them off, trust that everything will be fine. No matter what the future holds, they’ll be ready for it. Why can’t it be easy, being green?”

“Exactly. And this way you can still leave the door open, just in case you realize that something was left unfinished after all.”

“Good thinking,” I say. “You always want to leave the door open for more sequels, no matter how many there have been.”

“So, what’s the next series?”

“I’m thinking I’ll call it Stop Dragon My Heart Around,” I say, and then I spell out the word “dragon” so that the pun lands.

“Ah, okay,” she says. “What’s it about?”

“Well, this dragon rider, he gets his heart broken, right?” I say. “It’s right after this big epic battle and he retires to this little magical town where he plans to swear off romance for a while and focus on building up his team of dragons. But then, there are all these cute elves and sprites in the village, and so the harem just kinda forms on its own.”

“That seems to always be the way it is,” Thalia says. “Harems just happen with nobody planning them.”

“It happens,” I say. “I’m the proof. It’s amazing sometimes how effortless it can be.”

Thalia gets this pensive look suddenly.

“What is it?”

“Do you think it’s okay that we hooked up with Olavia without asking Meena first?”

“Well, there wasn’t really time to stop and ask her,” I say. “It just kinda happened. I can’t imagine that she’d have a problem with it. She’s never shown a hint of jealousy before. I wouldn’t have done anything if I thought she’d be hurt by it.”

“Do you think that Meena wants to be a part of the relationship?” Thalia asks. “We could be Meemolathavia.”

I smile.

“I’m not sure,” I say. “She’s never expressed an interest in women before.”

“You’re right,” she says. “Maybe it’s like your story. We don’t need to force it. Better to just let it happen and wherever it goes, it goes.”

“Exactly.”

“We still have to tell her.”

“You’re right.”

“Do you want me to do it?”

“Why don’t we do it together?” I say. “I want to catch her up on everything anyway. Let’s try her and see if she’s busy.”

Thalia opens a video call on the coffee table, propping the laptop against a stack of books so we can both fit in frame. Meena’s out in the fields looking cute in her little sunhat, the phone propped against something so her hands stay free. Thalia starts gushing about the night we had, the food and the conversation. Meena listens attentively, a smile forming once she figures out where the conversation is going.

“Have sex together really?” she asks, laughing. “Not broken anymore?”

“Nope,” I say. “I guess not.”

“Mike, every girl like you.”

“I’m not sure that it was all me,” I say. “They both thought Thalia was very sexy.”

“I distinctly remember the two of them saying that they both needed some dick,” Thalia says.

“Well, hey, I was part of the appeal,” I say. “I have no trouble admitting that.”

“Sanook mai?” Meena asks.

“Yes, it was fun,” I say. “I think we all had fun.”

“I certainly did,” Thalia says.

Meena gives a thumbs up.

“Good,” she says. “Happy for you.”

“You’re such a wonderful girlfriend, Meena,” I say. “Truly.”

“Yes,” Meena agrees. “Can find another one but not same same like me.”

“Never,” I say. “Most girls would have a problem with her boyfriend having more than one girl.”

“Actually, normal in Thailand for the guy have many girl.”

“What do you mean?” I say.

“Many years before, the man will marry one time but have mia noi also.”

“Mia noi?” I repeat. “Small wife?”

“Kind of,” Meena says. “If the guy is rich and sexy will not find only one wife. Thai lady understand that is man style. They do like that. Can love again many time. No problem.”

“You really picked the right country to live in,” Thalia says. “Thailand is perfect for your lifestyle.”

“It’s amazing,” I say. “There’s truly no place like it.”

Meena catches us up on everything happening in the village. Her brother Sorn is thinking about buying a new truck but he’s going to give the one he has now another season first. The harvest has been good. They’re making more money than before selling fruit on TikTok.

“People buy fruit on TikTok?” I say.

“Yes, very popular now!” Meena says. “Because when sell together the price so low. One kilo maybe five baht. Send to one person can sell one kilo thirty baht. And convenient also.”

Thalia catches Meena up on what she’s studying in Thai and then it’s time to say goodbye because they’ve both got more to do and so do I.

“Love you!” Meena says, pressing her thumb and forefinger together to form a heart.

I make a little heart back and I’m reminded of just how much I love this girl and how much I wish that she wasn’t so far away. I’ll be counting the days until we meet again. Now I’ve got three women I can’t live without and have to find a way to live without anyway. I look out past the deck at the water, flat and bright under the midday sun, and I let myself sit with it for a second before I get back to work. Still, what a problem to have, right? 
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Things feel a little slower over the next few weeks, and honestly I’m glad for it. Resorts and marathon orgies are always pleasant diversions. You’ll never hear me knocking them. But transitioning back into “vacation light” mode has its own appeal. Every day isn’t so much of an event as an occurrence, and the more leisurely pace makes it easier to appreciate things as they come. Thalia starts cooking for the two of us more. Often this is just a simple stir fry, but her effort starts to pay off. She’s learning that it’s easy to make quick, cheap and delicious meals without much prep work. She cuts up some baby portabellos with chicken, green and white onion, and some garlic that goes great with oyster sauce on a bed of rice, the wok hissing every time she tosses it, a dish towel slung over one shoulder like she’s seen it done somewhere.

“How is it?” she asks. “Edible?”

“Seems to be,” I say.

She flares her nostrils like she was expecting a little more praise for the effort.

“It’s delicious,” I say. “Thank you for cooking.”

“Well, you helped too,” she says.

“I cooked the rice,” I say, flicking my wrist like I’m compressing the button on the rice cooker. “It’s pretty just making this gesture.”

“It wouldn’t be a meal without your unique contribution.”

“That’s true,” I say. “You can’t even talk about eating a meal in Thai without mentioning rice.”

“Gin khao,”  Thalia says.

“Exactly,” I say. “The word for eat is incomplete on its own without the word for rice next to it.”

“Do you always eat rice with a spoon?”

“I do since I moved here,” I say. “That’s the way that Thais eat. Spoon goes in your right hand, or whichever hand you’re dominant with, and the fork is only there to play a support role, wrangling the food onto the spoon.”

“Hey,” she says to me as we’re eating, “before I forget again, we never did go ziplining.”

“Oh, yeah,” I say. “How about tomorrow?”

So, that’s what we do. After I’m done writing for the day, we load up the scooter, Thalia’s arms looped around my waist and her chin resting on my shoulder the whole ride down, and head to Hanuman World. In the Ramakien, Hanuman, the monkey god, is one of the story’s central characters and so he appears in Thai culture a lot. The cafe next door is called Three Monkeys. There are gibbons in the trees too, and hornbills and all different kinds of birds. I was picturing just one single line. You’re strapped into a harness and then you ride it to the bottom. Fun, the way a rollercoaster is fun, but over pretty quickly.

It’s only when we arrive that I realize how huge the place is. The sign at the entrance says it’s eighty thousand square meters of jungle canopy. You don’t just strap in and slide down. There are spiral staircases and suspension bridges with dozens of platforms to jump off from. You slide down one line and then you arrive at a platform and a guide shows you where to go next. We spend two hours hopping from one platform to the next, the lines getting longer and faster the deeper we go, some of them running side by side so you can race whoever’s next to you.

In between there are sky bridges to cross and a couple of spots where a guide clips you in and lets you abseil straight down instead. A camera hidden somewhere in the trees catches a snapshot of the two of us mid-line. Thalia’s eyes and mouth are wide open and she’s laughing. It catches me at just the wrong moment so it looks like I’m grimacing and sneezing at the same time.

When we reach the end of the course, we arrive at the luge. Small handcars run along a concrete track that snakes down through the trees. You can control the speed with the handbrakes. It’s like Mario Kart. Hands down it’s the funnest part of the whole afternoon. I buy Thalia’s photo from the kiosk when we come down. It’s there already in a little paper frame waiting to be purchased. The one of me I leave on the table.

After the ride, we’re invited to sit and enjoy the buffet, harness marks still pressed pink into my thighs and sweat drying on the back of my neck. I stack my plate with grilled seafood, fried rice, noodles and fresh fruit. After we sit down, Thalia tells me she saw eight monkeys.

“Oh!” she exclaims, pointing to the high branches of a tree a few yards away. “Nine!”

I’m expecting them to come down from the trees to raid the buffet, but I guess they’ve eaten already because they just move through the trees on their way to pick lice off each other, a couple of the smaller ones clinging to their mothers’ backs the whole way.

“We’re in their home,” Thalia says, frowning.

“Yep,” I say. “It’s nothing new, but civilization is encroaching on them. Just like the ones on Monkey Hill they have their little area. But it’s bound to just get smaller.”

She rests her chin against her palm.

“I would share my fruit, but that’s probably not good for them either, eh?”

“Probably not,” I say. “They’ll just associate people with food more than they already do and might get aggressive.”

“I wish I could adopt one,” she says.

“Really?” I say. “Like, keep it at home? Make it wear a diaper?”

“No, not to bring it home,” she says. “I mean sponsor it, you know?”

“Oh, you mean like they used to do at Rainforest Cafe.”

“What’s Rainforest Cafe?” she asks.

“It was this chain of restaurants,” I say. “They were great. Each one was rainforest themed and they’d decorate them with plastic trees and animatronic animals and stuff. The gift shop would have stuffed animals and mugs, but you could buy a piece of the rainforest too. Like a certificate that says that the land is being held in reserve somewhere in South America. I have no idea if it actually was.”

“Right,” Thalia says. “Something like that. Or like, naming a star for someone.”

“Yeah,” I say. “It’s a good idea. Harder to do with monkeys, though. They’re always moving around.”

“Well, something like that would be good,” she says, biting off the end of a slice of watermelon. “I think I’ll name that one Michael.”

Michael the monkey has a black face with a ring of white surrounding it, black eyes and tan fur all over his body. Not exactly a striking resemblance. Then again, he’s sitting around not doing anything when he could be writing, so I suppose there’s at least a passing similarity.

“Such a cute little bugger,” Thalia says.

“Just the guy he’s named after.”

“Exactly.”

When we’re finished eating, we go to the Three Monkeys Cafe next door, a wooden deck built right up into the canopy with the jungle pressing in close on all sides. Part of the zipline course runs through the trees surrounding the cafe, so people zip past our heads as we sit and sip our single-origin coffees. Mine is from Ethiopia and Thalia chooses a dark roast iced latte from Indonesia. Both coffees are exorbitantly expensive, at least by the standards of Thailand. But it’s the view, and the chance to maybe get kicked in the head by a zipliner, that you’re really paying for.

“What do you think Olavia is doing right now?” Thalia asks. “Scissoring?”

“Well, let’s see,” I say, taking out my phone to check the local time. “It’s 1:45 AM in LA right now. So, yes.”

“Wasn’t that incredible?”

“It was,” I say. “Incredible that it happened at all. And equally incredible that it actually worked out in the end with everyone happy and no weird feelings or jealousy at all. It seems to defy every law of nature.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, when a lot of women all want one man, there’s usually conflict,” I say. “Of course, the reverse is also true. The one guy who wants lots of women doesn’t have it easy either.”

“Doesn’t make it a law of nature that someone has to be jealous,” Thalia says. “Give your ladies a little credit.”

“You’re right,” I say, “all due credit goes to each of you. It’s just remarkable.”

“Have you talked to them?” she asks.

“We’ve texted some,” I say. “I messaged them after they got back and they’ve sent some selfies. It’s so much nicer than the way it was before with total radio silence.”

“Ava gave me a mission,” Thalia says. “She said it was my responsibility to keep you satisfied while they’re away.”

“You’ve always done an excellent job of doing that without her asking.”

“I know, but it’s fun that we can talk about things like that,” she says. “I’m learning heaps about you.”

“Oh?”

“She gave me some techniques to make getting head from you more pleasurable,” Thalia says. “How to adjust my body to help you find my spot easier.”

“She talked to you about something like that?”

“Sure,” she says. “Does it bother you?”

“I guess not,” I say. “I just thought that I was already doing pretty good in that area by following my own initiative.”

“You are!” she says. “It’s just that girls understand things about our bodies that blokes have to guess at.”

“Hmm. Well, if it makes you happy, then it’s fine with me.”

I take a sip from my coffee which is a little stronger and more bitter than I like but was expensive enough that I don’t want to waste it.

I trace a slow circle on the back of her hand with my thumb.

“Have you talked to your parents?” I ask.

“Of course, we talk,” she says. “They ask about you.”

“What do you tell them?”

“That you got me pregnant and sold me to traffickers who have me chained up in a dungeon and are just waiting ’til I pop so they can sell the baby,” she says with a little shrug of the shoulders. “It’s what they’re picturing anyway, so why not indulge them in their worst fears?”

“They’re just concerned for you,” I say. “They care about you.”

“I know,” she says. “They’ve eased up a little, actually. Not messaging me every day. I like that they care about me. I’m just trying to train them to modulate their level of worry a little.”

“They will, in time,” I say. “You’ll reach a point with your parents where they no longer need to concern themselves with your life. That’s the point when you’re really on your own, not when you move out of the house.”

“I don’t want them to stop caring completely,” she says.

“They’ll still love you,” I add. “But they’ll no longer consider it their duty to shape you or guide you in a particular direction.”

“Do you sometimes wish they did?”

“Not after a while,” I say. “It’s a mutual thing. You both stop needing each other as much.”

She looks out across the canopy and thinks for a minute.

“You should call your mum,” she says.

“That’s actually the opposite of the point I was making.”

“I know,” she says. “Just, do it, okay?”

“I will,” I say. “I would do it right now but it’s, let’s see—”

I check my phone again.

“2:11 AM at home. So she’s probably scissoring.”

Thalia laughs so hard that her iced Indonesian dark roast dribbles down her chin. She coughs and I rub her back in little circles until her breathing returns to normal.

“Don’t do that when I’m drinking something!” she chides.

“Sorry,” I say. “It was just right there.”

Someone shoots by on a zipline, screaming their head off the whole way.

“Imagine if we had a zipline from your pool deck down to the beach,” she says.

“We could decorate the house just like the Rainforest Cafe with lots of rubber plants and animatronic animals,” I say. “Then maybe the monkeys would show up on their own and we could put them in diapers.”

“And we could charge them for expensive coffees,” Thalia says.

“Now that’s a business idea right there,” I say. “Just look at how well this place is doing.”

“You really do have an incredible view.”

“I really do,” I agree, framing her face with my hands. “A very beautiful view.”

We kiss.

“Thank you for this,” she says.

“Sure, I’m glad you suggested it. I had fun too, and I wouldn’t have come here without you.”

“I don’t just mean today,” she says. “Everything good that’s happened to me since I came here has been because of you. You’re the reason that I’m living this lifestyle. None of it could have happened without you.”

“I suppose that’s true,” I say. “But my lifestyle has changed because of you too. I was doing fine when I met you, but I was lonely. Lonelier than I realized. We’re both making each other’s lives better. You encourage me, support me. You do just as much to improve my life as anything I do for you.”

“So sweet,” she says, putting her hand on mine.

She turns to look at the trees and the valley below, but then she turns back to look at me.

“Do you think you’ll always want to stay here?”

“I’m not sure,” I say. “I’m still a long way away from retirement age. In Thailand, the minimum is fifty. And they don’t take into account lifestyle factors, like the fact that I hardly work already.”

“You work,” she says. “You write stories, you publish a new book almost every month. That takes real work.”

“Yeah, but it doesn’t feel like work,” I say. “It’s more like our relationship, ya know?”

“In what way?”

“It just feels… effortless.”

She sighs a deep, satisfied sigh.

“I know the year just started,” she says. “But I have this feeling that for as long as you’re here, I’ll find a way to be here too.”

“That could work for me too.”

We watch the sun start to sink toward the hills, throwing long gold bars of light through the canopy, and for a while neither of us says anything else. A guide finally waves through the last group of the day, which is our cue to head down to where the scooter is parked. Thalia laces her fingers through mine on the walk back, in no hurry at all, and neither am I.    
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The rest of the month seems to slip away and maybe it’s because I’m spending so much time thinking about when we’re going up to see Meena again. I can tell that Thalia’s thinking the same. She keeps coming upstairs and walking into the office to show me photos of some hotel she found a good deal on or some temple she wants to see. Once she comes in just as I’m in the middle of a pretty spicy little scene involving an elf girl and the coy innkeeper’s daughter to ask me, with a look of complete earnestness on her face—

“Did you know there are elephants in Chiang Mai?”

“Uh, that would make sense.”

“There’s an elephant park there, it’s very humane,” she says. “We can stay overnight and listen to the sounds they make through the window!”

“I hear the ones around here, you know,” I say.

“Not the same!” she says. “This is fully immersive. You’re not just taking a bath with them, we’d be caring for them and getting to spend the whole day with them, following them around, playing with them—”

“Picking up their poop?”

“Well… I think the staff probably handle that part,” she says.

“I wouldn’t take that for granted. The guys who guide the ones up and down this hill don’t bother picking up after the elephants at all.”

“If called upon, I will selflessly volunteer your services,” she says.

I grin.

“Okay, I’m game.”

“Yes! How long should we stay? A week?”

“A week? How about one night?” I say. “They’re elephants. A little quality time goes a long way.”

“Okay, perfect,” she says. “I’ll make the reservation. I want to pay for this one.”

“And I want you to have everything you want.”

“Meena will want to come too, right?”

“Go ahead and ask her,” I say. “But I’m sure she’ll be interested.”

Thalia disappears downstairs for about ten minutes before returning and holding out her phone.

“Meena’s in! Do these dates work for you?” she asks.

“Yeah, that works fine,” I say. “It sits right in the middle of our trip.”

“You should know before I book,” she says. “Sleeping arrangements are segregated by gender.”

“I thought you said this place was humane.”

She rolls her eyes but is clearly amused.

“You’ll survive one night on your own.”

“Oh, that doesn’t bother me,” I say. “It’s not sleeping on my own I’m worried about. It’s sleeping in a room with a bunch of strange men.”

“You want me to sneak into your room dressed as a boy?” she asks. “I could cut my hair and bind my chest and we could have a little rendezvous.”

“So that all the strange men can watch? No thanks.”

“Well, then I guess you’ll just have to survive in a group of guys with no women and no opportunity to masturbate, except maybe very discreetly.”

“Are the rooms nice?”

“The site says there are fans and each bed has a mosquito net,” she says. “They leave the windows open because it’s cool and that way you can hear the ellies making noises at night!”

“Well, I’m sure it can’t be that much more rustic than Meena’s grandma’s place,” I say.

“So, you want to do this?”

Any other relationship, I would expect for that question to not really be a question. It’s usually a test when a woman asks you that. But I know Thalia and if I really wasn’t having it she would understand. Which is exactly the reason why I want to say yes to make her happy. Not because I’m afraid of disappointing her but because I want to see the look on her face when she gets what she wants.

“Yes,” I say. “Let’s do it. If I can sleep next to you, I can sleep with elephants trumpeting all night.”

“What?!” she laughs through gritted teeth.

She pummels me with her free hand and I can’t stop laughing.

“You won’t be spending just one night without me, boyo!” she says.

“Okay, okay!” I say.

“I’m booking now, ’kay?”

“Yes, sounds great,” I say. “Thank you for thinking of such a fun experience we’ll get to have together.”

“There’s a good boy,” she says, patting my head.

“I’m excited, you’re excited. But I need to write now.”

“Fine,” she says, already walking out the door. “I’ll leave you to your goblin girls, and your hand.”

“That was the last series,” I say. “The girls are elves this time!”

We make the rest of the arrangements and soon the big day arrives. The Phuket Smart Bus takes us straight from Kamala to the airport for a hundred baht apiece. This is the only reason I can think of for why they decided to call it the Smart Bus. The flight itself is just two hours and it goes smoothly the whole way. AirAsia fails to find a reason to delay the flight this time, which means we take off and land exactly on schedule.

We take a tuk-tuk from the airport to the hotel. These little three-wheeled vehicles with their single lanterns on the front are famous in Bangkok and almost unknown in Phuket, so the fact that we manage to find one in Chiang Mai is special. The trip takes maybe ten minutes and since the cab in the back is open-air it adds something to the experience as you pass the red brick walls that cordon off the Old City, the moat running alongside them, dark green and still, with a couple of monks in orange robes crossing at a footbridge up ahead. The air already feels different than Phuket, cooler and drier, without that thick coastal humidity clinging to everything. Thalia snaps photos through the netting on one side of the vehicle, which I guess is meant to keep passengers from tumbling out on sharp turns. The city looks beautiful, but what I’m thinking about is Meena’s face when we arrive.

The Tamarind Village Hotel is just off Ratchadamnoen Road, close to Tha Phae Gate. It’s built around this very old-looking but well-maintained courtyard with a big tamarind tree in the center, its branches spreading wide enough to shade half the walkway, paper lanterns strung low between the columns for the evening. We get out and walk around and admire the old teak wood used in the exterior. It’s a beautiful golden-brown wood for making just about anything, and it’s a sign of both sophistication and age since teak can’t easily be harvested legally anymore in Thailand.

We walk into the lobby and find a girl wearing a baggy blue hoodie with her ankle-length white dress. She flashes a big smile as she catches sight of us.

“Meena!” Thalia shouts before remembering we’re inside and covering her mouth.

Meena hops up and hurries over, opening her arms to me. I pick her up and swing her around, kissing her and not worrying about the receptionist seeing us. She giggles and I let her down.

“Gin khao roo yang?”  she asks. Have you eaten yet?

It’s a standard greeting in Thai, but I never know how to answer. Like, if I ate breakfast but not lunch, do I say that? Does she actually want to know the answer? But she’s really just asking if I’m okay, if I’m taking care of myself.

“Let’s go eat after we check in,” I say.

“Sud yord!” she says. Awesome!

The receptionist eyes us with interest as I check into my room with two beds with a woman on each arm, but in that Thai way he’s too discreet to ask any questions and we’re given our room key. The room itself is spacious, maybe not as palatial as Mom Tri’s resort. But it’s got its own charm with woven baskets decorating the walls and rattan furniture everywhere.

We drop our bags and Thalia uses the bathroom. Meena pulls off her bulky hoodie which she must have worn when she was on the motorbike. It’s far too warm for it anyway. Outside on the street I look for Sorn’s old truck parked somewhere, half expecting to see it wedged in among the tuk-tuks and rental scooters lining the curb. But Meena says she borrowed a friend’s motorbike. She points it out with some others parked close to the wall, a small dusty thing with a cracked side mirror and a bungee cord holding the seat latch shut.

“You drove all the way here on that little bike?” I ask.

“Yes, sure,” she says. “Why not?”

I think about that drive we took from Pai and how much was unpaved and full of holes and wonder how she managed it.

“How long was the ride?” Thalia asks.

“Around four hours,” Meena answers simply.

That’s staggering to me. There must be hundreds and hundreds of hairpin turns on the narrow mountain roads between Pai and Chiang Mai. I’d have trouble with it, and I’ve got a much newer bike. The thought of her making that trek by herself on a used bike that’s seen better days makes me wish that I’d asked how she was getting here before. If I had thought ahead, maybe I could have arranged a car. But Meena seems to think it was nothing special. I have to remind myself that Meena may be small but she’s perfectly capable of taking care of herself. It takes real skill and stamina, not to mention concentration, to make a drive like that for hours on end. And she did all that just to spend time with me and Thalia. I’m lucky. So is she, come to that, making it down here in one piece. I don’t know how I’m going to let her make the same trip back after our holiday is over. But that’s for later.

We walk until we see a shop selling Chiang Mai’s signature dish—khao soi. It’s a narrow storefront with the kitchen right up against the sidewalk, a woman ladling broth out of a dented aluminum pot the size of a bucket, steam rising off it into the afternoon air. We duck under a low awning and take a plastic table near the open street side, the stools a little wobbly on the uneven concrete.

A laminated menu, sun-bleached and curling at the corners, gets passed around, though none of us really needs it. We’re all ordering the same thing. It’s a drumstick served in a curry broth with dry crunchy noodles, purple onion, and pickled vegetables. Within a couple of minutes the bowls arrive steaming, the crispy noodles piled on top before they sink into the broth.

A songthaew, which is a truck with two rows of seats in back, rattles past on the street behind us. It’s red and boxy, packed with tourists holding onto the rails, and somewhere close by a vendor is calling out prices for something we can’t see from here.

“Oh, Ava wanted me to tell you that her mom loved the elephant, by the way,” I say.

Meena smiles.

“We should pick out something nice for granny while we’re here, right?” Thalia says.

“Yes, good idea,” Meena says. “How about Olay-we-yaa? Sabai dee mai?”

“Sure, Olavia’s doing great,” I say.

“Why when I speak Thai you answer English?”

“Sorry, you’re right. I guess I just slip into the habit so easily.”

“You still study Thai at home?” Meena asks.

I tell her in Thai that I’m lazy, which she has no trouble believing. It’s true that I’ve fallen out of practice. When you’re dating your teacher and have another girlfriend who is also studying Thai, it should be easy to practice. And it’s true that I do speak Thai with both of them. But I’m not really challenging myself the way I was when I first started. It’s probably because I used to have a lot more time on my hands. Whenever I wasn’t writing I could put on a podcast or Thai listening practice video on YouTube. But now that time gets taken up by goofing around with Thalia. I don’t regret it, but I do wish that I hadn’t let my discipline slip.

We try switching to Thai but that only lasts for about twenty minutes before we hit a wall and have nothing left to say to each other. We can describe the food (“delicious”) and the shop we’re sitting in (“cute”) without much difficulty. But Thalia’s only been studying a few months, and I have my own limitations too. Beyond what’s immediately in front of us, it’s harder to find things to keep the conversation going.

“Okay,” Meena says after a minute of silence. “English is better.”

“Are you still giving tutoring lessons?” Thalia asks.

“No, not a lot,” she says. “Not easy to do that in my hometown. No Wi-Fi, no life.”

“How about the harvest?” I ask. “Everything good on the farm?”

“Yeah, okay,” she says. “But the rice still just come a little bit. And rice cannot grow quickly, garlic cannot grow also.”

“Oh? Why is that?”

“When the rain comes late the rice not ready and the rice is food for us but the garlic we need sell it,” she says. “Mai dee.”

Not good.

I frown. That’s the nature of farming. You need to wait for the rains, can’t predict when they’ll come. Sometimes there’s too much rain or not enough for years. And all the while there are people whose whole lives depend on it.

“Don’t worry!” Meena says, reading the expression on my face. “Cannot think a lot about the future.”

“Well, if you ever need some help, you can ask me,” I say.

“Sure.”

Thalia is trying to tear off a piece of chicken with her spoon. She gets it loose, loads some greens on top, and then loses the whole lot back into the bowl. Behind the counter, the broth pot keeps steaming away, and every so often a scooter idles past close enough that its exhaust briefly wins out over the smell of lemongrass and lime.

“I like Chiang Mai,” Thalia says. “Very different vibe from Phuket.”

“I can see why so many digital nomads live here,” I say. “It’s a bit cooler than Phuket and the air is much cleaner than Bangkok.”

“Digitaw nomad?” Meena asks. “What is it?”

“Oh, foreigners like me who work online,” I say. “A nomad is someone who travels around a lot.”

“Like me,” Thalia says. “Although I guess I’m not really a nomad now since I mostly stay in Phuket.”

“Yeah, I always thought that I would use Thailand as a home base but move around and visit a lot of other countries,” I say. “But I haven’t really done that yet.”

“Still have time,” Meena says.

“True,” I say. “But I have better things to travel for than just to go somewhere I haven’t been before.”

Meena smiles.

“Has the number of foreigners changed things in Chiang Mai?” Thalia asks.

“I think so,” Meena says. “Many area here very expensive now. Not like before.”

“That’s always what happens,” I say. “When people learn that a place is great, the secret is out and it starts getting spoiled. And Chiang Mai is still cheaper than Phuket is.”

Meena agrees.

“Not easy to balance,” she says. “Thai people want tourists here but when they stay long time the price is up, up, up.”

She raises her palm with each “up.”

“But if nobody come here, that is not good also,” she says. “No business. No work.”

“It reminds me of Australia,” Thalia says. “There’s lots of land everywhere, but all the best of it has been taken by somebody.”

“Foreigners can’t do what they did to Sydney or Brisbane though,” I say. “We’re not allowed to own property. Just rent.”

“As a foreigner, that doesn’t sound like such a bad thing,” Thalia says. “Better for the locals to keep what’s theirs. Of course, I’m glad I get to stay.”

“Actually foreigners just like some Thai city,” Meena says. “Not everywhere.”

“I think Chiang Mai is one of the most popular, isn’t it?” I say.

“Yes, I think so,” she answers.

“Are those walls very old?” Thalia asks, pointing to the red brick palisade across the street.

“Very old,” Meena says. “This city is the old capital of Lanna kingdom long time ago.”

“Oh, I didn’t know Chiang Mai was its own kingdom.”

“Different culture,” Meena says. “You see that?”

She points to the writing on our menu, its design slightly different from the letters that I’m used to.

“The style is North style,” Meena says.

“It looks beautiful,” Thalia says.

The lines that form the letters are just a little bit different, a bit more squiggly but also more ornate and flowing.

“The buildings are a different style too, right?” I say. “The Lanna people used teak to build their houses.”

“Right,” Meena says. “Special style not the same all of Thailand.”

“It’s beautiful,” I say. “Timeless.”

I notice a lot more people with bicycles on the road in front of us, especially foreigners. I wonder if it makes sense to rent one for the day or whether it would be easier to walk around.

“Meena,” Thalia asks. “Do you ever get bored in your hometown?”

Meena just tilts her head and smiles in a gesture that says, do you really have to ask?

“A lot!” she says, cackling. “When I leave home before, I miss my family. But that place is so small. I like the big city.”

“Let’s go see some more of the city, shall we?” I say.

We get up and I pay the bill, which is unbelievably cheap, and we set out with no particular direction in mind, past the corner of the old brick wall and a temple gate glowing gold in the late afternoon sun. I take Meena’s hand as we walk. Thalia takes my other hand and we walk as a trio.

A few times we have to separate to let somebody pass, a food cart, a couple of backpackers consulting a paper map like it’s still 2005, a monk with his umbrella catching the low sun. But then we’ll come back together again. I notice a few people eying us, but I don’t let it bother me. Actually, I’m proud. These are my girlfriends and we’re walking down the street together. They chose me and it doesn’t matter who knows it.   
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As we’re walking, I look over and notice a shop with a sign “The Lost Book Shop” across the street. The sign is in English as well as Thai, so there’s a pretty good chance that I can find some books in English.

“Let’s go in there,” I say, gesturing with my head because my hands are already occupied. We move like a daisy chain across the street. Outside the shop there’s a vintage bicycle and a few motorbikes leaning against the wall like they’ve been there for years. The storefront itself is modest, barely wider than a doorway, and I almost assume that’s all there is to it. But inside, the place just keeps going, shelf after shelf receding back further than the building outside seemed to allow, with a narrow staircase in the back leading up to a second floor most people probably never bother climbing. Inside I’m greeted by the smell of old books, which I realize that I haven’t smelled since I moved to Phuket. We fan out to examine the stacks.

I pick up a few to thumb through, the spines cracked and soft with age under my fingers, and right away I know that I’m going to be leaving with a handful.  For all its island amenities, a good bookstore is something that we lack in Kamala. There are a few little secondhand booksellers in Phuket Town, but none like this. The selection is incredible. Not just beach reads. There are some real books here. Classics as well as some more recent titles.

“You think they have any of Thurston Kade’s books here?” Thalia asks.

I look up from my book and see that Thalia has appeared beside me.

“I wouldn’t bet money on it,” I say. “I don’t have a lot of readers in Thailand. In fact, I don’t think I have any. And the books are only published as ebooks. I’ve never tried to sell paperbacks before. The format just isn’t that popular in haremlit.”

“It would still be nice to hold one of your books in my hands,” Thalia says.

“Yeah, I’d love it if I could someday walk into a bookstore and find a book I wrote,” I say. “Even a used bookstore, which would mean that somebody gave it up.”

“I can’t imagine what that would feel like,” she says. “What are you reading?”

I close the book and show her the cover.

“Looking for George Orwell in Burma,” she says.

“If you’ve already read it, don’t spoil the ending,” I say. “I want to see if she catches him.”

She raises an eyebrow quizzically.

“Is it a novel?”

“No, it’s non-fiction,” I say. “The author is tracking the places in Burma where Eric Blair worked when he was an Imperial policeman.”

“Okay, I feel kinda dumb asking,” she says. “Who’s Eric Blair?”

“Not dumb at all. George Orwell was a pen name Blair used,” I say. “Like Thurston Kade.”

“I know why you use a pen name, but why did he?”

“He was worried about embarrassing his parents,” I say.

“Why? Wouldn’t they be proud of him? He wrote Nineteen Eighty-Four.”

“This was before that,” I say. “He was living like a bum, moving between homeless shelters and working these really lousy jobs when he wrote Down and Out in Paris and London. His parents were these class-conscious members of the middle class and so he didn’t want to shame them.”

“Seems like they would want their son to use his real name after he got famous.”

“Probably,” I say. “But by then the world knew him as George Orwell so there was no going back. Anyway, before he was a bum in Paris and London he worked in Burma when it was a British colony. And that’s when he wrote Burmese Days.”

“Where is Burma?” she asks.

“It’s called Myanmar now,” I say. “It shares a border with Thailand. The two cultures were very similar. But then after the war the colony became independent and after that this military junta took it over.”

“That’s terrible,” she says. “What’s it like there now?”

“I don’t know. I guess I have to buy the book and find out.”

I step around to the next shelf over and keep looking. Meena is descending the narrow staircase from the second floor, ducking a little at the low beam near the bottom, a book already in her hands. She brings it over to show me.

“The Summer I Turned Pretty,” I say. “I think they made a TV show about it, or a movie or something.”

It seems an appropriate choice for someone who likes love stories without a lot of challenging vocabulary.

“Cute story,” she says. “Teenagers in love.”

“Nice.”

I walk through the stacks a couple times and pick out two more books. One is called Gonzo Capitalism: How to Make Money in an Economy That Hates You, because why not? I love making money from things that hate me. The other is a novel set in Thailand called Bangkok 8. Thalia also finds a book about Thailand.

“Love, Money, and Obligation,” she says. “It’s about foreign men who move to Northern Thailand to live with their Thai wives.”

“That sounds interesting,” I say.

“I want to learn about the culture,” she says. “And to uncover the mystery of what it is that makes a Thai woman want to date one of you lot.”

“I think the second word in the title says it all,” I say with a smile. “And the first word too, sometimes.”

“What else did you get?”

I show her.

“Do writers have to read more than other people?”

“Only if they want to be any good,” I say.

“Do you read other haremlit writers?”

“Sometimes,” I say. “I read one of Mack Landry’s books a while back and liked it. J.T. Knight is probably my favorite. Oh, and there’s another guy, Dax Hunter, who writes about Thailand. He’s got a series out now called Living the Dream.”

“Sounds familiar,” Thalia says. “Have you read it?”

“I’ve lived it,” I say. “When you’re done with my series, that might be the one to read next.”

“I only read as much as a normal, non-writer person,” she says. “And I’ve already got this one to read. But I’ll keep it in mind.”

Once we’ve had a chance to look at everything, I hand my stack of books over to the woman at the counter and pay for the girls’ books too. As we’re walking out, I take stock of the lovely day and think that we should look for a place to read our books.

We walk in the direction of the Old City with its red brick walls that form a square with a little lake like a moat surrounding it. We pass through the gate and walk up to a little rooftop bar that has a view of the moat, the water below catching the last of the daylight in long, rippled streaks of orange. We sit upstairs and I order an amber ale. Thalia and Meena get cocktails and we sit and sip our drinks and read our books. Chiang Mai is nowhere near as busy or as polluted as Bangkok but I still think that the air in Phuket is cleaner. Being up and away from the traffic makes a huge difference and contributes to the peace of the scene.

We spend hours just sitting and hanging out, the breeze picking up a little as the afternoon wears on, carrying the occasional whiff of grilled skewers from a cart somewhere below. When we get hungry, we order snacks. Otherwise, we just sit in the sunshine and enjoy.

“How’s your book?”

“It’s great. The descriptions of Burma remind me of Thailand. If the country ever changes, I want to go see what it’s like over there.”

“Burma government so terrible,” Meena says. “Mountain people try to fight them. They want freedom but not easy to do that.”

“Yeah,” I say. “I don’t think the country can get any better until the government changes. And until then a lot of Burmese people have to find ways to work in Thailand, legally or not, so they can make something.”

“Yes,” Meena says. “They are very poor. So they come to work here but the salary is not enough. Very low and they have to work very hard. Big Thai people…”

She struggles for the right phrase, turning her hand over slowly in the air like she’s trying to physically locate the word.

“Take advantage?” I suggest.

“Yes, exactly,” Meena says. “Not fair.”

“That’s really sad,” Thalia says.

“Of course, they aren’t the only immigrants who get taken advantage of,” I say. “How about Western men who come to Thailand?”

“Oh, yeah,” Thalia says, picking up her book and thumbing through it. “A lot of these blokes don’t realize what they’re getting into, marrying these Thai ladies. They end up supporting their whole families and getting them out of debt.”

“That’s life, I guess,” I say.

“Some Thai lady see the man and his face look like ATM,” Meena says. “Black heart, no feeling.”

“But then, the men aren’t always good either,” I say. “Sometimes they leave the women high and dry.”

“It’s so sad to think of love as something transactional,” Thalia says. “But I guess that’s how life really is.”

“Sometimes, yes,” I say. “But not always. Actually, it helps me to remember how lucky I am.”

“Me too,” Meena says. “Good person is not easy to find. I have two already.”

“Aww,” Thalia says and then blows a kiss at Meena across the table.

After I start in on a second pint of ale, I can feel myself getting a little bleary eyed but relaxed with a gentle, cozy feeling buzzing in my head. I watch the street below and think of how old this city must be and how long people have been traveling around these walls.

“I think about the future,” Meena says. “When I come back Phuket, can live together?”

The question catches me off guard. Since moving home, Meena hasn’t mentioned “the future” precisely because of what it would actually mean. Unless she can find someone else to take care of her grandma, then the only way that she can be free of her responsibility is for her grandma to die. And I know that Meena doesn’t want to think about losing a woman she loves. But she’s also being realistic to make plans for what her life will be like after she’s gone. It’s not fun to contemplate, but no one lives forever. And grandma is getting on in years.

“Meena, of course you can,” I say.

“Okay,” she says, looking satisfied. “Want to ask first because there might be a queue.”

I laugh.

“You don’t have to worry,” I say. “As long as I’m living in Phuket, you’ll have a place to call home there.”

I can already picture what it would look like. Meena could stay in the guest room if she wanted, or we could all share one bed. Or we could rotate. I’m flexible.

But as I’m thinking about it, another thought occurs to me. What if Thalia and I moved up here instead?

I came to Phuket not knowing anyone and with no connection to anywhere. I liked the idea of living on a tropical island and going to the beach every day. But what if I could be just as happy here? Meena’s hometown is too small and rustic to be comfortable for long.

But a city like Chiang Mai is a totally different proposition. Meena would be close enough that we could travel back and forth every weekend. And Thalia could pick up and move just as easily as I could. I don’t have long to go before my lease is up anyway. Why not see more of the country and switch things up? I’ve done it once before, so why not again?

I’m not committed to the idea. But the more I turn it over in my head, the more sense it makes. I’ll ask Thalia when I get the chance. I don’t want to get ahead of myself if she’s not feeling the idea. But something tells me that she would embrace the idea for the same reason I want to. She’s already said that she’ll go where I go, and she can study online from anywhere in Thailand. What if we did move up here? I should probably get to know the area a little better before I make any rash decisions. But it changes the way I see the scene in front of me. What if this was my home?

Before I know what’s happening, I look at the sky and realize the sun is setting. No beach to watch the sunset. I would probably miss that living here. But the golden light is beautiful in a different way. We take our books and I pay the check downstairs. We walk to the Tha Phae gate which faces east but also has the most activity. String lights are just starting to flicker on overhead, and the smell of grilled meat skewers drifts over from a cart near the gate’s arch. There’s a night market with people selling junky knickknacks like selfie sticks, little stuffed elephants, jewelry and generic oil paintings. Thalia eyes the paintings carefully as she walks by, head tilted, one hand hovering just short of actually touching the canvas, maybe studying the painter’s craft or wondering about the career path she might have taken, and maybe the one she might still take.

There are flocks of pigeons, many of them white or gray, which scatter whenever someone walks too close to them. There are also people with birds in cages offering you the chance to make some merit by setting them free. Meena frowns in disapproval, arms crossed, watching a woman rattle a bamboo cage to draw us over. They’re the ones who trapped the birds in the first place, she explains. So by paying them a hundred baht you’re really just contributing to the cycle that ends up with more birds being raised in cages and then released to uncertain fates in the world outside.

Of course, the girls want to take pictures and they snap a few of me too. I cross my arms as I stand in front of the red brick walls and try not to look too awkward. I look awkward anyway. We don’t buy a selfie stick, but I’m able to use my arm to grab a few. Soon the light disappears from the other side of the wall. Time for dinner.

“Can I make an unpopular request?” I ask. “I want something other than Thai food tonight.”

“Agreed,” Thalia says. “I love Thai food but I could use a change of pace too.”

Meena says she’s happy with whatever, so we walk around the courtyard in front of the gate, walking the streets until we come to Pulcinella da Stefano. It’s a wood-fired pizza place with a big menu and a great wine list, the oven itself visible from the street through a big window, its mouth glowing orange and a cook sliding pies in and out with a long wooden peel. It’s exactly what I was looking for. We’re early enough that walking in and getting a table is no problem.

I like to think that my tastes have expanded since my youth, but that really only applies to foods other than pizza. When it comes to toppings, for me it’s pepperoni or nothing. Thalia gets a four-cheese blend and Meena gets spaghetti and seafood which she calls “sa-pa-geh-thi!”

The night air has gotten cool by the time we leave, the kind of cool that never quite reaches Kamala no matter what time of year it is. I walk back to the hotel full of pizza and wine and a nice warm feeling settling into my gut. With a stack of books under my arm and two beautiful women flanking me on either side, I get the idea that I could make this work. Chiang Mai may have all that Phuket offers, but the reverse is also true. If we could all be together like this, how could that not be the best thing? I still haven’t made up my mind yet. But the decision is getting easier and easier.
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The next morning, we’re up early to meet the shuttle to take us out to the elephant park in Mae Taeng Valley, a rattling old van with a rack on top already half-loaded with other people’s bags. In the van, we say hello to a couple of older women who are from New Zealand. After them, a big college-aged group gets on and Meena ends up practically sitting on my lap to make room for everyone. I don’t mind. Of course, then Thalia rubs my thigh close to my package trying to tease an erection out of me, chatting innocently with the Kiwis all the while. I want to swat her in the arm as I squirm but instead I just bite my lip, fighting a smile.

“Jai yen yen na,” Meena whispers. Calm down.

“Tell her,” I mutter.

Despite the distractions, the trip up is lovely. For two hours we drive through roads crisscrossing rice fields, forests and riverbanks, the land climbing steadily until the rice paddies give way to steeper, greener hills terraced with things I can’t identify from the window.

Thalia puts her hands back in her lap after a while. The motion of the van is making her sleepy and her head slumps against the cabin’s interior. To get revenge for what she did earlier, I reach over and pinch her, just enough to make her snap awake. She squirms and swats at me, like we’re kids on a long car trip. Finally, she leans over and offers me her pinky in surrender.

“Truce?”

“Truce,” I say as I interlock her pinky with mine, giving it one little shake to seal the deal like we’re eight years old.

When we arrive, our driver pulls over beside a mound of red earth and points to a collection of wooden buildings with tin roofs, weathered gray from the rain, with solar panels on top of several of them. We line up to take our bags out of the back of the van and walk down the hill to the welcome center. Lek and Emmy are our guides, both of them in matching park polos faded soft from washing, and they tell us about the park and its mission.

We file into an open-sided pavilion with rows of plastic chairs facing a battered projector screen, ceiling fans turning lazily overhead. A short orientation video shows the contrast between the lives the elephants had before and how they live since being rescued. Elephants which were abused or exploited by humans are collected and rehabilitated. I didn’t realize it but the locals still use them for logging in the poorer parts of the country, which results in cruel treatment. I also never knew that the whole “elephants who paint” thing is kind of a scam. They don’t do it naturally. Humans would train the elephants to move the brushes around by sticking them with nails behind their ears.

I look over and see Thalia looks completely devastated by this news.

“I thought they just liked to paint,” she mutters, her eyes tearing up at the edges. I rub her shoulders and she puts her head against my shoulder. I love how sensitive she is. The way her heart breaks just makes me want to protect her from every cruel thing in the world.

There’s good news too, of course. The video gets more upbeat and shows elephants bathing and playing together. We’re part of the solution, the video assures us. So, that at least feels good.

“How many elephants are there?” Thalia asks after the video is over.

“We have nearly forty now,” Emmy says. “One mama have baby last year.”

The women in the group oooh and aaaah. I look around and I realize that it’s mostly women, mostly older or younger than me. I guess it makes sense that a trip that’s all about caring for animals would appeal to women more. But the ratio is close to three to one, which at least means that the dorm room won’t be crowded tonight.

One of the New Zealanders asks if the guides can tell the elephants apart. They say it’s easy to tell each one apart by their size and coloring but also their personalities. Each member of the herd has a personality.

I smile as I think about the episode of The Simpsons where Bart gets an elephant. At the end of the episode, the family has to give up their pet elephant after they couldn’t keep him properly. Turns out it wasn’t Homer’s fault, or not entirely. An elephant rescuer informs the family that “Stampy” was just a jerk all along. Just like some people, some elephants are like that.

No matter how old I get, I’ll always be relating my experiences to things I’ve seen on The Simpsons.

When there are no more questions, Lek invites us to put our bags down in the dorms and then join the other members of the kitchen crew. The dormitory is about what I was expecting. Pretty bare bones with four rows on either side, bare mattresses and a single ceiling fan creaking overhead. But only three of the beds are occupied. All the guys shake hands then we join the women in the kitchen.

It’s not actually a kitchen so much as a platform with a tin roof canopy to protect us from the sun as we work, the whole area smelling like ripe pineapple and cut grass, wasps drifting lazily around the fruit bins. The whole operation is controlled chaos. It didn’t occur to me how much elephants eat. It should have. I just watched a video informing me that they’re eating more or less the entire time they’re awake unless they’re bathing or marching somewhere. They’re so huge  that just one elephant needs to consume twice my body weight every day just to stay healthy. When I was watching the orientation video, this was a fun piece of trivia. But seeing the whole operation in front of me, I realize what a big job it is trying to keep this herd fed.

I spend the next hour and a half hauling tubs full of fruit and corn stalks, picking them up and moving them from one side of the kitchen to the other, handing them to guys waiting on the ground, and then jumping down to load them in the back of a pickup, my forearms starting to burn somewhere around the twentieth tub. It reminds me of fruit picking with Meena, except it’s maybe even more challenging. I’m sweating through my shirt in twenty minutes.

Once I’ve got the truck loaded, I walk back up the steps to the platform and find the girls sorting fruit, throwing the unripe fruit into a discard box and then mixing the fruit in the tubs so there’s a mix of each.

“Hey,” Thalia sighs, wiping sweat from her brow. A bead of sweat runs down her neck to the cleavage of her chest. “Tired yet?”

“Little bit,” I say. “Meena, how about you?”

“Mai bpen lai,” she says, sticking out her slender arms and flexing like she’s got big biceps. “I’m stronger more than you, na!”

“Oh, yeah?”

I grab her around the waist and move her just like a tub of fruit. She giggles, thrashing a little before I set her down. The other volunteers watch our sexually charged horseplay warily.

Phew! I wipe my brow. Should probably conserve my strength. We’ve got a lot more work to do.

“Hey, He-Man, have some water,” Thalia says, offering me an ice cold bottle she must have grabbed from the cooler since it’s half-frozen and sweating.

“Thanks,” I say, taking a long pull.

Meena peels a banana and holds it in front of my mouth like she’s feeding a baby.

“Hey!” complains one of the Kiwi women. “That’s for the elies!”

“Calm down,” I say. “These things need a whole bunch just to take a bite. They won’t miss one.”

She throws up her hands and scowls. She’s not wrong, but it does seem petty, at least to me. Maybe it’s really about the banana, or maybe I’m here with two women.

Emmy appears, smiling, to smooth things over. She insists it’s no problem to snack a little. I finish off the banana, toss the peel in the discard box and then take another long sip of water and hand the bottle back to Thalia.

I help the girls for a while, but the tubs start to pile up so then I go back to hauling those. Between the dozen or so of us working, we fill four truck beds before lunch time. Everyone lines up in the dining room, a long open hall with mismatched plastic stools, and takes from a buffet of vegetarian options. We grab plastic plates and utensils and I load up on rice and beans and tofu with bean sprouts. And of course, there is fruit. The tofu and bean sprouts are maybe my favorite. There’s another Thai dish I like called pad pak boong, which is stir-fried morning glory, the stalks still faintly crunchy even after cooking. If you’ve never seen morning glory, it’s basically a green stalk vegetable that Thais like to mix with garlic and chili peppers. Much spicier than I was expecting, but it helps to balance out the plainness of some of the other fare.

The girls and I take our plates outside and have a seat on the grass.

“How are we feeling?” I ask.

“Tired,” Thalia says. “But satisfied. It feels good, ya know?”

Meena takes a deep breath before answering.

“Okay,” she says. “Better already.”

I swat an ant away and then find five more climbing up my legs.

“Let’s go sit under that tree over there,” I say.

We move and take shelter under the shade of a huge tree, its roots humped up out of the ground like knuckles. There are no ants under this one, so we just have the mosquitoes to deal with. After I’ve cleaned my plate, I lie in the grass and look up at the tree above us. Thalia rubs my stomach gently in slow circles. Meena takes off my flip flops and starts rubbing my aching feet. I smile, content. It’s a beautiful day, I’ve got my ladies with me, and we’re at an elephant park in Thailand. There’s a version of my life where I didn’t end up with any of this. If that alternate version of me could see me now, I think he’d say I was a lucky bastard.

“What do you want to do after this?” Thalia says.

“Nothing,” I answer.

“I mean after you’ve gotten tired of just laying there.”

“I’m never going to get tired of laying here,” I say. “I’m never getting up.”

About thirty seconds later, an ant bites me.

“Okay,” I say. “I’ll get up.”

“Are you keen to see some elies?” Thalia asks.

“Yes. I won’t call them that. It’s too cutesy,” I say. “But yes, very much so. We worked hard all morning moving fruit. We should at least get to see these things we’ve been laboring for.”

We take our plates back and have to wash and stack them in the drying rack before we can go gallivanting off in search of elephants. It’s a pretty simple setup with big tubs full of water, one soapy and one clear, a line of us crouched along the edge like it’s some kind of communal ritual. Meena squats down and runs her plate and utensils through the soapy water a few times and then rinses it in the clean water. She performs the whole procedure as if she’d done it countless times. Of course, she has. This isn’t a rustic adaptation for her. It’s just what “washing dishes” looks like.

Thalia follows her exactly and I try to follow too. But it’s not easy to squat the way Thai people do when you aren’t used to it. My thighs are on fire by the time I’ve rinsed my plate.

It’s not a long walk down to the creek, although my legs are already a little sore. I can hear them before I see them, this low rumble of splashing and something almost like laughter carrying up through the trees. But as soon as we round the corner, I can see them through the trees and I can feel my steps getting lighter.

I’ve seen elephants before. But usually one or two at a time. I’ve never seen a full herd all together. There must be at least ten of them, bathing and playing in the creek, gray backs breaking the surface like boulders that occasionally decide to move.

Meena watches with wide-eyed curiosity, and Thalia is almost moved to tears. For a moment, we just stand there, watching them.

“Let’s get closer,” I say.

“I don’t want to bother them,” Thalia says.

She’s probably thinking about the elephants getting abused in the video, and I understand she wants to be cautious.

“We’ll go slow,” I say. “We won’t touch them, we’ll just walk up slowly and calmly and let them come to us if they want to.”

Meena gives a thumbs up.

We approach the herd slowly, almost like you’d approach a deer. I’m not afraid they’re going to bolt, but when you’re dealing with things this big, sudden movements are not your friend. Meena is at the front of the group, and as we get closer to the waterline, a big female turns to us and extends her trunk. She sniffs Meena’s head, making her hair frizz up. Meena giggles and then starts to cackle, maybe out of nervousness or maybe because it tickles.

We wave at the elephants and Thalia blows kisses. But they lose interest in us pretty fast and go back to bathing each other. A plume of water jets up and another elephant lets out a growl, like a deep sigh that’s dopplering away from us.

A baby roots in the mud and I just have to get a picture.

“Make sure your flash is off!” Thalia chides. “The flash from a camera can make them go blind.”

That seems dubious, but then I remember that the orientation video said something like that. Maybe I should have been paying closer attention.

“Okay,” I say. “I’ll turn it off.”

I snap a few photos of the elephants and then get some of the girls posing in front of them. After a while, Lek comes to find us and asks if we want to watch the feeding.

“Sure!” Thalia says.

We follow Lek across the field and up the hill. We load onto a golf cart and Lek tells us about the elephant we are going to watch feed.

“Mae Keow working for loggers before,” he says. “She has many scars.” I can see them even from a few feet back, pale rope-like lines crossing her hide and one ear notched almost in half.

Poor Mae Keow. And poor Thalia. Hearing about people abusing elephants is really hard on her. I get it. I squeeze her hand and she squeezes back.

Lek and Meena chat for a while in Thai, which I can mostly follow. He’s from one of the provinces near Bangkok. When he learns she’s Lisu, he asks her if she knows about elephants being used in logging near her village. She says she hears about it happening all the time on the Burmese side of the border. Lek says it’s very sad.

Then he asks Meena if she’s single.

Meena explains that I’m her boyfriend. I raise my hand and give a little wave. Yep, boyfriend here. Lek looks surprised, both at the fact that I’ve been following their conversation and that I’m not exclusively attached to the Australian girl whose hand I’m holding.

“Sorry,” he says with a smile.

“Mai bpen lai krap,” I tell him with a good-natured smile.

The awkwardness is dispelled when we pull up to one of the pickups we filled earlier. Two volunteers are setting the tubs in front of the curious elephant like an offering to some powerful god. Mae Keow reaches down and scoops up the watermelons with her trunk, popping them in her mouth like they’re cherry tomatoes.

“She’s beautiful,” Thalia says.

Chunks of watermelon spill from the elephant’s mouth and litter the ground below her feet.

“Yep,” I say. “She’s something.”

We watch as Mae Keow gobbles up another tub’s worth of fruits and veggies. Then she turns around and stops. She turns her head and looks back at us with those big eyelashes that almost seem to wink. Then she trumpets loudly, as if to say thanks for the meal!

Just kidding. She doesn’t look back. She just pauses a moment before squatting to take a massive shit.

“Beautiful!” I exclaim as the elephant sends basketball-sized turds tumbling onto the lawn, steam actually rising off the pile in the cooler evening air.

Meena covers her mouth with both hands, shoulders shaking with silent laughter. Thalia turns her head tastefully away.

“Hey, Lek!” I ask. “What do you do with their poop? Do you clean it up?”

“We collect for the garden,” he says. “But sometimes we leave it. Good for soil.”

Well, there you have it. We hitch a ride back to the main building with Lek. He asks for our help with the laundry, which is a lot easier than kitchen duty. But after you’ve handled dozens of elephant blankets, you come away smelling like elephant. So, after a shower, we join a big group playing Uno on the observation deck, string lights strung overhead and moths bumping softly against them, until it’s time for dinner.

The rest of the evening passes uneventfully. I can see how much the day meant to Thalia.

“I’m really glad we did this,” I tell her as we’re eating our second all-veggie meal.

“Me too,” Meena says. “Sanook mak!”

“I’ve had fun too,” Thalia says. “Plus, it was really sexy watching you work out all day. Now that you don’t smell like elephant blankets, I really want to put my hands all over you and do stuff tonight.

“Don’t say that,” I say. “It’s not going to make sleeping apart any easier.”

“I know, I’m sorry,” she says. “It isn’t easy for me either. I’m just letting you know that tomorrow, as soon as we get to the hotel, your cock is going in my mouth.”

“See, now, that’s definitely not making anything any easier.”

She makes a crude sucking sound and then a loud pop with her mouth. Then she smiles, satisfied with herself.

“Go easy with the teasing,” I say. “My cock hears everything you say, and he can’t tell time. For him, everything is—now, now!”

“Sorry,” she says, then leans over to address my lap. “Soon, soon!”

After dinner, we retire to our respective rooms. I read for a while, propped up on a thin dorm pillow with my phone light the only thing on in the room, and later send Olavia our elephant pics. We message back and forth in a big group chat with all five of us until lights out. It was a great day, and I never would have come here on my own. I’m glad that I let Thalia decide this one. Meena had a blast too. It feels so right that we should be together like this. What would it be like if the three of us shared a house? Maybe with Olivia and Ava visiting every once in a while.

I have a feeling it would be absolutely perfect. Somewhere outside the dorm window, an insect I can’t identify keeps up a steady, sawing hum, and for once I don’t mind lying awake a little longer listening to it.
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The next morning, we wake up early and say our goodbyes to everyone. Then it’s back to Chiang Mai for one full day of vacation. I’m determined to make it count. We find a hotel near Chiang Mai’s Suan Dok Gate, which is opposite the gate where we stayed on our first night. We drop our stuff off, Thalia keeps her promise to me, which brings some much needed relief after yesterday’s teasing, and then we’re out the door and exploring a new part of the city.

To the west of the Old City is a neighborhood called Nimman. It’s the epicenter of the expat explosion in Chiang Mai, with lots of hip little shops and restaurants, laptops open at nearly every table we pass and a kind of studied minimalism to the storefronts that Kamala doesn’t really bother with. Nimmanhaemin Road is known as “cafe road” for the density of boutique coffee shops the street boasts. We find one called Ristr8to Lab, which has making great coffee down to a science. They even serve cold brew coffee in test-tube shaped cups. There are skull-shaped mugs you can select too. Meena chooses one of these. She’s almost too excited about drinking a latte out of what looks like a human skull.

“Like Halloween!” she exclaims when she gets her coffee.

We’re sitting on the second floor in an air-conditioned room with a view of the street below, motorbikes and bicycles weaving around each other at the intersection, somebody’s golden retriever waiting patiently outside a shop door. Thalia tries to cut an almond croissant with a knife and fork and then gives up and starts tearing off big pieces of flakey pastry with her teeth, flakes scattering across the little marble table.

“This is a cool neighborhood,” I say. “I like the vibe.”

“What about?” Meena asks.

I’m guessing she’s not familiar with the word “vibe,” so I explain that I’m talking about the feeling that I get from the place. She agrees. It’s very cozy.

“Oh, shit!” Thalia says, suddenly flustered and reaching for her phone. “I’m missing Thai class.”

“It’s not that big a deal,” I say. “I got the feeling that Im Smart School doesn’t really care if you attend or not.”

“It’s a small group of us though,” Thalia says. “Me and two other girls are the only ones who show up every time. So, they’ll miss me if I don’t join.”

She gets on her phone and sends a message, belatedly apologizing for not saying sooner that she can’t attend.

“There,” she says. “I just got caught up with having fun without remembering my responsibilities.”

“That’s pretty much my default setting,” I say. “Meena, have you checked in with grandma since you came here?”

“Actually, no,” she says. “She cannot use the phone a lot. She not like. For her phone is for teenagers. When I’m not home—”

She waves her hand in the air, fingers fluttering like she’s shooing the thought away. She’s like a bird that’s flown away but will come back soon.

“Nice for me also,” she says. “Have free time.”

“You deserve it,” I say. “I think it’s wonderful that you take care of her, but you need your own life too.”

“I have,” she says. “With you together.”

I hesitate before mentioning the life that we could have, the life that I’m planning for us up here. The time isn’t right to talk about that yet. And it may take longer than I think to make it happen. For now, I just have to be patient and trust that things will work out.

“There’s a temple nearby that I want to see,” Thalia says. “It’s called Wat Suan Dok.”

“What does it mean in Thai?” Meena asks, quizzing us.

“Flower?” Thalia asks.

“Dok Mai is flower,” Meena says. “Suan is garden.”

Thalia presses her knuckle against her temple.

“I need to get serious about Thai,” Thalia says, admonishing herself.

“You can take some time off,” I say. “You’ll slip right back into it.”

“I know,” she says. “But I want to take this seriously because it’s not like I’m really serious about anything else.”

She lowers her head, staring at the plate in front of her, tracing a fingertip through a smear of croissant crumbs without really looking at it.

“I understand,” I say. “When I was younger, I was trying to hurry up and get settled. But after it all fell apart, I stopped clinging to that idea of myself and decided to just kind of float. It’s not terribly inspiring. Nobody’s going to invite me to give a TED Talk about it. But that’s what I’ve found to be true.”

“Yeah, but you have writing,” she says. “That’s your passion. You always have that to fall back on.”

“Well, sure,” I say. “Except financially. I can’t fall back on it in that respect, since it isn’t stable. But I can always go back to it.”

“That’s what I mean,” Thalia says. “It gives you a sense of identity. Meena, you have teaching.”

Meena shrugs slightly, as if she’d been carrying the mantle of “teacher” lightly and could easily shrug it off without thinking about it.

“You’re an artist,” I remind Thalia. “That’s an identity.”

She shakes her head.

“I’m not really an artist. I paint, have painted. But I don’t do it enough to claim it as my thing.”

“I don’t know,” I say. “Who decides? Why is what you do only worth something when you’re grinding away, spending all your time on it?”

“That’s what it is to have a craft,” she says. “Isn’t it? If you don’t put your heart and soul into something, why do you deserve to succeed at it when there are so many others who are trying to do it too?”

I scratch my chin. I don’t want to act like I’m so much wiser. But I’ve already been through this mindset before and I just can’t subscribe to it anymore. But I want to say so in a way that doesn’t feel condescending.

“I remember when I was starting out that I needed to be impressive, that I needed to write something genius to distinguish myself,” I say. “It was only later that I realized what I was actually doing was looking for a reason why I deserved to be loved.”

“Whoa,” Thalia says, the look on her face an expression of epiphany. “That’s really deep.”

“I guess so,” I say. “I know that the insight is rare enough that plenty of people never figure out that’s really what they’re doing.”

“I know I deserve love,” she says. “I have love and I feel love. It’s everything else I still need to figure out. If I’m at a party and people ask what I do, what do I say?”

“I get it,” I say. “My solution is just to not bother with parties.”

“That’s deep too,” she says after a moment.

“No, I’m sure it’s not,” I say.

“Think about it, though,” Thalia says. “All three of us are here in this place. None of us were born here. That means we can reinvent ourselves however we want to. It’s like we’re plants that have been pulled up by the roots and can be repotted anywhere.”

“There’s a word for that,” I say. “It’s deracinated.”

“Exactly,” Thalia says. “We’re… that. Nobody here knows me, so there isn’t the same pressure that I’d feel at home. But that just means that I’m delaying feeling this way until I return home.”

“What do you think, Meena?” I ask. “Did you feel strange when you moved back to your hometown?”

She thinks about the question.

“Yes, a little bit,” she says. “For them nothing change. But I’m different already. People in my town don’t ask questions a lot about the world. They have their life. Enough for them.”

“Do you think people saw you differently?”

“Maybe,” she says. “But I don’t care. Just be myself. That’s it.”

“I think the fact that you’ve decided to make a change and live this life is going to be interesting to the people you return to, or whoever you meet,” I tell Thalia.

“Yeah,” she says. “But I don’t want to just be the girl who moved to Thailand.”

She thinks it over for a minute.

“I guess I just want to succeed at something.”

“You will,” I say. “Or you won’t.”

She rolls her eyes.

“But either way, it doesn’t define you,” I say. “As long as you use external sources of validation, you’ll never be satisfied. Freedom comes from letting all that go and not seeking definition.”

“Now that is deep.”

“I’m a sage,” I say, with plenty of ironic bravado. “Now let’s see if there’s anyone at the wat more enlightened than me.”

Meena laughs. Thalia makes a little golf clap with her palm. Then we rise from our seats and walk downstairs and take to the streets.

I’m impressed by how much cooler it is here in Chiang Mai than Phuket. The difference may be only a few degrees, but you still feel it, especially walking instead of riding, past little galleries and concept stores that seem to open and close on a whim. The sun is concealed by clouds and it helps to make the day much cooler and more pleasant.

We enter the temple through a side gate because the main entrance is closed. It’s quiet here, although there are tourists like us milling around the grounds. In the front, there’s a collection of chedis, big rounded spires, dozens of them clustered close together like a little whitewashed skyline of their own. Some are gold and others are white, weathered with dark streaks running down from the rain. A placard tells us that ashes from the members of the Lanna kingdom’s royal family are interred here.

We try to enter, but first Thalia is invited to cover her shoulders with a shawl helpfully set out in a basket for tourists dressed inappropriately without knowing it. Ball caps and sunglasses are okay but shorts and tank tops aren’t, especially for women.

She apologizes in Thai and takes the shawl gratefully. We follow Meena’s lead in performing a ritual. First, we make a small donation, sticking a few brightly colored Thai baht notes into the slot of a cash box. Then we each take a bundle of joss sticks and two small candles which have been set out in a bucket. Wrapped around the candles are small squares of paper. We slide off the rubber band holding the bundles together and I realize inside the paper is a piece of super thin gold leaf.

The joss sticks are first. Meena lights the ends of the fragrant incense in the flame of an oil lamp. The tips of the joss sticks start smoking immediately, a thin gray ribbon curling up past our faces and dissolving somewhere near the ceiling. She walks up to a golden Buddha statue and bows slightly with her hands rising and falling three times. She uses the joss sticks to light the candles and then plants the incense burners in a large round urn. Next to the urn are candle holders. We follow the whole procedure step by step as she does it, placing our joss sticks and then our candles in sequence. Finally, we walk around to another Buddha statue with thin pieces of gold like stickers covering it on all sides, built up in uneven, overlapping layers from years of hands just like ours. Meena presses her slip of gold leaf onto a bare patch of the statue, smoothing it down with her thumb, and we each do the same.

I realize once I’ve completed the ritual that I probably should have prayed or meditated on a desirable outcome or something. I was so focused on the ritual itself that I neglected to think of anything, which is likely the point of the whole exercise. Oh, well.

Walking up the steps, we take off our shoes and enter the main chamber where there are three other Buddha statues I can direct my good thoughts towards. Meena kneels on the floor and bows down three times before the statues, pressing her forehead to the floor each time. I’d always associated that action with Muslims, but I guess Buddhists must do it also. And since me and Thalia are here, we do as the Buddhists do.

A monk approaches us, his saffron robe worn soft and a little translucent at the shoulder from washing. He’s probably in his early thirties with tattoos on his arm and chest, faded enough that they must predate his robes by years. On his face is a mole with three hairs growing from it and a shy expression on his face.

He settles onto the carpet a respectful distance away, folding his robe under him with the practiced economy of someone who’s done it thousands of times.

“Hello,” he says. “Can I speak with you?”

“Yes, of course,” Thalia answers.

He has a seat on the carpet in front of us.

“My name is Wichit,” he says in a slow and slightly stilted English. “In our temple, we monk have a program. We practice speaking English with foreigner about life and Buddha.”

“We’re happy to speak with you,” Thalia says, enunciating clearly. “Can you tell us about the history of this temple?”

“Yes,” says Wichit. “This temple is name Wat Buppahram or Wat Suan Dok. The first temple here was finished in the year one-thousand-nine-hundred-thirteen.”

“Wow, that’s pretty old,” I say.

Meena interjects, asking if he’s using the Thai year or the common era year.

“Oh, yes,” Wichit says. “In your year the date is…”

He stops a moment to do the math.

“One thousand-three-hundred-seven-zero.”

“Whoa,” I say. “This temple has been here since 1370? That’s really old.”

“Not the same building,” he says, “when the building is very old we fix it.”

“I didn’t know Thailand has a different system for counting years,” Thalia says.

“Yes,” Wichit says. “You count from Christ—”

Which sounds like ‘krit.’

“—We count from Buddha.”

“What year is this in the Buddhist calendar?” I ask.

“Two-thousand-five-hundred-six-nine,” Wichit says, smiling proudly when he’s finished.

“You can say twenty-five-sixty-nine,” I say.

He smiles again.

“Thank you,” he says, trying the phrase out for himself, “twenty-five-sixty-nine.”

I squirm as sitting cross-legged on the floor like this is giving me shooting pains in my legs, my knee popping audibly enough that Thalia glances over. Wichit notices and invites me to sit like him. He grabs my foot and gently adjusts it so that it’s sitting on top of my knee instead of tucked under it, the way I had it. He runs a finger along the edge of my foot, not realizing that it tickles.

“Do not show Buddha,” he says nodding in the direction of the statue behind him. “Buddha cannot see feet.”

I smile at the idea that Buddha somehow can’t see feet. But I understand what he means. It’s disrespectful to point the soles of your feet in the direction of Buddha, or his statues.

“Mai supop, chai mai?” I ask. Not polite, eh?

“Oh, you can speak Thai?” Wichit says in surprise.

“I’m still learning,” I say. “Like you.”

“We are teaching each other.”

“Exactly,” I say.

“How long have you stayed at this temple?” Thalia asks.

“Four years already,” he says. “Before I was truck driver. I was not happy. Not good also. Didn’t know anything important about my life.”

“What made you change?”

Wichit thinks about it for a while.

“My friend died with his motorbike,” he says. “Crush, right?”

“Crash,” I say, nodding.

“After that, my mind changed. I did not think the same way about life.”

“Tell us about your life here,” Thalia says.

“Peaceful,” he says. “In the morning, we will wake up four.”

“Wake up at 4:00 AM?” I ask.

Wichit nods.

“We pray together first and then we go and walk around this area.”

“I’ve seen the monks walking in the morning in Phuket,” Thalia says.

“They will look for food,” Wichit says.

“And people give them breakfast,” Thalia answers.

“In general,” Wichit says, weighing each syllable on his tongue carefully. “Monk will eat only one meal in the morning.”

“What about the other things you need?” Thalia asks. “Like medicine and things like that.”

“People give money to help us,” Wichit says. “When they come we help them also.”

That’s something I really like about the whole system, the mutual aid aspect is very nice. The whole conversation is nice and gentle and respectful. Then, Thalia decides to throw a curveball.

“I know someone who has two girlfriends,” Thalia says. “Actually, he has more than two because he has two more women who live in another country. Do Buddhist people think this is normal? Good or not good?”

I screw my eyes on the back of Thalia’s head, but she doesn’t turn to look at me.

“Is he liar?” Wichit asks.

“No,” Thalia says. “He’s honest and loving with all of them.”

Wichit nods.

“This man is hungry. When a man is very hungry, he will do bad things to satisfy his self,” Wichit says. “Then he will suffer.”

“Actually, this man I know, he isn’t trying to satisfy himself at all,” Thalia says. “He’s not very hungry. He just has so many women interested in him because he is smart and kind.”

Meena smiles at this but doesn’t say anything. Wichit scratches the mole on his chin and thinks.

“When no one is harm, there is no problem,” Wichit says, grandly absolving me of all my sins.

“So, could this guy have even more women if he wanted?” Thalia asks.

“He can choose,” Wichit answers.

“That’s very good to know,” she says, looking back at me for the first time.

I think back to what Meena told me once about mia noi, the old custom of a man keeping a second household if he could afford to and both women accepted it. Maybe Wichit’s answer isn’t as radical as it sounds. Thailand’s had a long, complicated relationship with exactly this arrangement long before I showed up.

I think of what it would be like to add another member to the group. More than four? It’s definitely possible. I should know. Of course, things get a lot more complicated when the group becomes too big. But it’s nice to know that my harem-having lifestyle is Buddhist-approved.

Meena asks about her grandmother and Wichit says a prayer for her health. Thalia and I bow our heads respectfully as he says it. We get the sense that it’s time to end our chat so that Wichit can get back to whatever else he needs to do.

“It was very nice meeting you, Wichit,” Thalia says, extending her hand.

He looks at her hand and smiles.

“I am monk,” he says. “I cannot touch you. Cannot touch any lady.”

How about that? A guy can have as many women as he likes but he can’t even make physical contact with one if he becomes a monk. It really puts the whole sacrifice in stark relief.

“Oh!” Thalia says. “I’m sorry, I didn’t know.”

“Don’t worry,” Wichit says. “It was a pleasure to meet you too.”

We all give Wichit a wai, and I try to get back onto my feet without the soles of my feet turning in the direction of the Buddha statues at the front of the room.

The afternoon light has gone soft and gray by the time we step back out past the chedis.

“That was enlightening,” I say, once we’re outside.

“Wasn’t it?” Thalia says. “He was really nice.”

I’m walking next to Thalia with Meena walking in front of us.

“Any reason why you asked that question about your friend?”

“I thought his answer would be interesting,” she says. “And it was. Wasn’t it?”

“Yes,” I say. “I already got the sense that Thai people were pretty low-key. Good to know that nobody is going to stone us if they learn the truth about our relationship.” I glance over at Meena, still a few steps ahead, humming something to herself like the whole conversation barely registered as remarkable.

“I think it’s wonderful,” Thalia says. “It’s such a tolerant way of seeing the world.”

It is. I’m not planning to convert, but I’m liking Buddhism more and more the more I learn about it.

“So, you think you’ll keep going?” she asks.

“With what?”

“Your acquisitions.”

“I don’t have any plans to,” I say. “I’m mostly focused on the girl I’m about to part with again, too soon as always.”

“Just focus on her tonight,” Thalia says. “You can have me later.”

“That’s very generous of you,” I say. “Thank you.”

“I’m practicing non-attachment,” she says. “I’m trying to get enlightened.”

Behind us, the chedis catch the last gray light of the afternoon, and somewhere inside, Wichit is probably back to whatever he was doing before two farang and their Thai girlfriend interrupted his afternoon with questions about my love life.


24.

We take our time walking back to the Nimman Hotel from the temple. I’m holding Meena’s hand as we walk now, with Thalia following behind. We pass a shopping center done up like an Italian piazza, actual cobblestones underfoot and everything, and decide to meander around. The shops with their faux-Venetian facades are a nice mix of chains and local stores, some selling medicinal herbs and others waffles, a busker somewhere playing acoustic guitar covers of songs I half recognize. But there’s one shop that I know immediately we have to go in once I read the sign.

“Elephant Poo Poo Paper!”

Inside, we find a collection of different kinds of stationery neatly arranged on reclaimed wood shelving, the whole shop smelling faintly of paper pulp and nothing at all like what it’s actually made from, with the common theme that all of the fiber used to make it has passed through an elephant. Meena can’t stop giggling. It’s just the most absurd thing she’s ever seen. Thalia is unironically in love as soon as we walk in.

“This is so cute!” she says. “I have to get something to send back to Mum and Dad.”

They’ve got drawing paper and pencils and wrapping paper and, yes, even toilet paper, which incidentally Thais don’t use much because they have a kind of bidet which is more popular. Anyway, it’s full of fun novelty items all made with one hundred percent post-consumed content. Screw hemp. If you really want to go green this is the way to do it.

“Elephants only digest around forty percent of the fibers they eat,” I read from a card by the door. “Which is why so much fiber can be reclaimed and reused. This high-quality fiber is perfect for paper, rope and other everyday objects.”

There are also mugs, t-shirts, stuffed elephants and other assorted knickknacks. But Thalia really wants the paper. She shows me a notepad, the pages and cover of which are both made from poo fiber. She also picks out a bigger drawing pad. The paper is unbleached so it’s not ideal for watercolors, but she tells me that she can draw on it using charcoal.

“It’s perfect for when you want that old-fashioned feel,” she says.

“It doesn’t actually smell, does it?” I ask.

Thalia invites me to sniff the drawing pad. Just smells like paper.

I turn one of the coasters over in my hand, the fibers pressed flat and rough at the edges. “I think I’m going to get some coasters for Olavia,” I say. “Just as a way of saying, I know that after we broke up we both gave each other a lot of shit. Well, here I am. Still doing it.”

“Nice.”

“They’ll appreciate the irony, I think.”

Meena waves off my offer to pick out anything she wants. But it confirms for her something that she’d long suspected. Foreigners will buy absolutely anything.

“It’s not the weirdest thing that people will buy,” I say. “I’ve heard of this coffee they make in Indonesia called kopi luwak. They feed coffee beans to this little creature called a luwak, almost like a monkey—” Actually it’s closer to a weasel, but I don’t think Meena knows “weasel” and I don’t know the word in Thai, so monkey it is, “—anyway, when it poops out the beans they clean them and roast them just like normal coffee.”

“Baa mak!” Meena exclaims. Crazy!

“I’ve never tried it, so I won’t judge,” I say. “But, yeah. Seems pretty weird.”

Thalia gets her drawing pads and a set of charcoal pencils for herself. She also buys an illustrated yoga guide with an illustrated elephant doing poses on each page to send to her parents. Very cute. I get the coasters. After we’ve made our purchases, we keep walking around a little. Thalia wants to stop for coffee, but I’m suddenly not in the mood, so Meena and I get smoothies instead.

Thalia sets to work drawing elephants with her new art supplies. They come out looking great. Very minimalistic but with a lot of personality.

“These look great,” I tell her. “You are so talented.”

“Thank you very much,” she says, with just a hint of pride.

Meena asks for a portrait and Thalia spends the next hour drawing her, tongue poking out the corner of her mouth in concentration, even using the details of the facade behind her. When she’s finished, the result is breathtaking. It’s better even than the watercolor she did of me that day at the cafe. Maybe I just think so because I enjoy looking at her face more than my own.

Meena’s affected by it when she sees it. She smiles, and it’s the deep smile of recognition.

“Ooh, suay!” she exclaims. “Can’t believe!”

She carefully bends the paper and then tears out the page slowly and hands it to Meena.

“Meena, can I keep that?” I ask. “It’s selfish of me to take your gift. But I want to see your face every day, even when we’re apart.”

“Bak waan!” she exclaims. Sweet-talker.

She hands me the paper and I fold it carefully and put it in my front pocket.

“Now it’s close to my heart,” I say.

Meena leans over and plants a kiss on my lips.

“Thank you,” I say. “Thanks to both of you.”

“You too,” Meena says.

As sunset approaches, we look for a nice spot to have dinner. We find a simple Thai restaurant which seems mostly to cater to locals, plastic chairs and a hand-painted menu taped to the wall, the kind of place with no English sign because it’s never needed one. Since it’s our last night, I get khao soi again. Meena gets this spicy-sour minced meat with mint called laarb. I try it. It’s not for me. Thalia puts on a brave face after trying a bite, but I think she has the same opinion about it.

After dinner, we return to our hotel. The Nimman Hotel is a pretty low-key hotel conveniently located near the prime walking area, the kind of place with a ceiling fan instead of central air and a lobby that smells like lemongrass. I’m in high spirits until we settle in for the night. I can’t stop thinking of how long it will be before we’re all back together again. While Thalia is in the shower, I go over and lie beside Meena. I can see from her expression that she’s feeling the same way I am.

“Kid tueng na,” she says.

Kid tueng means “the thought of you arrives.” Or, more accurately, “I miss you.”

“Kid tueng muan gan,” I answer. I’ll miss you too.

She touches my face with her slender hand, tracing a line from my temple down to my jaw. Her hands are small and feminine, but her fingers are rough from years spent working in the fields.

“Can’t believe I’m so lucky,” she says. “I never think I’m interesting to you.”

I smile.

“You’re so much more special than you realize,” I say.

“Me? Why?”

“Mai mee kam sap,” I say. There are no words.

Thalia emerges from the bathroom and then it’s Meena’s turn. Finally, it’s my turn. We agree to turn the lights out early so that we can be up in time for me and Thalia to catch our plane. But I just end up tossing and turning for hours. Maybe it’s the bed, but I think it’s most likely in my head.

Also, I’ve got a hard-on.

I turn over to relieve the pressure and see that Meena’s eyes are open. The room is dark but there’s a little light from the digital numerals on the front of the air-conditioner. It’s enough to see that she’s awake. Without a word, her hand slides across the bed, under the comforter, and touches me. My erection throbs harder as her fingers trace the shape of it through the fabric. She frees my cock from my shorts and starts to rub me.

I shift my weight and roll on top of her. We kiss and I press the head of my cock against her pelvis. She’s wet already and I pull off her panties as gently as I can without seeing what I’m doing. She spreads herself, bucking almost on impulse. I press myself against her and slowly slide into her. She lifts to meet me before I’ve even settled, and that tells me what the last couple of hours have been like on her side of the bed. Awake. Working herself up. Not knowing how to start it, waiting for me to decide for us both.

I still have to go slow, not push too far too fast. But though she’s completely silent except for her breath, the look on her face in the low light tells me that she wants this. I press a hand to her breast through her bra, the other hand on the bed for balance as I thrust into her. She sighs, cooing gently, biting her lip to keep from wailing. She doesn’t want to wake Thalia. She wants me all to herself, all for herself and no one else. But she can’t stop the moan climbing out from someplace deep inside her. It’s soft and low and so horny.

Oh, God. Meena!

It’s over faster than I would care to admit. The urgency of the act just makes it impossible to slow things down, to drag it out. I can’t hold out for long, I’m so horny. It’s the fact that she’s so eager that’s just too arousing. And I also just really needed to nut so that I could sleep. We both let out a long breath when it’s finished. We kiss deeply, frantically, and after I slide out, I hold her.

I’m still clutching Meena’s naked body when I wake up sometime later. It’s dark. I don’t move a muscle, just watch her breathing. It’s torture to let her go again. Yes, I won’t be alone, but I’ll be without her. I can’t stand that.

Then I remember what Wichit said about being hungry. Attachment just causes suffering. Non-attachment doesn’t mean disinterest or a lack of care. It’s just an appropriate and healthy distance between me and the object of my desire. It’s a good thing. I don’t need to fight it.

She rolls over and I see it as a chance to disentangle our bodies. I have to be willing to let her go. Not abandon her, just let her go.

Sometime later, I wake up again. I’m lying completely bare. She’s wrapped up in both the sheet and comforter. I hear a drizzle from somewhere and realize that it’s Thalia peeing in the bathroom. A moment later, there’s a flush and she comes out wearing only the t-shirt that she wore to bed.

She gives me a little wave and I roll out of bed to hug her, smelling her hair and kissing her forehead. Then I take my turn in the bathroom. I take a shower and brush my teeth and when I come out, I find that Meena is awake and she and Thalia are talking. It’s one of those moments where you walk in on two people who have just been talking and you know that their conversation is about you but that it isn’t secret, just private.

“How are you this morning?” Thalia asks.

“Well rested, thanks,” I say.

She nods, picking up on what I mean by it, the corner of her mouth twitching like she’s fighting a grin of her own.

Everyone takes their time getting ready. We check out at ten and then hail a rideshare to take us to the airport. It drops Meena off at the Tamarind Village where she left her borrowed motorbike. It is, as predicted, exactly where she left it. That’s the best part about having old rundown stuff. Nobody notices it.

I give her another long, deep hug, breathing in the smell of her hair one more time before letting go. It feels like we’re always saying goodbye, over and over. She hugs Thalia too and then waves goodbye.

“Jer gaan leow,” she says. See ya soon.

“Message me when you get home,” I say.

I’m still not wild about the fact that she’s traveling on those winding roads by herself, especially on that bike so old and crappy that it isn’t even worth stealing. But I console myself that she can take care of herself.

It’s just a short drive to the airport. Chiang Mai isn’t anywhere near as crowded as Bangkok so getting through security is a breeze by comparison. I get us some coffees and croissants because that’s all there is to eat, the croissants a little stale under the plastic wrap but the coffee decent enough. I’m feeling pensive as I wait for the plane to board. I get a text from Ava. She wants to know what we’re up to. I send her photos of the temple and tell her all about the conversation we had with the monk there. I tell her that I’ve got gifts for her and Olivia. She wants to know what it is. I tell her she’ll have to wait to find out. She sends a crying emoji.

Thalia spends the time sketching with the pad resting on her knees.

I peek at what she’s drawing. It’s of me, bare naked. I’m standing with my hands on my hips, head held high. The musculature in my chest and arms is anatomically accurate. Every detail is correct, almost maddeningly so because she captures my physique with perfect fidelity. But there’s an elephant’s head where my dick should be. He’s got two big, long tusks and he’s trumpeting.

“It’s a bit impressionistic,” she says.

“It’s rather generous too,” I say.

“I didn’t want someone on the plane to see me drawing your willie,” she says. “So, I thought this was a good compromise.”

“Very nice,” I say. “We can put it on the wall next to the other one.”

“You think so?”

“Well, maybe.”

The flight is uneventful. Thalia continues her portrait, shading in the parts she sketched out before, glancing up now and then to study my face like I’m a stranger she’s trying to get right. We land in Phuket and grab another taxi back to Cape Sienna.

It’s late afternoon, a few hours before sunset, the light doing that low golden thing over the water as the taxi winds up the hill. I can feel some of my melancholy lifting as we arrive back home. That post-travel funk that always settles over me when I leave a place dissipates as soon as I’m greeted by something familiar.

We set our bags down in the entryway. I pat my singh on the head and walk in, giving the Buddha in the corner a small and gently ironic wai. Thalia follows close behind me. I turn and ask if she’s thirsty. She nods but doesn’t say anything. Then I clock the goofy grin on her face.

“What?”

“Nothing!” she says, her voice rising slightly, vaguely defensive.

“What’s up with you?”

She shrugs, trying to be nonchalant. But I sense there’s some game afoot.

“Okay, then,” I say. “I’m going to get a beer.”

I cross through the living room, the late-afternoon light slanting long across the floor tiles, and into the kitchen. I’m trying to remember if I put any more Singhas in the fridge before I left. Then, something stops me. Instead of walking over to the fridge, I let my feet carry me to the window and I look out.

I’m strangely not surprised. I should be, because it is in fact surprising. And yet, in a strange way, it feels about as normal as it is pleasant.

“Surprise!” Thalia shouts from behind me.

Olavia is swimming naked in my pool.

Thanks for reading! Early Retirement 3 is coming soon! If you enjoyed reading, please leave a review. It always helps. 

P.S. Olivia's book, How to Have the Best Rex Life, is real and available for purchase on Amazon.com. The link is in the "Books by This Author" section at the end of the book. 
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Collision Course: The Complete Series

In Los Angeles, everyone’s chasing a dream. Matty Navarro’s dream is to make enough money to quit his toxic workplace and escape the rat race forever. Fate has other plans—and a suspicious fondness for car accidents.

What starts as a literal collision quickly turns into a cascade of near-misses, unexpected turns, and emotional pileups that somehow keep improving his odds. As Matty stumbles away from a soul-crushing job and toward a life he actually wants, the women who enter his orbit don’t just change his direction—they become his destination.
There’s Soli, sassy, warm-hearted, and impossible to ignore, who reminds Matty what passion looks like when it isn’t being wasted.
Jordan, artistic and grounded, whose quiet presence turns chaos into something that feels like home.
Natalie, a shy, nerdy producer with movies in her soul—awkward in the cutest way, brilliant when it counts, and absolutely essential when dreams start getting real.
Roxy, fearless, impulsive, and vibrating with LA energy, who treats every day like it could be the start of her big break.
And Eliza, calm, thoughtful, and blisteringly talented. She’ll lead Matty where he never thought he’d go.
Set against sun-bleached streets, late-night diners, indie film sets, and the strange magic of Los Angeles, Collision Course is a cozy, funny men’s harem slice-of-life about found family, second chances, and the strange truth that sometimes the best things in life only happen after everything goes a little sideways.

Five novels. One found family. And proof that not every crash is a disaster—some just set you on a better course.

Slayers Gonna Slay: An Urban Fantasy Harem Adventure

When you hunt vampires for a living, there are rules.

Don't fall for a woman you'll have to leave behind. Don't put down roots in a town you're passing through. And whatever you do, don't think about your nineteen-year-old partner that way — no matter how hard she tries to make you break the promise you made to her dying father.

My name's Hunter Deacon. I'm a slayer. Not the Buffy kind. The kind who sleeps in his van, works off the books, and earns just enough to keep hunting the things that crawl out of the dark.

Michie is my partner: foul-mouthed, fearless, and absolutely determined to cross every line I've drawn between us. She's been at my side for five years. She's not going anywhere.

Cassandra is everything I've never had. Beautiful, wealthy, age-appropriate, and offering me something dangerous: a future. But her daughter Madison has dropped out of Stanford, sleeps all day, and disappears at night. And she might be exactly what I'm hunting.

Farah is the local deputy: sharp, relentless, and entirely too interested in what I do after dark. She wants in on the hunt. And she's not the kind of woman who takes no for an answer.

Bodies are piling up. My cover's slipping. And I'm falling for women I can't afford to lose — in a town I was never supposed to stay in.

Slayers Gonna Slay 2

I’m moving in with the woman I love. She told me to bring my girlfriend with me. Now we’re sharing a house with her daughter—who may be a vampire. If I’m right about her, we’re all in danger. And did I mention the deputy I can’t get off my mind, even when she’s closing in on the truth?

My name’s Hunter Deacon, and I’m a vampire slayer. A retired slayer, as of about five minutes ago. Michie and I hung up our blades and moved into Cassandra’s house on the hill, where the fridge is stocked, the bed is warm, and the girl down the hall still hasn't explained why she doesn't eat, doesn't sleep, and disappears into the woods at two in the morning.

Cassandra is asking questions I can’t answer without blowing up everything we’re building. Her daughter Madison is lying to me. Michie knows more than she’s telling me. And Farah, the deputy who says she wants to take up my mantle, is getting closer to the truth than anyone should be.

There’s another slayer on the way, and when he gets here I’ll have to choose between duty and the women I’ve sworn to protect. I have to keep everyone safe and all together or watch the life I’ve been fighting to build unravel.

Slayers Gonna Slay: Book 2 is a character-driven urban fantasy with a male POV, steamy romantic content, and an unconventional relationship dynamic that's getting more unconventional by the chapter.

Slayers Gonna Slay 3

One night changed everything.

A man is dead in Cassandra’s kitchen. Farah came into her home to slay a vampire and ended up becoming one herself. Madison bit her and she isn’t sorry about it. Michie is, well, still Michie.

Now I have to figure out how to hold a household together when the lady of the house wants the former cop who tried to kill her daughter out of her home, the woman her daughter just condemned to immortality can barely stand to look at me, and my girlfriend wants to push every boundary we’ve ever had by bringing a vampire into our bedroom.

Things were a lot less complicated when all I had to do was fight for my life.

The thing is, I’m still fighting. The Hunyadi Foundation trained me to kill vampires like Madison and Farah and now they’re sending more slayers to finish what they started. There’s a murder I need to explain away before the sheriff’s office comes down on all of us. And somewhere between all of that, I have to find a way to turn this embattled household into something that looks like a family.

Cassandra deserves a man who will keep his promise to protect her home. Michie deserves all of me and to experiment as much as she likes. Farah deserves a new life after her old life got taken from her, and I think she wants to build one with me. Madison deserves the trust I’ve been too slow to give her, and I think I might finally be ready to give it.

Slayers Gonna Slay: Book 3 is a character-driven urban fantasy with a male POV, explicit romantic content, and a found family that had to bleed for it.

How to Have the Best Rex Life

What’s the big deal?
Why is Rex so appealing?
Is it the thrill and excitement?
Or that warm, fuzzy feeling?
This fun and funny picture book’s puns & wordplay written in verse adds a splash of fun to bedtime reading. A little bit cheeky, it’s family-friendly and safe for younger readers. Grown-ups will appreciate the humor little ones miss, while kids will love the vibrant illustrations and delightful characters.

Both hilarious and touching in equal measure, How to Have the Best Rex Life is the perfect gift for bridal showers, girls night, white elephant parties and rituals commemorating the births of strange, distant cousins Of all the books about relationships, babies and dinosaurs, How to Have the Best Rex Life is certainly one of them.
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