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1.

When you come home after a long day of travel, the last thing you expect to find waiting for you is a half-naked woman swimming in your pool. I’m not saying it’s unwelcome, but it’s definitely unexpected.

After arriving at the airport two hours early, having fought Bangkok traffic, then waited another forty minutes at the gate, an hour in the air, another thirty minutes on the tarmac, and then having to take a taxi for an hour, all I really want to do is take the bag off my shoulders, take these shoes off my feet, have a beer, maybe a dip.

Do I have any right to complain? Honestly, not much. I have it pretty good, I’ll admit. A nice-sized house on the side of a hill overlooking the Andaman Sea, teak shutters and terracotta tiles, a garden that somebody else trims, neighbors who are mostly millionaires and don’t spend much time in their luxury second homes anyway. And best of all, I get to live in Thailand, where the living is cheap, easy, and comes with a spicy little kick that makes me remember how much better things are here.

But I can’t deny that the trip I took for a change of scene really only helped to remind me of how much better I have it in Phuket. Bangkok’s a hell of a city—food capital of Southeast Asia, gorgeous temples and palaces, shopping malls, the whole thing. The sky train threading between towers of glass and concrete, the smell of pad krapao floating out of every food stall door, tuk-tuks ripping through traffic like hornets. There’s plenty in the city to delight a man, some of it wearing tight shorts and skimpy little bikini tops while waving beer signs and dancing around in high heels on the neon-lit streets.

But even so, I found myself spending most of my time just wandering around wondering why I came. I’d wake up in the morning in my thirty-dollar-a-night room, get some breakfast at a little noodle stall, the plastic stool putting my knees up around my ears, an iced coffee in some air-conditioned shop for an hour or two, then take the MRT to some other part of town and do the same thing.

Solo travel has its perks, but at the end of the day you always take yourself with you. When you get on a plane hoping to leave your old life and heartbreaks behind, you quickly find that you take yourself and all that you’re trying to escape with you. So, you say to yourself, okay, I’ll break the pattern and stay home this time. Which just means you end up right where you started. For me, that’s a villa on an island in the south of Thailand called Phuket. This is, for the past year, my home. And I don’t know why I ever left it.

I open the iron gate at the foot of the steps and walk up to the front door, that big camera’s eye on the door frame monitoring everything. The tiles on the steps are cream-colored, hand-painted with small blue fish along the borders, slightly worn at the center from foot traffic. I step in, kick off my shoes first thing as I’ve started doing, Thai habit, and give my bronze Singh statue a little pat on the head. A Singh isn’t exactly a lion. More like a mythical creature, but you can see the resemblance. He—and it’s definitely a he, with the balls to prove it—is the only thing in this whole turnkey villa that didn’t come with the place, and I’m proud of him. He stands on four legs just inside the door, maybe eighteen inches high, lacquered brown-gold all over, looking fierce and making me lucky.

When I bought him at a shop in Phuket Town, the owner told me they’re usually placed in front of temples to ward off evil, sold as a pair. But someone else came in and bought only one, so this one was the leftover. That appealed to me somehow. He’s flying solo too. Someone looked at him and decided he was unnecessary, a leftover. Well, not to me. I sleep better knowing he’s standing guard. He’s better than a real dog even, since I can go away for a few days and don’t need to worry about finding little bronze turds all over the tiles.

I switch on lights as I make my way from the hallway into the kitchen. The kitchen’s the best room in the house, all white tile and pale wood, one long bench running the length of the wall with a deep double sink at the end, copper hooks above it where the pots hang. The fridge is covered in magnets from places I don’t remember visiting. A Singh, that’s the thing. Besides being a part of this country’s rich cultural history, the Singh also serves as the mascot for its oldest and most beloved beer brands.

I open the fridge, grab one of the extra-long brown bottles, and peel off the cap with my opener. I look out the kitchen window. It faces the sea but I can’t see a thing through it with the overhead panel shining and no light outside except the faint amber of the neighbor’s wall lamp two hundred meters away.

I can barely even see the little solar-powered lights the gardener set up around the pool, eight of them in a row along the low hedge that separates the pool deck from the hillside drop. The switch for the pool light is just behind the fridge, a small toggle in a brown plastic housing that’s been there since the villa was built, probably. I flip it on and there she is—a black silhouette splayed across the top of the pool. She splashes, thrashes, then dives down.

The beer almost slides from my grasp, but luckily I already have the bottom resting against the lip of the marble countertop. I put it down and hurry over to the French door at the rear of the house. The door’s already unlocked. That’s a thing I’ll need to think about later. I step out.

The pool runs along the far edge of the deck, maybe ten meters long, lit from underneath now in the familiar blue-green that turns everything else around it invisible. The deck itself is pale poured concrete set with river stones along the border wall, where someone planted birds of paradise that are doing better than they have any right to in this heat.

She’s swum to the edge by the time I get out there, and she’s trying to climb up and out, both hands on the lip, bare arms shaking slightly with the effort. Her long brown hair is dripping in loose strands across her back. She pulls herself up and out—and it’s at this point that I realize she’s topless, which I hadn’t seen through the window. She covers her chest with one arm and attempts to run past me, legs alternating between a skip and a run, bare feet slapping the wet concrete. She doesn’t look at me, but I can see her eyes are full of terror and maybe some embarrassment.

“Wait!” I shout.

She doesn’t, of course. She just runs even faster across slippery tiles. That’s when she slips, pitching forward and hitting her knee against the big rock that the pool area was designed around. The rock is a natural piece of the hillside they kept when they built the deck, a rough basalt shelf about waist high with a flat top. It’s lovely and impressive, especially at sunset. But the rocks are jagged and a real bitch when they slice your knee open.

“Argh!” she howls.

I rush over and help her up.

“What the hell are you doing?” I say, grabbing her elbow. She yanks it away, using it to cover her breasts again.

I’m not angry. Honestly, not even mad. I’m just so confused that I’m hoping that if I help her up, this will start to make sense. She rises unsteadily on her feet. There’s blood on her knee, a bright thread of it running down her shin and pooling at the arch of her foot. The cut’s not deep, but a big enough scratch that it isn’t stopping on its own.

“Are you okay?” I say.

She doesn’t say anything. Just stares at me with wide-eyed terror like she’s not sure what I’m going to do next. She’s shivering, partially because she’s wet, but also from the adrenaline, because the night is anything but cold. The air’s twenty-eight degrees easy, that’s celsius for my fellow Americans, not fahrenheit. That’s around 82 degrees. Balmy.

“Are you Russian?” I ask.

She looks at me like I’m insane.

“No. Why? Are you?” she asks.

That accent. She’s Australian, I think. Queensland, maybe.

“Why were you in my pool?”

“Just… swimming,” she says, biting her lip in a way that in another context would be cute and which in this context… well, still cute, I guess.

“Why were you swimming in my pool when I wasn’t home?”

“Because you weren’t home?” she says, trying a smile. She’s not sure about it, but she’s got a face that tells me that playing innocent and a little cheeky has worked for her in the past and it’s probably going to work again. She’s right.

“You broke in?” I ask.

“No!” she says. “I just walked along the rocks, see?”

She points with her left hand—the one she’s not covering herself with—at the path from the rocks down to the water. There’s no fence around the rear of the house. It would ruin the view. The rock face goes all the way down to the little hidden beach below, a narrow wedge of dark sand that only shows itself at low tide. It’s jagged going, and the waves lick the sides of the rock at high tide, but I can see how she would have made it up here. Probably in the daylight, the first time. Probably wearing sandals.

“You’re trespassing?”

“Yeah.”

She’s clearly not proud of it. She’s like a kid who knows she’s been caught doing something she shouldn’t, something illegal, but doesn’t want to give you the satisfaction of gloating about it.

“Alright,” I say. “I have some alcohol inside.”

“Uh, is that supposed to be an invitation for me to join you?” she asks.

“Rubbing alcohol,” I say. “For your knee. Bandages too. You can come in and get patched up.”

“I’m fine.”

“You’re bleeding.”

“I can get a band-aid at the pharmacy,” she says. “It’s not far. I already walked.”

“Come on, that’s ridiculous,” I say. “You shouldn’t be crawling around on rocks at night anyway.”

“Yeah, okay,” she says. “But first, can you—?”

“Get you something to wrap yourself up in. Yes. I’m on it. Wait here.”

I go back inside and find what I need in the first floor bathroom. All these towels are guest towels, thick and white, still in the same neat fold the housekeeper left them in. The bottle of rubbing alcohol, cotton balls, and bandages are in the drawer under the sink, tucked in there by whoever stocked the place, on the theory that someone, at some point, would need them. That theory has now been proven correct.

I return with a big towel, which she reaches for with her free hand. She wraps it around her shoulders. I look away while she does it. I wasn’t trying to notice that her breasts are perky and her nipples are smooth and round. Not taking note of these things. Just can’t help but see out of the corner of my eye.

I look back and see that her knee is starting to turn purple. Not much blood, but the bruise is already rising, a dark crescent just below the kneecap. I kneel down with the stuff in my hands.

“May I?” I ask.

“Yeah, sure,” she says.

I take a cotton ball from the bag, unscrew the cap on the bottle and start to work. The smell of rubbing alcohol, sharp and clinical, is strange out here in the pool air.

“Does that sting?”

“No, it’s alright,” she says.

I put on the bandage. It’s a wide one, the kind you’d use on a child, the only size left in the box.

“You have a really nice house,” she says, trying to make conversation.

“I think so too,” I say. “But it’s not mine. I just rent it.”

“You have to be rich,” she says, looking around at the pool area, which I have to admit is pretty opulent. Infinity edge on the far side, the sea below, that rock in the middle of it all catching the blue-green light.

“You should see some of the other houses around here,” I say.

“I have,” she says. “I walked all the way up here just to see it. An old woman I met called this Millionaire’s Mile.”

Admittedly, the place is in an expensive neighborhood. But there’s a big difference between being a Thai millionaire and a dollar millionaire.

“I’m not a millionaire,” I say. “At least not where I come from.”

“Well, then you must be lucky because this view is unbelievable.”

I happen to stop what I’m doing to glance at her lap, the line between her thighs, the bikini bottom. That’s not a bad view either. Of course, I keep this to myself.

“You live alone?” she asks.

I nod.

“I would have thought you’d have made sure of that before you let yourself in to use the pool.”

“It was an impulse,” she says. “But I owe you an apology. And a thank you.”

I finish up with the bandage and stand.

“It’s alright,” I say. “You surprised me. But I guess I surprised you, too.”

“Yeah,” she says. “I figured no one lived here when I didn’t get caught the first time.”

“First time?”

“I’ve been coming here the past couple days,” she says, her shoulders shrugging slightly beneath the towel. “It’s such a nice place, and no one was using it.”

“I don’t have to look through my drawers to make sure nothing’s missing, do I?”

She looks like she’s been slapped, much more offended than she has any right to be given the circumstances.

“I never went inside your house,” she says with all apparent sincerity. Then, almost as an afterthought—“Your back door is unlocked, but I’m not a thief. I take chances but not other people’s things.”

“That’s good,” I say. “The second part of what you said, at least.”

She bends her knee, testing the bandage, then bends both knees, bringing her painted toes up and wiggling them to admire them. The polish is the color of watermelon rind, a pale coral-pink, a little chipped on the left big toe.

“Do you ever get pedicures?” she asks.

“Not really.”

“You can, you know,” she says. “Guys can do it. It’s not like you need to paint your nails. It’s so much cheaper here than it is in Queensland. I could go every week.”

Queensland. I guess I was right.

“They look good,” I say.

Neither of us knows what to say next. How do you make small talk with someone you caught sneaking into your swimming pool?

“Do you want me to go?” she asks finally.

“You don’t have to,” I say by reflex.

“I should go,” she says, wincing just a little as she stands up.

“How are you going to get home?” I ask. “Or wherever you’re staying.”

“My hotel’s not that far,” she says. “You know the Princess Kamala hotel?”

“Sure.”

“Mine’s kinda near there, down the road on a side street, on the second floor behind the cat cafe and above a bar.”

I know the bar. The cat cafe has a hand-painted sign with a cartoon cat on it. I’ve walked past it twenty times and never gone in.

“Budget traveler, huh?”

She shrugs again, those soft shoulders rising and falling beneath the towel.

“It’s a gap year, not a gap week,” she says. “I’ve got to make my money last.”

“I remember what that’s like,” I say.

“Yeah,” she says. “It’s not too bad. I’ve stayed in some grungy places.”

She’s still wrapped up in my towel, and I think we both realize it at the same moment. She can’t return it to me now. Not without something to put on underneath.

“My top’s over there,” she says, pointing to a spot at the edge of the concrete, just past the rock. “Can I?”

“Sure, of course.”

She moves carefully on the wet concrete this time and goes over to retrieve the discarded bikini top. I turn in the direction of the house, suddenly taking a great interest in the curve of the roof. The terra cotta ridge tiles. The satellite dish. The moth circling the light above the French door. I don’t turn around again until I can hear her footsteps coming toward me, making tiny splashes as her feet touch the wet spots.

She holds out the wet towel.

“Thanks.”

The bikini top is dark navy, not black as I’d thought before. It contrasts with the white strip of skin where the sun didn’t reach, that line just below the shoulder strap.

“Are you comfortable in that?” I ask. “On the bike, I mean. I’ll drop you off.”

“My leg’s fine,” she says. “It’s not like I have to hobble around on crutches.”

“I’ve got a motorbike,” I say. “It’ll take five minutes.”

“It’s really not necessary.”

“Well I want to. If you’ll let me.”

She shifts her weight to one knee, tapping her foot on the concrete like she’s trying to make up her mind.

“Well, okay,” she says. “Thanks…?”

“Michael.”

“I’m Thalia.”

She offers her hand, the same coral-pink polish on the fingernails as on the toes. We shake. Her hand is still faintly damp from the pool.

“I’ve got a T-shirt I can lend you for the ride,” I say. “Come inside.”

She grabs her purse from the spot where she left it on a flat section of rock near the steps and follows me inside. The beer is sweating on the counter, forgotten.

She waits in the kitchen looking around while I grab one of my old band tees from the pile on the bedroom chair. The Strokes. Still my favorite band, even if it’s no longer my favorite shirt. It’s faded to a grey that used to be black, the logo cracked at the corners.

I bring her the shirt and she pulls it over her head, hair still not fully dry. I watch as the fabric slides down over her stomach, that smooth flat stomach.

“Ready?” she asks after she smooths it out.

“Sure.”

Outside, I show her my bike. It’s nothing too flashy. Just a Honda PCX, cream-colored, a few scuffs on the footboard from when I bottomed out six months ago. I grab the extra helmet from the hook by the shoe rack, a matte black half-shell that’s been there since I moved in.

“Thanks, but—my hair?”

“You’ve already had one accident tonight,” I say.

She accepts the helmet without protest. I get on the bike and she climbs on after me, one hand light on my shoulder as she swings her leg over, then both hands settling at my sides. We head down the hill. We pass a bonfire on the beach, a circle of low white plastic chairs around it, someone playing guitar badly. Thalia takes her helmet off for a few seconds and lets her hair untangle in the cool night air and I pretend not to notice.

I make a left at the 7-Eleven—the one with a gaggle of old guys always hanging out and playing Go in the covered shelter—and take the little road that runs along the beach down toward the Princess Kamala. It’s named for the town, Kamala Beach, which I guess is probably named for some princess. I’ve never looked it up.

I pull up in front of the hotel entrance and kill the engine. Thalia gets off and hands me the helmet she wasn’t wearing.

“Is this close enough?” I ask.

“Yeah, I can walk the rest of the way.”

I figure that’ll be the end of it, not worried about the shirt. Then she reaches down and starts to pull it off.

“Oh, that’s okay,” I say.

But she hands it to me anyway. I take it.

Neither of us knows what the right thing to say next is. An old taxi driver sits idling at the curb twenty meters away, watching us with the patient, incurious look of a man who has seen every version of this scene. I can guess what he thinks. Me and this young girl have just had a fun night together. And though it’s not what he thinks, in a way he’s not wrong. I did have fun.

“Thanks, Michael,” she says. “For the ride home and, ya know. Not calling the police.”

“No worries,” I say.

She starts to walk back in the direction we just came from. I call after her.

“How long are you in town for?”

“About a month,” she answers.

She takes a few more steps before adding, “maybe longer!”

About a month. Maybe longer. Well, it’s a small town.   


2.

I never used to wake up early. Not by choice, at least. It’s something I only picked up after I first came here. I figured out pretty quickly that if I wanted to get any outdoor time without having to slather myself in sunscreen, I had to build my day around being awake and ready before the heat really set in. This close to the equator, you’ve got dangerous UV from late morning until mid-afternoon. The light has a quality to it that’s different from anywhere else I’ve lived—harsher, flatter, almost white at its peak. And that’s just the sun. The heat is something else.

Now I rise just before the sun with no alarm, roll out of bed and make myself an iced coffee. Always iced. That’s essential. I use a French press and pour it straight over a glass packed tight with ice, a trick I picked up from the women at the little noodle stall on the corner who’ve been doing it that way their whole lives. Besides being more refreshing, I can drink it fast and get the caffeine running through the system by the time I hit the beach.

I don’t go every morning. I alternate every other day. On days I don’t run, I stay home and lift weights and watch the waves crashing below me. Pretty simple system. Today’s a running day, which means it’s time for beach cleanup too.

I arrive just as the sunrise is cresting the eastern hills. Kamala is a sunset beach, which means the mountains and the treeline along the shore help keep the sun from your eyes in the morning, everything still in a kind of grey-gold half-light that makes the sand look silver. I park the bike in the public park just across the street from where I dropped Thalia off. I get the orange rubber kitchen gloves and the roll of black garbage bags out of the storage compartment under the seat.

There’s a fresh crop of plastic junk that’s come in with the tide. Toothbrushes, plastic toys, water bottles, detergent bottles, coffee cups, flip flops. It’s the flip flops that get me. Tourists kick off their shoes, leave their stuff in the sand without ever noticing that the tide is rising. Then, when the water gets high enough to drag their things away in the undertow, they lose them forever.

How do they miss this? Do they walk home without even realizing they’re not wearing shoes? I guess when a replacement pair costs seven dollars you can afford to be careless. It all ends up back on shore eventually, which means it ends up in my sack sooner or later. I hurl it over my back like Santa, bending down to grab a bottle cap here, a piece of styrofoam takeout container there.

I’m not the only one doing this. At least, I don’t handle the whole beach myself. Volunteers, both Thais and foreigners, get together and work in teams a couple of days a week. The rest is handled by workers the hotels hire. They’re dressed for the sun even before they need to be, with sunhats and cowls that leave just their faces visible. The faces have smiles on them, most of the time.

A monk in his orange robes gives me a thumbs up as he makes his early morning rounds, his bare feet finding the dry sand above the tideline without him needing to look down. I’m a good foreigner, their smiles seem to say. I’ve earned the right to stick around.

I think about Thalia and wonder whether she’s up yet. Probably not. Almost certainly not, and I don’t blame her. I was the same way when I was her age. The gap year version of me slept until noon, moved only under the pressure of checkout times, ate street food at two in the afternoon and called it breakfast. I wonder if she considered the age gap between us when we met. When she wakes up, whenever that will be, will she think of me? Probably not much. Not that it would make much of a difference even if she did.

I’ve been here a year in the Land of Smiles. Sex is like fast food here. No, not exactly. It’s more brazen than that. Ronald McDonald doesn’t stand outside the restaurant in seven-inch heels and a tight little skirt trying to grab your arm and pull you inside. That’s every night on Bangla Road.

I knew when I moved here that I didn’t want to be part of that scene. It’s not like I disapprove of it. It’s just not me, especially not since what happened. I’m not unique. Everyone who comes here is escaping something. For a lot of us guys, it’s bad marriages, relationships that didn’t work out. A lot of us leave home and come here to forget a woman. If I’m unusual it’s because I’m trying to forget two of them.

Thalia. Would she help me forget, or force me to remember when that’s the last thing I want to do? Doesn’t matter, I guess, because the opportunity passed. I let it go. There was something flirty in the way she acted last night, I’m sure of it. The way she tested the smile, not sure it would land. The way she said maybe longer like it was a question she was leaving for me to answer. I could have chased after her. But then, that’s the whole thing all over again. I can’t keep myself together, keep up this good balance I’ve been striking and also chase every girl that crosses my path. I’m getting better. I have to remember that.

I fill up my bag and carry it back over the footbridge that runs across the little creek dividing the two sections of the beach. I toss the bag in the big dumpster at the far end, put the gloves and bags back in the bike, and walk to the beach to stretch. The sun’s already crept over the hills by the time I’m ready to go. Just once down and back. I wave and nod to the regulars; the dog walkers, the older Thai couple who power-walk in matching tracksuits and have never once acknowledged me back but receive my wave with great dignity, the guy with the metal detector who’s been working the same stretch of sand since before I arrived and seems to find nothing, ever, but keeps coming back. I don’t know them and they don’t know me, but we’ve been playing this little game of acknowledgment since the first few weeks I got here.

I’m sweating when I’m done. I rinse my bare feet in the big basin that a little old lady fills up every morning, set at the top of the footpath between the sand and the street. She’s there every time, sitting on a low plastic stool with a thermos of tea and a phone she watches soap operas on, and she gives the same slow nod to everyone who uses the basin, a nod that doesn’t quite mean you’re welcome but means something like it. It’s a kind thing to do, but it’s also practical. The footpath gets sandy when people don’t clean their feet before they cross. I hold my heel out and let the sand fall back into the creek to be carried out to sea.

I need a shower, but there’s one thing I want to do first. I buy some cat food at the 7-Eleven, the wet food, not the dry, and then drive up the beach road past the public school to the wat. The road narrows up here, more trees, the temple wall running along the left side, white plaster with a terracotta cap, cracked in places and patched and cracked again. Buddhist temples are a refuge for all kinds of animals. In Thailand, it’s a crime to kill a cat or a dog. That’s nice, especially because they’re sometimes eaten in neighboring countries. But it means the shelters here are usually overflowing. Somebody’s got to pick up the slack. The monks handle this, which is why the strays know to come to the wat. And since I come to the wat to feed them, those little opportunists are always on the lookout for me.

They’re already yowling before I even stop the bike. I have to brake hard to keep from running over the old calico with only one eye. Damn it, Rusty. Don’t you have any sense of self-preservation? She’s been here longer than any of the others, a permanent fixture on the flat stones in front of the temple entrance, stained with years of incense ash and the pawprints of animals that have been coming here longer than I have. I put the kickstand down and pour a generous helping out. A young ginger tom I haven’t seen before is already shouldering in, no manners at all. They scramble to hoover it all up.

An older monk—different from the one I saw on the beach this morning—watches all of this with passive indifference and then goes back to sweeping leaves with a thatch broom. I get back on the bike and ride home.

Now that the cats have had their breakfast, I can have mine. I make a right at the end of the beach road and I’m back on Millionaire’s Mile.

I shower, then make eggs and slice up a mango. Coconut water, leftover watermelon, bagels and cream cheese. The last are the real luxuries here, the kind of thing I can only get at the fancy foreigner market on the main road, where expats pay twice the going rate for the comfort of familiar packaging. I love Thai food but I haven’t figured out how to eat rice first thing in the morning. Maybe once I’ve been here long enough I will. I eat out on the terrace, the sea already turning from grey to blue below me, a longtail boat cutting across the bay far out, its engine a faint clatter in all that quiet.

I eat and try to get Thalia off my mind. Then I remember who she’s pushing out and call her back to mind again. So, she snuck up and swam in my pool while I was away. Why my house? There are bigger villas with bigger pools between Kamala and here. The little beach without a name just below me offers quite a climb, especially at night. Was it just coincidence? I think about what she’ll do today, where she’ll go, who she’ll meet, where she’ll end up after she leaves here. A gap year. She has a whole year of this ahead of her. I stare out at the water and think about what I’d say to her if she reappeared in my pool again.

Once I’m done eating, I wash the dishes and go upstairs to the office that overlooks the water. A narrow room, one long desk under the window, a shelf of paperbacks I’ve read twice each, a standing fan in the corner that I run on the middle setting. The window faces west, so the light in the morning is clean and indirect, which is perfect. I’ve got a half-finished cup of green tea from yesterday still sitting on the desk. I dump it in the bathroom sink and set the empty mug back where it was, a placeholder for the new one I’ll make later. Now, finally, is the time to put all this prep to good use. I’ve exercised and eaten and done my good deeds. Now the universe owes me the clarity and focus of uninterrupted flow, that special fuel I need to write. Get ready, you green-skinned goblin girls, ‘cause I’m gonna getcha.

I wake my Mac and see I’ve got a reminder.

CLASS WITH MEENA TODAY 9:25.

Oh, shit. My Thai class. I completely forgot she asked to switch days. It’s 8:51, which means I have barely enough time to drive down to the coffee shop to meet her. I was doing so good. So disciplined. Looks like work will have to wait. I’ve got a date—which is purely platonic and just about tutoring—with a cute Thai chick. I can’t keep my legions of fans waiting too long, but I can’t keep her waiting either.

When I arrive at Chiang Mai Coffee, Meena’s already there, on her phone. She’s got a tall latte in front of her and looks up when I come in, sets the phone face-down and folds her hands in greeting.

“Sawadee ka, Khun Mike.”

She looks radiant, resplendent. This is something I absolutely adore about Thai women. They wear tight dresses and full makeup for everyday errands, a Tuesday morning coffee the same as a Friday night out. The dress Meena’s wearing is emerald green with a little white floral pattern on it, cut to just above the knee, and she’s wearing heels to a language lesson at nine in the morning. Back in the States, women don’t dress like this unless they’re going somewhere. Here it’s just a weekday and Meena’s showing this much midriff without a second thought. Maybe it’s the climate or the culture, probably both. Whatever it is, it’s one of the many small perks of living here.

“Sawadee krap, Kru Meena,” I answer in Thai. “Sorry I’m late.”

She tells me it’s okay and that I can go order a coffee if I want. I go to the counter and order my third cup of the day—or I guess my fourth, since my French press makes two, and I count the one I had before the run, and the one I had on the beach, and—honestly I’ve lost track. I return to our usual table in the corner, the one next to the window with the view of the motorbikes parked outside and the spirit house on the low wall across the road with the little garland of jasmine someone puts there fresh every morning.

I’ve been studying Thai for about a year now. When I first started, it was miraculous if I could understand anything the people around me were saying, let alone make them understand me. I found Meena on Facebook and she gave me some workbooks to build my vocabulary and sent me links to videos at my level, which was stuff like Peppa Pig dubbed over in Thai. Even Peppa was too advanced at first. There’s a tonal quality to spoken Thai that the ear has to slowly learn to hear, the way you can’t see a constellation until someone traces it for you, and then you can’t unsee it. Gradually, I learned. I watched it over and over, not trying to catch each word but just letting it soak in. After a while, I started understanding better. Podcasts help, and learning the alphabet, which is this whole other thing I didn’t expect to be good at. But with Meena’s encouragement I got better. Now we can sit and have a real conversation that I can actually follow.

Meena tells me a story in Thai about her nieces. I interrupt a few times to ask questions, but the gist is this: her grandmother was showing them how to plant vegetables in the little patch of garden behind the house. They asked what the weed growing in the yard was called. Her grandmother made them go over and look at it, made them guess, but they had no idea. They watched the weed grow day after day until it started to turn golden brown. Finally, they plucked it and brought it inside to show her.

“It was rice!” Meena says. “The same food they eat every day!”

I tell her most American kids don’t know much about farming either. I couldn’t have told her it was rice. Before I came to Thailand, I had no idea what a rice plant looked like outside of a bowl.

Having finished with her story, it’s time for me to tell one. That’s how it works with us. Well, you can already guess what story I want to tell her. And I have just enough vocabulary to do it.

I stumble searching for words. I know “girl” and “swimming pool” and “travel,” so I’m able to get the basic details across. I don’t know the word for “topless,” but I figure I can leave that part out. Meena is fascinated by the story, but I get the sense she doesn’t quite believe me.

“You never saw her before, really?” she asks. “Not your old girlfriend, right?”

Not at all, I tell her with a laugh. I never saw her before in my life. I just looked out the window and there she was. A Thai woman would never do something like that, Meena insists. Foreigners, though. They’re unpredictable.

Is that good or bad? She says she’s not sure. Living in Phuket is like living in a different country. There are foreigners everywhere. I tease her, saying she must like it at least a little or she wouldn’t be here.

“Correct, Khun Michael!” she says.

Then she leans close like she’s telling me a secret. She doesn’t like Thai men.

“Really?”

They’re all lazy and they drink too much, she says. It seems a little unfair. They can’t all be like that.

“Okay, maybe not all of them,” she says, slipping accidentally into English. “But a lot.”

She tells me that she decided she wasn’t going to stay in the Northeast of Thailand forever. When she grew up, she was going to move away and find a foreign guy.

“What happened?” I ask.

She puts a finger to her lip and gives this little embarrassed smile.

“Look but don’t find,” she says, which is the Thai way of saying it. “Oh, do you know this phrase?”

She says it in Thai for me and I try to follow the sounds she makes.

“Sod mai sod,” I say.

“Yes, but you need to say it with the right tone, or you change the meaning.”

“What does it mean?” I ask.

“When you pronounce correctly, the meaning is single but not fresh.”

I laugh.

“Really,” she says. “That’s me. Single but not fresh anymore. Long time already.”

“You must be holding out for the right man,” I say.

“Holding out?” she repeats. “What is that?”

“Oh,” I say. “Waiting.”

She nods, a small and maybe a sad smile on her lips. She picks up her latte and wraps both hands around it even though it’s already too warm in here for that.

“Yes, always.”

I don’t want to read too much into it, but I kinda can’t help but wonder if she might be flirting with me just a little. I have a hard time believing that a woman as beautiful and smart as Meena can’t find a man if she wants one. Finding a good man, now that’s harder. But then, good women don’t grow on trees either. Even when you think you’ve found one—and then you find out that she has a girlfriend and actually wants you to join the two of them, and you’re happy for a while, happier than you ever thought you could be—there’s always heartbreak somewhere down the line.

That’s why I don’t push things with Meena, even as I sense she might be interested in me. Or at least, guys from countries like mine. She talks to foreigners every day, and some of them have to be men. So she has plenty of options if she wants. Besides, I don’t want things to ever get awkward between us. Having studied together for more than six months, I think of her as a friend and not just a tutor. Maybe my only real Thai friend.

We talk a little more and then she checks her phone and realizes we’ve already been here for an hour and a half. She apologizes but she needs to get going. She has another student after lunch and she has errands to do before then.

I ask about her errands but she tells me that it’s “reung suan dua,” which means private.

“Fair enough,” I say. “Thank you very much, Kru Meena.”

“Ka,” she answers, which means yes in every situation and is a polite way of responding. She’s already gathering her things, dropping her phone into her bag, capping her pen, sliding the workbook across to me. She stands and gives a small wai, hands pressed together at her chest, and I return it badly, as I always do.

I haven’t even bothered to sip my coffee. So after Meena says goodbye I sit and finish it, watching the traffic on the road outside, a steady stream of motorbikes and the occasional pickup truck with workers standing in the bed. The coffee shop has a BGM playlist running—something low and vaguely jazzy, the kind of background music designed to make you order another drink. The couple at the table behind me have been here longer than I have and show no signs of leaving. Finally, I don’t have any excuses anymore. I have to get back to writing. I pay for my coffee and step outside, taking my shades from out of the dip in my collar and putting them on. The heat hits like a wall. Even at this hour it’s already hot.

I walk toward my bike but I don’t even make it that far before she stops me.

“Hey!” my latest distraction calls out to me. “Any chance I could grab another lift?”


3.

“Oh, hey,” I say in that tone that I hope makes me sound casual but also pleased.

“Looks like I’m the one who’s catching you this time,” Thalia says.

“Where are you going?”

“To the shops,” Thalia says.

She’s wearing those baggy harem pants with the elephant designs that tourists buy for just a few bucks, the kind you find folded in every market stall between here and Chiang Mai. Thais wore these once but they’re out of fashion now, like wearing a cowboy hat in Arizona. The top she’s wearing doesn’t match. It’s tight, black, and really more a tiny strip of fabric than an article of clothing. A thin gold chain at her collarbone. Hair pulled up in that way where it’s supposed to look like she didn’t try.

“What do you need?”

“Fruit, mostly,” she says. “I need other bits and pieces, but I’m craving something sweet and it’s so cheap here.”

“Sure,” I say. “Hop on.”

We zip down the road to an open air market. On Monday and Friday evenings the whole parking lot fills with stalls selling everything from fruit to cuts of fresh(ish) meat and seafood, cheap clothes, noodles made to order, loaded baked potatoes, pizza by the slice, everything really. But right now it’s pretty much just fruit. The place is sleepy and quiet, the vendors sitting on low stools in the shade of their tarps, fans going, nobody in any particular hurry. A stray dog stretches himself out in the shadow of an awning and watches us arrive without getting up.

Thalia hops off the bike and shields her eyes against the glare.

“Can you come with me?” she asks. “You’re practically a local. You can tell me if I’m getting ripped off.”

“That’s the best part about Thailand,” I say. “Even when they overcharge you, you don’t care because it’s still cheaper than what you’d pay back home. But I’ll make sure they don’t take you for too much.”

We walk the stalls and a pimple-faced girl wearing a Slayer t-shirt watches us with disinterest from behind a row of pineapples. Thalia picks up an oddly-shaped purple fruit and examines it like it’s from another planet.

“Oh, what’s this one?” she asks.

“Dragon fruit. Get a kilo. They’re great.”

I grab two more and hand them over to the fruit seller. Thalia gives over hers. Next we pick out a few mangoes and a bunch of bananas. 150 baht for all of it.

“Is that alright?” Thalia asks me.

“It’s a little more than four dollars,” I say. “US dollars. I’m not sure about the Australian exchange rate.”

“Yeah, that’s heaps good,” she says.

She gives a little bow to the seller, who just stares at her. Once we’re a few paces away she asks me—

“Did I do something wrong?”

“No,” I say. “It’s a little formal for this kind of situation. These days most people aren’t that polite when they don’t need to be. Those people have the only fruit stand in this part of town, so they’ve pretty much got a captive market.”

She’s carrying the bag of fruit in the crook of her arm and chewing on a piece of banana she broke off while I was talking. She’s hungry and didn’t feel like waiting. I like that about her.

“You really know a lot about Thailand,” she says.

“You just pick up on things after you’ve lived here a while,” I say.

“Know somewhere we can get something hot to eat?” she asks. “This is great for a snack, but I’m not a fruititarian. Nothing too spicy, though. Or pricey.”

It’s almost noon and I still haven’t written a single word. Thai class was one thing, but now I’m really falling behind in my schedule. But I have a feeling that if I say no now I’ll spend the next three hours kicking myself for letting the opportunity to have lunch with her pass. So, if you think about it, I’m actually doing the most time-efficient thing. This one decision to have lunch with her probably saved me three hours. I may need a nap in the afternoon after all this.

“I know a place,” I say. “Cheap, easy and pretty close.”

Nikoy’s is your typical Thai restaurant. Everything’s a la carte. You sit on plastic stools and drink from these little tin cups. Ice is self-service only. The big man himself is behind the counter this morning, working a wok with one hand and his phone in the other, which is a skill I’ve never been able to fully appreciate without being a little scared by it. He’s just shaved his head, and the skin there is still pale from where the hair was, a sharp line at his ears. I asked him about it once, the shaving, and he explained that during Ramadan some men shave as a form of discipline, a physical marker that sets the fast period apart from ordinary time. The hair grows back when it’s over. It’s a smart move regardless, given the heat.

“Hello, Miss-Terrrr!” he says, noticing us at the door. “What you like?”

Thai doesn’t have an “er” sound but it does have an “errrr!” sound. You’d really have to hear it to do it justice. Oh, well. Guess you’ll have to wait for the audiobook.

Nikoy presumes that I want chicken pad Thai, and he presumes rightly. Thalia orders the same. He gives her a thumbs up with the hand still holding the spatula. I grab some tin cups, fill them with ice from the machine by the door, and bring them over to our table.

The whole restaurant is partially open air, plastic chairs and folding tables under a corrugated roof that amplifies the heat by about ten degrees, with potted plants hanging from the awning that are somehow thriving in a way that impresses me every time. The open-facing side looks out over the same little creek I mentioned before. You follow it and it takes you all the way out to the beach. Sparrows flutter in and land on empty tables to pick at the rice diners left behind, and nobody chases them away.

Thalia looks around the room with the careful attention of someone trying to memorize a place. She’s going to describe this restaurant to someone back home, I can tell.

“This place is clean, right?” she asks.

“I’ve eaten here hundreds of times by now and I’ve never gotten sick,” I say.

I don’t mention the monitor lizard I once saw climb up the retaining wall and sneak into the kitchen. They only eat dead things anyway, which actually opens up its own disturbing line of inquiry.

“Okay,” she says. “I trust you.”

I pour us both some water from the pitcher on the table.

“This is clean, by the way,” I say. “Restaurants get filtered water delivered. You can’t drink it straight from the tap.”

“What other survival tips do you have for me?”

“Be careful trespassing,” I say. “It could get you into trouble.”

“Oh, I thought you’d forgiven me for that already,” she says.

“Nothing to forgive. Just a word to the wise.”

She sips her water through a straw. Nikoy’s son is doing homework at the end of the counter. He glances up at her, then back down at his book.

“Seems to have worked out pretty well so far.”

She looks right at me. I don’t look away.

“So you’re not here on vacation,” she says. “And you’re not a millionaire. What are you?”

“I’m a writer.”

“Oh,” she says.

I both love and hate those ohs—the ones that people always give when you say you’re a writer. Yes, it strokes my ego, sure it does. But then they ask what you write, have they heard of you, would they have read anything you’ve written, and the answers I give rarely have the desired effect. Not for either of us.

“So you can work from anywhere,” she says. “All you need is a laptop.”

“Yes and no,” I say. “You can do the work from anywhere, but you still need to be close to people who buy what you write. There aren’t that many cities where you can network and find people who buy books or film scripts or whatever.”

Nikoy appears at the table with two plates and sets them down without ceremony. The pad Thai smells exactly right. They use two kinds of onions here, green onions and deep purple ones with diced roasted peanuts.

“But you’re here, right? You must have it figured out.”

“I guess so.”

She gives me this look like I’m holding out on her, like she can’t believe there isn’t more I’m not telling her.

“The truth is that coming here was a life detour for me,” I say.

“Where did you expect to be?” she asks.

“Well, I’m from Wisconsin,” I say. “The Great Lakes region, if you know where that is.”

She nods along, though I get the sense she’s placing it somewhere vaguely north and cold and leaving it at that.

“After college I moved to LA. I wanted to make movies. Then when that didn’t work out, I got into writing TV shows for a while because there were a lot more jobs doing that.”

“Whoa,” she says.

She wants to say more, but I’m keeping her from enjoying her food.

“Go ahead,” I say.

“Still listening,” she says as she digs into her noodles. She wraps the pad Thai around her fork like it’s spaghetti, which doesn’t work that well but is very cute.

“So I tried that for a few years, and it was great for a while.”

She chews, swallows.

“What kind of TV shows did you work on?”

“Well, do you watch The Pitt?”

“Mmmhhm,” she says, her mouth full of food.

“This show was like that except not as good,” I say. “Every network had a medical drama and they kept making new episodes. When you first start out you don’t make much money. But if you can survive the hours and keep your job long enough, eventually it starts to pay pretty well. Not movie F-U money or anything. I wasn’t Ryan Murphy.”

She squints a little, then laughs when I squint back at her. She puts a hand over her mouth so the noodles don’t accidentally spill out.

“He’s a famous producer, forget it,” I say. “The point is, I was doing pretty well for a while. Then I wasn’t.”

I pause to give her the chance to finish chewing. I grab the lime wedge from the edge of my plate and squeeze just a splash over my pad Thai, then squeeze the rest into my water.

“What happened?” she asks.

“Covid first,” I say. “That shut down pretty much everything. Then after that came the writers’ strike three years later. None of us worked for months. The show I was working on ended up getting cancelled and I was going through some stuff.”

She raises an eyebrow. Sets her fork down on the plate and gives me her full attention, the way you do when you know something interesting is about to get skipped over.

“Just relationship stuff,” I say. “Long story. Longer than the one I’m telling about my spiralling career and early semi-retirement. And this one has a happy ending because I ended up in Thailand.”

She wants to ask more, but she’s holding up a finger to let me know she needs a minute.

“Yeah, ya know what? Why don’t we both take a pause and eat first,” I say. “My food’s getting cool.”

I take a spoonful of chili powder from the little dispenser on the table, then add just a dash of sugar for balance, in the Thai style. Then I take my fork in my left and the spoon in my right and stir the noodles together with the bean sprouts and start eating.

We both let the quiet do its job for a while. The lunch rush has started to build at the other tables around us. Nikoy’s son has given up on his homework and is now helping carry plates. A dad, mom, a little girl in a school uniform at the next table work through their food without saying anything to each other. Once I’ve cleaned my plate and Thalia’s eaten all she wants of hers, I resume.

“Anyway, when times were good I had an apartment on the Westside. After they got bad, I sold up and decided I’d come here.”

“So what about your whole life in LA?” she asks. “You said you needed to be close to people who bought what you write. What about that?”

“Oh, well, I had to do a career pivot,” I say. “After 2023 I wasn’t the only one out of a job. Most of my friends were too. Some of the people I used to work with were delivering food or walking dogs. These were talented people who’d worked hard to climb the ladder, and there they were back where they started.”

“That’s rough,” she says.

“Yeah. And I decided I didn’t want to be one of them. I was going to use my skills. I knew I could write fast and for an audience. So I decided to try publishing books on Amazon.”

“Hey, that’s great,” she says. “You worked it out. Now you’re doing something you actually care about.”

“Yeah,” I say. “I’m lucky. I don’t make what I used to, but I get more creative control and nobody can fire me.”

“That’s so good,” she says. “Most people don’t get to be creative at work.”

“True. And most of the creative ones don’t get to make a living at it.”

“Are you working on anything right now?”

“I’m hard at work as we speak,” I say.

She grins.

“What’s this latest masterpiece called?”

“Gimme Goblin Girls 16.”

“What?”

“That’s what it’s called,” I say.

“Gimme goblins?”

“Gimme Goblin Girls,” I say. “Volume 16.”

She covers her mouth to laugh, shoulders going up.

“I’m sorry… what?!”

“Okay, I should explain.”

“Yeah, I reckon you should.”

She can’t stop giggling, and I can’t blame her. I’m about to initiate her into a whole world of literature she never suspected existed.

“Okay, so romance novels are for women, right?”

“Sure.”

“Except no, they aren’t,” I say. “Men like reading romances too. It’s just that guys like reading different kinds of romance.”

“Goblins? Men like reading romances about goblins?”

“Come on, is it any weirder than books about werewolves or vampires?”

“Uh, yeah,” she says. “It kinda is. I mean, what’s sexy about a goblin?”

“I think it’s just something exotic,” I say. “It’s fun and a little bit different. Fantasy characters, monster girls—it’s just a way to take ordinary situations and make them more interesting. Goblins are all the rage right now. Everybody’s doing goblins.”

She has to think about this for a moment, trying to process what I’m describing.

“So what do the goblin girls do?” she says. “Are they magic?”

“Sort of. It’s urban fantasy. The whole world is magical but mundane at the same time. Like, the hero of the story is a powerful mage but he has a job as a checkout clerk at the grocery store.”

“If he can do magic, why does he need a job at all?”

“Keeps him humble,” I say. “Plus, he’s got a lot of goblin girls to provide for.”

“So he’s in love with all of them at the same time?”

“Exactly. That’s the most important part. It’s haremlit. It’s all about this guy having relationships with all of these different girls. Each one’s different and special in her own way. Everything else about the story just gives the reader permission to believe that all of this happens.”

“That’s… interesting,” she says.

She seems more amused than anything, but I can see she’s still perplexed. She glances out at the creek, then back at me, like she’s checking that I’m still the same person she thought I was ten minutes ago.

“And that’s what you do now? You live in Thailand and sit in your big house on the hillside and write about goblin girls?”

“That’s what I do,” I say.

I understand her reaction and I’m not bothered by it. It’s not a genre that a lot of women understand right away. But then, some guys sneer at bodice rippers too. Easy to dismiss something before you really get what it is.

“Do you miss Hollywood? Working on TV shows?”

“Honestly? No. I thought I would. But writing this way gives me way more freedom than I ever had in LA. Way less stress too.”

“You definitely seem relaxed,” she says.

I shrug. Being happy is effortless when it’s real.

“Tell me more.”

“That’s all about me,” I say.

“That’s not all about you,” she says. “You still haven’t told me about your personal life. I’ll need to hear more about that later.”

So there’s going to be a later. That’s interesting. Glad to know that.

“Fair enough,” I say. “Tell me about you.”

“I don’t have this impressive life history like you have,” she says. “Let’s see. I grew up in Mackay, which is this town in central Queensland—”

(Queensland! I was right!)

“—Went to uni in Brisbane and that’s it. Now I’m on this trip. No work history. Pretty boring, really.”

“Come on, you’re holding out on me,” I say. “There has to be more to this story. You’re a solo traveler. That’s impressive. More impressive than you’re giving yourself credit for.”

“Yeah, okay, but so are you.”

“I don’t know if I qualify as a traveler,” I say. “I mean, except for trips around Thailand, I don’t really go anywhere. Besides, I’m a guy. Nobody’s impressed by a middle-aged guy traveling by himself.”

“You’re not middle-aged,” she says.

“I’m not?”

“No, my dad is middle-aged. You’re mature.”

Definitely liking the way she said that. There are a lot of ways to understand the word mature, and most have positive connotations.

“I’ll take it. But the point still stands.”

She rests her chin in the heel of her palm. Outside, a motorbike backfires on the road and a bird lifts off one of the empty tables in a panic, lands three feet away, and starts picking at the rice again.

“I wanted to travel and I didn’t have anyone who wanted to go with me. What’s impressive about that?”

“You went anyway. A lot of women your age wouldn’t.”

“I don’t believe in letting fear hold you back,” she says. “Sounds like such a cliche—YOLO and all that. But it’s true, ya know?”

“When you see something you want, you go for it,” I say. “That’s how you ended up in my pool.”

“Right. And look how well that turned out.”

She smiles at that and doesn’t look away. I don’t either.

The place is really filling up now that the lunch rush has hit. Voices bouncing off the corrugated roof, Nikoy calling something back into the kitchen, the smell of frying garlic coming in waves. I know I need to get back. But I’m having so much fun I don’t want the conversation to end. Thalia senses it too because she checks her phone and then sets it back on the table face-down, which I notice.

“Do you need to go?” she asks. “Back to your goblin girls?”

“Actually, yes,” I say. “I’ve missed out on the whole morning.”

“I’m sorry,” she says.

“Not your fault,” I say. “Believe me, I can procrastinate without help. But I should get back to work if I’m going to get 2,000 words in.”

“2,000 words? How long does that take you?”

“Couple hours, most days,” I say.

“That’s it? God, I used to pull all-nighters writing papers that weren’t even half that long.”

“It doesn’t have to be Shakespeare,” I say. “And after doing it for years, it tends to come easy.”

“Can I be honest? I actually really want to read your book now.”

“You can,” I say. “Start on GGG 1. I’m proudest of volume seven, but unless you start at the beginning it won’t really make sense.”

We get up and squeeze past the line of people standing and pointing at the big premade vats of curry and vegetables and pay at the counter. Nikoy looks at the little pad of paper he wrote our order on and tells me the cost in Thai. I hand over the money. He counts the change from a tin on the shelf, not the register, sliding the coins across the counter one by one.

“How much was it?” Thalia asks, fishing a little coin purse out of the pocket of her elephant print pants.

“Don’t worry about it,” I say. “I’ve got this one.”

It’s the cheapest imaginable date, so it would be almost ridiculous if I didn’t cover it. Even if this isn’t a date. Which I’m pretty sure it’s not.

We walk out from under the shade covering the front of the lime-green building and the sun is even more intense.

“What’s your plan for the rest of the day?” I ask.

“I’ve got a reading assignment, remember?” she says, looking at her phone, apparently checking the Kindle app for my book.

“You don’t have to really do that if you don’t want to.”

“Yes, I absolutely have to,” she says, scrolling. “Oh, here it is!”

She smiles as she looks at the cover with green-skinned girls wearing skimpy t-shirts and shorts posing in a trailer park. She holds it for me to read it off her screen.

“Who’s Thurston Kade?” she asks.

“Every romance writer uses a pen name.”

She nods.

“I like it. It suits you.”

It’s time to say goodbye but I don’t know how to. A hug? I’m getting sweatier by the minute, so I’d better make it fast if I do. But I don’t want to be the one to open my arms first, in case she finds it creepy. But a wave seems too wimpy, like I’m afraid of making contact.

None of this matters, though. Because she’s coming home with me.

“So, Thurston,” she says with a grin. “Is this going to make me hot?”

Okay, that’s a signal right there. I would be crazy not to see it.

“Only if it’s doing its job right,” I say.

“In that case, I think I should read this by the water,” she says. “I might need to cool off.”

She’s confident, bold. What am I saying? Of course she is. I found her swimming topless in my pool at night. I don’t know why I should be surprised. She’s making her intentions clear. Now it’s up to me not to say no.

“The sea is pretty warm around here,” I say.

“Yeah, too bad,” she says. 

“But I have a pool.”

“And inviting me over to swim would be very gentlemanly of you.”    

Immediately my mind starts protesting. You won’t get any work done. You’ll tell yourself you will, but you won’t. You’re behind enough already. Tell her you can’t today but that you’ll make it up to her later, before she leaves. That way, you can be productive and still enjoy her company without letting her break your concentration. That’s the thing to do. But instead I say—

“Sure,” I say. “Let’s go.”
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Well, I was right. This is useless. I’m not one of those writers who gets blocked. I don’t say this to brag. I just never had that problem. There are plenty of times when what I write is terrible, but I’ve never stared at a blank screen having no idea what I’m going to write. I’ve always been able to crank out something, even if it sucks. Well, today that’s what I get.

“Her breasts called to him, those two mounds of flesh the color of ceremonial-grade matcha. She was eager, ready, practically dripping with desire. Her lidded eyes told him that untold pleasures were about to assault all his senses. He was overwhelmed with a sudden and earth-shattering ardor. It was a feeling he’d only felt for only fifteen goblin girls before her. But a stirring in his heart told him that this girl wouldn’t be like the rest, that she would awaken something inside him that had been sleeping there. The stirring of his cock seconded his heart’s assessment.”

Ugh. Yeah, that’s bad.

I highlight everything I’ve just written and hit delete. That part about awakening something sleeping inside him—that wasn’t too bad. Maybe I can build a new paragraph around that.

The office is a narrow room on the second floor, west-facing, which means the morning light comes in clean and indirect with no glare, no shadows cutting across the screen at the wrong angle. By midday it starts to shift, the light going from white to gold and pressing in low along the desk. I’ve got the blinds cracked just enough to take the edge off without losing the view, which on a clear day goes all the way out past the point where the Andaman sea opens up and turns a deeper shade of blue. The pool is directly below, just off to the left from where I sit. I can see maybe two-thirds of it from here if I lean. I’ve been not leaning.

I keep typing, willing my fingers to keep moving so I can stay on task. But my thoughts keep drifting to Thalia downstairs. I’ve kept myself back from the window on purpose, but it hasn’t been easy. She’s down there reading. And while that may not sound all that exciting, it’s my book she’s reading. What does she think of it? Is she bored? Has she given up on it to sunbathe instead?

Easy, Michael. You’re not ready to be this interested in another woman. Especially one who’s so much younger than you are, and especially when that much younger woman is going to be going back to her own country to start her life while you stay here in your beach house. Alone.

I start again, and this time the words are just a little bit better. Instead of the generic I reach for specific details, conjuring something concrete in my mind. Still not great, but better. I try one sentence and then another and before I know it I’ve strung together a full page.

I think I’ve earned a break. Not a long one, just enough to go downstairs and get some water. I push off from the desk with both hands, the swivel chair sliding back across the hardwood. I take the stairs two at a time. The staircase runs along the interior wall of the house, one of those open-tread designs where you can see the hallway below through the steps. At the bottom there’s a small landing, a coat hook nobody uses, a mirror I try not to look at when I’m mid-draft and unshaven face is tempting me to spend time shaving instead of writing. I walk through the living room to the kitchen.

The living room always takes me a second to clock when I come through it in a hurry. It came fully furnished and looks like it was designed to impress rather than to be lived in. Low white sofas that look good and feel stiff, because really they’re cheap builds, a glass coffee table, a large framed print of a temple on the wall that nobody chose, just ordered in quantity. It’s fine. I’ve added nothing to it except a stack of books on the coffee table and the Singh by the door.

I fill my glass from the water jug in the fridge and risk a peek out the kitchen window. The window faces the pool and the hillside drop beyond it, the view from down here flatter and more immediate than from the office above. From up there you see the water on the horizon. From here you see the birds of paradise along the border wall, the basalt rock catching the afternoon light, the deck chairs. Thalia’s in one of them, legs stretched out, ankles crossed. She must have been wearing her swimwear underneath those baggy elephant pants because that’s what she has on now. Just a bikini, hair tied back, sunglasses on, Kindle propped on her stomach. She turns a page. She tilts her head and I think she sees me. I raise my hand to say hello. She waves me over.

I should bring her some water. I set my glass on the counter and take another one out of the cabinet, drop in some ice from the tray and go out through the French doors. The heat hits again, that four o’clock version that’s somehow different from the morning.

She sets her Kindle down and sits up a little as I walk over.

“Thanks!” she says, taking a long sip that tells me she was thirsty.

“How’s the book?” I ask.

She swallows.

“It’s good,” she says. “Really funny. You didn’t mention that.”

“I don’t know if the humor always lands,” I say. “Besides, if your writing is really funny you shouldn’t have to describe it that way.”

“But it is! Honestly, I wasn’t expecting much. I thought a story about loving goblins would be kinda gross. But I’m into it. Even the—well, you know. You make the connection between Jason and Emerald feel so authentic. So alive.”

“Just wait,” I say. “It’s a technique. Once you’ve read a few, you start to pick up on all the usual tropes and conventions. The thing is, without those things the books would take too long to write. So there has to be a compromise somewhere.”

“I don’t believe you,” she says. “I don’t think you’re really that cynical. You’re proud of this. More than you’re letting on.”

She’s perceptive. It’s true. Oh, man. This girl. I really have to watch myself with this one.

“Well, I’m glad you like it,” I say. “And you’re right. I was wondering what you thought of it.”

“Which is why you came downstairs, right?”

I shrug. The sun has moved enough that the basalt rock is throwing a long shadow across the near side of the deck. Another hour and the pool will be in full shade.

“And to be a good host.”

She takes another long gulp and then holds the glass up and looks at it.

“Your ice tastes kinda weird,” she says.

“Oh, yeah, sorry about that,” I say. “That’s probably the durian.”

“What’s durian?”

“It’s this fruit that’s like a delicacy here,” I say. “Giant spiky things, like dragon eggs. Inside the shells, they have this yellow fruit that Thais go absolutely nuts for.”

“Oh, I’ve heard of these,” she says. “They’re really smelly, right?”

“Like diesel fuel,” I say. “But I’ve acquired a taste for them. I made the mistake of storing one in the fridge. The smell gets into everything, including the ice. They’re banned in most hotels.”

She hands the glass back to me and I set it down on the flat top of the rock. It’s warm from the sun even through the glass.

“I think I’ve had enough, thanks.”

We both stand there a little longer, both of us wanting to say something else and neither quite sure what. From somewhere below the hillside, the longtail boats are moving back along the coast, engines carrying up through the still air. End of the afternoon run.

“How’s the latest book coming?” she asks.

“Oh, ya know,” I say. “I haven’t really earned a break yet.”

“Back to the grind,” she says, miming a hammer driving home a nail. Then she laughs, suddenly self-conscious. “I don’t even know what I did there. That wasn’t even a grind.”

“I get it,” I say, smiling. “You comfortable here for a little while longer?”

“Yeah,” she says. “Getting hot though. Might need to get in soon.”

Where my mind goes when she says that, I don’t have to tell you.

“Hmm?”

“The pool.”

“Oh, well, make yourself at home.”

I retreat upstairs. From the landing I can already see out the office window, the pool catching the changed light at a different angle than it was before, the water gone from turquoise to a deeper green at the edges. I sit back down, roll the chair in, flex my fingers. More determined than ever to get something decent out.

I keep trying to focus on the scene and the characters. But even though it isn’t time yet in the story, I feel like I had to write a sex scene.

“Jason didn’t hesitate. He reached out, cupping her sharp chin, pulling her into a rough kiss. Her lips were cool, tasting faintly of wild berries, and she bit down lightly with a playful growl. His hands slid down her back, gripping her hips as he pressed her against the cave wall. She let out a low, guttural sound, her claws digging into his shoulders.

“Human strong,” she murmured, her breath hot against his neck as she tugged at his shirt, tearing it with ease. “Show me more.”

He yanked the tattered cloth from her body, exposing her small, firm breasts and the taut muscles of her stomach. His fingers roamed her skin, marveling at the strange, slick texture, while she fumbled with his belt, impatient. Soon, they were both bare, the chill of the cave forgotten as heat built between them. He lifted her effortlessly, her legs wrapping around his waist, her sharp nails raking down his back as he thrust into her.

Yeah, okay. Not bad. I keep clacking away until I’ve written not just one scene but two, and somewhere in the middle of the second one I’ve stopped worrying about whether it’s good. I’m just in it.

I spend an hour, maybe more. I’m in a trance, lost in the story world. It may not be high art, but that isn’t the point. It’s about that feeling of getting lost in a story. That’s what everyone is really after. An escape. And if I’m losing myself writing it, there’s a chance the reader will experience that too.

I feel a crick developing in my neck from staring at the screen too long. The light through the blinds has shifted again, that last hour of afternoon gold that comes in nearly horizontal and lights up the dust on the desk. I check the word count. 2,654 words. Nice. I met the goal I set for myself and then some. I love my job. Back when I was one of a dozen writers in a room, I could never just clock out when I was done for the day. You always had to look busy either writing or rewriting or staring pensively at the screen thinking about what you were going to write or rewrite. Now there’s no one to perform for. Time for a swim.

Nope. Not yet. Because as soon as I strip down, I can see that I’m visibly stiff. Not fully hard, but definitely still awake after that last writing jaunt. Alright, don’t get ahead of yourself. Take a seat on the bed, relax. You don’t want to go out there half-cocked. Or ya know. Whatever the phrase is.

If I go out there, something’s going to happen between the two of us. I don’t know exactly what, but there’s going to be some flirting at least. Maybe a little kissing. Maybe more. Maybe a lot more. Physically, I’m ready for that, sure. But emotionally? I still haven’t been with anyone since Olivia and Ava.

It’s been a year. More than a year. And while I still haven’t figured out how to put the two of them out of my thoughts, I should be ready to at least experiment and see where things go. Maybe she doesn’t want to start some holiday fling anyway. Maybe she’ll be the one to slow things down, to say she’s not ready. Because sometimes when a girl is shy and emotionally vulnerable, she swims naked in a stranger’s pool.

Yeah, that makes sense.

If nothing else, sitting here wrestling with myself has caused my erection to recede. I’m ready to go out there, and I’ll hate myself if I hold back now. The sun is past its peak for the day. I think I can get away without sunscreen.

Stepping outside, I find her swimming lazy laps, one arm over the other, no particular hurry. The pool is fully in shade now, the hillside behind it already dimming. She stops and swims toward me when she sees me.

“Finished?”

“For now,” I say. “I was a little blocked there, but I managed to get through it.”

“Getting in?”

I step off the concrete edge and drop straight in, making a small splash. My feet touch the bottom of the pool and I stand, wiping the water from my eyes. It’s not a big pool and there’s no deep end. But she’s there in front of me, floating so close that she’s almost orbiting me.

“I love your house,” she says.

You should stay the night, then.

“I know, I can’t believe how lucky I am,” I say.

“It’s paradise.”

“Nope,” I say.

She eyes me curiously.

“It’s not paradise. But I’ll still take it.”

She treads water, risking getting just a little closer to, her eyes wide and curious, watching me.

“I wish I could stay here,” she says.

I don’t say anything. We’re looking at each other, and we both know what’s about to happen. The words are just there to cut through the tension. My heart’s thumping, and it’s not just from excitement. I know that what I do next will be the start of something, but there’s no other way.

She floats to me and I wrap my hand around the small of her back, pulling her toward me. Those soft, puffy pink lips slightly open, ready. She sighs gently as her body folds into me, our lips so near. 

The kiss is quiet. That’s the first thing. Not the aggressive thing I’d been half-expecting, half-dreading from myself. Just her mouth finding mine in the water, her hands coming up against my chest, and the sound the pool makes when two people stop moving and the water settles around them. She tastes like sunscreen and the faint chlorine of the pool and underneath that something warmer, something that is just her.

I don’t rush it. I don’t think either of us expected that, that we would both just stay there in it. Her fingers curl slightly against my sternum. I can feel each one.

When she pulls back it’s only an inch or two, her face still close enough that I could count her eyelashes. They’re wet and slightly clumped together from swimming. She blinks once, slowly, watching me. That expression isn’t something I would have written into Gimme Goblin Girls. It’s not lidded or smoldering or telegraphing untold pleasures. It’s a little bit surprised, I think. A little bit like she’s figuring something out.

“Okay,” she says quietly. Not yeah or yes or any of those words. Just okay.

I laugh, I can’t help it. She laughs too, the sound bouncing off the water, and then we’re kissing again and it’s less quiet this time but still not rushed, still not the thing I sometimes worried I would do, which is be too hungry and ruin it. Her arms come around my neck. She’s shorter than me and she rises onto her toes and then gives up on that and lets me take some of her weight, her legs drifting to bracket my hips, not quite wrapping around them, just hovering there in the water like she hasn’t fully decided yet.

That indecision is, for some reason, the thing that gets to me most.

I move us toward the wall of the pool without really deciding to, just finding the resistance there and using it. She lets out a slow breath against my ear when her back touches the tile. I pull back to look at her. Her hair’s half out of its tie and sticking to the side of her face and neck, dark against her skin, and the late shade coming off the hillside has flattened the light so that the green-blue of the water is reflecting up under her jaw, her throat, her chin. She looks at me the same way she looked at me when she said she didn’t believe I was really that cynical. Like she’s still in the process of cataloguing.

“What?” I say.

“Nothing,” she says. “Just looking.”

Which should be a throwaway line and instead it makes something tighten in my chest in a way I’m not fully prepared for. There’s a version of myself that says the right thing here, the charming and practiced thing, the line that a character in one of my books would say. I don’t use it. I put my hand against the wall above her shoulder instead and she tilts her head up and we find each other again.

The water moves around us when she shifts. I feel the length of her against me and for a moment my carefully maintained composure does a thing, flinches a little, stutters. She feels it. Her mouth curves against mine, not a smirk, something softer than that, more like recognition. She puts her hand on my jaw. Not to direct me, just to hold.

The straps of her bikini top are thin, just two ties looped at the back of her neck, and I find them without looking but I don’t pull. I just rest my fingers there, at the nape of her neck, at the knot, asking without asking. She shifts, leans her head forward until her forehead rests lightly against mine.

“Yeah,” she says. Same word she said before when I brought the water. That vocal economy I’d noticed about her. But the way she says it. Yeah.

I pull the tie loose. The fabric loosens and she lets it fall between us into the water. She doesn’t move to cover herself. She looks at me looking at her, and the water catches the last of that horizontal late-afternoon light and throws it upward so everything is gold and green and soft. Whatever I wrote upstairs, I understand now how far off the mark it all is, how much the language cheapens rather than captures it. There’s nothing to describe that isn’t rendered false and small by the act of describing.

Her skin is warm even in the pool. I didn’t expect that. She shudders slightly when I touch her, not from cold, just from the contact, and makes a small sound that she seems to decide not to suppress, that she just lets exist in the air between us. I stay close. I stay slow, deliberately slow, because she is not in a hurry and I don’t want to be the one to break whatever this is, this careful undiscovered thing.

“You’re thinking,” she says.

“I do that,” I say.

“Stop it for a little while.”

There’s nothing teasing in it. It’s just an honest request, and I honor it. I stop being somewhere else in my head, I stop performing a check on myself and wondering whether I’m ready and cataloguing all the reasons why not, and I’m just here, in the water, with her. My hands at her waist. The birdsong from the hillside. The last sunlight going off the basalt.

She reaches for the tie at her hip and pulls it, and the other side, and she’s in just the bottom half of the bikini now, her hands moving to my shoulders for balance as she works the knot loose. There’s something matter-of-fact about the way she does it that I find more disarming than any studied seduction would have been.

I lean my head down to her shoulder and stay there a moment. Her hand comes up and she rests her palm flat against the back of my head. Neither of us moves. The pool water rocks quietly against the tile walls.

“Hi,” she says softly, into my hair.

“Hi,” I say back.

Which is, I realize, maybe the best thing either of us has said so far.

I work my swimsuit down and off and let the current take it to the corner of the pool where it won’t matter. She watches me do it. When I move back to her she wraps one leg around the back of my thigh, not urgently, just drawing me in, making the geometry of it clear. I put my hand beneath her in the water, finding her first, making sure. She inhales slowly through her nose and holds it. Her hips shift forward the smallest degree, an involuntary thing, honest in a way that undoes me more than anything deliberate could have.

When we finally come together she exhales completely, a long quiet breath like she’s been holding it for some time, possibly longer than just this moment. I hold still. She holds still. Her forehead drops against mine and we stay like that, both adjusting to the fact of it, the water lapping at the tiles. Her fingers curl against my back.

Then she moves, a slow rolling motion from her hips, and I move with her, and we find a rhythm that the water seems almost to assist, each small wave we generate returning to us, the pool a kind of collaborator. It is not acrobatic. It is not anything like the cave wall scene I wrote earlier today, the claws and the tearing and the effortless lifting. It’s just the two of us in the shallow end of a shaded pool, her shoulder blades against the tile, my forearm braced above her, her face turned up toward mine. The sounds she makes are quiet but unguarded. The sounds I make surprise me. At one point she laughs softly at something, I don’t know what, some small imperfect human thing, and I laugh too, and we don’t stop.

Her breath changes as I move against her, the slight hitch of it, not dramatic, just the honest involuntary catch in the throat. Her nails find my back. The water swirls and eddies around us with each small adjustment. I can feel the tile wall cool against my forearm. She shifts and arches and makes a sound that curves upward at the end, a question and its answer at once, something only really possible in the body, not on any page I’ve ever written, not in any form I’ve managed to find language for. Her face against my neck, one hand pressed flat between my shoulder blades, her breath warm and ragged at my ear.

The hillside above us is going gold and then copper and then the shadows slide over the pool edge completely and the water turns that darker green. Somewhere down through the valley the longtail engines have gone quiet and there’s just the birds and the sound of the water and her.

Afterward we float there awhile, not talking. The silence doesn’t need anything from either of us. She’s on her back, arms out, hair spread on the surface of the water, staring up at whatever sky is left above the hillside. I float beside her, near enough that our shoulders nearly touch.

The pool filter kicks on somewhere beneath us with a low mechanical hum.

“I’ve still got forty percent of your book left,” she says.

“Take your time,” I say.

“I will,” she says. She turns her head to look at me, cheek resting against the water. “The Emerald chapters are my favorites.”

“Just wait until you meet Giselle, and Mora and Brynn, and Ulket,” I say. “Oh, Ulket.”

“Why do you always do that?” she says.

“What?”

“Deflect with humor every time I say something genuine.”

I look at the sky. There’s one first star visible through the canopy of a palm that hangs over the corner of the wall.

“Old habit,” I say.

“Okay,” she says. That word again. And she looks back up at the sky, and I listen to the water, and we don’t say anything else for a long time, and it’s the most unforced thing I’ve experienced in longer than I can honestly remember.     


5.

There’s still some pizza left over. We were hungry, starving. And the pizzas here are always way too small. So, I ordered the two biggest they had, 16 inch pepperoni for me, and another with seafood for her, and it’s too much. When I placed the order I couldn’t imagine not being hungry, ravenously hungry. Every one of my senses cried out to be indulged, to be overindulged. Now I’m more than sated. I’m glued to my seat. I’m glad we already had sex because now I don’t think I can move. We’re snuggled up together on my white, uncomfortable couch. Her head is resting on my stomach, and my fingers are running through her still slightly-damp hair. 

Music’s playing from my speakers, some light atmospheric jazz from my Spotify playlist. She’s wearing my clothes, shorts and one of my tees with nothing underneath.

“Why do you have a hat on the edge of your TV?” she asks.

It’s right in her field of vision, the Havana hat hanging off the edge of the flatscreen.

“I put it there once and liked the look of it. Now that’s where it lives.”

“It doesn’t distract you when you watch it?”

“I never watch it,” I say. “It’s like a prop. I didn’t buy it. I didn’t pick out any of this stuff. I only watch TV on my Mac upstairs anyway.”

“You travel lightly through life,” she says.

“I’ve had to,” I say. “It’s how I ended up here.”   

She shifts slightly, repositioning her neck. I lift my hand, her hair sliding through my fingers.

“You want any more pizza?”

“No, thanks.”

She sits up and I go over to the counter to consolidate the pizza and put it in the fridge.

I put a cork on the wine and then put the glasses in the sink for later. She watches me, this amused expression on her lips like she’s just delighted I exist. I know exactly how she feels. 

“We should probably figure out how we’re going to spend the time I have left here,” she says.

“How much time do you have left here?” I ask.

“Well, let’s see, I’ve already been here ten days, so, like three weeks? A little less, actually.”

Nowhere near enough time. I feel an ache in my gut that has nothing to do with the pizza.

“We should make the most of it,” I say. “What have you been wanting to do here that you haven’t already?”

“I just crossed one item off my list,” she says, sighing deeply. “Every girl who’s traveling solo is hoping to fall in love while she’s on holiday. It’s a cliche, but it’s true.”

“You weren’t part of my plan at all,” I say. “Not that I’m not grateful.”

“Why is that?” she asks. “How is a guy like you still single?”

“A guy who left his home and everyone he knows to go live on the other side of the world? It’s not that hard to believe.”

“You’re handsome, you’re smart, you’re clearly experienced and you have this independent streak that’s not about ego or showing off. You must have had plenty of girls before me.”

She says this like she’s reading items off a list, ticking them off one by one.

“A few,” I say. “Not many lately.”

“Why not?”

“It’s a little complicated,” I say.

“Really?” she says. “Even now, after you’ve been inside me, you still can’t tell me this big personal secret?”

“It’s not a secret exactly,” I say. “It’s just something I don’t want to get into. This is a happy time, a glorious time filled with lovemaking and pizza and lying around on the couch just feeling glad to be alive.”

“Sure, that’s all good,” Thalia says, shifting to look at me properly. “I want that too. But if we can’t trust each other, what are we doing? We’re just hanging out and fucking and then moving on with our lives. Whatever this is, I don’t want to look back on this and realize I never knew you.”

I tap my fingers against the wine bottle. She deserves to know more, and it’ll probably help for me to talk about it too. Moving to a country where you don’t know the language is a great way to keep yourself isolated, and I guess that’s what I’ve been doing.

“Okay,” I say, going over to join her on the couch. She drapes her leg across mine after I’ve sat down, and I like the way it makes me feel grounded, centered somehow.

“The truth is, I haven’t been with anyone since before I got here,” I say. “And it’s not like I haven’t had the opportunity. I just haven’t wanted to.” No, that’s only half true. “I wasn’t ready. I moved to Thailand just after my breakup and I thought I’d come to heal. Maybe I did. Maybe I still am. It’s complicated, I guess.”

She puts her hand on my arm, her touch warm and reassuring.

“Tell me about her.”

“Well, that’s the thing,” I say. “It wasn’t so much a her as a them.”

“Oh,” she says. “You like non-binary?”

“No,” I say. “Nothing like that. They were both totally female.”

“Hold on,” she says, sitting up a little straighter. “You were in a throuple? Like an actual throuple?”

“I was,” I say with as much casualness as I can.

“Oh my god!” she exclaims, slapping me in the arm. “How did you pull that off?”

“I didn’t,” I say. “Well, I wasn’t trying to get two girlfriends at once. It just happened.”

“How? How did it happen?” she asks. “Did you meet two girls at a party and show them your haremlit? Hey girls, how’d you like to be in a haremlit novel?”

I laugh.

“It wasn’t anything like that,” I say. “I was mostly writing scripts for TV back then anyway. The haremlit was just a hobby.”

“So how? Tell me everything.”

It’s weird because I realize I haven’t told this story to anyone. Even when we were together, my parents never pressed me for details. My friends did, but I preferred to keep it close to the chest. This is the first time I’m actually sharing the details of my unconventional, ultimately failed relationship, and I’m doing it at the start of this new, ultimately temporary one. How do I even begin?

I look down at the wine bottle and peel a little strip of the label off with my thumbnail.

“I met Ava first,” I say. “We were work friends. More like a work couple, really. She was the production coordinator on the series I was writing for. We were just buddies. We’d hang out, get lunch together, dinner too. Sometimes breakfast. When you’re on a TV show, that becomes your life so you form strong bonds with the people you’re close to.”

“Did she pursue you? Or did you go after her?”

“It wasn’t like that exactly,” I say.

“So, then she pursued you, you just didn’t realize it because you’re not always the best at picking up signals—“

“Hey, I picked up on yours, didn’t I?”

“Belatedly,” she says. “After I did everything but stalk you. Anyway, continue.”

She draws her knees up and wraps her arms around them, settling in like she’s getting comfortable for a long story. I appreciate this about her.

“The reason I never pursued Ava was because she already had a girlfriend who she talked about constantly and seemed really in love with. She kept telling me I should find someone, that I was a catch and I just didn’t recognize it.”

“True, all true.”

“Well, thank you,” I say. “But you can see why I didn’t think she was an option. As far as I knew, she already had what she was looking for.”

“What was she like?”

Oh, man. This is where it really starts to get painful. Because remembering how great she was just reminds me of how much I lost. I take a breath and pick at the label again. A small thing to do with my hands.

“She’s the kind of person who treats you like a best friend first,” I say. “Warm and generous don’t really describe it. I could tell her anything and she would understand immediately, almost before I said anything. Olivia was completely different. Very shy, a little bit edgier, but once she opened up she was the most loyal person you could ever hope for.”

Right up until the end, that is.

“We used to go out for drinks in West Hollywood real late and Olivia would show up, and we would stay up all night just talking and drinking. They were this beautiful couple and I was in love with Ava and thinking I had no shot with her.”

“But she secretly felt the same about you, right? She must have.”

“Yeah, but I had no idea,” I say. “Until one night we went back to their place. I was drunk and I thought anything was going to happen. Then it did, and I thought, this is it. I screwed everything up and ruined the friendship. Instead it ended up becoming the best relationship I’ve ever had.”

Thalia’s giving me this look, a little suspicious but playfully so. She’s got her chin tucked and she’s watching me over the top of her knees.

“Hold on,” she says. “Are you really telling me you had two girlfriends? Like, not a hook up, but the three of you in a relationship?”

I nod.

“No way! For how long?”

“Close to two years,” I say. “I’m not bragging about it, believe me. If I was just making it up, I’d change the story so that it would end with me dumping them instead of the way that it really happened.”

“They dumped you? Why?”

I shrug.

“Michael, come on,” she says. “You can tell me.”

“No, I can’t, because I don’t know.”

“They dumped you with no explanation?”

“It was vague. They said that I was becoming distant. I don’t know. Maybe I was. I kept pressing for some reason—just tell me what I did—but they just said that I didn’t get it.” I set the bottle down on the coffee table. “Anyway. Is that enough?”

She rubs my shoulder and then presses her ear to my chest to feel my heartbeat. I rest my chin lightly on top of her head.

“I’m sorry that happened to you,” she says. “Whatever you did, you deserve some explanation. It wasn’t fair of them to just cut you off like that.”

“I’ve had more than a year to get over it,” I say. “I still haven’t. But meeting you is the first real step I’ve taken.”

She rubs my chest in little circles, her fingers pressing gently as they run across my pec. Neither of us says anything for a moment. Then, from somewhere up near the ceiling in the corner of the room, something makes a sound like a rusty hinge being opened and closed very fast. Thalia flinches.

“What was that?”

“Gecko,” I say. “They get in through the gaps around the window frames. Completely harmless. They eat the mosquitoes, which earns them permanent residency status as far as I’m concerned.”

She cranes her neck to look for it but they’re impossible to spot unless they move.

“That’s the sound they make?”

“Wait for it,” I say.

It goes off again, a quick staccato bark, four or five times in a row. She makes a face.

“Thais count the calls,” I say. “The more times it calls in a row, the luckier you’re supposed to be. Seven is the best.”

“How many was that?”

“Four,” I say. “Decent. Not great.”

She laughs and settles back against my chest. Outside, the pool light throws that familiar blue-green against the underside of the awning.

“We need to be careful about this,” she says.

“Yeah,” I say. “I get it.”

“I’m saying this to myself, so don’t take it to mean I don’t like you,” she says. “The truth is that I’m worried I like you too much already.”

“I know how you feel,” I say. “You’re leaving soon.”

“And you’re staying,” she answers. “So we both need to be careful about getting too attached. And I’m saying this as a girl.”

I don’t say anything because I can’t think of anything that wouldn’t just make things worse. Her ear is still against my chest. I wonder what she can hear in there.

“What do you want to do tomorrow?” she asks.

“Explore,” I say, reaching over to tug on the waistband of her basketball shorts, which are actually mine, to admire that little tuft of hair between her legs.

“That could work for me,” she says. “And after that?”

“How about a waterfall?”

“Ooh, sounds perfect,” she sighs, sounding totally content. “And then?”

“Then after that we could go see monkeys.”

“There are monkeys here? Like not in cages, but walking around?”

“Sure. You just have to be careful. Those little fuckers will steal your water bottle. They can be a little unpredictable. That’s why it helps to carry a big stick.”

“You’re not going to hit them with it, are you?”

“No,” I say. “You don’t swing the stick at them, you just carry it with you to let them know you have it. It’s purely for self-defense.”

“Okay, because if there’s going to be a monkey fight, I’m out. I wouldn’t want someone bigger than me coming into my home and swinging a stick at me when all I wanted to do was steal their water.”

“Well, you can give up your water bottle without a fight,” I say with a smile

“Maybe I will,” she says. “Or maybe the monkeys will be cute and polite and pose for pictures in exchange for fruit.”

“Maybe they’ll make you their queen,” I say, poking and prodding her thigh and making monkey noises. “Ooo-ooo-oooh! Monkey queen! Monkey queen!”

She throws her head back and mimes a wild monkey queen chant.

“Arrr! I am the monkey queen!”

I chuckle. Then we just sit there holding each other.

“Let’s promise it will be like this the whole time,” she says, extending her pinky. “Whatever we’re feeling, we never let things get heavy or dark. We’re happy together. We make each other happy, right?”

“Right, agreed,” I say, wrapping my pinky around hers. “No stress, no dwelling on the past or worrying about the future. Good vibes only.”

She holds the hook for a second before letting go, like she’s checking the tensile strength of the thing.

I’m starting to feel it already, the good vibes, the promise of our time together and all that’s laid out in front of us. I can’t wait to show her around.   


6.

I wake up early just like usual, but I let Thalia sleep in. I have a bagel and do some pushups but this morning is not about exercise. It’s about getting all my work done first thing so I don’t have to stress about how much fun I’m having. I usually only settle into work after taking care of everything else, so I’m surprised at how quickly I slip into the zone and get my pages in. It helps that the scene I’m working on features three of my favorite goblin girls. These three have been a trio since book four and I know that if I put them together it’s going to create comedy and drama. Lily, Ursula and Zorba are always scheming to work out a way to get Jason to themselves, coming up with a little side quest that will take him away from the rest of the group. They’re a little devious but not really bad; just trying to keep their man satisfied like good goblin girls do.

Once I figure out the scheme, how they’re going to use the rune stones to unlock the dungeon door, we’re off to the races. I write the whole thing in one long tear. When I’m done, I check the word count and see that I’m at 1,943 new words. Not quite 2,000, and that’s usually my minimum target. But for today, I think it will pass. The sun’s already risen and it’s starting to heat up the office, which the open windows and the breeze from the water can only do so much to help. I need a shower, which means having to sneak into my own bedroom without waking Thalia.

I tiptoe to the bedroom and push the door open to find she’s already awake, scrolling on her phone, the sheet pulled up to her waist and one arm tucked behind her head. She looks like someone who’s been awake for a while and decided not to do anything about it.

“Hey,” I say. “You’re awake.”

I hop on the bed and crawl toward her. She waves at me, points to her mouth—my breath stinks and I’m not opening my mouth until I’ve brushed. I kiss her forehead and roll off the bed, heading for the bathroom.

When I’m finished, I come out wearing a towel and an expression of pure, unabashed excitement.

“You want coffee?” I ask.

“No thanks,” she says, still watching her phone. “I don’t usually have coffee first thing.”

“Alright, but let’s get after it.” I tear away the towel and wave my dick around. “Carpe diem!”

“What?” she says. The sight of my cock is slightly more interesting than whatever’s on her phone.

“Seize the day! Let’s do it! Waterfall!”

I just stand there, thrusting with my hips and making this goofy face. She sets the phone on the nightstand and climbs out of bed, shaking her head slowly like she’s reconsidering all her choices.

“You’re something else,” she says.

She walks around me, pauses to grab my cock and give it a quick tug, and proceeds to the bathroom.

“Give me a minute,” she says. “I’m not decent yet.”

I put on a dry pair of board shorts and then pick out a pair of linen-blend pants and a long-sleeve shirt. Rookie mistake is to wear shorts and a tank top because of the heat. That’s fine if you’re staying in the shade, but the UV cooks your skin on the bike even when you don’t feel it because the breeze keeps you cool while you’re riding. I was amazed when I first came here and saw Thais wearing hoodies. Only later did I understand it’s what they put on to ride.

“Agh!” she yells from the bathroom.

“What’s wrong?”

She throws open the door and sticks her head out, hands wrapped around her soaked body.

“The water’s freezing!”

“Oh, yeah. Sorry. I take cold showers.”

It’s an adaptation I picked up so soon after moving here that I’ve almost forgotten most people like their showers hot. Thailand is a two-shower-per-day kind of country. And when you’re trying to beat the heat a cold shower is the more refreshing way to wake up. Of course, not everyone agrees with me on that point.

“Just turn the little knob on the water heater.”

Her head retreats and the door closes. I listen for the sound of the shower and when I don’t hear any more yelps, I take it as a sign she’s figured it out.

A few minutes later Thalia reemerges, steam following her into the room. She’s got a towel wrapped around her and she’s smiling in the cautious way of someone who has just had a pleasant surprise they weren’t expecting to admit.

“There,” she says. “Now I’m human again.”

She wraps her arms around me and gets the front of my shirt wet. We kiss and it’s sweet, easy.

“You taste fresh.”

“I used your mouthwash.”

“Good. We’ll get you a toothbrush while we’re out.”

She pulls back just enough to look at me.

“Oh, I’ve got one in my travel pack at the hotel,” she says. “I should probably check out.”

“Yeah, that makes the most sense. We’ll swing by on the way.”

She goes still in my arms. Not pulling away, just going quiet for a second. I feel it.

“Or—” she starts.

“Or what?”

“I mean, I could just keep paying for it,” she says. She makes it sound casual, but she’s watching my face. “It’s not much. I don’t want to just move myself in here.”

“Why not?”

“Because it’s your space,” she says. “And I’m a stranger with a backpack who was swimming in your pool without permission four days ago.”

“You’re not a stranger.”

“We’ve known each other for four days.”

“Right. Not a stranger.”

She gives a short laugh, half skeptical, but I can see she wants to be convinced. I take her by the shoulders and wait for her to look at me properly.

“You’re here for just a few more weeks,” I say. “You’re going to spend that time in a room above a bar when there’s a pool down there with your name on it? That’s insane. Besides, I want you here.”

“You want me here,” she repeats, like wants me to confirm them.

“I want you here.”

She chews on the inside of her lip for a moment. Then she nods, some private negotiation concluded.

“Okay,” she says. That word. “But I’m buying groceries.”

“Deal.”

“And I’m not just some girl who moved in. We’re—whatever this is. Together. For the time being.”

“Together for the time being,” I agree. “Works for me.”

She searches my face once more for something she seems to find, then steps back and starts getting dressed. I hand her the long-sleeve shirt I picked out for myself and she holds it up against her body, checking the length.

“You’ll want this for the bike,” I say. “Trust me.”

She pulls it on over her tank top without argument. It hits her mid-thigh.

Outside the sky is clear, the day already heating up. Thalia’s hotel is a little hole-in-the-wall off the beach road. She was paying 700 baht a night—just about $20 USD—and budget is what you get for that price. Not much of an expense, but still. When you’re traveling on a gap year, every bit helps. It takes her less than ten minutes to pack and she comes back wearing her big traveler’s backpack, hair still damp. She adjusts a strap and gives me a look that says she’s ready for whatever.

We head north toward the Bang Waan waterfall on the island’s eastern side, stopping for breakfast in Bang Thao. Bartel’s looks like the kind of trendy spot that would be right at home in West Hollywood—artisanal breads, coffees, smoothies with protein powder and vitamins mixed in. The place is packed. We find a table outside in the corner, the only one left.

“Now I understand why you asked me what you did the night we met,” she says.

“What did I ask?” Then I pick up on her thread. Everyone speaking around us is almost entirely in Russian. “Oh, yeah.”

Ever since Russia invaded Ukraine there’s been this big, floating population of Russian emigres on the island. There are so many that whenever I see another white person in Phuket I assume they’re Russian automatically, because most tourists here are. They’ve got a reputation for being surly, unsmiling. And if you grew up where they did you might turn out the same. The ones I’ve met don’t fit that stereotype though. Most of them are polite, friendly, and speak good English. But they also tend to congregate wherever you happen to be.

I go and grab a couple of menus. Thalia orders a salad with salmon and a cappuccino, her finger running down the laminated page like she’s still deciding even as she says it. I put in our order at the counter and bring back water from the little self-service area in the corner.

“This was the perfect choice,” she says. She’s sitting up straight, looking around at the other tables with that attentive expression she gets when she’s cataloguing a place. “I love Thai food but I was needing something a little different.”

“Bang Thao’s full of places like this,” I say. “Boat Avenue, which we passed on the way over, is wall to wall foreign restaurants. You can even get Mexican food. Which is great for me, but I don’t see a lot of Thais clamoring to go there.”

“This is their home, but people come here and treat it like their playground.”

She says it lightly, not as an accusation, but she sets her water down and waits to see if I’ll push back.

“Yeah,” I say. “The hotels and tour businesses bring in money, and the people working here earn more than they could back home. But that’s still not much, and it can be hard to survive here. Harder when they’re tearing up forests and banana groves to build villas for, well, guys like me.”

She rests her cheek against her hand.

“Feeling guilty?”

“Not guilty exactly. I pay plenty for the privilege of being here. Our breakfast alone costs what the poorest people in this country would spend on a week’s groceries.”

“Really?”

“Pretty much. So that’s the trade-off.”

A waitress sets down Thalia’s cappuccino. Thalia wraps both hands around it and looks into the foam for a moment.

“Makes you realize how lucky you are,” she says. “And it makes me realize I’m lucky I met you. I’d be eating bananas for breakfast if I hadn’t.”

“Don’t think the luck just flows one way,” I say. “I’ve been here a year and I barely left my villa. When you’re single, there’s never a good reason to do stuff like this. Eating alone is fine, but it’s better with company. So. I’m lucky to have you.”

“I don’t know how guys can go out to eat alone,” she says. “At uni, if I couldn’t find someone to join me in the caf I just wouldn’t go. I would rather eat microwave ramen than eat by myself.”

“Only child,” I say, tapping my chest. “You learn to be comfortable with yourself.”

“I think it’s a guy thing,” she says. “I’m not talking about safety, although there’s that too. It’s that being seen out in public alone is just more intimidating to women. We always talk to each other as if everyone around us is keeping tabs on us. It’s paranoid and kinda vain, honestly.”

Our food arrives. Thalia unfolds her napkin across her lap with both hands, a little formal about it, which I find oddly endearing.

“I tend to assume the opposite,” I say. “I operate as if no one notices me at all. Just another foreigner. Which is true, up to a point. When you first arrive somewhere, people don’t see you. It’s only after you’ve been around a while that they start to.”

“What do you mean?”

“There’s this girl who works at the massage place down by the beach,” I say. “She’s always out front trying to wave people in. One time she stopped me and said something that made me pull up short.”

“What did she say?”

I pick up my fork. “She said—you’re always alone.”

Thalia goes still. Not dramatically, just a pause over her salad, her fork hovering.

“How did that feel?”

“I was astonished she’d noticed me,” I say. “I thought I was invisible. But that’s never really true.”

“But did it make you feel lonely?”

She’s not pressing, but she’s watching me as she says it.

“Yeah,” I say. “A little bit.”

“Lonely enough to crave the human contact that only a Thai massage could provide?”

“Well, I walked in and got one, so what does that say?”

“That she knew what she was doing.”

Thalia smiles and goes back to her salad. A table of Russians next to us erupts into laughter at something, glasses raised. She glances at them, then back at me.

“You’re not always alone now,” she says. Simple as that.

I smile.

“Nope, not now,” I say.

I want to say “not anymore” but “not now” is more accurate. But I’ll still take it.


7.

After breakfast, it’s only about a twenty-minute ride to the waterfall. Bang Pae is on the island’s quieter eastern side, up in Khao Phra Thaeo National Park. It’s the last real patch of virgin rainforest left on Phuket. From the road you’d never know it was there. You turn off the main highway and suddenly you’re in it, the temperature dropping two degrees under the canopy before you’ve even paid the entrance fee.

The rains are still months away, so the flow won’t be what it could be. We stop and pay the 200 baht at the little booth. It’s one of those transactions where the woman behind the window tears off a paper ticket without looking up. We park the bike in the gravel lot next to some trash cans. Thalia leaves her big travel bag sitting on top of the seat.

“Are there monkeys in this forest?” she asks.

“I don’t think so,” I say. “The place to see them is a reserve further south.”

She purses her lip, deciding something.

“I don’t think the monkeys are going to carry off your bag.”

“Probably better to be safe.”

She reaches around in the folds of her big travel pack and pulls out her passport and some valuables.

“There,” she says. “Now if it gets stolen, at least they won’t get the important stuff.”

The trail is short, maybe five hundred meters to the waterfall, but the forest on either side of it is something else. The trees are old, the kind with massive buttress roots that ripple out from the base in long flat ridges, the trunks themselves wider around than a car. Some of them are draped in fern and vine so dense the bark is invisible underneath. The canopy above is layered, light filtering down in columns through the gaps, everything green-lit and still except for the insects. Every few meters along the trail there’s one of these enormous White Back Palms, a palm with leaves so wide and flat they nearly form a ceiling over the path. Thais call it lang khao. I’ve been told it only grows here. Phuket’s last rainforest, and even that’s not quite safe.

Clouds of gnats swarm us as we walk. I pause at a bend on the trail, waiting for her.

“How are you not covered in sweat?” she asks when she clomps up the hill. “I’m sweating like a pig.”

“You’re not,” I say. “You’re glistening like a… I can’t think of what.”

“Like a glazed donut?”

“Interesting,” I say. “Okay, let’s go with that.”

Before I can offer my hand she’s already grabbed it, picking her way over a cluster of deep roots that have pushed the rocks up out of the earth at a sharp angle. The path here is concrete in patches, slippery with moisture even in the dry season, the edges crumbling back into the soil.

Something calls from somewhere in the canopy. Not a bird exactly. A long, rising whoop that sweeps up and then falls, then repeats. It echoes off the trees in a way that makes it hard to locate the source.

“What is that?” Thalia asks, stopping.

“Gibbons,” I say. “There’s a rehabilitation project just off the trail. They take ones that’ve been kept as pets and try to reintroduce them to the forest. You can hear them but you almost never see them.”

She listens for a moment, head tilted back. The call comes again, overlapping now with a second, slightly lower voice.

“That’s the saddest and most beautiful sound I’ve ever heard,” she says.

I don’t argue with that.

“So, this is a Monday for you,” she says, resuming walking.

“Yep,” I say. “But not a normal one. If it wasn’t for you, I wouldn’t be doing this. In fact, I’ve never been here before.”

She pauses to take in the green canopy above us. A crow with brown wings and red eyes dives through the foliage, cawing once, and disappears. You don’t expect crows in a subtropical climate like this, but I guess evolution doesn’t care about what you expect.

We reach the waterfall, which in the dry season is really just a trickle against the rock face—a thin white line coming down from maybe fifteen meters up, landing in a shallow pool at the base with a sound more like pouring a glass of water than anything dramatic. There are two or three connected pools, each one a little lower than the last, the rock between them covered in a green-black slime that makes the footing treacherous. Amazingly, we’re the only ones here. But there’s evidence of the people who came before us. Somebody left what looks like the remains of a mango smoothie, a cigarette floating in it. Just sitting on a flat rock, as if whoever left it expected someone to come along to clean up after them.

“Kinda makes you ashamed to be human, huh?” she asks. “Especially a Western tourist.”

I pick up the cup and look at it.

“The Thais litter all the time too,” I say. “I’ve watched old men throw cigarette butts in the river without a thought. Unless you teach people not to do it, they always will.”

“They know better,” she says. “They just don’t care.”

“I don’t let it bother me anymore.”

She tugs off her shirt, revealing just the bikini top underneath, and for a second I break my concentration. God she looks good, and young.

“You’re too zen for that?” she asks.

“I don’t know if I’m zen,” I say. “I just gave myself a new perspective on it.”

“Yeah, what’s that?”

“Imagine if there was nothing wrong here,” I say. “It’s just perfect, like Eden. What would it matter if we came or not? The place would be perfect as it is and all we could do is ruin it somehow.” I hold up the cup. “But since our friend has done that for us already, we get to do a good deed by improving it just a little. I’m going to take this down and put it in the trash, and I can feel good about having come here. It’s worth something.”

She turns her head as she looks at me.

“Yeah, I like that. I was thinking that picking up trash makes me feel a little less bad that I’m a tourist in this poor country taking advantage of how cheap everything is. But I like your way better.”

“It’s not about guilt,” I say. “That’s why it’s better.”

She shimmies out of her pants and I take off my linen stuff and fold it in her cloth handbag. We leave our flip flops and pick our way carefully across the rocks, lowering ourselves into the pool. The slime on the rocks is real, and the first step is always the one that almost gets you.

The water’s not cold, of course. And we don’t try to get our hair wet. But it’s deep enough in the center that you can’t touch the bottom and have to kick to keep yourself afloat.

“So, what do you think?”

“It’s small,” she says. “Wallaman Falls is a two-hour drive from where I grew up, and it’s a lot bigger than this one. And the forest smell’s different. The smell of eucalyptus. I miss that.”

“What else did you visit when you were little?”

“We’d take road trips to see different things during the Christmas holiday, but other than that we usually didn’t go anywhere,” she says. “I mean, we took trips to Brisbane, obviously. But my whole family’s in Mackay, and everything’s so spread out. Outside of town, there’s just nothing but bush for hundreds of kilometers.”

“The Outback,” I say, the word sounding so romantic when I think of it.

Thalia is quick to dispel my illusions about it.

“I always hated the Outback,” she says. “Well, hate isn’t really the word. None of us actually hated it. We were just convinced that life was better everywhere else. I wanted to be American. I wanted to live in New York.”

The words have the same magic for her that the Outback has for me.

“That makes sense,” I say. “It’s hard to see what’s beautiful about where you’re from. If we were born here, none of this would be impressive.”

I stretch out my arms at the forest surrounding us.

“Some Thai teenager looks at all of this and sees a place to dump their trash and dreams of living in Australia.”

“Exactly! There are a lot of Thai people in Queensland now. And Vietnamese and other Asians. The immigration policies in Australia used to be really racist but they’re getting better.”

“You can’t stop people from moving,” I say. “They’re going to go where they’re going to go.”

“Like you,” she says. “How are you allowed to stay here, by the way?”

“I’m not,” I say. “I’m a fugitive. Don’t tell the police.”

I sink down like I’m trying to hide, my eyes scanning from side to side looking for danger. She smiles.

“Seriously,” she says. “I mean, a lot of older Aussie guys come here to retire. But you’re not old enough to retire.”

“True.”

“So, how do you do it?”

“Okay, it sounds really douchey and pretentious to mention it by name,” I say. “But I’m on what’s called the Elite Visa.”

“Ooh, the Elite Visa?”

“It sounds more selective than it actually is. Basically, if you want to live in Thailand but you don’t have any other box you can check—a work permit, a marriage visa, whatever—you can pay a bunch of money and they let you stay for five years, no questions asked.”

“How much is a bunch of money?”

“A lot,” I say. “But when you live here everything’s so much cheaper than the US that it kinda balances out.”

“So it’s like paying a bribe, but an official one, right?”

“That’s basically what it is, yeah.”

“So everyone’s happy and that’s good. But it doesn’t seem fair.”

“It’s not,” I say. “I’m just incredibly grateful that I get to take advantage of them and they get to take advantage of me.”

“I couldn’t see myself moving to another country,” she says. “Except New Zealand, but that doesn’t count.”

“Will you roll your eyes if I tell you that New Zealand sounds amazing?”

“No, it is,” she says. “Expensive, lots of sheep, but also lovely.”

“I read somewhere that it was the country least exposed to climate change. Or the most resilient, or something like that.”

“Then it’s going to have loads of Aussies,” she says. “Queensland’s hot enough already. That’s another reason why the Outback is worse than you think.”

We float around for a while before Thalia decides she’s had enough of the waterfall and it’s time to see some monkeys. We didn’t bring a towel so we have to wait until we drip dry to put our clothes back on. I stand with my hands on my hips, which if you don’t know is called arms akimbo, and survey the scene around me. The sun is intense but the tree cover above is so dense we’re protected from the worst of it. Not from the gnats though, which have found us again.

We put our clothes back on and walk back down. I grab the plastic cup with the cigarette butt, and a couple of water bottles I find along the trail on the way. One is so old it’s turned black and gone brittle. I put all the junk in the trash cans by the bikes and feel satisfied that I’m leaving the forest better than I found it.

Monkey Hill is another twenty minutes or so away. We pass hillsides that have been bulldozed to make room for rubber tree plantations and condos, which sucks. But there are still patches of wild forest too, places where the treeline is still dense. The scenery gets more urban as we approach Phuket Town. It used to be the biggest settlement on the island and it’s still the place to go for great cafes and restaurants that have been converted from these old shophouses with Chinese and Portuguese influences—shuttered windows painted in pastels, decorative ironwork, the kind of street that took a hundred years to look exactly this good.

We stop for ice cream at this Japanese ice cream parlor in Phuket Town called WA! They do this thing where they put noodles made from matcha on the ice cream. It’s called hiyamen or something like that. We take two.

The interior is Japanese-inspired, low tables and cushions on the floor, the kind of place designed for small people. A handwritten menu board on the wall. Paper lanterns. I have to fold my legs in an uncomfortable configuration to make it work. Thalia does it without thinking.

“Why is matcha suddenly everywhere?” I ask. “It’s the biggest trend all of a sudden.”

She twirls one of the green noodles around her spoon like she’s eating spaghetti and considers this seriously.

“It’s good, probably really healthy—I mean, it’s green right? It has to be good for you. Green things always are.” She pauses. “What? What are you smiling at?”

“Nothing,” I say. “I was just thinking of a line I wrote. I was comparing this girl’s breasts to ceremonial-grade matcha.”

“Sexy,” she says. “Is this a goblin girl?”

“Yep,” I say. “The latest girl in the group. Number sweet sixteen.”

“So every book there’s another girl, right? The guy collects them like they’re Pokemon?”

“Sort of,” I say. “But the point is that each one is special.”

“How? How can one man love sixteen girls, goblins or no?”

I shrug.

“It’s a fantasy,” I say. “You either buy it or not.”

“But how do you make each girl unique? How do you get the reader to fall in love with her every time?”

I scoop the matcha ice cream into my mouth and wait until I’ve swallowed before answering. It’s cold enough that it takes a second.

“That’s the challenge,” I say. “Sometimes you think of someone specific and give her that person’s characteristics. Other times their personalities emerge from the way they play off each other and interact. They can shift and change from book to book according to the situation. The key is to keep them recognizable and important. Readers are usually pretty forgiving about predictable plot conventions, but they’ll put the book down if they don’t believe the girls are real and the MMC really cares about them.”

“MMC?”

“Male main character,” I explain. “The girls are all LIs, or love interests.”

She smiles and picks at the matcha noodles on her ice cream, still trying to figure out the best approach to them.

“There’s all this terminology,” she says. “I’m getting an education I never expected about this. So, why do guys like this? Is it just a power fantasy?”

“That’s part of it, but I think there’s really something else going on,” I say. “Most books are written for women. You look at publishing these days and there’s just no question that it skews heavily female.”

“We read more books,” she says. “Way more than guys.”

“That’s true, but it creates this cycle where the books that come out are by women authors written for women readers. There’s not really a lot out there for guys. Men want something to read that will give them what they want and not judge them for it.”

“And what they want is sex, right? With lots of girls?”

“Sure,” I say. “But the books that are nothing but erotica don’t really sell that well. It’s not really about sex at its core. That has to be there, but it’s about something else.”

I stop to take another bite, using the pause to find what I actually mean.

“I think what readers really want is to spend time with women. Lots of women. Whether it’s fantasy or action adventure, these are stories where women are the whole point. Getting to spend time with lots of different kinds of women with no social friction, no stress, no BS. That’s what it’s all about. I mean, that’s what I think it is. That’s what I like about writing them. Somebody else might have a different opinion.”

“Do you ever write from personal experience?” she asks, with a grin.

I know there’s more to this than simple curiosity.

“Of course,” I say. “The girls in this series are partially inspired by this group of sixteen women I used to date. Of course, they weren’t green.”

“Come on,” she says. “You know I’m talking about Olavia.”

“Olavia?”

“They’re a sexy pair of girls whose names are Olivia and Ava. Their power couple name would be Olavia. This is just obvious. It has to be, right?”

“I never called them that,” I say. “But now that you mention it, I can see how it could catch on.”

“So?”

“Actually, I try not to think of them that way,” I say. “The whole point is that it’s fantasy. When it’s working, it helps you escape the things you would rather not spend your time thinking about.”

“Sorry,” she says. “I wasn’t trying to be a mood killer.”

“It’s fine. You’re not really. I understand why you made the connection.”

I smile and take another bite of my rapidly-melting ice cream. The little paper cup is already sweating through the napkin.

“Olavia. How did I not think of that?”

“Yeah, how could you not have? I mean, you’re a writer, aren’t you?”

“I guess I didn’t really view them as a unit,” I say. “They were so wildly different in certain ways. And still are, I guess. They aren’t dead.”

I’m just dead to them.

“I think we need a new subject,” she says.

“Alright,” I say. “Let’s talk about your romantic history.”
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“No fair,” she says, playfully, though there’s just a little testiness behind it.

“Why not?” I say. “After all, we’ve examined my romantic history in some detail.”

“Michael, you’re like seventeen years older than me. You have way more history than I have. You’ve been alive longer.”

“It’s not a competition,” I say. “It’s not like your history has to match mine. I just want to know who was there before me.”

“Ugh! Don’t ask.”

“Okay,” I say, holding up my little flat wooden ice cream spoon in surrender. “You don’t have to tell me anything that will make you uncomfortable.”

She picks a black bean from her ice cream dish and chews on it thoughtfully, rolling it to one side of her mouth.

“It’s not like my history is that long,” she says. “I mean, I don’t have no history. Just not much of one.”

“Okay,” I say. “Fair enough.”

“Guys are… weird,” she says, words spilling out like she wants to let go of them. “You know I don’t mean you specifically. I mean just in general. Toward me.”

“Weird how?”

“I don’t know,” she says. “Hot and cold, weirdly defensive. I’ve had some really good guy friends who were always just friends. And then the guys who actually liked me didn’t understand me at all. Am I making any sense?”

“Sure,” I say. “I get it.”

She scrapes the last of her ice cream from the sides of the cup. It’s the gesture of someone who isn’t quite done with the conversation even though she says she doesn’t want to engage. Something’s there, something coming loose and I think it needs to happen.

“And dating is so weird now,” she says. “It’s like, there are more ways to meet but it’s still harder. Everyone wants someone better and the apps have made everything really terrible.”

“And it’s expensive,” I say.

“Exactly! I mean, who can afford to go out? Obviously it’s cheaper here, but this isn’t really normal life. We’re on holiday mode.”

“Right,” I say. “I get it. Dating wasn’t easy for me when I was your age. But it’s gotten harder now. If I had to walk up to you at a party, I don’t know if I would have. In fact, I definitely wouldn’t have because I don’t go out. If I hadn’t found you in my pool, we never would have met.”

“It is a cute story, isn’t it?” she says.

“Oh, yeah,” I say. “It definitely broke the ice.”

She turns her empty ice cream dish upside down on the table.

“Speaking of ice,” she says. “I’m out. You?”

I look at the green puddle in my cup. A couple of black beans still sit in it, but I’ve had all I want.

“Let’s see some monkeys,” I say.

I check the map on my phone to confirm where Monkey Hill is. We stop at the base of the hill where there’s a place to park the bikes. Street vendors are selling water and juice from the roadside, and one old guy has a cooler full of beer that nobody seems to be buying this early in the afternoon. I warn Thalia not to stop and buy something because the monkeys will just take it once we pass the barrier and walk up the hill.

“Let me just get a water bottle,” she says.

She pays ten baht, slips the cold bottle into her bag for later. As we pass through the gate that leads up to the sanctuary, Thalia takes my hand. It’s the first time she’s done this. It’s casual, completely natural, and I decide not to say anything about it.

“So, here’s the part I don’t understand,” I say. “Why my pool? I mean, why climb up the rock face to go swimming in a stranger’s pool when you could have gone anywhere? You could have gone to a bar instead.”

“Why would I want to go to a bar by myself?”

“To meet someone.”

“I did meet someone,” she says, squeezing my hand.

“By accident,” I say. “Right?”

“Well, I obviously didn’t know you were going to come home and find me swimming with my top off,” she says. “That wasn’t part of my plan.”

“But you must have some experience sneaking into people’s pools at night,” I say.

“Of course,” she says. “We used to sneak into pools all the time, a big group of us. I never did it solo before, though. But then, I’m a grownup now. I’m doing a lot more independent things on my big trip abroad.”

“Risky,” I say.

“But rewarding.”

A monkey crosses the asphalt in front of us. I’m not a monkey expert, but I think it’s a macaque—big-shouldered, with a face that looks vaguely put-upon. Thalia makes a sound that isn’t quite a squeal but is adjacent to one. The monkey stops, looks at us. Then it looks away, disinterested.

“Just wait,” I say. “If we’re lucky we’ll see more of them.”

We walk on and more monkeys appear. They come down from the trees or we find them sitting in the road as we approach. A whole train of them in a line, grooming each other with the focused efficiency of a team that’s been doing this a long time. The mothers with babies are the cutest. They see people every day so some look up as we pass and others don’t bother. Mostly they’re checking to see if we have anything in our hands worth snatching.

As we climb the hill there’s a lookout area with overgrown trees mostly blocking the view, a bench that’s been carved up with initials over the years. We stop and rest, drinking from the water bottle Thalia smuggled past the monkeys.

“So, what do you think?” I ask.

“They’re cute, but I don’t think I would be doing this without a guy with me. I’d be afraid of them ganging up on me.”

I laugh.

“You could take them,” I say. “Don’t let them push you around.”

“I’m not a fighter,” she says.

One of our little friends must have overheard her because she comes down from her tree and approaches us warily. I can tell she’s female once she gets close enough, and she has the air of someone who has run this particular shakedown many times. She stands up and opens and closes her hands in quick succession. Give it up. That gesture says. Give up the water bottle or this could get ugly.

“I guess we’re leaving that one here,” Thalia says.

“Maybe not,” I say. “She’ll probably leave the bottle. We’ll look for it on the way down.”

I take her hand and lead her away from the monkey. She tosses the empty bottle aside and watches us go, already losing interest. One of the younger ones trots over to investigate the bottle immediately, and they have a brief and apparently heated dispute about it.

The hill gets steeper the higher we climb. There’s a loose concrete path in some sections, worn smooth and slippery, and in others it’s just packed dirt and root. The exertion doesn’t bother me, but I can see that Thalia is starting to flag—her pace slowing, her breathing getting shorter.

“How’s your knee?” I ask.

“Fine, thanks. It doesn’t hurt anymore. My legs are sore because I’m not used to climbs like this.”

“We can stop again,” I offer.

“What’s at the top of the hill?”

“Some radio towers,” I say.

“Well, I can’t miss seeing that,” she says.

She wipes sweat from her brow with the back of her wrist. Then something shifts in her face—some private decision—and she sets her jaw and starts climbing again.

“Let’s do this!” she says, in what I take to be her hulking man voice.

We see groups of tourists coming down but we’re the only ones heading toward the peak. The sun has already passed its peak intensity, which helps, though we’re both sweating from the effort of just keeping our feet moving. The hill levels off as we reach the top. There are a few wind-scoured trees up here that have grown sideways from years of having no shelter, and then the radio towers, which look just like radio towers anywhere. But the view of the valley below is something. Phuket Town spread out to the south, the bay catching the afternoon light, deep water beyond that turning a color that doesn’t have a clean English name for it. You can see three or four other peaks from up here, each one with its own antenna. The whole island broadcast from its hilltops.

“Victory!” Thalia exclaims.

I pick her up by her waist and spin her. She cries out and holds her arms out wide. The best part isn’t the view or the radio towers. The best part is the fact that we made it, and the fact that there’s nobody up here to see us being ridiculous about it.

We walk around the towers just to make sure we’re not missing anything. We’re not. On the way down I see a kid collecting plastic bottles. He’s maybe fifteen, moving along the edge of the path with a sack over one shoulder, not hurrying, picking them up with the practiced efficiency of someone who has done this route before. He’ll get a few baht for the haul. Not much, but it adds up. I watch him for a moment. I know he’s doing it for the income. It’s still a good deed. Both things are true at the same time.

Thalia rests her hands on my back as we descend. She’s so tired she’s leaning on me for support, or at least pretending to.

“Hop on,” I say.

“Seriously?”

“Yeah, why not?” I say. “No promises I can make it all the way down, but—“

She doesn’t let me finish, jumping on my back and wrapping her legs around me. She’s not that heavy. She’s heavy enough. After fifty paces my thighs are burning and my lower back has registered a formal complaint. She’s having a great time.

“Need a break?” she asks.

“Yeah,” I huff.

She climbs off. Then she picks up my arm and wraps it around her, tucking herself under my shoulder, inviting me to shift some of my weight onto her. I pull her to me and kiss her forehead. We’re in that early phase where the other person’s body is just permanently interesting—their smell, the specific weight of them against you. Both sweaty by the time we make it down, and I’m still thinking about the way she looked at the top, arms out, spinning.

“What are you smiling at?” she demands.

“You think I’m sexy,” I say.

I press my forehead to hers. She pushes back hard.

“So what?”

“So, I’m getting laid tonight,” I boast.

“Says who?”

“Says the guy who just carried your ass down a mountain, princess,” I say. “And kept you safe from monkeys.”

“My hero,” she says, in what she pretends is a mocking tone but really it’s completely sincere. “I guess I’ll have to let you have whatever you want.”

“If you know what’s good for you.”

She puts up her hands like she’s ready to fight back.

“Nah, I’m not a fighter,” she says. “I’m a lover. Which means I’m yours tonight.”
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As soon as we get home, we get right down to it. Before we’ve even made it home, she’s squirming on the back of the motorbike, hips grinding against me at traffic lights. I’m sitting at an intersection and she’s got me hard already. I just want to pull over and mount her right here and now. But obviously that wouldn’t be very smart. I manage to keep myself under control, but it’s not easy. Especially when she reaches down and touches my cock through my linen pants, rubbing the tip of my head.

“What’s that?”

I swat her hand away and struggle to keep my balance. Phuket is nothing but hills, so you’re driving on narrow roads that snake through canyons no matter where you go. I’ve got to keep calm, stop letting her distract me. But as I take each curve, it’s her curves I can’t stop thinking about. She’s so young, so horny. I’m aching to peel off her clothes and it’s driving me crazy. Up the hill, down the hill, bad traffic all through Patong. Then up and around more hills until we reach Cape Sienna.

She dismounts first, wobbling from the weight of that big travel backpack. I’m hard and aching as I swing my leg over the bike. She’s buzzing, almost clinging to me as we approach the door.

“I’m so fucking wet,” she whispers. “I wanted to touch myself the whole way home.”

God damn. It’s agony and I have to get inside now.

I reach in my pocket for the keys to unlock the door and she’s already pawing at me, her hands moving everywhere like she’s a cat needing to be fed. We hurry inside, she dumps the backpack on the tile. As soon I shut the door, our hands are all over each other, shedding each other’s clothes. I slip off her top and she pulls my linen pants down and they fall to the floor leaving only my board shorts.

“Shower?” I say.

She shakes her head, this hungry, almost crazed look in her eyes. She’s not just ready, she can’t hold herself back anymore. 

“Tell me what to do,” she says. “Order me.” 

“Get on your knees,” I tell her.

Her knees bend before I can even finish saying the words. Her hands move to my shorts, freeing my erect cock. She takes me in her hands, pumping me once or twice between wrapping her lips around my head. She sucks, lips running down my head to the shaft. Her eyes look huge as she takes me all the way in her mouth.

You like this? her eyes seem to say. You want me to be your cute little slut?

I was ready before, but as soon as her tongue runs down my shaft my cock bucks, stiffens from her touch. She works me, making smacking noises like she loves my taste more than anything she’s ever had. There’s something visceral about the way she tastes me, licking me like she’s getting away with something dirty.

I rest my hand at the base of her neck, guiding her forward without forcing her. She bobs forward and back and my hips match her motion. She takes me deeper, making little gasps as my dick slides deeper into her throat.

“Thalia!” I shout. “Don’t stop! That’s so good, baby. So good!”

She hums, tongue swirling around my head as she works me. My head presses against the back of her throat, running along her palette. She cups my balls and squeezes them, almost like she wants to milk to seed from inside of me.

“I’m gonna cum,” I say after holding out as long as I can.

She squeals with her lips still around me, so eager she’d be shouting if her mouth were open. My head tilts back and my knees go weak as I let go, erupting inside her. She slurps, drinking what spills from me as if it’s a challenge that she won’t let go of.

“Holy shit,” I say, giddy from the high.

She runs her tongue across my head one more time before she wipes her mouth.

“Thank you,” she whispers.

I just throw my head back and laugh.

“You don’t get it,” she says, panting a little as she has a seat on the floor at my feet. “That was so hot for me.”

I rest my hands on my hips for a second. I glance at my Singh looking fierce and strong on his pedestal. That rascal saw the whole thing. Then, because she looks so cozy sitting cross-legged on the floor, I decide to join her. The tile is cool on my bare ass so I use my discarded linen pants as a cushion.

“It was good for me too,” I say. “In fact, that’s pretty much the most understated way that I could say that.”

“Was I that good?”

“Better than good. You were just so eager,” I say. “I’ve never gotten a blow job like that.”

“You didn’t get blow jobs from your girlfriends?”

“Not like that,” I say.

“It was the fact that your dick was kinda dirty that made me want you,” she says. “Does that make me a freak?”

“In the best possible way, yes.”

Her eyes flash with excitement and very well-deserved pride.

“I’ve always wanted to do that,” she says. “It sounds gross, but I’ve always wanted to suck a guy’s unwashed dick.”

I can’t stop smiling.

“Not, like, a guy who’s just too lazy to shower,” she says. “It has to be just the right situation. Like today.”

“I went swimming and then walked up a hiking trail,” I say. “And that’s hot for you?”

“You’re not a girl,” she says. “You don’t understand how sexy a guy can be just from doing guy stuff.”

“Tell me,” I say.

She gets this cute little grin, slightly embarrassed but also excited to share her attraction.

“Okay, so when we were hiking, I couldn’t stop watching your ass as you walked up that hill. And then after you carried me on your back, that was it. I was sopping for you. If you had told me to, I would have let you fuck me right there on the asphalt with the monkeys watching.”

“Monkey queen! Monkey queen!” I chant.

She laughs and leans over to bring the crown of her head close to my face. I smell her hair, just drinking her in. The shampoo’s long gone, just sun and salt and her. I can’t get enough of this girl. The realization hits me somewhere low in the stomach and I push down some feelings I’m not ready to deal with yet. Like, what’s it going to feel like when this ends?

Nope. Good vibes only.

I recover, letting the bliss of the moment sit there. She’s here, you’re here. Just enjoy it.

“I’ve wanted to do stuff like this for so long,” she says. “I just haven’t met a guy who was worthy of it. Until I met you.”

She looks at me with big eyes as she says it and I just melt. I’ve never felt so sexy. Not horny—like I myself am sexy, which is a different thing. I don’t usually think of myself as attractive. I’m okay. It’s always at least a little surprising when I meet a woman who’s into me. Well, this one definitely is.

“I don’t know what I did to make you appear,” I say. “I just want to become the guy you see in me.”

“You are,” she says. “You so are.”

I touch her cheek, running my fingers back through her damp hair.

“It’s your turn,” I tell her.

She shakes her head just a little, a gentle tilt of her face from side to side.

“Not yet,” she says. “You going down on me when my pussy isn’t clean is not my fantasy. Kinda the opposite, actually.”

“Okay, but I’m going to have you tonight,” I say. “I’m telling you right now.”

“That’s fine,” she says. “I’m yours, but only after I’ve had a shower. And I want to cook for you.”

“Yeah?”

“I have to,” she says. “It would be so hot, being your cute, domestic girl who cooks you dinner and makes your belly feel all warm.”

She rubs my belly for emphasis, which I tolerate with dignity.

“That would be nice,” I say. “Better than nice. Perfect, actually.”

We rise from the floor and go upstairs. We share the shower, just lathering each other under the hot water. I’d forgotten what a really hot shower feels like after months of the lukewarm version I usually settle for. We kiss, caress, touch each other under the spray. I feel like I could just live in here with her. Eventually, we realize it’s time to get out.

We dry off and she dresses in my clothes again. She’s wearing a tank top she picked up in Bangkok with the Red Bull logo except written with Thai lettering. Red Bull’s a Thai brand originally, in case you didn’t know. Krating Daeng is what it’s called in Thai, which translates roughly to Red Bull, so somewhere along the way someone decided to just keep it. Her nipples show through the thin fabric and when she turns there’s a clear view of side-boob. Her wet hair smells like my cheap shampoo. I make a mental note to pick up something better, something that smells like her rather than like me.

Downstairs, I open a couple of beers and she loads up the washing machine. In Thailand a lot of washing machines are hooked up in the kitchen, which took some getting used to but now seems like the most sensible arrangement. She unloads her big traveling bag and puts in one load, then sets the bag in the foyer next to the Singh because she says the dirty clothes smell.

There’s not a lot in the fridge. Half a chicken breast, some eggs, a few vegetables going soft. Enough to make fried rice. I set the rice cooker while she hunts through the drawers for a knife sharp enough to cut garlic. I stare out at the water while I sip my beer. Almost sunset. The sky’s doing that thing where it goes orange at the horizon and then purple straight above. While we’re waiting for the rice to cook, we step outside and take the two deck chairs and watch the sun go down over the water, holding hands without either of us making a point of it.

“Great day,” I say.

“The best.”

Once the sun goes down we go in and I show her how to use the stove. Gas-powered but tricky to get lit because the electronic igniter stopped working about three months ago and I’ve been meaning to get it fixed. I just use a cigarette lighter. A low-tech solution to a simple problem. The truth about these luxury builds is that they’re actually pretty cheap when it gets right down to it.

The washing machine silently twirls in the corner as Thalia cooks the chicken breast and garlic, stirs in a few eggs and the vegetables, then dumps the rice into the pan and mixes it. Come to think of it, this same meal costs about two dollars a plate on the street. But she wanted to cook for me and I wanted to let her, and those are the only facts that matter right now.

“Dinner is served,” she announces, holding up the wok proudly.

We sit down at the two-person dining table in the corner of the kitchen, the one I usually don’t bother with because eating alone at a table feels worse somehow than eating standing at the counter. Tonight though, just having someone to sit across from is a pleasure. The fried rice is pretty good. It’s generally better if you use cold leftover rice, which I’ve learned from watching enough cooking videos at two in the morning, but I don’t mention this and I don’t care. It tastes great after all the calories we’ve burned today.

“So?”

I finish chewing before I answer.

“Delicious.”

“Really?” she says. “I know I don’t really know how to cook, but I wanted to do something cute for you.”

“And you did,” I say. “But I’ve still got a hankering for something.”

“A hankering? What’s a hankering?”

“A craving,” I say. “For your pussy.”

She grins, turning red.

“Okay, wait,” she says. “I didn’t shave today.”

“I saw you already,” I say. “You’re clean, you’re fine. Just let me take control, okay?”

“Deal.”

After we’ve finished eating, I clear our plates and we go upstairs. She takes a seat at the edge of the bed—still wearing my shorts, which are obviously too big for her. Her hair is dry now and she lets it cascade across her shoulders as she tilts her head from side to side.

I kneel down and hook my fingers into the waistband of the baggy shorts she’s wearing, but I don’t pull them off right away. Instead I let my thumbs brush slow circles along her hipbones, feeling the warmth of her skin. She lifts her hips a little, eager, but I stay right there, breathing against the thin fabric stretched over her thighs, letting her feel the heat of my mouth without giving her anything more.

“Michael,” she whispers, voice already a little frayed.

I smile against her leg and finally slide the shorts down, but I leave them bunched at her knees so she can’t spread them as wide as she wants. She’s bare underneath, smooth and glistening from the shower, and I let my eyes roam over her without touching. I press a single soft kiss to the inside of one thigh, then the other, taking my time, feeling her muscles twitch beneath my lips. Each kiss lands a little higher, but every time I get close I drift back down again, chasing the scent of her without closing the distance.

She squirms, trying to tilt her hips toward my mouth, and I hold her steady with one hand on her belly. “Patience,” I murmur. “I want you dripping for me first.”

A soft, frustrated sound slips out of her. I blow a cool stream of air over her folds and watch her clit twitch. Then I drag the very tip of my tongue—barely there—along the outer edge of her, tasting salt and slick, before retreating again. She moans and reaches for my hair, but I catch her wrist and pin it gently to the mattress.

“Not yet,” I tell her. “Keep your hands there.”

I go back to work with my mouth, slow and deliberate: long, flat licks that stop just short of her clit, then little nibbles along the sensitive skin where thigh meets pussy. I spread her with two fingers, opening her up so I can watch how wet she’s getting, then lean in and trace the very edges of her entrance with my tongue, dipping in only a fraction before pulling back. Thalia’s breathing turns ragged. Her hips keep trying to chase me, but I keep the pressure light, the rhythm unhurried, until her thighs start trembling and she’s making those tiny, desperate noises in the back of her throat.

“Please,” she gasps, “I’m so—I need—”

I look up at her, meet those big, glassy eyes, and let her see how much I’m enjoying this. Then I finally give her what she wants: I suck her clit between my lips and flick it fast with the tip of my tongue while sliding two fingers deep inside her. She cries out, back arching, and I start fucking her with my fingers in a steady rhythm, curling them, pressing against that spongy spot that makes her toes curl. I don’t let up. I lick and suck and finger her until she’s writhing, until her inner walls clench hard around my fingers and she comes with a broken shout, flooding my tongue.

I don’t give her time to come down. I stand, shove my shorts off, and climb over her. She’s still pulsing when I line up and push in, slow and thick, until I’m buried to the hilt. We both groan. I give her a few long, deep strokes, letting her feel every inch, then I pick up the pace, driving into her harder, the bed creaking beneath us. Her legs wrap around my waist. She meets every thrust, nails digging into my shoulders.

“Harder,” she begs. “Please, Michael—use me.”

I do. I fuck her with everything I’ve got, chasing that tight, wet heat, feeling her clench around me again as another orgasm rolls through her. I’m right there with her, that hot pull low in my gut, balls tightening, and at the last second I pull out. I stroke myself once, twice, and finish across her stomach and the hem of the tank top, painting her skin while she watches with dazed, satisfied eyes.

For a moment the only sound is our breathing and the soft whir of the ceiling fan. I lean down and kiss her, slow and deep, tasting both of us, then rest my forehead against hers.

“You’re incredible,” I whisper, and she smiles that small, proud smile that undoes me every time. 
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We spend the rest of the week like that, just enjoying each other. Some days we venture out and go on adventures. Other days it’s much more low-key. I’ll spend most of the morning and afternoon writing and she’ll sit there reading on her Kindle, curled up in the deck chair with her feet tucked under her like a cat. I smile every time I see her flipping pages because it’s usually my books she’s reading. Sometimes I watch her face while she reads. She doesn’t know I’m doing it. She has this habit of pressing her lips together when something surprises her and then relaxing them slowly when she recovers.

“I can’t get enough of them,” she says. “I mean, they’re kinda soapy, but I’m really starting to fall in love with these goblin girls.”

“They creep up on you,” I say. “They’re more endearing than they appear at first.”

“Mostly, it’s just cozy,” she says. “That’s what I really like. You can just curl up and spend time with the characters.”

“Yep, that’s pretty much the appeal,” I say. “Nobody’s reading Thurston Kade for the prose. It’s the vibe, the feeling. That’s what makes it worth reading—if it is.”

“I don’t think that’s all there is to it,” she says. “Your stories have more heart than you realize.”

I shrug.

“You’ve got to put something in between the sex scenes to make the whole thing fit together.”

She gives me this intense stare. Less a frown and more like she’s trying to make my head explode.

“You’re a good writer,” she says. “Take the compliment.”

“Thank you.”

We fall into this steady routine that’s so cozy I don’t want it to end. We spend every day together, growing closer, just taking every moment as it comes. When my next Thai lesson rolls around, I can’t wait to see Meena and tell her all about it.

She’s already there when I arrive, which is normal. What’s not normal is that she’s not on her phone. She’s just sitting there, hands folded on the table, looking at nothing in particular. She’s wearing this pale yellow wrap dress with thin straps, a small knot tied at the hip that makes it sit open just a little along one side. Hair down, small gold earrings, a little more eye makeup than usual. Not a lot—just enough that you notice it compared to the days you didn’t notice anything at all. The kind of outfit you wear when you thought about it before leaving the house. I file this away the way I always do with Meena, which is to say without doing anything about it.

I’m grinning, already telling her in Thai that I’ve got a secret. She turns her face up and I see it immediately; a look of pain she’s trying to hold inside. Her hands stay flat on the table.

“What happened?”

“Khun Mike, I have to stop our lessons,” she says quietly. “I’m very sorry.”

“Why? What’s going on?”

She tells me that her mother is sick and she’s leaving Phuket to take care of her. She’s from the north of Thailand, a small village in the mountains near a town called Pai. Her family is very poor. Her brother lives nearby but he’s not able to be of much help because he has to work and can’t stop to take care of her. In Thai culture it’s usually daughters who are expected to move back home and care for parents when they get older. The son keeps working. The daughter comes home. Nobody questions it.

“But how will you support yourself if you don’t work?” I ask.

“I don’t need money a lot,” she says. “I will cook for my grandmother, simple meals. She have one house and I can stay there and save money on rent.”

She says this practically, like she’s already made the calculation and arrived somewhere settled. Her hands are still on the table, not fidgeting.

“Meena, I’m so sorry about your grandmother,” I say. “Of course I understand why you can’t stay, but are you sure we have to stop completely? Maybe we could do video calls and study that way.”

“I’m not sure about my schedule,” she says. “Some days maybe I cannot have class. That not fair for you, Khun Mike.”

“Don’t worry about that,” I say. “I’ll keep paying for the tutoring sessions twice a week. We can figure out when to talk when we both have time.”

“Really?”

“Yes, please,” I say. “I want to keep studying with you. I understand your grandmother is your first priority. That’s fine. We can be flexible. I understand you want to be fair to your students. But you should think of yourself now, too. You need an income, and it will give you something else to focus on.”

She wipes away her tears quickly, like she doesn’t want to be seen doing it, and smiles.

“Thank you, Khun Mike,” she says. “That’s a good idea.”

“No pressure,” I say. “You can always cancel if you need to. Mai dtong greng jai na.”

Which means something like, you don’t have to worry about bothering me.

She laughs. A small laugh, but the real one.

“You are very good student,” she says.

“Number one, right?” I say with a smile.

“Yes, really!” she exclaims. “Many students give up after two or three month. They say Thai is so hard to learn. Impossible. They give up. Why?”

“It helps when you have a great tutor.”

She thanks me and I can see the relief that this brings her. Her shoulders drop and some of the tension she was carrying just falls away, like she’d been holding a breath for the whole morning and finally got to let it out. She reaches for her latte for the first time since I sat down and wraps both hands around it.

After that, we chat for a while about Pai and the villages around it. She tells me in Thai about the local culture there, that the people in the mountain villages have their own traditions different from city people in Thailand. Since her people have been on the borders of bigger empires for centuries, they’ve had to learn a lot about different languages and cultures, which is why she studied English in school.

“You can come see,” she tells me. “Come stay with my family.”

“Really? You would let me stay in your home?”

She insists. I have to. She warns me that the home is very simple but the views from the hills are amazing. It’s peaceful and the weather is cooler than Phuket in the winter. I tease her that Thailand doesn’t have winter but she tells me in all earnestness that it sometimes gets as cold as fifty degrees Fahrenheit. I smile and try to look impressed. I promise I’ll come see her, and then add that I’ll bring my new girlfriend.

“You have a new girlfriend already?” she says. Her expression shifts—a small recalibration, quickly covered. “Explain, please!”

I start to tell her about Thalia, the girl I caught swimming in my pool. Her reaction surprises me. She says that I should be careful with this girl. Any girl who would sneak into a stranger’s pool is wild and maybe not trustworthy. It’s a pretty normal reaction—honestly, I’m not sure why I didn’t have it myself before. The relationship feels different from the inside. I already trust Thalia completely. Maybe I shouldn’t, but I can’t help it. I haven’t felt this way since—well, since I got my heart broken the first time.

She’s a really great person, I insist. Sweet, loyal, so supportive. I don’t have all the words in Thai to express what I want to say, but I manage to communicate the way I feel more or less without falling back on English.

Meena smiles. Whole guidebooks have been written about the Thai smile—the way it’s shaped the culture, all the different things it can mean. Thais don’t just smile when they’re happy, and I’ve lived here long enough to know that. I’m not sure what this one means. There’s something behind it she isn’t saying, or isn’t going to say. She folds her hands back on the table and looks at them for a moment, and I get the sense that the subject of Thalia is now officially closed.

Eventually we realize we’ve been talking for an hour and a half and it’s time to stop. She thanks me again and tells me we’ll have another lesson as soon as she can get settled back home. I tell her not to worry, that we can always work something out.

I ask if she needs help moving, but she tells me the apartment she’s been renting is very small and she doesn’t own much so it’s no trouble leaving. She’ll miss Phuket, but since she has friends here she has a reason to come back.

“Sut yord!” I say, which means something like, awesome!

Meena says goodbye and I grab an iced coffee to bring home to Thalia. I tell her about Meena and what she told me.

“That’s too bad about her grandmother,” Thalia says. “It’s not fair that the responsibility falls on her shoulders just because she’s a woman.”

“Yeah, I know,” I say. “I’m grateful that my parents are healthy, but that won’t be true forever. Someday I’ll have to move back to help out.”

She sips her coffee thoughtfully. We’re out on the porch in the shade, the afternoon light going gold across the pool. A lizard runs the length of the border wall and disappears into the birds of paradise.

“She doesn’t have a boyfriend, right?”

“Nope,” I say. “That makes it easier at least. She doesn’t have to end a relationship here just to move back home.”

“It sounds like Teacher Meena was into you a little bit,” she says.

“You think?”

“Think about it. She probably could have been doing video calls the whole time, right? I mean it would have been more convenient for both of you not to have to meet in public every time. But she wanted to get coffee with you. She wanted to show up in person and spend an hour talking to a guy who anyone watching would have assumed she was on a date with.”

“I don’t know about that,” I say. “I mean, it would have looked like she was teaching me Thai, which she was. She always acted professional. Friendly, but professional.”

“Okay, so let me ask you this,” Thalia says. “When you would have your little coffee dates—“

“Lessons.”

“Whatever. Would she dress like she was going to work, or would she dress cute?”

I see where she’s going with this. I think about this morning—the pale yellow dress, the knot at the hip, the extra eye makeup—and it’s hard to argue. I think about the other sessions too, the tops that showed off her shoulders, the short skirts, the jewelry she’d put on even at nine in the morning when there was no reason to unless you count sitting across a small table from a man as a reason. You could say she was just dressing for the climate. Lots of tutors wear outfits hot enough to melt glass. That’s a thing, right?

“She’s Thai,” I say. “Girls in Thailand show more skin.”

She gives me a look.

“They do! It’s a hot climate!”

“Okay, maybe they do,” she says. “I’m just saying, as a woman—we think about what we’re going to wear when spending one-on-one time with a guy in any context. If the signal she sent wasn’t, this is professional and you need to respect my personal boundaries, then it probably means that she was attracted to you. Believe me. We spend a lot of effort getting men to take us seriously. We don’t let go of that easily. At bare minimum, she thinks you’re cute.”

“You think?”

I had suspected as much myself, but hearing it from someone else—and a woman to boot—carries some weight.

“Well, it doesn’t matter anyway,” I say. “Because I was too dense to realize it in time and now I’ve missed my chance because she’s moving away. Besides, I have you.”

“I don’t think that door is closed forever,” she says.

“What are you talking about?”

“Now she knows that you’re the kind of sweet, compassionate man who would help her out when she needs it. She told you that she had to stop seeing you, and you told her you didn’t want to. That means something. If she was trying to figure out if you were interested in her, she’s just got her answer.”

“Yeah, but she’s moving,” I say. “And I have a girlfriend who I spent half an hour telling her about.”

“Come on, are you serious?”

“What?”

“You spend all day writing books about guys who acquire women by the dozen,” she says. “You really don’t have enough imagination to picture yourself with both of us at once?”

This is definitely not the direction I expected this conversation to take.

“Could I imagine it? Yeah, obviously I could picture it,” I say. Am I allowed to picture it is the question. The answer my girlfriend seems to be giving me is yes. “But I write fantasy stories. And Meena is not a goblin girl.”

“Exactly, she’s a beautiful, intelligent and exotic woman who is already giving you every indication that she wants to get closer to you.”

“What about you?” I ask. “What do you want?”

“Honestly, I’ve been thinking about it a lot, and the idea of you being with another woman is kinda hot.”

I have no reason to doubt what my ears are hearing right now, except for the fact that stuff like this doesn’t happen in real life. Fantasy settings where the guy is a super powerful mage, sure. But in the real world? I pick up my coffee and put it back down without drinking from it.

“You’re serious?” I say. “You’re not just teasing the guy who writes haremlit, trying to trick me into admitting I want to have more than one girl?”

“What trick? I’m telling you how I feel,” she says. “Since you asked, that’s my answer.”

What do I do with this? I can see the possibilities, but I have to slow down first.

“Thank you for sharing your feelings,” I say. “Can I just ask a few questions to make sure I understand what we’re talking about here?”

“Go ahead.”

“When you say me being with another woman, do you mean me being with a girl while you’re watching, or me being in a relationship with another woman while I’m dating you?”

“Yes.”

Alright, I’m not going to lie. I’m feeling pressure in my slacks right now. This is going in a very fascinating direction and I can see that she’s amused at the effect she’s having on me. She takes a long slow sip of her iced coffee and watches me over the rim.

“That’s sexy? The idea of me sleeping with other women is hot?”

“Well, you can’t just go off and fuck anyone you want,” she says. “That’s not okay. Kinda hot, I mean the thought that you’re wild and untamed does get me kinda wet, not gonna lie—“

Goddamn, are you hearing this?

“—but that’s really more of a fantasy. In real life, there’s diseases, there’s hurt feelings and too many ways for it to get messy.”

“Right,” I say. “I get that.”

“That’s why, I would need you to be open with me about it first. That way we can enjoy ourselves while still being safe and respecting everyone involved.”

My heart is thumping fast but it’s having to compete with another part of my body for blood flow.

“And do you… would you want the same thing?” I ask, feeling my mouth going dry even before the words leave it.

“No way,” she says. “I want the idea of me with another guy to make you so mad that it would make you want to kill him. Preferably with your bare hands, with your shirt off.”

She smiles dreamily, adjusting the way she’s sitting just a little.

“Okay, so just so we’re totally clear—you’re saying that hypothetically I can have multiple women, but that you don’t want to be with anyone else and would prefer that I kill another man than give up exclusive access to your body.”

“No,” she says. “There’s nothing hypothetical about it. That’s what I want.”

“You’re saying you want me to get another girlfriend?”

“You could have a boyfriend too,” she says. “Do you want a boyfriend?”

“No.”

“Okay, then,” she says. “Fine by me. If you did, that would be sexy. But I like that you’re all man. That’s hot too.”

I feel like I have to bite my lip or something. Is this really the conversation I’m having right now? Out here on this porch, iced coffees sweating in the heat, the pool going dark in the fading light?

“Well, that sounds… really good,” I say finally. “I’m glad we communicated about this.”

“Me too,” she says. “I know we’re not making long-term plans, for obvious reasons, but this is something I thought was worth mention because it’s probably not what you were expecting your holiday girlfriend to say.”

Just hearing her refer to herself as my holiday girlfriend has pretty much the opposite effect that her earlier words had on, well, the situation down south. It’s not just my cock that feels suddenly thrown into uncertainty. My heart is involved too. I feel like I have to say something, but there’s the risk that it might get heavy. 

“I also really want to say that I like you,” I say. “A lot.”

She doesn’t say anything to that. Just smiles like she understands exactly what my silly middle-schooler confession really means. The weight of it that I would rather not name.

“I’ll come back to Thailand,” she says, which is better than admitting that she has to leave.

“I know,” I say. “Just the idea that we don’t have all the time that we want– it just feels natural to make plans with you. That’s all.”

She sighs and it’s the kind of sigh that you can hear holds some crying in it, but not yet.

“Let’s make a plan for tomorrow,” she says. “But not the day after. Let’s decide how we’re going to spend some of our days and then just let others take care of themselves, okay?”

“Okay,” I say. “I’ve got a plan for tomorrow. Coffee in the trees, zipline and monkeys.”

“More monkeys?”

“Can’t ever get enough monkeys,” I say. “Plus the coffee at the cafe is really nice.”

“Okay, sounds good,” she says. “I also want to get my hair braided.”

“Cool,” I say. “I see lots of little salons in Patong. We can stop by and get it done on the way over.”

She covers her mouth as she smiles, amused by my manly ignorance.

“It’s not like a haircut, Michael,” she says. “It takes like four hours.”

“Four hours?! How can you sit for four hours while someone tugs on your hair?”

She scoffs.

“Such a guy,” she says. “Women will endure a lot for our hair. Besides, we can do it on the beach. That way you can have a beer or whatever. Or I could go and you could just stay home and I’ll do it while you’re working so you’re not waiting around.”

“That makes sense,” I say. “But I want to spend all the time with you I can.”

“Hey, no bad vibes, remember?”

“What bad vibes?” I say. “I’m just saying I want to be with you.”

“You know what I mean.”

“Okay, we’ll go to Kamala Beach in the afternoon. If I get bored, I’ll go home. But first, monkeys, deal?”

“Deal.”

The conversation shifts topics, we make plans for dinner (pizza!) and what we’ll do with the rest of our evening (sex!) but I don’t forget about what Thalia has shared with me. She wants to see be with other women– and her– at the same time. That wasn’t something I remotely considered possible this morning. I’ve been in a relationship with two women at once, so I know it’s possible and pleasurable. The difference is, with Olavia, and yes I’ll start calling them that from now on, I was the one who came into a relationship that was already formed. She’s talking about forming one. But for how long?

Even if we’ve agreed not to talk about it, I can’t stop myself from thinking about it. Meena is leaving, so there’s no good opportunity for us to hook up even if Thalia is right and there’s some mutual attraction there. Then soon Thalia will be leaving. Even if we somehow made it happen, how’s it going to feel when it’s over? Probably the same as my last failed relationship.

The more I think about it, the more I’m not sure that I even want both of them at the same time. Yes, I know. It sounds insane when I say it like that. Almost blasphemous. But I better than most guys that losing two women you’re desperately in love with really does hurt twice as much. When it ends, will I be able to move on or just get stuck in the past? Champagne problems these may be. But champagne problems are still problems.   


11.

The next day, we don’t end up going ziplining with monkeys. Fate redirects the course of events as it so often does—by leaving a big pile of shit in our path.

“Whoa!” Thalia says, rubbernecking to get a look at something by the side of the road. “Was that poo?”

We’re zipping down Millionaire’s Mile heading for the main road that cuts straight through the middle of Kamala. I know without looking back what she’s talking about. I rode past that particular paddy when I went to the beach on my morning run.

“Yep,” I say. “That’s elephant dung.”

“There was an elephant walking on the road?!” Thalia exclaims.

“Sure,” I say, slowing down so she can hear what I’m saying. “There’s a troupe of four of them that walk this path. The mahouts, the guys who ride them, sit on top of their heads and lead them up to graze in the hills. The locals feed them whole pineapples sometimes.”

“Oh my god, let’s go see elephants!” Thalia says. “Can we? Please?”

“Sure,” I say. “I know where the sanctuary is. I pass by there all the time.”

“Yes!” she says. “I bloody love Thailand!”

It is a pretty cool feature of living here that you get to see elephants crossing, or at least get to see their leavings by the side of the road. The nice part about the elephant sanctuary is that it’s fifteen minutes away instead of forty for the zipline. It’s on the hillside between Kamala and Patong, up a narrow road that the signage makes it easy to miss if you’re going fast. We turn in, park the bike on the gravel lot and walk up to the visitor’s center, which is open on three sides and has ceiling fans running and an overview map on one wall showing the pasture and the mud pit and the river route.

“They don’t allow rides,” Thalia says, reading from a pamphlet. “It’s not ethical. But we can feed the elephants and take a mud bath with them.”

“A mud bath?” I say. “Probably should have worn different shorts.”

“I’ve got my bikini stuff on underneath,” she says, tugging down the waistband of her elephant print pants to reveal the black bikini thong underneath. She gives me a look. “Before you say anything.”

“I wasn’t going to say anything,” I say. “Let’s get to feeding.”

After we’ve paid the fee, we’re given ziplock bags for our valuables and led under a shady canopy tall enough for the elephants to walk around inside. We wait with a group of six others—a family of Russians and a couple from India who are already taking photos of each other in front of the pasture fence. The elephants graze about thirty meters out, not especially interested in us. A large male tears a branch off a low tree and beats it against his leg methodically, which nobody explains.

Our guide introduces himself as Mongkut and starts talking about the elephants and their significance. Elephants are very special to Thai people, he explains. White elephants were especially prized by the Thai nobility for centuries. There was one on the old Siamese flag before the country was renamed. Ordinary people raised elephants to clear forests, move timber and do agricultural work. In some parts of the country it’s still common, though it’s frowned upon now because the animals are rarely treated well when they’re working. Mongkut says this last part carefully, the way you say something when you have an opinion you’re keeping professional.

He doesn’t mention it, but the elephant is also the mascot of my personal favorite Thai beer brand, Chang, which means elephant. The name comes from the sound they make moving through the forest—chang, chang, chang, chang—the heavy footfall amplified by the density of the trees. Like the way they call cats meaow. Both names just describe the noise the animal makes. Makes sense, right?

Having finished his presentation, Mongkut pulls a canvas tarp off a wooden crate of pineapples and makes a sound that I can only describe as a Thai elephant-summoning sound—a short, rising call—and the elephants begin to move. They cover ground faster than you’d think. Everyone takes a turn feeding them pineapples and petting their trunks, which are warm and bristled and surprisingly strong even when they’re being gentle. I get a video of Thalia feeding one, then posing with it, then reacting to it trumpeting directly at her face from about two feet away. She staggers backwards laughing. She snaps a few of me too. It’s fun. The same satisfaction I get feeding the cats at the wat. Just knowing that something’s eating because of me is nice.

When the crate is empty the elephants lose interest, and so does most of the group. The Russian family takes off. While we’re waiting for the mud bath, we go under the canopy and sip coconuts. Mongkut pulls them from an ice chest and cuts them open with a butcher’s knife—whack, turn, whack, turn, whack—bringing the blade down until he’s cut a five-sided panel from the top and drops a straw in. Ice-cold and clean-tasting.

Thalia asks Mongkut if the elephants are endangered. He admits that they are, but says there’s some good news too. There are estimated to be around 4,000 wild elephants in Thailand now. Not a lot, but considerably better than it was, and the number is growing. Poachers are caught more often, and the public cares about deforestation in a way they didn’t a generation ago. He also mentions the thing I hadn’t known: that the bigger threat now isn’t poaching but habitat loss, elephants raiding farmland at the edges of protected forests, farmers retaliating. It’s a harder problem than a poacher because there’s no villain.

The elephants trumpet while we’re talking. They also growl—a low, resonant sound, more dinosaur-like than I expected. If I was in the forest and couldn’t see them, I’d think something from the Cretaceous period was behind me.

Mongkut asks if we’re ready for the mud bath. We go over to the pit, which is a wide shallow wallow about the size of a small swimming pool, brown-grey and cool-looking in the shade. We’re told to get in and cover ourselves in mud. The elephants will join us if they feel like it, but it can also stress them out. I ask Mongkut in Thai if they like bathing with people and he tilts his palm side to side. About fifty-fifty. They like the mud. They do it naturally to cool down and protect their skin from the sun. Most of them are used to humans. But honestly they’d probably prefer it if we weren’t here.

“I don’t want to stress them out,” Thalia says. “Let’s wait and see if they come over.”

The Indian couple is already in up to their knees. We strip down, I take a few photos of Thalia before putting my phone in the ziplock bag, and then I get in too. The mud is relatively clean, by which I mean it isn’t rank. Cool and dense, like standing in wet concrete. As sun protection goes I’ve had better, but it settles over the skin in a way that does feel like it’s doing something. Thalia applies it to her shoulders with the focus of someone who has thought about sun damage before.

Mongkut holds back a couple of pineapples and now uses them to coax a big female over toward the wallow. She has flecks of pink around her trunk and a slow, certain way of moving, like she’s already decided she’s getting in the mud and is just taking her time about it. She eats the pineapple in one bite, considers us briefly, then wades in. The mud displacement is significant. We scramble toward the edges as she settles herself, then begins to suck up the murky water in her trunk and spray it across her back and sides in long arcs.

One arc lands squarely on Thalia. She squeals and her teeth flash perfectly white against all that grey-brown mud, which is about the only clean thing left on her. I get a photo before she can object. The image of her like that, mud-covered and laughing, burns into my brain. I’m going to hold onto that one for a long time. Maybe longer than I want to.

Thalia wades over and presses her palm against the elephant’s side, gentle and deliberate, to show she’s friendly. The elephant growls low in her chest, but it’s a friendly growl, I think. Thalia tilts her head until it rests against the elephant’s flank, her mud-covered hair pressed flat, and just stays there for a moment with her eyes closed. Completely peaceful, deeply satisfied. Seeing her like this makes the trip worth it to me. And it all started with a pile of poop. Who could have guessed?

When we’re done with the mud bath, we’re shown the outdoor showers where we can rinse off. My shorts don’t get 100% clean, still a little silty, and the mud has worked into the stitching in a way that tells me these are probably laundry-night shorts now. But we dry off fast in the heat, which is one thing this climate is always good for.

Thalia towels her hair and then goes through the photos on my phone. There are some good ones, but for the ones with the elephant I was all muddy myself. She still looks pleased, running a couple of the better shots through some filter on her phone that makes her skin look like she hasn’t just been sitting in an elephant bathtub.

I come over and sit next to her on the cut log she’s using as a chair.

“How are you feeling?” I ask. “Hungry?”

“Not yet,” she says. “I probably should be, but I think I could use some coffee first.”

“Still up for zipline?” I ask.

She shrugs, not ready to commit.

“I know this other place. It’s just down the hill. It’s got an amazing view of Kalim Bay and you can sit there and paint while you drink coffee. They give you the paints and all the materials you need.”

“Oh my god, perfect! Yes, let’s go.”

After we’re dry enough, we put our clothes back on and I give Mongkut a nice tip. He accepts it with a nod, the practiced grace of someone who receives them regularly but never takes them for granted. Then we’re off.

Sea Scape Cafe is maybe a five-minute drive down the main road, right on Kalim Beach. It feels like a friend’s house—a friend who loves art and the sea and doesn’t mind you staying all afternoon. The place is open on three sides to catch the breeze, wooden tables by the windows, and the walls are covered floor to ceiling with paintings big and small, most of them of the same view we’re seeing right now. A big banyan tree hangs in front of the open face of the building and below it the waves lap against the rocks, close enough that you can hear them properly. The whole bay stretches out in front of us. A cruise ship has dropped anchor somewhere in the middle of it, big and white and sitting very still.

Thalia picks out small canvases for us and two sets of paints while I order the coffees. They bring us muffins too, without being asked, which earns the place immediate goodwill from me.

It’s inspiring stuff for an artist, which is the point. Pretty close to useless for me though because I have no artistic talent whatsoever. I don’t even try painting what’s in front of me, instead creating a three-eyed monster with melting yellow teeth. The teeth are melting because I’m using watercolors, an artistic accommodation to the materials that I think actually makes it better.

Thalia, though, she can really paint. She’s had lessons at some point, or at least she’s painted with watercolors enough times that her hand knows what to do. She takes her time, blocking in the shape of the bay first, then filling it with one shade of blue and then a deeper one where the water gets far out.

The iced coffees come and we sip them. I set aside my monster to dry and watch her. She’s totally absorbed, pausing occasionally to study the light or some feature of the landscape. A real artist. The kind who doesn’t notice you watching.

“That’s beautiful,” I say.

“It’s not like it could hang in the Louvre,” she says.

“The Louvre can’t have it because it’s gonna hang in my house.”

She grins, putting her brush down to tuck a strand of hair behind her ear.

“You really think it’s good?” she asks.

“Sure,” I say. “You’ve got real talent.”

“I don’t really,” she says. “That’s why I switched majors.”

“What do you mean? From what to what?”

“My first year at uni, I was a fine arts major,” she says. “Then second year I changed to business.”

“Do you want to be a banker?”

She makes a face.

“It seemed practical. And it seemed like the better option, especially with AI and everything.”

“I see what you mean,” I say. “But AI is putting finance people out of work too, right?”

Her eyes widen and even though she’s smiling her nostrils flare just a little.

“Are you trying to make me anxious? Because it’s not that hard.”

I rub her arm.

“Sorry,” I say. “Your concerns are legitimate. I’m just saying you can’t really know what things are going to look like, how they’re going to change. The good news is that there will always be a demand for artists. The bad news is that it’s the same as it ever was, which is not much.”

“What about you? You’re a working artist. Aren’t you worried that the whole marketplace will get so flooded with AI that no one can tell the difference?”

“Not at all.”

“Really? You seem pretty confident.”

“No, that’s not it. I’m not worried because it’s already happened. I see people complaining about it online all the time. The whole reason the Writers Guild of America went on strike was because we were afraid of AI, so the studios got their revenge by moving productions overseas. They don’t need to automate our labor to put us out of work. There’s always another trick. It never changes.”

“You seem pretty zen about it,” she says. “I don’t think I would be.”

“The thing about being a writer, or any kind of artist really, is that it’s a bad bet from the start. You’re supplying something there’s already too much of, that people expect to get for free, and then you get paid for it anyway and you’re so amazed and grateful that you just hope you can hold on and keep it going.”

“And then?”

“That’s where I am now,” I say. “I don’t know if people are going to stop reading my novels. It’s remarkably easy to piss off your readership. And that has nothing to do with AI. It’s just the way it’s always been. You just keep going forward. That’s all there is to it.”

“You seem to have done pretty well for yourself so far,” she says.

“I’ve been lucky. But you’re always swimming against the current. The key is not to tire yourself out. That’s when the riptide carries you to sea.”

“This metaphor is getting kinda heavy, and also confusing,” she says.

“You’ve caught me in a philosophical frame of mind,” I say. “All kinds of crazy bullshit can come out of me when I’m like this.”

She laughs, revealing muffin crumbs. She’s been picking pieces off her muffin this whole conversation, eating it in small increments without realizing it. It’s almost gone.

“It makes me feel better, actually,” she says. “I have nothing figured out and listening to you, it sounds like I’ll probably survive.”

“You’ll do a lot more than that,” I say. “You’re special. You’re going to succeed. You just need to decide what that looks like.”

She rests her chin against her knuckles and stares at me, studies me the way she was studying the bay.

“I want to paint you,” she says.

“Me?”

“Yes,” she says. “You are too perfect not to capture.”

She sets the canvas she was working on aside to dry and scoots her chair back to go upstairs and get a fresh one. She wraps her arm around my neck and kisses me on the cheek.

“Don’t go anywhere.”

I sit and admire the waves. The ice in my coffee has mostly melted. The cruise ship is still sitting out there in the bay without appearing to have moved at all, which is either reassuring or ominous depending on your frame of mind. A moment later she returns with a fresh canvas.

“Okay, turn toward me,” she instructs. “And take your sunglasses off.”

I do as I’m told. It’s past noon so the light is mostly behind me anyway. I don’t know if I’m supposed to smile or look serious, and I haven’t been told, so I just try to sit and appear natural, which is a surprisingly hard thing to do when someone is staring at you.

She doesn’t say anything, just pauses occasionally to study me the way she studied the bay. I find myself wondering how she’s going to get my face, whether I’ll recognize myself in it.

“Can I see?” I ask.

“When it’s done.”

I rest my head in my palm and try to look wistful and thoughtful. She really takes her time with it. The afternoon light shifts while she works, the shadows on the water changing slowly.

“Where’d you get that scar?” she asks, drawing a line with her pinky across the top of her own forehead.

“Bar fight,” I say.

“Really?”

“No, I fell off a bench at McDonald’s when I was four years old.”

She smiles without looking up from the canvas.

“One of your ears is a little crooked,” she says.

“You think I haven’t noticed?” I say. “I’ve had plenty of time to study my flaws. I should never have given you the opportunity to sit and examine them.”

“I don’t see only flaws,” she says. “You’re too hard on yourself.”

“Say something nice about me.”

“Your teeth are—“

“Crooked?”

“—all there,” she says with a laugh. “And fairly white.”

“Okay, that’s something, I guess.”

“And you have a nice smile,” she says. “A lovely smile that makes my heart flutter when that smile is for me.”

“Well, this smile is all yours.”

“Your gums are too big, though,” she adds. “Like, it’s almost all gum.”

“I know,” I say. “When I was little I didn’t brush enough. I learned, but by then it was too late. Or maybe I was just born with small teeth. I’m not sure.”

She returns to the painting and I’m really starting to get curious.

“Are my teeth in the picture?”

“No, because you’re not smiling. You look at ease. That’s the best side of you.”

After a few small adjustments, she turns the canvas around. I study it before reacting, trying to decide if I like it. It looks like me, and people are harder to paint than landscapes. It’s not Michelangelo. I look a little more like my dad than like me, but maybe that’s just because I’m starting to look more like him as I get older.

What gets me though is the expression. I can tell she’s spent real time studying my face, and not just to paint it. The expression isn’t a smile exactly, but there’s a kind of joy in the eyes that could only have come from the last week. It’s in there because she put it there. That means she saw it.

“That’s me,” I say.

“That’s you.”

I take the canvas and study it. Just the torso and my head, a little detail of the bay behind me.

“Can I keep this?”

“No, it’s mine,” she says. “I’m taking it with me. But you can keep this one.”

She hands me the landscape. I admire it now that it’s dry. We leave my three-eyed monster behind. If the people who run this place can sell it to some tourist for a few bucks, fine. I wouldn’t even mind if they threw it away, so long as they don’t toss it in the sea.

We hand our canvases to the guy who gives out the paints and he uses a hairdryer to set the colors before sliding them into little clear plastic bags. He does this quickly and without ceremony, like a man who has dried ten thousand paintings and has no particular feelings about any of them.

“Hungry yet?” I ask when we’re putting on our helmets.

“God, yes. Starving.”

I wrap my arm around her and we plant cute little kisses on each other’s lips.

“Let’s go get something to eat.”   
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I have my first Thai class with Meena from her hometown a couple days later. Thalia has taken the bike to go to the beach and I’m at home when Meena sends me a text on Messenger. She apologizes for the short notice but she’s in a spot in the village that has especially strong Wi-Fi. Am I available for a lesson now? Well, it’s the middle of the work day, and you know what a workaholic I am, so I immediately say yes.

She video calls me and I open it. She’s sitting outside somewhere under a canopy, green and lush behind her, the light coming through in patches. I can hear what sounds like chickens in the background.

“Sawadee ka, Khun Mike!” she greets me, waving.

She’s wearing a tank top that shows off plenty of cleavage, especially when she tilts the phone down to check something, probably by accident.

“Sawadee krap, Kru Meena,” I answer. “So good to see you!”

And I mean it. I’m surprised by how nourishing it is just to see her face, especially smiling.

I ask about her mother. She’s doing well. She sleeps a lot but yesterday she was able to get up and move around the house.

I ask about village life. She tells me in Thai that it’s much cooler in her village than Phuket but that next month will be the rainy season. She tells me I should visit as soon as possible, because otherwise the roads won’t be passable for months.

“Really? I can come stay with you?”

“Yes, of course,” she says. “But you should understand the village here is quite simple. You won’t have many things which are normal for you. No electric. Only solar panel.”

“That’s alright,” I say. “I think I can manage.”

“Will your girlfriend be comfortable?” Meena asks.

“She’s remarkably adaptable,” I say.

“In Thai, please?”

“She’s uh, brap dua,” I say.

“Mee kwam brap dua, chai mai?”

“Exactly,” I say. “She’s adaptable. And she’s really excited about meeting you.”

“Really?” she asks, surprised.

I don’t exactly want to give away too many details. For all I know, Meena thinks of me only as a friend, a nice foreigner, and has no interest in me at all. Even if she does like me, that doesn’t mean she’d be interested in sharing me with Thalia.

“Yes, I told her about you,” I say. “She’s never been to the north of Thailand, and she’s a traveler who wants to have different experiences while she’s here—“

—which for me isn’t long enough.

“Chom chern ka!” Meena says. She’s welcome.

“I can check to see what flights are available.”

I’m sure they aren’t expensive. Flights inside Thailand usually aren’t. A trip to Bangkok is sometimes less than thirty dollars one way if you can buy at the right time. I’m not sure about Pai.

“You should not spend a lot,” she says, furrowing her brow.

“Mai pen lai,” I tell her. It’s nothing, no problem. “You’re letting us stay with you. That’s generous. Besides, I think it will be a good experience.”

She tells me she’s so excited, which in Thai translates to “woke up dancing.” I’m feeling just the same. She adjusts a strand of long black hair absentmindedly, something she can’t help but fidget with since she can see herself on camera. It’s so feminine and cute and it just makes me smile.

“What?” she says.

“Nothing,” I say. “Just happy to see you. Can I see the village?”

She switches the camera view and I see the forest all around her—dense jungle, stands of bamboo, thatch huts with corrugated roofs. Then the camera pans up and I can see that the village is perched on a mountainside with this sweep of green valley below it. Incredible. Mountains stacked behind mountains all the way to the horizon.

“Sut yord!” I say.

“Yes, really!” she says. “The top of the mountain.”

There’s a knock on the door behind me and Thalia slips in, still in her beach things, hair salt-damp.

“Thalia, I’m talking to Meena,” I say, handing her the phone.

“Hi!” she says. “Michael’s told me all about you. How’s your mom?”

“Okay, thank you,” Meena says.

“She’s offered to let us come stay for a few days,” I say. “How about next week?”

“That sounds amazing! Can’t wait, thank you so much, Meena!”

We chat a little more and then say our goodbyes.

“Meena is so sweet,” Thalia says. “And so cute. Right?”

“Definitely,” I say. “She’s gorgeous.”

“You think we’ll all get up to something together while we’re up there?”

“While we’re sleeping in the house of her sick, elderly mother?”

“Old people sleep deeply,” she says.

“No, old people wake up early and often. I should know.”

“Come on, where’s your sense of adventure?” she says, reaching down to pinch my side. “You have to seize the moment while you can. Like it’s a layer of side fat.”

I swat her hand away, then swivel out of my chair and grab her, picking her up and tossing her on the bed behind us. She squeals as I start taking off her clothes and mine. How’s that for seizing the day?

I find out later that there are no direct flights from Phuket to Pai. Instead, we’ve got to settle for Chiang Rai and then take a four-hour van ride on Route 1095 to Pai. The trek to Ban Pang Paek, the Lisu village where Meena’s family lives, is another thirty minutes or so from there. It’s no problem. We’re in no hurry. We really can’t be in any hurry because the roads are so narrow and winding that if we moved any faster we’d be going over the cliffside, or at least throwing up from being tossed around as the van takes one switchback after another, the driver hugging the line the whole way.

Our driver doesn’t say much on the trip, but I notice he’s got a little gold Buddha figurine on the dashboard. He also wears a medallion around his neck and when he cranes forward I can see he has a sak yant tattoo on the back of his neck—the kind traditionally applied with a sharpened bamboo reed by a monk, the chanting of blessings supposed to keep evil spirits and danger at bay. So we clearly made the right move traveling with this guy. The whole mountainside could burst into flames on both sides and with all the protection he’s got working for him, we’d just glide right through.

We make a pit stop at Coffee in Love, this famous cafe on the side of the mountain that most people traveling this road stop at. It’s become so well known from a couple of Thai films that were shot here that every Chinese tourist in Pai makes the pilgrimage. I ask the driver in Thai whether he wants a coffee. He holds up a small can of Birdie, the canned coffee you can get at any 7-Eleven, without taking his eyes off the view outside. The cafe makes a genuinely excellent cold brew using beans from the hillside farms nearby, where the elevation and the cooler air make for arabica of real quality. Thalia takes selfies from every angle. I flip through a Lonely Planet that was left on the table.

“Gotta soak this up while we can,” I say. “It’ll be rustic living for the next few days.”

“I’m ready. Are you ready?”

“The only thing that really concerns me is the bed,” I say. “In Thailand, people like sleeping on really hard beds. Like, the tradition is to sleep on wooden slats. So when that’s your baseline, anything softer feels uncomfortable. Not sure if I’m ready for that.”

“Yeah, and there won’t even be a fan. Meena said there’s no electricity, right?”

“Nope. Not except for what you can collect with solar panels.”

“At least it will be dark, and quiet,” she says. “You think there will be monkeys?”

“Almost certainly,” I say. “The whole area around Pai is prime gibbon habitat. The forest is dense enough that you probably hear them before you see anything.”

She curls her feet under her on the chair and looks at the valley spread out below us.

“What would you be doing right now if you were at home?” I ask.

“Home home, or Phuket home?”

“Queensland.”

She seems surprised by the question, as if that version of home is something she has to conjure out of her distant memory.

“Nothing,” she says finally. “Probably just staring at my phone. Staring at this is better.”

“Way better,” I say. “I think that staring at green expanses like this is good for our psychology. It’s nurturing for us humans. It’s something to do with our evolution. It’s biophilia. The love of nature.”

“Biophilia,” she repeats. “I like that.”

We can’t stay too long since we’ve still got a lot of ground to cover. It’s another hour before we get to Pai. The place is pretty popular with hippies and expats who come because it used to not be full of so many hippies and expats. While some of the charm of being an undiscovered gem may have receded, the advantage is that it has some modern amenities that will make our experience quite a bit more enjoyable. There’s a walking street and some decent restaurants and the general vibe of a town that’s decided to slow down completely and expects you to do the same.

We stop at a little family-run convenience store to get some bags of chips, candy bars and cups of instant noodles. As she’s packing the supplies into her big travel bag, Thalia notices a cannabis leaf flag wafting in the breeze across the road. We walk over and into a shop with brightly decorated walls. The painted scene features a yak, the green-skinned giant from Thai folklore. This particular yak looks especially stoned, his cross-eyed stare glazed and glassy. Fitting.

A young guy behind the counter looks genuinely amazed by the prospect of customers. He’s got six or seven jars on the counter and invites us to open anything that looks interesting and give it a sniff.

Technically, the laws around marijuana restrict it to medicinal purposes. But what actually constitutes medicinal use is left open to interpretation in practice. Generally, as long as you don’t try to take it out of the country or bother people by smoking in public, you don’t have to worry.

“Lemon Haze smells lovely,” Thalia says, holding the jar in front of my nose.

“How about this one?” I say. “Sour Diesel.”

“You’d choose diesel over lemons?”

“Good point,” I say. “How about two grams of Lemon Haze and another of Pineapple Express?”

Our friend is good enough to grind up the buds and roll them into joints for us. Efficient service. Now well-provisioned, we call Meena and tell her we’ve arrived in Pai. We get Thai food at a little restaurant in town while we wait for her brother to come pick us up.

When he arrives, Sorn smiles but barely says a word. He’s maybe twenty-five, compact and careful-looking, wearing a plain grey shirt. I try speaking to him in Thai, which surprises and amuses him, but he seems to prefer the little English he knows.

“Hello,” he says. “We go.”

I nod and pick up Thalia’s big bag and my smaller backpack and toss them in the bed of the pickup truck with the farm equipment. A coil of rope, a machete in a canvas sheath, a sack of something that shifts when I set the bags against it.

The road is long and winding but even bumpier and slower than before, turning to dirt almost as soon as we leave town. The path snakes through lush green forest that looks ancient and dense and steaming, the light coming through the canopy in long slanted columns. Dry season up here doesn’t mean no rain; it means not raining all day every day for days on end.

Smoke rises through the air, or maybe that’s mist. Hard to tell up here. Thalia gets tossed into my lap on a sharp corner and I put an arm around her even though we’re both wearing seatbelts. Sorn seems unconcerned, one hand on the wheel, singing quietly along to whatever Thai pop song is coming from the stereo, perfectly at ease on a road that’s trying to kill us.

We arrive at Ban Pang Paek before I even realize it. Sorn pulls over and turns off the engine and the sudden quiet after four hours of road is its own kind of sound. All around us is greenery—dense forest pressing close on both sides, the canopy overhead thick enough to drop the temperature several degrees. Looking around, I see bamboo and split-plank houses sitting low to the ground, their weathered walls the color of old driftwood, metal roofs gone dark from years of rain. They look like they grew here rather than being built. A few chickens pick their way between the houses without any apparent destination. Sorn lifts our bags from the truck bed, sets them on the ground, nods once and walks off. His task is complete.

“Khun Mike!”

I turn and there’s Meena in a pale blue slip dress with a colorful woven ribbon braided into her hair—the kind of ribbon I’ve seen in photos of traditional Lisu dress, bright red and gold against the black. She walks toward us with her hands open in a greeting. In America, I’d hug a close female friend without thinking about it. Thai culture isn’t quite so touchy-feely, though. Thalia doesn’t wait to consider the cultural nuance. She opens her arms and wraps them around Meena, who smiles and reciprocates.

“So nice to meet you!” Thalia says.

“Yes, thank you,” Meena says. “Welcome to our village.”

Having hugged Thalia it would be awkward if we didn’t hug too. It’s brief but warm. Her hair smells smoky under the shampoo—a rich woodsmoke that I realize is probably just part of the air here, absorbed into everything.

“Come inside,” she says. “You hungry?”

“We just had lunch in Pai,” I say.

“We have papaya. You would like to try?”

“Sure!” Thalia says.

Inside the house the main room is one large open space, low-ceilinged, the walls uneven where the planks haven’t quite matched up. There’s a cooking stove near the center of the room with a blackened pot resting on it, and along the far wall a small altar with a photograph and some incense that’s burned down to a stub, the ash curled into a little question mark. The light coming through the gaps in the walls makes stripes across the floor. Geckos start calling the moment we walk in, that familiar barking sound, and don’t stop. The place smells of smoke and ginger and something sweet I can’t place.

Mama is in her bedroom. She’s propped up in bed, small and fine-boned, her grey hair loose around her face. She smiles as she greets us and Meena tells her all about us in fast Lisu, nothing I can follow. We smile and give her a little wai, the traditional greeting, hands pressed together at the chest. She returns it with a slow nod and says something that makes Meena laugh.

“She says you are very tall,” Meena translates, looking at me.

As we sit on the floor to eat the slices of papaya and starfruit Meena has set out on a tray, we hear something from the treeline. Whoop, whoop, whoop!

“Are those monkeys?” Thalia asks, her eyes lighting up.

“Yes,” Meena says, her tone suggesting she finds them significantly less delightful. “There are many in the forest. Everywhere. They come—“

She makes a face and acts out the way the monkeys descend on any food left unattended. It’s a chipmunk-nibbling-an-acorn face. At least that’s what it looks like to me.

“We saw monkeys in Phuket,” I say.

“They stole my water bottle,” Thalia adds.

“Yes, they are naughty,” Meena says. “Kamoey.”

Which means both “thief” and “to steal.”

“Oh, can I practice my Thai with you while I’m here, Meena?” Thalia asks.

“Yes, of course,” she says. “But you know, actually we don’t speak Thai a lot here. When talking with mom I speak Lisu.”

“How many languages can you speak?” Thalia asks.

“Only Lisu language, Thai and English,” she says. “Also Burmese just little bit.”

“Only four? I can only speak one!”

Meena grins.

“I think for me it just normal because when I was in the school had to switch,” she says.

“You must have an ear for languages,” I say. “It’s your skill.”

“Yeah, you too, I think so,” Meena says.

I shrug.

“I never really thought I was good at languages,” I say. “I studied Spanish in school, but that was all.”

“You learn quickly,” she says.

“Sometimes,” I say.

“And you don’t give up easy. That is important.”

“I have a good teacher,” I say. “I always have fun learning with you.”

She gives this shy smile, like the compliment really means something to her, which it should because I mean it. She looks down at the tray and straightens a piece of papaya that didn’t need straightening.

“Meena, what kind of work do the people in the village do?” Thalia asks.

“Working in the garden and rice also,” she says. “Actually, I can show you?”

I shove the last piece of starfruit in my mouth before Meena takes the tray away. She puts it in the small kitchen and then walks us down a narrow path to the rice terraces close to the house. They step down the hillside in shallow levels, flooded with maybe three inches of water, green shoots standing in neat rows just breaking the surface. The whole thing looks more intentional than anything in the village itself, the geometry precise, every row the same distance from the last.

I bend over and run a shoot through my fingers. It’s surprisingly tough.

“Hard working like this, na,” she says, that last word meaning something like ya know.

“I’ll bet,” I say.

There’s a man in a sunhat and long sleeves working one of the far rows. He squats down to inspect one plant, turning it over with his fingers and seeing something in it I can only guess at. He doesn’t look up.

“The baby plants need someone to water them because the rainy season is come not yet,” Meena explains. “You want to try?”

“Sure,” I say.

I’m expecting a pump or a faucet somewhere. Instead the whole village relies on a stream that runs down through the trees at the edge of the terraces. The trickle is steady but not strong—a good push of water over flat rocks worn smooth. When the rains come it’ll be a proper rush, Meena says. We fill up big tin watering cans by submerging them and letting them fill from the current, then lug them down the rows and pour gently around the base of each seedling. I step on one and Meena is nice about it. It happens, and we’re still new to it.

We do three trips each before we’re sweating properly. The trick with this task, I figure out quickly, is to take it slow. Nothing good here comes from rushing.

“So you’re from Australia, right?” Meena asks Thalia.

“Yes, I’m here just for a holiday,” she says. “I miss Thailand already! I’ll be so sad when I have to leave.”

“Oh!” Meena says. “You know you can stay in Thailand to study Thai language, right?”

“Really?!”

“Yes, the government gives the student visa for one year.”

“Oh my god!” she says, turning to me. “I can do that!”

“Is it difficult to get a visa that way?” I ask.

“Not difficult but a bit expensive,” Meena says. “I have a friend who works at a school in Patong. I think the cost for the class is fifty thousand baht.”

“How much is that?” Thalia asks.

“About $1,600 US,” I say.

“That’s…” Thalia’s voice trails off as she does the math. “About $2,200 Aussie dollars. Pricey, but if it means I get to stay here for a year? And I can learn Thai? This is bloody great news!”

This is the solution I’ve been waiting for. And it’s so simple I should have thought of it myself. All this time I’ve been dreading the moment when Thalia would have to say goodbye. Now maybe she doesn’t have to after all.

“Yeah, Meena, you can tell us where to find your friend’s school,” I say. “We’ll go and get her signed up.”

“Sabai, sabai!” Meena says with a laugh. “Easy!”

After a few more trips to the stream, all the seedlings are watered. One of Meena’s neighbors stops by—a woman maybe Mama’s age, in a printed blouse—and she and Meena chatter for a few minutes in Lisu. Very smiley. I catch the word for foreigner and nothing else. Then we follow Meena to her garden, a small plot just behind the house with a low bamboo fence around it, where she crouches down and pulls some ginger root from the soil. She never seems to mind when the dirt gets on her dress. She just dusts it off with easy confidence, like she knows that clothes get dirty and she’s made her peace with it.

“Let’s have some tea,” she says.

Back at the house, we help Meena build up the fire in the stove. I hold the kindling while Thalia blows at the base of the flame, and then Meena fills a pot with water from the big ceramic jug in the corner. Meena has to collect the water from the stream every day since there’s no running water inside. She slices the ginger on a worn wooden cutting board, thin coins of it, and throws them in the kettle and sets it on the flame.

Within minutes the small room smells of ginger and smoke. The kettle whistles and Meena takes it off the heat.

“So,” Meena says, putting her hands on her knees and giving us a serious expression. “Boring already, right?”

We laugh.

“I think it’s fun,” Thalia says.

“Really?” Meena asks with a grin.

“It’s a totally different side of Thailand we would never get in Phuket.”

“Besides, you’re so nice to let us stay here,” Thalia says. “We want to do something to help out.”

“You’re lucky, Khun Mike,” she says. “You have a good girlfriend. Good person.”

“I think you can just call me Mike now, right?” I say.

Khun is appropriate for the classroom but it’s a little formal for what Meena and I are to each other. Or what I think we are to each other.

“Maybe Pi Mike is better,” she says. “The meaning is older brother.”

I laugh and shrug.

“Well, I guess that’s better,” I say.

“How old are you, Meena?” Thalia asks.

“I’m twenty-five—and not married yet!”

She giggles, but it’s a nervous giggle.

“Would you like to be married now if you could?” Thalia asks.

The question seems to surprise Meena and she takes time to think before answering. She pours the tea into three small cups, the color of caramel, the steam rising straight in the still air.

“I’m not sure,” she says. “People still here still think old way. If a girl is not married already at this age, why, why?”

She imitates what I take to be the squawking of the village ladies, hands raised, head tilted side to side. Living in a place like this, I can imagine it easily. Everyone knows everyone’s business. The gossip probably travels faster than the stream.  

“It’s only because you’re so beautiful,” Thalia says. “I wished I looked as pretty as you do without makeup.”

Meen grins uncomfortably, covering her face with her hand starting to turn red.

“Wow!” she says. “Oh my god! Thank you.”

“You must disappoint guys all the time when you turn them down,” Thalia says.

“Sorry?” Meena says, apparently not understanding.

“She means guys talk with you and flirt with you but you tell them no and make them sad.”

Meena raises an eyebrow, not sure how to respond politely.

“Not much really,” she says.

“Well,” Thalia says, taking a sip of ginger tea. “Michael can’t stop talking about you.”
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Meena’s not smiling now. She looks visibly uncomfortable. And if you can imagine how she’s processing that last remark, just think of how I feel. The three of us are in a small room with a dying fire and no exits that don’t involve making things worse.

“What Thalia means is that, uh, you’re my teacher and I respect you and that… we’re friends.”

“I told you that I thought Meena was gorgeous and you agreed,” Thalia says. “Right?”

“I—yes,” I say, directing my answer at Thalia. I’m almost afraid to look at Meena but I know I have to.

When I do, I see that her expression is surprised but also curious. Maybe, possibly even pleased. There’s a hint of a smile on her face but it’s hard to know what that smile means.

“Gorgeous,” Meena repeats. “Suay, chai mai?”

“Yes,” I answer. “It means beautiful. Very beautiful.”

She chuckles, looking briefly at her tea.

“I didn’t know that,” she says, not sure what else she can say.

“Is that okay?” Thalia asks. “I hope I’m not making you uncomfortable.”

“Yes, okay,” Meena says. “I love compliment.”

I don’t know whether to jump in, and if so how. I don’t want to pretend that I don’t find Meena attractive, but I would never have asked my girlfriend to announce it for me.

“Thalia is very honest,” I say. “She says just what she thinks.”

“Too much, right?” Thalia says.

Meena shrugs.

“Normal for you,” she says.

“But it’s normal for everyone, I know,” Thalia says. “We don’t know each other very well yet.”

Meena nods. She’s not looking at either of us, just turning her cup of tea in her hands.

“But I want to talk to you just like a sister,” Thalia says. “And I may be the little sister, but I want to encourage you. You can have a boyfriend if you want. Right, Michael?”

“There’s no reason I can see,” I say. “Any guy would be lucky.”

“Well,” Meena says. “Nobody ask me.”

She gives this smile, this shy smile that starts my heart going faster. With that look I see something I haven’t seen before. She’s not uncomfortable anymore. She’s getting bolder and she’s letting me see it.

“I, uh—would you want someone to ask you?”

“Who?” she asks, turning the question back around on me. I’m not going to get out of answering this.

“Well, me and Thalia are together, of course—“

“Of course!” Meena answers quickly. “Understand.”

She looks deflated, like the game we’ve been playing has suddenly turned serious without warning. I can see it in the way her shoulders settle.

“But I—Meena, I never wanted to—“

“He respects you as a teacher and cares about you as a friend,” Thalia jumps in. “He doesn’t want to do anything that would get in the way of that.”

“Thank you, Thalia,” I say. “Yes, that’s true.”

“Okay, no problem,” Meena says quickly. “Don’t worry.”

Meena’s mother calls from the next room. She answers and then sets her mug down.

“Sorry,” she says. “One moment.”

“Sure,” I say.

She gets up and we’re left alone. I turn my palms upward and widen my stare in the universal gesture that means—okay, what the hell?

Thalia shrugs, signaling that she doesn’t need to explain, has nothing to apologize for, and will talk to me about it later but only to press her case, not to concede anything. That’s what her expression says to me anyway. I may be reading too much into it.

Meena returns after a few moments but doesn’t take her seat.

“Sorry,” Meena says. “I need to talk with my brother first.”

I’ve noticed from listening that Thais have a tendency to say they need to do something “first” without having anything in particular they have to do second. It’s a habit that carries over from direct translation.

“Okay,” I say. “I feel like taking a walk. Thalia, you want to come with me?”

“Of course.”

I rise from my spot on the floor and offer a hand. She takes it and I hoist her to her feet. We go out first and then Meena walks in the direction of Sorn’s hut. There are no locks on the doors here, of course, so we won’t need to worry about being let in when we get back. We walk down to the creek, far enough that the sound of the water covers our voices. I realize that even if we’re overheard we likely won’t be understood by anyone but Meena. But I still do a quick glance around before asking.

“What was that?”

“Me? Why did you let Meena think you don’t like her? I stuck my neck out for you.”

“You made her uncomfortable,” I say, not harshly, but it has to be said.

“I realize that, and I’m sorry,” she says. “But what did we come here for, really? Just a visit?”

“We just got here,” I say. “You just met her this afternoon, and now you’re trying to set us up?”

“Yes, damn it! Meena is a great girl. She deserves a good man. You are a good man. So, what’s the problem?”

I sigh. I realize that I shouldn’t be fighting this, but I keep seeing the look on Meena’s face when she thought I was cutting off whatever we’d been edging toward.

“Can I be honest with you?” Thalia asks.

“Yes, sure.”

“You’re a really attractive guy,” she says. “And I don’t just mean your looks.”

“Well, thank you, that’s nice.”

“But you’re too passive!” Thalia says. She’s keeping her voice low but the feeling behind it is loud enough. “A girl like Meena is not going to make a move with you, dude! Most women wouldn’t do that. It’s a hard thing for us.”

“What do you expect me to do? Flirt with her right in front of you? How is she supposed to react to that?”

“I don’t like making anyone uncomfortable,” she says. “But you have got to see that if you aren’t willing to take a chance while we’re here, you’ll lose your shot with her. If you don’t at least let her know clearly that you’re interested in her, no games, that’s it. You’re in the friend zone forever. Do you really want her to just be your Thai teacher?”

I pause, but I don’t really need to search my feelings. I’m attracted to Meena. I think she at least finds me interesting, but is probably scared that my girlfriend is laying a trap.

“Okay, you’re right,” I say. “Either it happens while we’re here or it doesn’t happen.”

“And?”

“And I do want it to happen,” I say. “But she’s up here. And we’re in Phuket.”

“Urgh!” Thalia says, not quite a squeal, not quite a groan, somewhere in between. “Don’t make up excuses. Just stop overthinking things! How did you ever get two girlfriends in the first place?”

“That was kind of a special circumstance,” I say.

“Well, this time, it’s not going to happen unless you make it happen.”

“Okay, you’re right,” I say, putting my arms around her. “Can we just take a breath? Let her process and respond?”

“I’m not saying anything more,” she says. “I got the ball rolling. Now the rest is on you.”

“Fine,” I say. “And thank you. I don’t want you to think that I’m ungrateful. It’s not a lot of women who would do that for their boyfriend.”

“I know,” she says, with evident pride.

I pull her to me and we hug. I just hold her there, not wanting to let go as we rock slowly under the canopy of trees. A moment later I hear a rustling in the branches above us and look up to see a gibbon watching us from maybe ten meters up, completely still, one hand wrapped around a branch. It stares at us with the patient, interested expression of an animal that has no idea it’s supposed to be afraid.

“Hey, look!” I say. “We’ve got a friend.”

We separate and Thalia turns toward him. He looks back at her, head tilting slightly, and then lopes to the end of his branch and launches off it, catching another on the way down and swinging through the canopy in that easy arc, already gone.

We watch until the trees stop moving. Then we turn to each other.

“Can we talk about the other thing? The fact that you now have a chance to stay in Thailand for a whole year, maybe longer?”

“How do you feel about it?” she asks, tilting her head up to look at me.

I shrug, pretending not to care. She grins and pushes me away with both hands.

“Oh, yeah? Fine, I’m leaving you in the forest! Good luck finding your way back on your own.”

I grab her arm and spin her back to face me, then pull her close so that our foreheads are touching.

“The hut’s over there,” I say, pointing without looking because I’m busy staring into her eyes. “And I’m so excited and relieved to know that we don’t have to separate after all.”

“So, I guess this means your temporary girlfriend is about to become—what? Your permanent girlfriend?”

It’s a test, a challenge, and a playful one.

“I can’t stop craving you,” I say honestly. “Learning that you can stay here with me is the second best thing that’s ever happened to me since I moved here.”

And then I whisper, close to her ear. “What we did in the pool, that was the first.”

“Really?”

“Well, maybe what you did for me in the front room when we came home from hiking up Monkey Hill was the first.”

“I can do it again,” she says. “Just not right now. Somebody might see, and there are ants and stuff that I don’t want to bite me when I’m on my knees.”

“That’s fair.”

“But tonight, when we’re alone and it’s dark, we can do stuff.”

“Awesome.”

We walk around a little more, but the trees here are so dense and the trails are narrow and I don’t want to venture too far from the village. The light is different in here. Everything is greener, quieter, the sounds that come through the canopy less like birds and more like the forest thinking. We find our way back to Meena’s hut and find her outside, crouching over a big plastic tray of vegetables she’s rinsing in water from the stream, the leaves dripping between her fingers.

“Everything okay with Sorn?” I ask.

She flicks the water from her fingertips and looks at me curiously.

“Oh, Sorn,” she says. “His name is Sorn not Sorn.”

“Uh, sorry,” I say. “I don’t really hear the difference.”

“Change the tone, change the meaning,” she says. “His name means arrow, not teach.”

“Oh,” I say.

It’s the one aspect of Thai I’m not sure I’ll ever get used to. I try to listen for the tone of each word and sometimes context makes it guessable. But it’s still the thing that trips me up most.

“He ask me, can I pick some mangos with him in the morning.”

“We can come too,” Thalia says. “When I was little, I used to help my family pick mangos for harvest.”

“Really?”

“Sure. It’s a big business in Mackay. Everyone helps out. It’s hard work, but it helps when everyone is pulling together.”

Meena flicks the water from her fingers and then spreads a few drops across her forehead. She sets the rinsed vegetables aside and rises from her squat effortlessly, in one smooth motion, the way people do when they’ve been doing it since they were children.

“We need more water already!” she announces.

“Michael will help you carry it,” Thalia offers.

“You’re staying here?” I ask.

“You can handle this chore without me, can’t you?” she says, putting one hand on her hip.

“Good idea,” I say. “It’s just a short walk down to the stream.”

Meena shows me where the big water jugs are kept behind the house, three of them in a row under the overhang, thick plastic with screw caps, the kind that get refilled indefinitely until they crack. She holds each one up and tilts it to check inside. Satisfied, she hands them off to me and we take the path down to the stream, single file.

I follow behind her, watching the way she moves across the forest floor without looking down—picking the right footing by some knowledge I don’t have, gliding around roots and stones while I’m picking my way carefully and still nearly tripping twice. The forest sounds different at this time of day. Quieter. The birds that were loud this morning have settled somewhere and whatever fills the gap is just insect noise and the occasional rustle of something in the underbrush that I decide not to think about. There’s so much I want to say, but I wait until we’ve come down to the water and she’s holding the mouth of the first jug under the trickle of the stream.

“Meena, can I ask if anything Thalia said made you uncomfortable?”

She turns to me, apparently surprised.

“No,” she says. “Not exactly.”

“I realize it’s very personal to talk about relationships and dating,” I say. “Especially when you’re speaking with people that you’ve just met.”

“Yes, but I like Thalia,” she says. “She is a good girl for you, I think so.”

“She’s unbelievable,” I say. “She’s not like any girl I’ve ever met. Actually, she does remind me of someone I used to know. Someone I loved a lot before. My ex-girlfriend Ava.”

“You didn’t tell me about her before,” Meena says, looking curious.

“The truth is that I had my heart broken before I came to Thailand,” I say. “By two women.”

“Really?” she asks in Thai.

“It’s true,” I answer. “I had two girlfriends before. But they both dumped me.”

“Dumped?”

“Finished,” I say. “We broke up.”

She nods, watching the water rise slowly in the jug.

“Sia jai,” she says. “It’s sad.”

“Yes,” I say. “When we first met, I wasn’t ready to date anyone. But Thalia has changed things. She’s made me realize that if I want to have a relationship I have to be honest about what I want.”

Meena says she agrees, still watching the jug fill, her hands steady.

“I’m interested in you, Meena,” I tell her. “Do you understand what I mean?”

She finishes with the jug. She props it up and turns to me.

“Yes, Mike,” she says. “I understand.”

I take a step toward her. She closes the distance between us. Then she throws up her hands and thrusts her palms into my chest, pushing me back playfully.

“Just want two girlfriends again, really?” she says, laughing.

I throw up my own palms in surrender.

“Honestly, it’s not like that,” I say. She gives me this look like she wants to be convinced. God, she’s so much like Thalia in certain ways and yet completely her own person. “Meena, I don’t want to only see you when we have Thai classes together. You’re a wonderful teacher, but you’re so much more to me than that. And I’ve told Thalia that, and she encouraged me to tell you how I feel.”

The creek babbles between us, covering the silence while Meena processes what she’s hearing.

“How do you feel?” I ask her finally.

“Not sure,” she says. “I did not think you would talk like this to me.”

“That makes sense,” I say. “I wasn’t expecting to say it either. But I knew I had to, because you deserve an amazing man who will love you and make you feel as special as you are. You already know I have a girlfriend. She’s the one who told me that I can be the guy you deserve. But that’s up to you to decide.”

She gives me this look like she’s studying my face, not just looking at it. It’s a strange sensation, and I’m not totally sure I like it because it feels like her gorgeous brown eyes can see right through me. But I hold her gaze because I can’t let her not know the truth about me.

“My mom—“

“—of course. I understand.”

“You did not ask me in Phuket,” she says. “We were both single before.”

“That’s true,” I admit.

I’m sure she’s telling me I’ve missed my chance, that whatever attraction she might have had disappeared once she learned I already had a girlfriend. But the smile forming at the corner of her mouth tells a different story.

“I have to stay,” she says. “But I like you also.”

“Really?”

“Dok jai mai?” she asks. Are you surprised?

“Yes, a little,” I say.

“Why?” she asks.

“You’re absolutely amazing to me,” I say. “You may think you’re a simple girl from a small village. But I’ve never met anyone like you before. You’re so smart, and you’re unbelievably gorgeous.”

That word again. Her eyes light up because she recognizes what it means now.

She smiles, her whole face flushing a deep red. She looks briefly at the stream, then back at me.

“I understand your life is here,” I say. “But can you come back to Phuket soon to see me?”

Her eyelids flutter, eyes pointing downward.

“The ticket is quite expensive, Pi Mike,” she says.

I smile at the use of the word again. The meaning isn’t exactly the same in Thai, not literal. But it’s still a little strange when I have feelings for Meena that an older brother shouldn’t have.

“I’ll pay for it,” I say. “I want to. Any time you can come for a few days, just let me know.”

I press in a little closer so our faces are close to touching. She doesn’t pull away, doesn’t hesitate. Just holds my gaze.

“Okay ka,” she says.

“Really?”

“Sure,” she says. “I love Phuket. When I think about that place so many memories arrive. And I like you as well.”

I drift in, just a little closer. She holds her breath, eyelids fluttering closed as our faces press together. It’s just a simple kiss, my lips carefully touching hers. We separate and look into each other’s eyes.

“Wow!” she says, giggling.

“Wow,” I say. “That’s it exactly. Wow.”

We don’t say anything more. I know that I’m complicating her life by telling her now, and I probably should have done this before. I could say it was because I didn’t want to abuse my power, or to overstep in a way that would make her feel uncomfortable. All that would be true, but it would still be dishonest because the real reason is that I was afraid of how she would respond. I didn’t know whether she would look at me the way she’s looking at me now.

“Everything okay?” she asks. “With your girlfriend?”

“Yes, she’ll be happy when I tell her we kissed.”

Meena makes a face and laughs.

“Is weird, right?” she says.

“Pretty weird,” I say. “I have no idea why I seem to attract girls who want me to be with other girls. What are the odds, right?”

“Sorry?” she asks.

God, I wish I could explain to you just how cute she looks when she’s confused. The shape her lips form, the look in her eyes. I can’t describe exactly what it is except that I just want to take that look and bottle it up.

“What I mean is, I’m lucky,” I say. “It’s not normal for your girlfriend to want you to have another girlfriend, right?”

“Not sure,” she says. “Actually, in Thailand many men have.”

She’s right. I heard somewhere that Thailand is the number one cheating capital in the world. But there’s a lot more to this history than I ever knew.

“Sure, but those men keep their girlfriends secret from their wives, right?”

A bird chatters somewhere above us then quiet again.

“Not always, actually,” she says. “You know, old Thai culture men would have two wife or three because if the girl cannot work so hard for them to live in that time. Cannot work easy.”

“I didn’t think about that,” I say. “But it makes sense. So, if a guy had money he would have a few girls?”

“Yes,” she says. “Not weird in that culture. Lisu culture is different.”

“Of course,” I say.

I think of Meena’s mom lying in bed sick, with no one to take care of her because her daughter is off with her foreigner boyfriend who already has one girlfriend. That doesn’t make me feel great. But the idea of Meena staying home and giving up a relationship that could make her happy to take care of her grandmother doesn’t feel right either. Some middle ground has to exist.

We return reluctantly to the task that we walked down here to accomplish. Meena takes a cap from the pocket of her loose-fitting pants and closes off one jug while she waits for the other to fill. What must it have been like to do this every day growing up?

“Can we keep our love a secret first?” Meena asks me suddenly, with this look of absolute earnestness that almost makes me burst out laughing. It’s just the sweetest thing to say and I wasn’t prepared for it at all.

At the same time, I understand what it means to her. For all I know, some little bird is already carrying news of us kissing by the stream to every corner of the village. I don’t know enough about Lisu culture, but it may be the kind of situation where any pairing is expected to lead directly to a wedding. So, for both our sakes, better not to reveal too much.

“Yes, absolutely,” I say. “Let’s keep our love secret.”

The other jug fills. I hoist both onto my shoulders, having to tread carefully to keep from stumbling on a rock or a tree root. I’m sweating through my shirt by the time I can set them down behind Meena’s grandmother’s hut, but in a funny way I also feel lighter. I did it. I told Meena how I felt, learned she felt the same, and even though I have no idea what our future will look like or whether it will all work out, I at least know that I’ll never have to live with years of wondering what might have been between us. Whatever is going to happen, now it can start. And I owe it all to the girl who urged me on.

Seriously, how does a guy like me get this lucky? 
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The next morning, we’re up early to go pick mangos. No alarm clocks needed. At home I like to wake with the sun. Here it’s the rooster, somewhere just outside the wall, that rouses you before dawn with the absolute conviction that this is happening. My sleep wasn’t great. I had plenty on my mind. The bed was a thin mat over a wooden slat platform and the slats made themselves known every time I shifted, but I had Thalia to curl up against all night, which evened things out considerably.

Coming into the main room, I’m surprised to find Meena’s grandmother already up, perched on a small plastic stepstool beside the cooking stove. She smiles at me from across the room like she knew I was coming. She says something rapid-fire—maybe it’s the accent or maybe her dialect, but I can’t catch a single word. She waves a bony arm in a gesture that clearly means come, sit with me.

There’s no other chair. I settle on the floor cross-legged.

She’s already started the coffee. This is the traditional northern Thai method—what people around here call sock brewing, though the filter is a piece of cloth rather than an actual sock, tied at the neck of a narrow metal frame and suspended over the pot. The coffee grounds heaped inside are dark brown, almost black, coarse and fragrant. They grow coffee on the hillside plots around the village, part of the government’s crop substitution program that replaced opium with arabica in the nineties. Whatever the history, the raw material is good. She pours hot water from the kettle over the cloth filter slowly and steadily, tilting the kettle with the particular angle of someone who has done this ten thousand times, the water darkening as it passes through. The small room fills with the smell of it—rich, a little earthy, something almost chocolatey underneath.

She says something again and this time I catch the Thai words “chai mai” at the end. Right? I nod vigorously.

A few minutes later she’s pouring the brewed coffee into an old mug with a faded Tweety Bird on it. The coffee is strong and the flavor has an edge to it, slightly acidic, the robusta showing through. Not that I’m a snob, but I can’t say it’s the best coffee I’ve had in Thailand. I will say, though, it is the best cup I’ve had strained through a sock.

The old lady is animated now, chattering away with no apparent awareness of how little of it I can follow. I smile and nod and take sips whenever it seems appropriate. She seems considerably more lively than she was yesterday when she received us from her bed, and I find that genuinely encouraging. Whatever brought her low, she isn’t letting it have the whole morning.

Eventually Thalia pads out, still pulling her hair back, eyes not fully open. She accepts her own cup of Tweety Bird coffee with both hands and drops down next to me on the floor. We sit together in the early light and drink slowly. Neither of us is in a hurry to speak and neither of us needs to be. The front door opens and Meena comes in from outside, already in her gardening clothes, sunhat on, a light long-sleeved shirt with small flowers on it. She gives us a practical once-over.

“Light clothes, yes?” she says. “Long sleeve better for the sun.”

I grab a linen shirt to throw on over my tank top. Thalia is already prepared, wearing the same elephant-print pants that have served her well the whole trip. Meena goes to the corner and returns with a small stone slab and a disc of pale wood, which she sets on the floor. She dips her fingers in a little bowl of water and starts rubbing the disc against the wet stone in slow circles until a yellow paste forms, smooth and faintly fragrant.

“What is that?” Thalia asks.

“Thanaka,” Meena says. She applies some to her own cheeks in two careful swipes, then her forehead, her nose. It goes on pale yellow, almost cream. When she notices me staring, she brings the paste and the stone over.

“Give cool feeling,” she says. She shivers delightedly. “Want to try?”

I smile and nod. Her slender fingers reach into the paste and start applying it to my cheeks and forehead, down the bridge of my nose. There’s something more intimate about the way she touches my skin after our kiss yesterday. Neither of us says anything, but since I have to sit still and let her work we can’t help but look at each other. When our eyes meet, I can see the same excitement and curiosity I feel.

The paste starts working right away. It’s like icy-hot, just without the hot—a clean, faintly woody coolness spreading across my face. I’ve seen people wearing these yellow masks in Phuket, especially people riding in truck beds to the construction sites around the island. I thought it was something religious, like a red dot smeared on your forehead at a Hindu temple. Now I know better. It’s just a smart way to beat the heat, and has been for about two thousand years apparently.

Thalia puts on some sunscreen first and then Meena applies some of the thanaka to her cheeks too. Thalia closes her eyes while it goes on, a small smile on her face.

It’s not hot yet, so I think I’m going to skip another “shower,” although I use the term loosely. Meena and everyone else in the village bathe in the old Thai way. Rather than a shower, they fill a big tank of water and then use a smaller pan to ladle the water over themselves. Since we’re staying here, we had to do the same yesterday just before the sun went down. It made me glad that I’ve been taking cold showers for a while now, so it wasn’t a shock to my system. Thalia took longer, and I’m pretty sure she struggled with it, although she didn’t want to say so. The squat toilets were another novelty and a less welcome one. The things you take for granted when you leave home are also the comforts you most appreciate when you return.

Once we’re ready, we follow Meena to a neighbor’s house where she asks to borrow a ladder, which I carry for the three of us. It’s made of bamboo, which is both heavier and more flexible than I was expecting. I carry it from the middle and both ends wobble. They end up getting caught on underbrush and smacking against branches, so I have to be careful as we walk. Meena leads us down the narrow dirt path between the huts, past the little shrine at the edge of the village—a low wooden platform with some fruit offerings and a stick of incense—and out into the tree cover.

Luckily, the trees are just down the path below the rows of little huts but above the rice terraces. Meena points to three trees clustered together—her family’s trees. I set the ladder against the trunk of one of them as Meena picks a fruit off the ground and starts showing it to us. Each of the mangos has these distinct shoulders at the top; she presses the green oblong fruit with the tips of her thumb and pointer finger, testing the give.

“Meena,” Thalia says, raising her hand just like a kid in school. “The fruit don’t need to be completely ripe because they’ll ripen after they’ve been picked, right?”

“Yeah not one-hundred percent is okay,” Meena says. “But cannot be too strong.”

She mimes biting the fruit in her hand and breaking her teeth on it. I laugh as she howls. She drops the fruit, which is bruised on one side.

“Be careful,” Meena says. “If the fruit is ready you cannot break the stick.”

I don’t know what she’s talking about until she points to a stem on the ground. They have to stay attached to the fruit. Also, we can’t just pull them loose. We have to cut the stems and then lower the whole fruit carefully into our hands. Then they go straight into the reusable shopping bags Meena has been keeping in her pocket. Apparently the sunlight makes them go bad faster.

When we’re ready, Thalia climbs up the bamboo ladder with me holding it steady. She stands unsteadily as she leans forward and then back with a pair of pruning shears in her hand. She holds the branch and snips off the end, sending two fruit tumbling down. I manage to grab one, snag the other before it hits the ground.

“Sorry!” she calls down.

“It’s alright,” I say, handing the pair of green fruit to Meena, who bags them. I stand there holding the ladder steady, watching for falling fruit or a falling girlfriend. Honestly, if she did fall I couldn’t so much catch her as cushion her.

She gets a few more before she has to stop and move the ladder. That’s how it works.

“This is nothing like what we did in Mackay,” she says, wiping the sweat from her brow.

“What was it like up there?” Meena asks.

“Big trucks, cherry pickers, a whole big operation,” Thalia says. “All the blokes would go up in the baskets and collect them ten at a time. Us kids were mostly just there to carry the bags when they were full, and to eat the ripe ones. The juice stains your clothes, you know that? I had my favorite white blouse ruined because I had the juice running all down my face.” She touches her chin to show the flow of it.

The sun is blazing by late morning and we’re sweating even as we’re standing around. The thanaka is a real lifesaver, but it starts to wear off after an hour or so and mingles with the sweat, causing it to run. I start imagining how it’s going to feel to dunk my head in that creek water. These villagers have the right idea. Cold water in a hot place is refreshing only when you’re good and ready for it. This job is getting me there.

The next tree I take myself. It’s awkward work because I have to stand with the ladder’s top flush with my chest, leaning back and then forward, reaching around branches. I’ve got four in the bag when I hear a rustling and see something dark drop into the far side of the tree. Moving through the branches.

“We’ve got a monkey here!” I call down.

Meena makes this sound like scolding a crying baby. Aaaagg! Aaaagg! I imitate it, figuring the monkey will know what it means even with my American accent. Aaag! Aaaaag! I also shake a big branch for good measure. The monkey stops but otherwise doesn’t respond.

“Don’t hurt him!” Thalia calls.

“I’m not going to hurt him,” I call back.

“I was talking to the monkey!”

I smile.

“He’s not going to hurt me either,” I say.

After a few minutes the monkey decides to find a tree without a human making noise in it and jumps off. I see one more fruit I can snag, but I have to hold onto a thick branch to steady myself and lean pretty far out, keeping just one foot on the ladder. Pretty stupid move just for a piece of fruit, but my girls are watching.

“Be careful, Mike!” Meena calls.

Not Pi Mike or Khun Mike but just my name. Mike. Less formal. We’re progressing. I snatch the fruit, tearing it from the branch without breaking the stem, and swing back to the ladder. 
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After two hours, Meena takes out all the fruit and starts grading them informally, breaking off the excess stem and sorting by quality—best of the bunch in one bag, middle tier in another, anything too bruised or far gone set aside. Just a few of the roughly thirty end up on the ground. We did some good picking. I can see the whole valley below through the trees from where we’re standing. There are people hunched over working the rice terraces further down. They’re working harder than we are, but still. I feel it in my shoulders and forearms.

“Is this what it was like in Mackay?” I ask.

“No way,” Thalia huffs. “We had big trucks and cherry pickers and everything. All the blokes would go up in the baskets and collect them ten at a time. Us kids were mostly just there to carry the bags when they were full, and to eat the ripe ones.”

“But these ones aren’t ripe yet, are they?” I ask.

“Not yet,” Meena says. “Maybe one week?”

Thalia takes one out of the bag and runs it under her nose.

“I love that green mango smell,” she says. “Oh!”

She smiles and gives me this conspiratorial look.

“Know what this reminds me of?”

“I think I do,” I say. “But let’s ask Meena first if it’s okay.”

Meena’s expression turns curious.

“Meena,” Thalia says sweetly. “Do you ever use cannabis at all?”

“What?” Meena asks.

“Ganja,” I say. “Have you ever smoked it before?”

“Oh!” Meena says, bringing her gloved hand to her mouth to cover her surprise. She narrows her eyes at us, but she’s smiling. “Yeah, sure.”

“Really?”

She holds her thumb and forefinger together with just a tiny bit of space between them.

“Little bit,” she says. “Just little bit sometimes.”

“Would you like to smoke together?” Thalia asks. “I have some in my backpack.”

Meena takes a moment to think about it, looking around at the trees as if calculating where we could go.

“Yeah, sure,” she says finally. “But we should be careful. The smell.”

She wrinkles her nose.

“Right,” I say. “Wouldn’t want to bother grandma. Or anybody else in the vicinity. We can keep it on the down-low.”

She gives me this quizzical look and I realize that I have to modulate what I’m saying to avoid too many colloquialisms that just confuse things. Fluency is a funny thing, and it’s easy to take it for granted that Meena’s English is good so she’ll understand everything I say. The reality is a little more complicated, but we’re adjusting.

“We’ll be careful,” I say.

We walk the same way back, but I have to angle the ladder differently to keep from ramming it into the hillside. I’m sweaty and my upper body is done, but I’m in a good mood. I’m going to smoke weed with both of my girlfriends in the forest with monkeys. This is dope.

I leave my flip flops at the door. Meena puts the mangos in the corner where they’ll be out of the sun and then grabs some bananas and a bottle of water from the kitchen. She pops into grandma’s bedroom and speaks to her briefly. Whatever she says takes about twenty seconds and ends with a laugh from the bed.

I grab the joints in their little plastic canister from the pocket of Thalia’s bag and then join her outside. Meena follows. She offers Thalia the water bottle and she takes a long drink. I take a long gulp and hand it back.

“Where should we go?” I ask.

“Not sure,” Meena says. “How about a waterfall?”

“Perfect!”

We hike out of the village, taking a different route down the mountain. It seems crazy to go hiking in rubber flip flops but I’ve never seen Thai men wearing anything else here. It’s the easiest and most comfortable form of footwear and it’s good in both rain and shine with no socks to make you worry about foot fungus. Of course, if you’re not careful you can stub your toe on a rock or let a centipede crawl over the top of your foot, both of which happened to me on this trek.

“Yikes!” I say, kicking to fling it off me.

“Are those poisonous?” Thalia asks.

“Little bit,” Meena says.

“Little bit?” I repeat, grasping my chest in mock horror.

“It’s okay! Mai pen lai!” Meena says. “Bite him too. He will remember.”

We all laugh, but really—a little poisonous? Not exactly reassuring. It’s not a cobra. But still.

The path down narrows to single file in places, the trees pressing in from both sides and roots crossing the trail at ankle height. The light gets greener and dimmer the deeper we go, and there’s a coolness to the shade here that Phuket never offers even in the forest. The air smells different too—wetter, earthier, something almost mineral underneath. I stop once because I think I hear gibbons, but it’s just the wind in the canopy. Or maybe not. I decide not to look up in case I’m wrong.

At the base of the mountain we come to some rocks that open up into a small clearing. Water threads down the face of the rock behind it, no more than a meter wide, pooling at the base in a dark green basin. No tourists, no garbage. Just the water and the sound of it and the birds going about their business in the trees above us.

We find a big flat rock and sit in a circle. A bright yellow lizard is basking on the rock opposite us, doing its slow push-up display.

“Gingka!” Meena says, pointing.

“Cute!” Thalia says.

I take the little plastic joint canister from my pocket. I’m glad Meena thought to bring water. I always get so cotton-mouthed when I smoke. Lighting the end of one joint so that it burns evenly, I take a quick puff and then pass it to Thalia. She accepts and takes two deep puffs, letting the smoke waft from her nostrils before sending it out through her mouth. It dances on the wind and is carried away. Thalia sighs.

“Yeah,” she says. “I can really taste the lemons.”

Meena accepts the joint uncertainly. It’s the way she grips it that tells me she doesn’t have much experience with weed—holding it with three fingers, keeping the burning end away from her face like it might turn on her. She inhales gently and lets it go fast, the way you do when you’ve only ever watched other people smoke cigarettes.

I take it back and take a puff and hold it in my lungs. Not correcting her, just showing through demonstration. I hold the smoke as long as I comfortably can and then let my head drift back, sending a cloud of it up into the canopy.

“I was so scared the first time I got high,” Thalia says. “It wasn’t the feeling itself. I was just afraid of getting caught.”

“How old were you?” I ask.

“Sixteen,” she says. “It’s not that easy to get in Australia. Not for girls in secondary school. We felt like such rebels.”

“I never even tried it before college,” I say. “Meena, when was your first time smoking ganja?”

“Actually, I just try last year the first time in Phuket,” Meena says. “Before the law change ganja is not interesting for me. But when I see now the law is different my thinking changing.”

“Was your first time enjoyable?” Thalia asks.

“Yes!” Meena says, laughing.

She pauses to take a hit as the joint passes back to her. She nurses it gently this time, lets the smoke out slowly. Getting the hang of it.

“I went to a cafe on the mountain,” she says. “Near your home, right?”

“Really?” I say.

“Yes, near Chiang Mai Coffee,” Meena says.

“Oh, Grandma Jazz!” I say.

“Grandma Jazz?” Thalia says. “That’s what it’s called?”

“Yes, that one,” Meena says. “I love it. The music is so good and can see the mountain also. The view is beautiful.”

“I love that place,” I say. “My favorite smoke spot on the island. We’ll have to go when we get back. It’s in Kamala.”

“Okay, awesome,” Thalia says, accepting the joint from me.

She takes a couple puffs and passes it to Meena, but she waves it away. I take it, have one more hit and then put the lit end out carefully against the side of a rock. It goes back in the little plastic canister and into my pocket.

We all sit for a while, listening to the forest sounds filtering through our senses just a little bit differently now that we’re stoned. A bird calls somewhere above us, one I haven’t heard before. Nobody moves. Thalia’s eyes look a little glassy, but that’s not what I focus on. Her beauty, completely effortless and without any hint that she’s aware of it, is so enticing to me. I just want to curl up next to her, bury my face in her hair, maybe kiss her behind the jaw.

“What?” she says, noticing me staring.

“Just admiring,” I say.

“You know, before every drug we worry because the government will make problem with us,” Meena says. “Antahrai. You remember what does it mean, Mike?”

“Dangerous,” I say.

“Yes,” Meena says, giving me a thumbs up.

“But people in your village don’t smoke weed, right?” Thalia says.

“No, never,” she says. “But when I am a kid, our village did not grow mango a lot. Only poppy.”

“Poppy?” Thalia asks. “You mean, to make heroin with?”

“Yes,” Meena says.

“You ever heard of the Golden Triangle?” I ask. “That’s where we are now. This whole region was part of the drug trade. Some parts still are, right?”

Meena nods.

“Not good,” she says. “We worry about the government come and burn everything. Now we grow fruit only. The money is not a lot but we can protect our culture.”

It’s hard to imagine Meena as a little girl playing alongside fields of poppies, but I suppose it must have seemed completely normal at the time. They are just flowers, after all. Beautiful ones, actually. That’s the thing about opium poppies—they’re spectacular. All the worst things tend to be.

“I did not think I would ever go to another place,” Meena says. “Now my family is all—“

She waves her hands in front of her to signal dispersal. Her brother here, her cousins somewhere else, herself in Phuket until now.

“Does the village feel smaller since you’ve come back?” I ask.

Meena tilts her head.

“Kind of,” she says. “I miss Phuket. But have to take care Grandma.”

It may just be because I’m stoned, but the statement hits me differently somehow. I’m reminded of the fact that we have to leave tomorrow and I can’t bring Meena with me. Why didn’t I start a relationship with her earlier when I had the perfect chance? Of course, it had to happen this way. I wasn’t ready, and besides—if I was in a relationship with Meena first, would I have ever gotten the chance to be with Thalia? How would discovering her swimming topless in my pool have played out differently if Meena had returned home with me?

And speaking of swimming, Thalia is now tugging off her harem pants. She’s not the most coordinated, pulling them down and then raising up her butt like she’s about to do a crab walk.

“Can I help?” I ask with a smile.

Rising to my feet, I offer her my hands and she raises herself up and slides her baggy pants down. She takes off her overshirt but leaves on her top to swim. She holds her hands out as she steps gingerly across rocks covered in green slime. I start shedding clothes and folding them on the flat rock. Meena seems to be in her head. Then I realize that I’ve just taken off my clothes in front of her and that she might have a reaction to that.

I keep my boxers on, of course. But still, this is more of me than she’s ever seen before.

“You wanna get in?” I ask Meena.

“Later, okay?”

I follow Thalia in and the water is warm and nowhere near clean enough to let my head dip under. We meet in the middle of the pool and kiss, but it’s deep enough that we have to keep kicking to stay afloat. We look at each other, private messages passing between us using just our eyes.

“Isn’t this awesome?” and “I love that we’re here together like this” and “I’m so stoned!”

When I look over again, I see Meena has tied up her hair and is taking off her clothes to get in. It’s the first time I’m seeing this much of her. Her body is amazing, small and lean but perfectly proportioned. When she’s down to her underwear, she finds a flat spot on the edge and lowers herself in slowly, careful of the rocks.

I tread water, drifting toward her. I get close enough that I can stand on the rocks but she can’t quite. It’s one of those moments where I register how much taller I am. The average Thai woman is maybe five-four and Meena is probably a little shorter than that. I’m not especially tall by American standards, but standing in front of her I feel like a giant. She tilts her chin up to look at me, which doesn’t make the size difference any smaller.

We look at each other for a moment. I want to read her mood. Weed can make you introspective, eager to stay in your own space and not interested in being touched. Then again, it can have just the opposite effect. Meena’s eyes are telling me she would like to be touched, so I move closer, wrap my arms around her and pull her to me.

Her breath is smoky and so is mine, but just holding her in the water, touching my lips to hers, feels so right. Thalia floats by and touches my back gently, as if to say, don’t forget I’m here too.

I turn my head and kiss her too. Then she comes around and puts a hand on Meena’s shoulder. Then she leans over and kisses Meena just below the jawline. None of us was expecting it, including Thalia, I think. But it just happened. Meena giggles, not ready to kiss her back but not upset that she did it.

We float there, tangled up with each other. We’re a triangle, a unit. None of us is really sure how this dynamic is going to work, but this feels like the right way to explore it.

“I feel so good, you guys,” Thalia says.

“Me too,” I say.

“We could have shotgunned into each other’s mouths!” Thalia laments. “That would have been cool.”

“What?!” Meena asks, confused and slightly alarmed.

“She means we could have blown smoke in each other’s mouths,” I explain. “There’s no actual shotgun involved.”

We separate and float around. Meena swims toward the waterfall’s mouth. It’s just a trickle in the dry season, but she sticks her palms under the stream and lets the water slide down them. She holds them there with her eyes closed, perfectly still, the way she was against the elephant’s side.

I swim back and sun myself on a rock. If it weren’t for the mosquitoes buzzing around everywhere, it really would be paradise.
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I wake up in the dark, waiting with my eyes closed for a few minutes until I realize it’s early morning and not the middle of the night. There’s light coming through the window gaps. Faint, with a slight purple tinge to it. I turn over and roll off the bed, slipping out of the mosquito net. I smell coffee already and find a fire smoldering in the center of the main room. The grandmother must have been up before me.

I put the kettle on and squat in front of the stove to wait for it to boil. Man, if I’d been born in this country I would be a pro at this by now. But squatting for more than a minute is agony for me, so I’m forced to stand before the water is fully boiled. At least the squat wakes me up. When the kettle is just about to hiss, I pull it and pour it over the grounds already in the cloth filter. Then I pour myself a cup. The Tweety Bird mug is waiting on the counter. I take it.

Outside on the front porch, I find Meena.

“Good morning,” I say softly.

She’s wrapped in a blanket, sipping her coffee. The valley below the village is still in shadow, the mist sitting in the lower parts between the hills. From up here you can see it settle.

“Good morning,” she answers even more softly.

I can’t believe we’re saying goodbye today. Even though I know this isn’t the end, it feels cruel, almost inconceivable. I have a seat beside her.

“Sleep good?” she asks.

I nod. I rub my jaw, scratching the two-day-old stubble that I’m going to be happy to get rid of when I get back to Phuket. Running hot water does have its perks.

“I don’t want to leave,” I tell her.

“Understand,” she says. “Me too. I want you stay also.”

“When can I see you again?”

She thinks for a while before answering.

“Maybe next month,” she says. “But let’s see first.”

I understand that she’s got a commitment here that she can’t just walk away from. I don’t want to push. Her grandmother needs her. But I need her too. Not in the same way, obviously. And I know that it’s selfish. But I’m craving this woman in front of me, all bundled up under a blanket decorated with Stitch from the Pixar movie, who is for some reason featured alongside Spiderman. Kind of a weird crossover, but also an epic duo just like me and Meena. I can’t stop thinking about the girl underneath that blanket. After everything we’ve said to each other, the understanding we share, it seems wrong not to be able to consummate our new relationship.

“Yaa kid mak na,” she tells me with a small smile. Which means, “Don’t think too much.”

I answer in Thai, telling her that I don’t think at all. She grins.

“Mike,” she says, taking my hand and squeezing it. “Tee rak.”

Darling, sweetheart, lover.

“I can’t even tell you how good it feels to have told you how I feel,” I say. “I can’t believe I almost didn’t.”

“Really?”

“It was Thalia who told me I had to before we left. She was right.”

“She’s smart,” Meena says. “You very lucky man.”

“Very, very, very lucky man,” I say with a smile.

The sun is coming up, passing over the valley in front of us slowly, leisurely, almost lazily. I sip my coffee and swallow hard. No disrespect to the sock method, but I’m going to be glad to be back somewhere that handles lattes and espressos on demand.

“Can I do anything for you, before I go?”

“What about?”

It’s a delicate thing to offer, especially considering the income disparity that’s based pretty much entirely on our differences in geography.

“Do you need any money?”

If you’ve ever been to Thailand or talked to a man who has spent time here, you know that this can be a perilous question. Many a man has been ruined by a Thai woman he barely knows who is suddenly asking him to finance her life, her family, her village. But Meena doesn’t hesitate.

“No,” she says. “Money for what?”

“Well, for your grandma,” I say. “Or for you, if you need it. Since I know you’re not working as much as before.”

“Okay na,” she says. “Don’t worry about that. Life here not expensive. Easy, slow life. Don’t need money a lot.”

“That’s good,” I say. “If you’re ever in need, just tell me.”

She grins. I lean over and we share a small good morning kiss. I’m reassured by her declining my offer. If she needed it, better she have it. I’d feel better knowing she’s taken care of. But I may have underestimated how independent she is. In Thailand or anywhere else, a woman who would rather choose a simple life than accept a man’s money is precious indeed.

Meena sighs, says she misses me already. And not just me but also Thalia, whose name she pronounces like Ta-lee-yaa!—three distinct syllables, each one getting its fair share of attention, with her voice rising on the last one in that way that Thais often do. It’s not going to be easy for her to say goodbye to us both.

“Good person, I think so,” Meena says. “Smart and good heart, loving and hard-working.”

“Thanks to you, now I can keep her,” I say. “When we get back to Phuket, she can sign up for school and stay in Thailand for a year.”

“Yes, good for her,” Meena says. “She can enjoy life in Thailand.”

“I’ve only been here a year and I never want to leave.”

Behind us the door swings open.

“Morning!” Thalia says, wrapping her arm around Meena and hugging her from behind. She comes around to my side and I set the coffee on the arm rest of my big old wooden chair and pull her into my lap.

“Good morning, beautiful,” I say. “How’d you sleep?”

“Easy,” she says.

It may have been the weed, or the exhaustion from fruit picking, but she fell asleep almost immediately after sundown. Grandma calls from inside and Meena gets up to tend to her. She offers Thalia the Stitch-Spiderman blanket, which she accepts gratefully and wraps around her shoulders. The sun is properly up now and there are small cooking fires sending thin threads of smoke up from the little huts all down the line.

“I’m going to walk down to the end of the line of houses and smoke a little,” Thalia says. “Don’t want to get queasy on that drive back.”

I give her an okay sign. A few minutes later, Meena emerges arm in arm with the grandmother and helps her get down to the communal bathroom, moving slowly and carefully on the path.

While everyone’s gone, I poke around the house a little. I figure that Meena’s grandmother must have a coin jar or a rainy day fund somewhere, and I want to make a contribution. I find some wrinkled bills inside a tin box that looks like it once held powdered milk, faded blue with a picture of a smiling cow on the lid. I put a 1,000 baht note inside. Don’t get too excited. That’s only around thirty US dollars, but it’s probably as much as Meena’s grandmother spends in a week. For me it’s a sum so small that I can feel fine about it even though Meena insisted she didn’t need my money. Better just to have it.

After putting the tin back in its place, I start packing our clothes. Thalia comes in and hugs me from behind.

“Do I smell like weed?” she asks.

“Kinda,” I say.

She leans close to whisper in my ear.

“I can’t wait to get back to your villa where we have toilets and showers.”

“Same.”

“And your bed,” she says. “That bed that smells like you.”

She grabs her towel, ready to trudge down to the restroom. I gather our underwear that we left to dry outside after our swim and then, satisfied that everything’s packed, take a walk around the village while I wait for the girls to be done in the bathroom.

The trees are alive with the sounds of gibbons chattering somewhere above the treeline and I try to take in everything around me. I know that I won’t miss this place after I’m gone. Not because it’s not lovely but because that’s just how I am. I miss people but not places. I do know that I’ll return here in my mind from time to time, and probably in reality too, because Meena is here. I’ll be back.

The bathing situation is handled and by the time I get back, Meena is cooking a big farewell meal. Sorn has reappeared as if he’d been there the whole time. A neighbor family I haven’t met files in without much ceremony and takes up a spot near the door.

The mangos we picked yesterday aren’t ripe yet, but a neighbor gave us some of hers. We eat them with rice. Here it is, breakfast. And look. Even with my “no rice for breakfast rule” here I am eating it. In the north, they eat sticky rice that you pull apart with your hands. I’ve had this combination before since it’s one of the most popular Thai desserts, with a little coconut milk and sugar. Grandma seems especially to like it, not bothering with the Thai omelet or the vegetables Meena also prepared. Well, she’s old enough to choose what she eats. She grins at me as she gobbles up chunks of carrot-orange mango with a little plastic spoon. Thalia eats more than her share and I give her some of my omelet.

“So good,” she says sheepishly when Meena remarks upon it.

We help clean up after breakfast and Meena tells Sorn she can take us down to Pai and bring the truck back herself. We say our goodbyes to the grandmother and she wishes us well, Meena translates. Some neighbors turn out as we’re leaving, little kids running around their parents’ legs to get a look at us. One small boy, maybe four, stares at me with his mouth open the whole time I’m walking past. I wave. He runs behind his mother.

I’m happy to have Meena’s company on the drive down, eager to be close to her as long as I can. And there’s something sweet and endearing about this tiny woman behind the wheel of this big Nissan truck, handling it like she’s driven it her whole life, which she probably has. But just like on the drive up, it’s so shaky on the unpaved road that your jaw will get slammed shut if you’re not careful—so great is the force that rocks the truck as the wheels pass over ruts and ravines carved out of the soil by rain. Conversation doesn’t come easily, and by the end of it I’m feeling queasy. Thalia was right to plan ahead.

Once the road levels off, we play I-spy with a Thai language variation. I’m the go-between. Meena shouts out something she sees in Thai and Thalia tries to guess what it is in English with hints from me. Then when it’s Thalia’s turn she uses more obscure English words—“acacia” instead of “tree”—and I give Meena hints in Thai.

“Dok mai see daeng,” Meena calls out.

“Birds?” Thalia guesses, since those are all around us.

“How about those things guys give to girls to show they like them?”

“Chocolates?” Thalia asks, suddenly hopeful.

“Do you see chocolates out the window?”

“No, but if you do, we could stop.”

Meena laughs.

“Okay, let’s see,” Thalia says. “It’s flowers, isn’t it?”

“Very good,” I say. “Dok mai is flowers. And see daeng?”

“Maybe the color of the flowers?”

“Ooh, you’re hot,” I say. “So hot you’re—“

“—white hot?”

“Close.”

“Red!”

“Brilliant.”

By the time we reach Pai, it’s like we’re a family on a road trip, like we’ve always known each other. It just makes it that much harder to say goodbye. At least I can do it properly since there’s nobody around to gossip about us. I wrap my arms around Meena, practically lifting her off the ground as I kiss her.

Thalia throws her arms around Meena and the two hug. Then Meena tells Thalia to lean her head down and gives her hair a quick sniff. It’s like a kiss, she explains. The crown of the head is the most sacred part of the body in Thai cosmology. So, even when the hair on that head hasn’t been washed in a few days, it’s still a very cute, sweet gesture. Thalia’s eyes go wide and she sniffs the crown of Meena’s head back. Meena giggles.

I’m already picturing what it will be like when Meena comes to visit. In my mental picture, all three of us are naked. Not the whole time, of course. Just part of the time. And why not? Everything starts with a dream.

We walk around Pai a little while before ordering a cab. The walking street is quiet at this hour, most of the shopfronts still shuttered, a few coffee places doing a slow morning trade with backpackers who look like they slept in their clothes. There’s a restaurant with American diner food that has clearly been there for twenty years catering to exactly this clientele. I get a patty melt and onion rings which are far from the best I’ve had but are a welcome change of pace after eating nothing but Thai food for days. Thalia gets pancakes, which she doesn’t finish, which tells me she’s still a little sad.

“Are you sad to be going back?” Thalia asks.

“A little,” I say. “I’m going to miss Meena so much.”

“Aww,” Thalia says, reaching over to dab some ketchup from the corner of my mouth. “I think it’s sweet how much you like her.”

“You are not like any other girl I’ve known,” I say.

“Well, girls of my generation are more open-minded about relationships and sexuality and stuff,” she says, then when she notices me smiling she demands to know why.

“Every generation thinks that about themselves,” I say. “I don’t think it’s a generational thing.”

“What is it then?”

“You’re generous and wise and self assured,” I say. “And—and this is no less of a compliment—kinda horny.”

“True. All true.”

After lunch, we call a rental car. The plan is to stop by the famous Wat Rong Khun, better known in English as the White Temple, which sits about fifteen kilometers outside of Chiang Rai. I’ve seen photographs of it a hundred times but photos don’t really prepare you for the thing itself.

The whole structure is completely white but embedded throughout with tiny chips of mirror glass that catch the sunlight and throw it back at you from a thousand different angles at once. It’s blinding in the best way. The artist, Chalermchai Kositpipat, started rebuilding it in 1997 out of his own pocket and apparently won’t be done until 2070, which means the man has committed to a project that will outlast him by decades. You have to respect that kind of vision even if it’s slightly insane.

To get to the main building you cross a bridge over a shallow pool, and this is the part that photographs have tried and failed to prepare me for: hundreds of sculpted hands reaching up from the water below the bridge, arms outstretched, grasping at nothing. They represent desire and suffering, which are the things that keep you from crossing over into the enlightened realm on the other side. Standing on the bridge looking down at them, I feel something I wasn’t expecting to feel, which is that I recognize some of those hands. Not literally. But the grasping quality of them. The wanting.

Thalia grips my arm.

“That’s genuinely disturbing,” she says.

“Yeah,” I say. “That’s the point. That’s hell. So be good.”

Inside, the murals mix traditional Buddhist iconography with pop culture references—Neo from The Matrix, figures from contemporary disasters—all rendered in elaborate, detailed brushwork as if Kositpipat wants you to understand that the same forces he’s depicting in the traditional symbolism are still very much at work in the modern world. I find myself wishing I had more than twenty minutes.

We make it to the airport just in time, thanks mostly to the fact that it’s such a small and sleepy little terminal. Air Asia is delayed as usual. No other airline in the region can match them in delays. It’s their signature along with low prices, which is why it’s hard to stay mad. We make it back to Phuket with no problems, order another car to take us home. We’re both exhausted as we walk inside. I go to the kitchen for a beer, and wouldn’t you know it? Through the window I see there’s another half-naked girl swimming in my pool!

Just kidding. That would be pretty implausible. Have to say though, as far as narrative twists go that would be far from the worst.
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I’m back to work bright and early, trying to make up for lost time. I didn’t even bring my laptop while I was traveling and now I’m paying for it. Just like exercise, if you miss a week you feel it when you return. But I manage to bang out 1,673 words in one session and then go back for another 1,991 in the afternoon. Not at all bad, actually. I’ll catch up if I’m diligent for the rest of the week.

“Back to the grind, huh?” Thalia says before taking a bite of bagel.

“These guys have gotta get them some goblin girls, and I gotta give ‘em,” I say. “Gobs and gobs of ‘em.”

“I’m on volume five already,” she announces proudly.

“Five, really? Wow. It was such a small, tight-knit harem then. The whole group felt much more manageable. By volume sixteen the goblin girls are sleeping in barracks and have had to introduce parliamentary procedures just to adjudicate disputes over Jason’s breeding time. Poor guy’s dick is raw and stained the color of lawnmower clippings morning and night.”

“Does it work?”

“His dick? Sure, it wouldn’t be much of a fantasy otherwise.”

“No, I mean the parliamentary procedures.”

“Oh, well, you know democratic norms are a fragile thing in the hands of goblin girls,” I say. “They’re still semi-feral so some disputes are still resolved in the old way—with naked wrestling and some occasional biting.”

“Yeesh. Can you ever have too many goblin girls?”

“That’s a question that wise men have been asking for ages,” I say. “How many angels can dance on the head of a pin?”

“How many goblin girls can dance on the head of Jason’s cock?” Thalia answers.

“Exactly,” I say, deadpan. “It’s unknowable. It’s not about getting a definitive answer. The pursuit of truth is the point.”

She laughs, exposing the half-chewed bagel still on her tongue. She laughs so hard she starts to cough.

“Easy there,” I say. “Wouldn’t want you to choke.”

She swallows.

“You sure about that?” she asks.

“Come again?”

“If there was something of yours that was so big that it caused me to choke on it, would you like that?”

“Oh, now I get it,” I say.

“Well? Want to?”

“Sure,” I say.

When I don’t do anything right away, she tilts her head slightly, like she’s waiting for me to take it out.

“Here? Now? At the breakfast table?”

“You’re going to make me wait? That’s not very nice. I want your cock when I want it. And I don’t see any other green-skinned girls I have to wrestle to get my turn with you.”

Well, I don’t have to tell you how hard that gets me. It’s not just how good her tongue feels as it licks the underside of my shaft, although that’s excellent. What really gets me is that eager, hungry look in her eyes as she bends to her knees on the floor in front of me—the fact that she just can’t wait and needs me in her mouth the second she wants it. This is someone I never want to be without, not ever again.

I finish fast, she wipes her mouth with the same napkin I used to wipe away the cream cheese, we resume breakfast as if nothing happened. Well, not as if nothing had happened. I can’t stop smiling. That’s different.

When we’re done, I collect the plates—because what kind of a man makes a woman take care of the dishes right after she just blew him without even being asked?—then I head back to work and get the rest of my words in. It’s always easier to write haremlit with a little real-world inspiration. Good, I love my life.

It’s just after three when I reach a stopping point for the day. My pool has turned green while we were gone. This happens fast in the tropics. There’s algae, airborne spores, whatever is floating around out there just waiting for you to leave your pool alone for a few days. I drag out the testing kit and the chemicals from the utility cupboard under the stairs and spend an hour doing what I should have done before we left. Test the pH, add the chlorine, brush the walls down with the pole brush, skim the surface. It’s meditative in its way. Thalia reads on her Kindle in the deck chair the whole time, occasionally looking up to check on my progress.

Then once I’m done, we take a ride down to Patong to the school that Meena told us about.

Thalia steps off the back of the bike and unhooks her helmet, craning her neck to read the sign above the entrance.

“Im Smart Language School?” she reads. “Shouldn’t there be an apostrophe?”

“They’re here to teach you Thai, not English,” I say. “You have to be a little forgiving.”

We take off our shoes and some lovely young ladies at the front desk attend to us.

“Sawadee ka,” Thalia says, showing off the Thai she learned from Meena on our trip. The ladies at the reception desk are charmed. They lay out the whole process and what it involves. The $1,600 is all-inclusive. They’ll take care of the visa paperwork and smooth things over with the immigration authorities. Approval guaranteed 100%.

I get the sense that it’s kind of a grey business since the one-year visa is definitely the point and there are no questions asked about Thalia’s educational background or what she plans to do with her Thai language skills. Also, and this is something they make clear to me after I press them about it, she can still keep the visa even if she doesn’t go to class at all. But they really do offer online classes twice a week. In the lobby there’s a family with a little girl playing with blocks on the floor, sorting them by color with the focused seriousness of a toddler who has decided this is important work. It gives me a good feeling. It signals to me that the school may be a sham but it’s not a scam, and that hominess makes all the difference.

We’re told that Thalia will still have to leave the country and come back in on a fresh tourist visa.

“That’s great,” she says. “I’ve already got my return ticket lined up, so I only need to pay for a one-way ticket to come back.”

I’m a little disappointed, but I’m a grown-up who understands that he can’t always have things his way. I’ll survive a few days or a week without her, especially knowing I’m going to have her to myself for a whole year very soon. Still. I think about what happened in the kitchen this morning and don’t know how I’m going to last. First I lose girlfriend #2, now I’m going to lose #1?

Thalia has a serious expression as she hands over her debit card. It’s a big purchase, a serious commitment.

“Hold on,” I say, reaching for my wallet. “Let me pay for that.”

“No, I’m getting it myself,” she says firmly.

“Come on,” I say. “You’re fresh out of school. You don’t have a job yet. And you wouldn’t be doing this if you hadn’t met me.”

“It’s my savings, a year of my life,” she says. “I’m making the choice to stay here, and I want to pay for it myself.”

“Let me help you,” I tell her.

“You are helping me,” she says. “You’re giving me a place to stay for free and all the lovin’ I could ask for. That’s enough. Let me do this on my own.”

I guess we’re past the point of pretending that Thalia isn’t living with me and that it isn’t a permanent situation. I see her point. I need to respect the fact that she’s asserting herself as an adult. Reluctantly, I put my wallet back in my pocket.

“Alright, but let me book your plane ticket for you,” I say. “That’s a fair compromise.”

“Fine,” she says, as if I’ve had to twist her arm.

The ladies run the card and Thalia signs the slip. Just like that, we’ve bought a whole year together. The staff make a photocopy of her passport and give her the textbooks she’ll need for class. Two slim volumes with illustrated Thai characters on the covers, the kind of thing you might find in a children’s section. She can start as soon as she returns.

Before we leave, Thalia points out the error in the school’s name. The women nod and smile, like they’ve heard it before and have no intention of doing anything about it. That’s Thailand.
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It’s raining when we come out of Im Smart Language School, because dry season doesn’t mean it never rains. It just means the rain comes fast and without warning and is usually finished before you’ve had time to react to it. We hurry across the road and duck into an Indian restaurant that’s been operating out of the same shophouse since at least the nineties, if the faded photographs of the owner standing with various Thai celebrities are any indication. It smells of cardamom and cumin and something frying in a pan somewhere in the back.

While we’re waiting on our food, I try a video call with Meena. The reception is a little iffy, her face pixelating in and out, but it feels strange not being able to reach her and making contact is its own form of therapy.

“We got Thalia signed up for classes,” I say. “It went just like you said. So easy.”

“Sut yord!” Meena says.

The food arrives fast, which is one of the things Indian restaurants in Thailand do better than anyone. Dal makhani, saag paneer, garlic naan that comes out of the kitchen still bubbling. We say goodbye to Meena and dig in.

“Oh,” Thalia says, pausing as she wipes her fingers on her napkin. “I have to call my parents.”

She checks the time on her phone.

“It’s three hours ahead there. Better do it now before they’re asleep.”

“Do they know that you’re going to stay in Thailand for a year?”

“Nope.”

“Do they know that you’ve got an older boyfriend who you’ve only met recently and are now living with?”

“Nope,” she says, even more cheekily this time.

“How do you think they’ll take it?”

“You remember how I signed up before telling them?” she asks. “If I wanted to give them a chance to talk me out of it, I would have. If it was up to them, I wouldn’t have left Queensland even on holiday.”

I try to see things from their perspective. I don’t have kids myself, but if I did this isn’t the way I’d want to be informed about my daughter’s plans.

“Maybe you shouldn’t call them from a restaurant,” I say. “Let them hear the news where you can tell them properly.” 

“This way is better,” she says. “It makes it feel more like a done thing, and they may make more of an effort to be polite about everything.”

“Well, it’s up to you,” I say.

She opens up WhatsApp and places the call and puts it on speaker. Then she sets the phone on the table between our plates like it’s a bomb she’s chosen to detonate in a restaurant so that everyone has to stay calm. The call starts out pretty much as you’d expect. She tells them first about the elephant bathing and the village in the north—giving them the good stuff, banking goodwill. But then gradually they start asking questions which lead to me.

“Did you meet a boy?” her mom wants to know.

“Well, more of a man, actually,” Thalia says with a smile.

“And how old is this man?” her father asks.

The answer, that I’m more than ten years older than she is, gives them pause, which is to be expected. They want to know all about me, and at this point Thalia decides to just hand the phone over and let me take over. She passes it across the table with the expression of someone handing off a live grenade.

“Hi, uh, hello,” I start.

“Hello, Michael,” her dad says. “What’s your living situation over there?”

“I’ve got a villa,” I say.

“It’s overlooking the water!” Thalia chimes in.

“It’s a rental,” I add, hoping to soft-pedal a little because admitting that I live in a villa makes me sound richer than I really am.

“And does this villa have a guest bedroom where my daughter sleeps?” her dad asks.

“Dad!”

“Oh, uh, yeah,” I say. “It’s got two bedrooms.”

“He’s just teasing you, Michael,” her mom says.

“Testing, not teasing,” her dad answers. “That’s what you do with your daughter’s boyfriends.”

“How did you two meet?” her mom wants to know.

“Oh, um, I was picking up garbage on the beach and Thalia came over and asked if she could pitch in,” I say.

Thalia gives me an okay sign across the table. Not bad.

“You sure you didn’t find her sleeping on the beach?” her dad asks.

“Dad!”

“What kind of thing is that to say?” her mom wants to know.

“I didn’t mean she was passed out or something,” her dad says. “But if she was trying to save a bit of money by throwing a hammock up, that would be the way she’d do it.”

“I was volunteering, dad,” Thalia says. “I’m all about that kind of thing.”

“News to me,” he says. “I can’t think of any time you’ve ever picked up anything off the floor unless a coin rolled under the sofa.”

She rolls her eyes, but there’s this little hint of a smile at the corner of her mouth. She knows it’s true. I can tell.

“Well, it’s good that you’ve made a friend while you’re there,” her mother says.

“Actually,” Thalia says. “It’s a little more than that.”

“You’re not pregnant, are you?” her dad demands.

“No!”

“You didn’t get married without telling us, right?”

“Are you mad? We’ve only just met each other,” she says. “But—“

“—Oh, boy!” her dad cuts in.

“—I’m coming back and staying for a year.”

After that, the tenor of the conversation shifts dramatically. I see right away that Thalia’s decision to call when she did was the right one. We’re in public, so everyone has to be at least civil. But her parents are not happy with the choice or how sudden it is. I watch Thalia’s face as the questions start coming—her jaw setting, her spine straightening—the way you brace for something you knew was coming but hoped wouldn’t be this bad.

You’re studying Thai? Why? What are you going to do with that? Queensland has plenty of Thai migrants. They speak English. They’d probably love to practice English with you. Why not come home and talk to them, if you’re so interested? How will you support yourself? How is this going to look on your CV? What do you mean you’ve already paid for a year’s worth of courses? What kind of language program is this? Is it accredited? Do they know that you’re fresh out of uni—which we paid for? What happens if you and your new boyfriend break up? Are you just going to burn through all your savings? What about your future plans?

None of these questions is unfair. I see their side of things easily enough. They’re right to be concerned. But all of them coming rapid-fire is just too much, and I can see Thalia struggling to hold it together as she tries to answer. Her eyes land on me, crying out for a lifeline. I take the phone from her and hold it close to my mouth.

“Hey, uh, listen I understand how you both feel, and I agree with your concerns,” I say. “I think you’re really upset with me, and you have a right to be. Because the truth is, I’m the reason that your daughter wants to spend a year in Thailand. It’s not really about the language. It’s about me.”

There’s a pause on the other end of the line. The restaurant carries on around us—cutlery, a low conversation at the next table, the distant clatter of the kitchen.

“Are you going to support her?” her dad asks. “Financially? Not just emotionally.”

“Well, yeah,” I say. “She won’t have to worry about money as long as she’s with me.”

“And what about when she’s not with you?”

I struggle for an answer, because I can’t honestly tell him that won’t ever happen. I can’t imagine it now, but no one ever can when they’re newly in love. And the only way I can reassure him that it definitely won’t happen is if I tell them that we’re getting married, and that’s not about to happen, at least not now.

“You can’t put all your hopes on a rich boyfriend, Kookaburra,” her mom says.

Kookaburra must be a pet name from when Thalia was a kid. She squirms in her seat at the mention of it, which makes her feel childish precisely when she’s trying to show how grown up she is.

“I know that!” she says. “That’s why I paid for the courses myself. He offered to pay for them, and I told him no.”

“So how much of your savings do you have left?”

“Enough to stay away for a very long time,” she says.

I can see that she’s wavering. Our food, spicy as it is, is rapidly getting cold. Our waiter comes around and I ask him using gestures if we can wrap everything up. He takes Thalia’s half-full plate along with the rest without comment, the practiced diplomacy of a man who has witnessed a hundred difficult conversations over his tables.

Finally, everyone resolves to discuss it further when she returns home, which really just means they’ll try their best to wear her down and talk her out of it. She looks deflated when she finally hangs up, on the verge of tears. She was expecting this but she still wasn’t prepared for the emotional weight of it.

“They’re concerned for you,” I say gently. “They’re scared that you’re making decisions they aren’t a part of.”

“Do you think I made a mistake?” she asks.

“No,” I say.

But the truth is, even if it wasn’t the wrong choice, I worry that she made the decision more for my sake than for hers. We saw this opportunity for the two of us to be together and dove in. Now comes the messier side of that choice.

“I’m afraid they’ll talk me out of it,” she says. “You heard how they are. They’ll start in on something and just push and push and push. God, they’re impossible!”

“I know it’s hard. But if you’re firm with them, I think they’ll respect that even if they never agree with the decision.”

“You’re lucky,” she says. “You didn’t have anyone holding you back or telling you not to move here. You just did what you wanted. No strings, no commitments.”

That lands for me in an unexpected place. She’s right, in a sense. But the reason I didn’t have anyone holding me back is because I lost the two most important people to me at the same time. Just like that, I found myself adrift. Moving to Thailand was the path of least resistance.

“It wasn’t easy for me either,” I say quietly. “Coming here was supposed to be a trip the three of us took together. After I got dumped, I started looking for a way to make my short-term trip a permanent solution to my loneliness problem.”

“I’m sorry, Michael,” she says. “I forgot about Olavia.”

“So had I,” I say. “Thanks to you. You’re the reason that I was finally able to move on from them. I think that’s part of why I’m so excited to be falling in love again. It’s not just the newness of this relationship. It’s the fact that I’m not still carrying them around anymore. Anyway, the thing about relationships is that they cut both ways. You want to be free, and that’s natural. It’s the right stage in your life for that. Your parents understand that, even if they don’t agree with what you want to do with your freedom. But if you really had no one holding you back, nobody who cares whether you come home at all, you might find that you miss it. Without people, you’re just adrift.”

“I’m not adrift,” she says. “And you’re not adrift. We’ve got each other to hold onto.”

“That’s true,” I say.

The waiter comes by with the to-go bags and I pay the bill. The rain stopped long ago. In fact, the road outside hardly shows any sign that it rained at all, which is either a feature of tropical storms or a comment on how long we’ve been sitting in here.

“What do you want to do?” I ask. “We can do anything.”

Bangla Road is just a few streets away, not that I really want to go out drinking. The sun has set but there are still people on the beach at this hour.

“I need a massage,” she says.

“You want me to give you one?”

“That sounds really nice, actually. But since we’re in Thailand…”

“You’re right,” I say. “I know a place near here where we can get a couple’s massage.”

“Then when I’m feeling relaxed and limber, you can fuck me.”

“Now that can work.”

I don’t actually love massages to be honest, but I’m learning to like them. There’s no better place to acquire a taste for people pressing their elbows into the fleshy parts of your back. I can sense that Thalia feels better after we’re finished, and so they clearly have therapeutic value. Maybe the whole experience has therapeutic value. We’ve been through challenges, been tested. That’s good for a relationship. That’s how you prepare yourself for the challenges that are still ahead of you.
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After the conversation with her parents, added to the fact that she’ll be leaving in a week to go back to Australia for at least a week, Thalia is eager to absorb everything Thai while she can. She got her hair braided on the beach, which isn’t “Thai” exactly but is a thing she’s been wanting to do with her trip. We go to a different beach every afternoon because there are more than two dozen different beaches on Phuket alone and she wants to experience as many as she can. I keep reminding her that we have time, that she’ll have a year to sit on every beach she wants to.

“I know, but when you’re not in vacation mode, you just let opportunities slip. Besides, I’ll be a student.”

“Two hours, twice a week, I don’t think the demand on your time will be that intense.”

Still, she’s been practicing Thai every day, messaging Meena whenever she can and watching YouTube videos. We’ll even practice together, which is helpful because it reminds me that my own Thai is full of holes and there are so many words I don’t know.

After days of grinding, by my standards at least, I finally have a draft of Gimme Goblin Girls 16 that I’m reasonably satisfied with. The response when I publish is predictable. I check back a day later to find that I have an average of 3 stars on Amazon; one reader rated it five stars and another gave it a one star rating complete with a review.

DNF tbh Jason should never have taken back Asmargerda without some SERIOUS groveling. Don’t recommend this series btw group shower scene was descent.

Well, what are you gonna do? Can’t please everyone. Maybe it’s time to start a new series, something less fantasy-oriented and more real world. If Michael Dalton can do it, why not me?

Having published a book, I decide to give myself a day of relaxation before jumping into the next one. I spend the day hanging out with Thalia, who tries her best to cook us Pad Thai.

The noodles are the main casualty. She soaks them too long and they go soft and clumpy, sticking together in the wok in a way that no amount of stirring really fixes. The tamarind paste goes in fine, and the egg scrambles okay, but without enough heat the whole thing steams instead of fries and comes out slightly wet which means they don’t absorb the tamarind sauce and palm oil. The peanuts are good at least. It’s hard to mess up peanuts. But she didn’t realize the kit came with a little packet of peanuts so she also got a bag of boiled peanuts which we later discovered are terrible. For me, it’s roasted or nothing.

I could get better Thai food anywhere else in town, but I decide to keep that to myself. She wants to be helpful and earn her keep. There’s no more pretending that she doesn’t live with me and that this isn’t a permanent thing between us. Somewhere along the way, we both decided that this relationship is something we want to be in and so there’s no reason to fight it. No reason to talk about our status either. We’ve just worked the whole thing out between us.

After floating around the pool a little while, I decide it’s time we go up the hill to Grandma Jazz.

It’s a little cannabis cafe perched on the side of the hill on the road that connects Kamala with Patong. Hats on a hat rack by the door. Tiles on the walls with different patterns on each one. It looks like the inside of the most interesting grandmother’s house you’ve ever been in, which is more or less the point.

The view of the valley from the veranda is absolutely incredible. There’s a balcony on the upper level and a larger one downstairs. Jazz plays at the exact right volume. It’s present enough to set the mood, low enough that you can hear yourself think. On Saturday nights they do live sessions with a saxophone or a piano player. It’s not to be missed.

You come in and take a fedora off the hat rack and choose your strain. AC will roll up a joint for you right there. Thalia takes in the place as we walk in.

“Sut yord!” she says.

AC greets me with a fist bump. He’s British, been here long enough that the Thai sun has worked on him a little, a permanent slight tan that makes him look permanently content. We give each of the small glass jars that line the counter a sniff before making our selection. The jars are labeled in Joy’s handwriting, each with a little description. I go with White Widow and Thalia chooses Runtz Mintz. Joy comes up with a tray of glasses from downstairs. She’s wearing a flowing dress with a halter top and her curly dye-blonde hair is done up in a bandana. She has that ease about her that people develop when they’ve found exactly the thing they’re supposed to be doing.

“Sawadee ka Mike,” she says. “Coffee?”

“Sure,” I say.

I introduce Thalia and we make small talk while AC rolls the joints with the unhurried concentration of a craftsman. He smooths the paper, sprinkles in the finely-ground flower, and tamps down the end then burns away the extra paper with a lighter. The whole process is done in about forty-five seconds. Then Joy brings down a couple of iced coffees and we all sit together on the veranda downstairs. The coffees come in high ball glasses with single round ice cubes, the kind of detail that tells you someone thought carefully about everything.

These two are more like hosts than mere proprietors, which is what keeps me coming back here. We settle in, start smoking while wearing fedoras. Soon we’re laughing and chatting just like family. I tell Joy and AC that Meena recommended the place. It’s amazing that this was her first experience smoking weed and I had no idea until she told me. They didn’t even realize we knew each other. Of course, they knew that I was studying Thai, but Meena is also a common name in Thailand. It means “March,” incidentally. We talk about her grandmother and the trip we took up north to visit.

“That’s so sad, right?” Joy says. “Grandma getting old already.”

“You know grandmas get free cake at Grandma Jazz,” AC says.

“Have you ever had any grandmas come looking to take you up on that offer?”

“When they do, we’ll be ready to serve them.”

“So, how’d you come up with the name Grandma Jazz anyway?” Thalia asks.

“We owe everything to our grandmas,” AC says, in a tone both gentle and serious. “Without them having done their thing, none of us would be here.”

“I love that,” Thalia says.

“Plus when you rented the space it was already full of old lady furniture, right?”

AC shrugs.

“Both can be true at the same time.”

“You still studying Thai, Mike?” Joy asks.

“Nid noi,” I say. Little bit.

“You’re good already,” Joy says.

“You say that and then any time I try to say something in Thai, you can’t understand me.”

Joy takes a hit and blows it out, waving the smoke away.

“Say something.”

I ask her in Thai what she wants me to say. She looks at me with a blank expression, having no idea what I’m trying to express, which rather elegantly proves my point.

Below us is a grassy field that stays green even during the dry season without being tended. There are breadfruit trees that grow wild at the edge of it. I think the people in the neighborhood must harvest them but I don’t think I’ve ever seen anyone pick them.

“When we went up to visit Meena, we smoked weed by this waterfall,” Thalia says. “We kissed. It was so magical.”

“It has that power to bring people together, doesn’t it?” AC says. “Barriers break down. You realize they were never there at all except in your mind.”

“I wanted to kiss Meena too,” Thalia says. “Thai women are just so cute. Including you, Joy. You’re gorgeous.”

Joy says thank you with a smile.

“Michael’s too shy to admit it, but he made Meena his girlfriend while we were there.”

“I’m not shy,” I say. “I just didn’t have a good reason to bring it up. But it’s not a secret or anything. Actually, it’s a pretty new development so there’s not really—“

“You two girlfriends, Mike?” Joy asks, laughing.

“I guess so.”

“So, you two have an open arrangement?” AC asks.

“No, I wouldn’t say that,” I say. “Thalia encouraged me to pursue my interest in her and made me realize that trying to keep things platonic with Meena would have been a mistake. I’m glad she did.”

“Well, that’s very generous of you, Thalia,” AC says. “You must be very open-minded.”

“He’s just a lot of man,” Thalia says. “Enough to share.”

She cackles, clearly very stoned. Then, as sometimes happens, something shifts. No one says anything, which feels like just a natural break in the conversation. But I can see how in her stoned state, she can start to get self-conscious.

“Oh god,” Thalia says. “I should just be quiet, shouldn’t I?”

“It’s fine,” I assure her. “You didn’t do anything wrong.”

“I’m being a little too honest,” she says, refusing the joint that is offered to her. “I should stop now before I say something I’ll really regret.”

“There’s no judgements here,” AC says. “Feel free to express yourselves, live the way you want to. This is Thailand after all. You can be free here.”

“That’s what the word Thai means, right Joy?” I ask.

She tilts her head.

“I’m not sure,” she says. “Maybe?”

“I don’t want to go home,” Thalia says. “I mean, I do but I don’t want to not be here. Does that make any sense? It sounded stupid.”

“It makes perfect sense,” AC assures her. “I think it’s how we all feel about this place. We moved here from Bangkok a few years ago to open up the shop.”

“We should do something special,” I say. “Before you leave. Take a trip, something memorable.”

“No, let’s do it when I come back,” Thalia says. “I want to celebrate my return so that I won’t feel sad before I leave. And that way Meena can join us too.”

“Will her grandma be okay without her?” Joy asks.

“Maybe Meena can bring her along. We can park her in one of the chairs upstairs. I don’t know about weed, but I know she likes coffee!”

Everyone chuckles at that.

“She’d be well taken care of,” AC says.

“Yeah,” Joy adds. “But we’re only allowed to operate a cannabis dispensary, not a grandma shelter.”

“Seriously though, do you think Meena could meet us here in Phuket?” Thalia asks.

“Before we left, I told her that I’d buy her a ticket to come visit,” I say. “The sooner, the better. But we’ve got to ask her first.”

“Let’s do that, then,” Thalia says. “There must be some awesome resorts all over the island, right? We could do a staycation.”

“I love it.”

I have a sip of coffee, which helps my system self-regulate and keep this indica-dominant strain from making me sleepy. The light down here on the lower veranda is turning to gold. I can hear the group upstairs getting louder and it filters down pleasantly, evidence of other people having a good time in the same building.

AC checks the security cameras on his iPad and sees that a group of customers has just walked in upstairs, so he and Joy excuse themselves to go serve them. We stay downstairs on the veranda, playing chess. The game takes a while. At one point she takes close to five minutes to make a move. I don’t want to say anything, convinced that she’s deep in strategizing. Finally, she looks up from the board.

“Are you going to move?”

“It’s your turn, darling.”

“Oh, right,” she says, and then moves her rook diagonally three spaces.

I don’t say anything about the rook. It’s a very stoned move. Let her figure it out.

The sunset, when it comes, is no less spectacular for the fact that the mountains face east. The thin strips of cloud turn orange and pink before fading to nothing. When we come inside, we find a large contingent of Middle Eastern men in luxury casualwear talking animatedly around two of the tables. Upstairs, someone is picking at the piano keys in a way that’s just aimless enough to be charming. Joy and AC have taken their spots behind the counter, doing what they do, which is make everything feel easy and right.

The shop will be closing in about an hour, so we close out and say goodbye.

“I’ll definitely come back!” Thalia calls as she stands at the door.

“When you do, can you bring back our hat?” AC asks with a smile.

“Oh, sorry!” Thalia says, taking the fedora off her head and hurrying over to put it back on the rack. She gives Joy a quick hug on the way out.

I generally make a point of not driving when I’m stoned. Some people say that weed doesn’t affect their driving, but I typically prefer caution. Since we’re less than five minutes from home I don’t think it’s much of a risk. We’re wearing helmets at least, which is more than the locals do.

We go for a swim when we get back. No swimsuits. We just strip down and jump in. The pool is the temperature it always is at this hour, warm from the day but with a current of cool near the bottom where the sun didn’t reach. We come together and hold each other just the way we did that first afternoon we made love.

“I love you,” she tells me. “I’m never going to stop wanting this.”

“I know,” I tell her. “I love you too.”

We stay in the pool until we can see stars. 


20.

I wake up early just like always, but it’s different without her in the bed beside me. The morning routine has the same shape. So where’s the satisfaction? The coffee and bagel taste as good as ever. The wind on the beach is gentle and the waves are calm. The sand is replete as ever with plastic trash. I collect, I bag, I run. I feed the cats at the temple. I’ve been neglecting them for too long. Rusty is fine. The ginger tom has claimed a spot on the flat stones and Rusty has let him have it, which is either a sign of generosity or decline. But it just doesn’t bring the same satisfaction as before. I feel lonelier than I did when I first came here, and that makes no sense. I haven’t lost her. Not really. She’s just not around right now.

I get a little more work done, and that’s something. There’s always the grind to distract me. I’m texting with Meena almost constantly and we have a few phone calls too. The “lessons” aren’t formally structured the way they used to be, but I still pick up Thai just from the two of us talking. It helps, makes everything feel normal. But it’s not the same as when Thalia’s here.

She messaged me as soon as she landed, and we’ve been keeping in contact. We haven’t set a date for her return flight yet, but I don’t want to push too hard. She’s spending time with her family and I don’t want to take the focus away from that. But some part of me is worried. I can’t help but wonder what her parents are saying to her, whether they’re working her over and trying to convince her not to rush back to Thailand and an uncertain future with a guy she’s just met. Can I blame her parents for wanting her to stay at home? Honestly, no. The advice makes sense. From a career-minded perspective it doesn’t make a lot of sense to come back. But Thalia’s career prospects are uncertain. She’s not really certain what she should be doing, so shouldn’t she wait until she has a better idea?

Of course, all of this is motivated reasoning. I want to convince myself that this is the best thing for her because it’s what I want. True, she did make the choice for herself. She paid for a year’s worth of classes when she didn’t have to. That demonstrates commitment, says she really wants this for herself and not just because of me. I don’t think she’ll walk away from that easily.

But then this little voice in the back of my head reminds me that we haven’t actually known each other for very long. She’s young. Not a child, old enough to make her own choices. But she’s at that stage of life where every choice comes easier because you feel there’s always time to make a different choice later. Having started over more than once myself, I know that it’s not as straightforward as you hope it will be. It’s true that at any stage you can always make a choice that will change your life, but it leaves a residue.

The strange thing is that I find myself wanting to tell Ava all about her. When we were working together, we always had these secret confidences. In my mind, she’s wearing that red cardigan that she used to call her ‘old lady top’ except that it really accentuated her exceptionally toned and supple curves. I think she would smile at Thalia’s description and approve of the match. Olivia, I’m not so sure about. She could be the most wonderful and generous person when you were her lover, but she could also show a flash of real anger at the thought of losing you. I think she would turn green if she heard I was with another girl.

And speaking of green, it’s time for me to design yet another new goblin girl. It doesn’t feel right somehow. I don’t want to expand the group any further. If sixteen isn’t a crowd, what is? But readers demand a new girl who won’t replace the old ones. They want to keep what they already have but still have something fresh and unexpected. I’m thinking of modeling this new girl on Thalia. Not physically, of course. Maybe her hair. But I want to take what’s so entrancing about her and infuse the character with those qualities.

Let’s see. Thalia is impulsive. She’s the kind of girl who will bend the rules just for the fun of having said she’s done it. She’s kind. The time bathing the elephants together shows it. She can be insecure without ever letting it turn ugly. Her self-consciousness is actually sweet because when it comes to what counts she’s actually totally self-assured. She’s generous. She is willing to share her boyfriend with another woman. It’s just a matter of taking that girl and putting her into goblin mode.

I find that the words come easier than normal, and with no distractions I’m writing 4,000 words a day or more sometimes. I’m spending less time swimming or hanging out in the backyard. It feels emptier without her there. I’m thinking about her, wondering if she’s still reading books in the series and which one she’s on. Then, after the book has been live on Amazon for a few days, I get this five-star review.

I’M IN LOVE! Can’t believe how much I’m gushing over this series. All the girls are lovely, but there’s something special about this latest one. I’m now going to read everything written by my new favourite writer Thurston Kade.

The reviewer’s name is Thalia. It’s one review, but it makes me smile and probably helps with the algorithm too. I call her right away.

“Did you see the review?” she asks. “I just posted it last night.”

“It’s awesome, thank you,” I say. “It definitely made my day, and I’m grateful. One thing though, you probably shouldn’t make a habit of posting every time I release a book. Amazon tracks reviews and they’ll sometimes block ones that seem suspicious, including any from an account that is connected with me.”

“Oh, is that a thing? Sorry, I didn’t know.”

“It’s fine, really,” I say. “Once won’t be a problem. It’s just, as an author on KDP, you get paranoid that Amazon is working against you since they almost always are.”

“Oh.”

“But it was a lovely gesture,” I say. “And I appreciate the boost. You didn’t actually read the book yet, did you?”

“No, I’m still on book seven, so I didn’t want to have any spoilers,” she says. “All your other books have dozens of reviews and this one only has like four others, so I decided that this was help where you most needed it.”

“And that was good thinking,” I say. “I saw it right away, and I loved it.”

“Good.”

“How are things at home?”

“That’s what I wanted to ask you,” she says. “Phuket already feels like home to me. I can’t wait to get back there.”

Hearing that makes my heart beat faster.

“Is everything good with your parents?”

“It’s okay,” she says. “I think they’ve more or less accepted that I’ll be gone for a year but I’ll come back. This feels like a contract that has to be renegotiated every year.”

“So, are you ready for me to book you that plane ticket?”

“Yes, please,” she says. “Any time in the next week. Shop around for the best price and don’t worry about my convenience. I can leave at midnight if it will get me to you faster and helps you save a few dollars.”

“I’ll do some searching and see what I can work out,” I say. “I’ll confirm with you first before I book.”

“Thanks, Sugar Daddy,” she says. “You probably shouldn’t believe me by now, but I’m really not trying to bleed you dry.”

“What are you talking about? I was the one who demanded that I pay for your ticket. You’re not taking advantage.”

“Are you having any fun without me?”

“Fun isn’t as much fun without you,” I say. “I don’t even go to the beach except for exercise. I’m mostly just hanging out at home, writing my stories—“

“And jerking off, right?”

“Well, a guy’s gotta do what he has to do when his women are away.”

“You know that Meena doesn’t masturbate?”

“No, I didn’t know that,” I say. “How do you know that?”

“She told me,” she says. “We’ve grown very close since our trip. We’re texting practically non-stop. I don’t think it was a secret exactly. It’s personal, obviously. But I know you won’t go spreading it around. I think between the three of us it’s fine. Even healthy to share stuff like that.”

“Huh,” I say.

“I know, right? Apparently, it’s fairly common among women from Asian cultures not to do it. How is that possible? I’d explode. I assumed all girls did it since I do it whenever I can.”

“That’s so cute,” I say. “I love how unfiltered you are about it.”

“Uh, yeah!” she says. “Why wouldn’t I be? It’s natural and beautiful. And lately I only do it when I’m thinking about you.”

“Well, that I’m very glad to hear.”

“Do you think about me?” she asks.

“Yes, but I picture you with pointy ears and green skin.”

She laughs. I can hear Queensland in it, that particular note, and I realize it’s been a few days since I’ve heard it in person.

“That’s going to mean some interesting experimentation when I get back.”

“Hurry back to me, okay? But have some fun while you’re there.”

“Okay,” she says, making kissy noises. “I miss you. I’ll see you soon.”

“Can’t wait.”

As soon as I get off the phone I check flights and prices. It’s not easy to get a deal only a week out from the departure date, but the fact that I’m booking a one-way ticket helps a lot. I send her a screenshot and she gives it a heart back within thirty seconds, which tells me she’s been waiting. Booked. Done. Glad to have that done. I feel lighter already.

The next phase is to convince Meena to abandon her sick grandmother and come away to play in the sun with me so that I won’t be lonely in paradise with only one girlfriend.

Okay, it’s not actually that bad. But I don’t feel great about it. She’s not living up north in her home village by choice. She’s part of a support system with people she cares about relying on her. But while grandma needs help, she isn’t an invalid. She can’t function on her own forever, but someone else can surely fill in for a few days. That’s what I’m hoping at least when I raise the subject with Meena. I ply her with a description of a resort on the beach, carefree days hanging out, maybe going parasailing. When she asks where we’ll stay, I realize I have no idea and get online to check hotels.

There’s one on Kata Noi beach not far from here called Mom Tri Villa Royale. It’s boutique, very tony and with Thai interior designs that blend. The designer is even the descendant of Thai royalty, I learn from Wikipedia. Also, his name is Mom Tri, he’s not a mom named Tri. The resort was his summer home and he designed the entire resort personally. Thai antiques alongside contemporary landscape paintings, wood ceilings and floors, and bamboo screens: they’re all his.

I send Meena pictures and she jumps at the chance. Her neighbor can check in on grandma. I hunt around for a deal on a direct flight from Chiang Rai and book a villa for two nights. My budget is really taking a beating. It was easier to keep costs low when I was single, but what are you gonna do? Better hope my readers keep turning pages. My lifestyle is in their hands. God bless every one of them. They’re paragons of men.

I’m genuinely excited in a way I haven’t been since I arrived here. The older you get, the fewer things fill you with that sense of childlike anticipation. But for the rest of the week, my thoughts are dominated by the three of us at that resort—both of them on the sand, by the sea, wearing bikinis, wearing nothing but a towel on the massage table, wearing not even a towel as my hands move all over their bodies. I’m beating off a lot in anticipation. That’s the long and short of it.

Finally, the big day arrives. I worked it out so that both of them land on the same day, their planes arriving only two hours apart. I drive up to Phuket International and wait in the arrivals hall next to kiosks advertising taxi services and currency exchanges, the same airport energy everywhere.

Thalia arrives wearing her big travel bag on her back. In place of the harem pants, she’s got on a cute little pair of shorts in the same Thai elephant design with a halter top to match. She rushes over, swaying with the weight of her bag, and jumps into my arms. I grab her around the waist and lift her up. She wraps her legs around me and kisses me. The guy at the currency exchange gives me a look, silently judging our PDA before returning his attention to his keyboard.

“I’ve just been through the most hellish line!” she exclaims when I let her down. “The immigration queue was a disaster.”

“Yeah, they’ve been making improvements to the immigration process, so it’s slower than usual.”

“Aren’t improvements supposed to make it go faster?”

“Where do you think you’ve landed? Because this is Thailand.”

She laughs, we kiss.

“Welcome back.”

“Thank you.”

We’ve got a little more than two hours until Meena arrives, so we go to Sirinat National Park, maybe fifteen minutes away. The park is famous for its beach where you can watch the planes rolling in overhead. We sit in the sand and watch them come every few minutes, guessing the next airline: Emirates, Qantas, Air Asia, Singapore Airlines.

We eat from the gift Thalia brought back for Meena and me, macadamia nuts from Mackay, still in their brown almost perfectly spherical shells. A laser has cut a line around each one so that when you twist a thin piece of metal inside it, the nut splits into two clean halves. Just like cracking walnuts, although the mechanism is different. The little metal openers come in the bag. I guess they’re disposable, which seems like a waste. But they’re also very satisfying to use, so I’m not complaining.

“Which one is Meena on?”

I take out my phone and read off the flight number, FD287. Thalia feeds it into an app and watches the plane move in real time on a map of the Andaman Sea.

“There she is!” she says, handing me the phone.

Ten minutes later, her plane passes over our heads and it’s time to go pick her up. Same setup, we meet her at the gate. Lots of hugs and kisses. I catch the eye of the currency exchange man, who is probably wondering if I’m going to come back for a third helping of girlfriend.

“How’s grandma?” I ask.

“Okay,” Meena says. “She miss you.”

“Really?”

“Yeah! Talk about you a lot,” she says. “Want to learn English so she can speak with you again.”

“See that?” Thalia says. “You might end up with three girlfriends.”

“You’d love that, wouldn’t you?”

“Hey, what happens, happens.”

“I’m just glad to spend two days with my two favourite ladies at a beautiful resort.”

“Dtun den mak!” Meena exclaims.

“What’s that mean?” Thalia asks.

“Actually the meaning is wake up dancing,” she says. “But also, excited!”

We can’t all fit on my motorbike, of course. So I put the girls in a taxi and ride down to Kata Noi myself, taking the western coast road with its views of the Andaman opening up below the cliffline. I arrive maybe ten minutes after they do and find them already waiting at the entrance, Meena examining the terracotta pathway that leads up through the gardens, Thalia looking at a large ceramic sculpture of a seated figure half-hidden in the bougainvillea.

The woman at the front desk seems genuinely pleased that we’ve arrived, as opposed to the practiced version of that expression you get at most places. She walks us through the property herself: the main pool terrace overlooking the bay, the saltwater pool cut into the rocks lower down, the path that leads to the beach. Mom Tri’s Kitchen is just up the stairs, she says. Dinner is served on the terrace and there’s live piano from six. She says this last detail and Meena’s eyes go wide.

Our suite is in the Beach Wing. Everything about it looks very expensive and is. The door opens onto a teak-floored room with a king-sized bed. There’s a six-panel painting above it that fills the whole wall. The private balcony faces the sea, two rattan chairs angled toward it, a ceiling fan turning slowly overhead. The bathroom has a freestanding tub and a shower with a window that looks into the garden. Even the toilet smells like lemongrass.

Thalia sits on the edge of the bed and bounces on it twice, testing.

“This is the best bed I’ve ever been in,” she announces.

“You said that about mine,” I say.

“Yours smells better,” she says. “This one is objectively superior from a spring standpoint.”

Meena has gone straight to the balcony and is standing at the railing looking out at the bay. I come up beside her. Kata Noi stretches below us, a clean white crescent, the water going from pale green at the shore to deep blue out toward the headland.

“Beautiful,” she says, quietly.

“Yeah.”

She turns and looks at me, and I can see in her face that this is everything that she’s been hoping for, a gesture she’s been dreaming about. I put my hand over hers on the railing.

We unpack, change into lighter clothes, and take the path down through the gardens toward the beach. The gardens are something. The trees has such deep roots that they’ve cracked the terracotta tiles that form the pathway in places.

Meena takes her sandals off and carries them. Thalia links her arm through mine on the left and Meena falls in on my right, close enough that her shoulder presses against my arm as we walk. We’re taking the path through the upper garden, the one that passes the doors of the other Beach Wing suites, when I hear voices ahead of us.

Two women coming the other way, heading toward the beach path we just came up. One is tall, wearing a loose white linen shirt over a dark swimsuit, her brown hair down. She’s laughing at something the other one just said. The other is smaller, in a deep green sundress, dark glasses pushed up on her head, gesturing with both hands.

I stop walking.

The path is narrow. There are maybe fifteen feet between us. The frangipani is dropping petals on the terracotta. Somewhere above us, the piano has started up in Mom Tri’s Kitchen, playing something slow and unhurried, the notes drifting down through the warm evening air.

Nobody says anything.

Thalia’s hand tightens on my arm. She doesn’t know who they are. But she can read my expression and she’s about to find out what it means.

Olavia has just crashed the party.
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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

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.
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