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The pasty white butt of Royce Atherton bounced up and down like he was keeping a beat. It was a remarkably flat derriere, and completely hairless. From behind the cracked bedroom door, Tommy Washington wondered idly if his now former best friend got it waxed. Probably. That seemed like the sort of thing Royce would do.



Tommy pondered that as he sipped a screwdriver. Not his typical drink, but he found orange juice and vodka on his kitchen table when he came home early so he figured he might as well enjoy a cocktail before the fireworks started.



In his other hand was his phone, recording everything Royce and Tommy’s one and only were doing. Say one thing for Royce, he was at least seeing Cathy to the finish line. The way her “oohs” whistled out of her was her genuine orgasm noises. Should he let her finish? Oh sure, why not? After all, he still had better than half a cocktail to go yet.



“Royce, ooooh, Roy-hoy-oooice!” Cathy cried out.



“Oh yeah! Oh yeah!” Royce panted.



Tommy sipped. Why wasn’t he more of a juice as a mixer guy? he wondered. Wait, had he ever tried a rum and pineapple juice? He couldn’t remember. Probably at some point in college, but not as an adult. Huh. He liked pineapple juice. He liked rum. So… why not?



“My kitty’s purring for you!” Cathy said, and Tommy rolled his eyes. “Can you… nnnn… feel it?”



“Purr for me, kitty! Purr for meeeee!” Royce said, and immediately, Tommy changed his mind about letting them finish.



“Okay,” he said cheerfully, “that’s all I can take.”



“Oh shit!” Royce shouted at the same time as Cathy’s, “Oh, God! Tommy!”



“You got two options, Ro-hoy-ce,” Tommy said, shutting down the recording on his phone. “Leave the clothes on the floor and walk back home buck ass naked, or pick up your clothes and I punch you anywhere I choose.”



“Tommy!” Cathy said again, sharper.



Royce gaped between the pair, then said with a hangdog “I got caught with my hand in the cookie jar, only the cookie jar is your wife” tone. “Okay, I’ll take the punch.”



He stood upright. Tommy almost felt sorry for him, given how red and… well, ready he obviously was to bust a nut.



Tommy frowned. “It’s not supposed to get that red, I don’t think.”



“It’s a blood flow problem,” Royce said, still mopey.



“You are not punching him. You are not a child,” Cathy said, but Royce knew it was coming and collected his clothes with the speed of a sloth. Tommy waited, finishing off his drink and tossing the glass down the hallway towards the spare bedrooms and half-bath. It shattered and he just didn’t give much of a damn. Other than to get his things, he wasn’t stepping foot in this house again.



Royce came to him, covering his dick with his ball of clothes. Tommy said, “Shit, man. Bowling league is going to suck without you.”



“You’re kicking me out of-” Royce asked, and then he said nothing else, knocked out cold when Tommy connected with his temple.



“Yeah, buddy,” Tommy said. “I really don’t want to bowl with the guy who fucked my wife.”



“Royce!” Cathy cried out, and rushed to her fallen kitty-tender’s side, patting his face. She shot to her feet. “You asshole!”



“Yup. I’m the asshole here. Because I’m the one who fell on his dick. Anywaysies. Going to be getting some paperwork for a divorce soon.”



“A d-divorce? But… but…”



“Hey, it was fun while it lasted, right? But I’m not going to hang around with a cheater. I respect myself too much for that,” Tommy said. “I’m gonna scootch by. Just need a few outfits for work.” She twisted aside, great big crocodile tears already falling down her face.



Royce came to sometime while Tommy was packing his suitcase. Cathy led him out to the living room, him mumbling and asking where they were. In a few minutes, Tommy coasted by, the bottle of vodka in hand. At the door, he blew Cathy a kiss. She shot him the finger.



* * *



“You know what we need?” Delaney asked months later. Tommy and his younger sister – he still thought of her as his kid sister, even if she was twenty-six and definitely the more adult-ish of the pair of them – sat on either end of her sofa, a stack of takeout boxes in front of them on her round coffee table and on their hips.



“More of these wings?” Tommy asked.



“I told you the caramel was amazing.”



He grunted his agreement over another bite.



“No,” she continued, “we need… a vacation. A road trip. I don’t know, something exciting.”



The divorce was finally over, the knives put away, and Tommy felt like he could breathe again. This was something of a celebration. Cathy wound up with the house, but Tommy hadn’t wanted it anyways. Most important to him was the judge’s decision that there would be no alimony, especially when she saw the video he took. Cathy fought that tooth and nail, but when Royce got her a wee bit pregnant, she changed her tune pretty fast.



“I am not road tripping with you again,” Tommy said. He looked in the box on his lap again, hoping for one more errant wing that had somehow squirreled itself away, but no. Instead, he ran his finger through what little caramel sauce was left and sucked it down.



“Yeah, we probably would murder each other,” she mused.



“Hey Delaney, rest stop coming up, need to pee? ‘No, I’m all right, I only drank a giant Pepsi and a bottle of water and coffee. Oh wait, we’re past it? Well, now I need to pee.’”



“Shut up, Mr. Can’t Stop Anywhere and Take a Look Around.”



He grunted at that and grabbed the box of fried mushrooms. He offered her one but she was working on the remains of a monstrous pile of nachos. It had been a while since he saw her eat like this. Delaney was a programmer for an operating system company and balanced her sedentary job with a healthy diet and a lot of time at the gym, a passion they both shared, though his diet up until the divorce proceedings was best described as “anything and everything in front of him.” Now, though, driven by the desire to get back out there, he’d been eating healthier and really hitting the weights. Tonight was a rare treat. Tomorrow it would be wraps and salads and the damn yogurt and granola he gave Delaney shit about, but secretly loved.



They chewed for a while, and Delaney said, “I’m serious. A vacation. I’ve got plenty of time off coming. Think you could get away for a few days?”



“I think if Bruce had a problem with it, I would walk and he could kiss my ass,” Tommy said. He managed an auto parts store. Not exactly the glamorous job he thought he’d have at thirty, but whose life went according to pan? “But yeah, I’ve got days saved up. You’re serious about this?”



“I am. But let’s make it a good vacation. Somewhere really spectacular. Like… something we’ll talk about forever. We’re never going to have a better opportunity than right now.”



“Dork,” he said, but he knew she was right. They were both single, and while they weren’t exactly rich, Delaney was definitely raking in the money right now in her career and only going to soar higher, and he had only himself to take care of. Living with Delaney the past during the divorce saved him a fortune, which definitely helped.



“Oh shut up. You know I’m right. Let’s go to Europe, or… I don’t know, take a cruise, or something.”



“Yeah, let’s cram ourselves into a couple closet sized rooms on a floating city to spend eight hours at port.”



Exasperated, she said, “Okay. So no cruise. And no road trip.” She tapped her lip with a corn chip. “Port. Yeah. Port. What about… like a resort?”



“I think we’re a little old for spring break in Mexico, don’t you?”



“Shut up, that’s not what I meant, and you are but I could pull it off. Like… somewhere on a beach. Somewhere… I don’t know, out of the way. Jamaica, or the Maldives.”



“Sand up our cracks, locals trying to overcharge for souvenirs, it sounds perfect,” he said.



“Oh my God, stop being such a downer, you dickhead. This isn’t just about you, so you can either go along as a thank you to me for putting a roof over your head the last six months or you can stay here and piss and moan about poor Tommy.”



He almost started to argue, but there was a note of stress to Delaney’s voice that stopped him. It was easy sometimes to forget with the divorce going on that she was dealing with her own problems too. When her last serious boyfriend Lance left her the year before, she was devastated and still hadn’t really gotten over it. And she was right. She deserved better than his sarcasm.



“If that’s what you want to do…” he said. “But between the divorce and a new place, I don’t know that I can really afford to do this.”



“It’ll be my treat. We’ll say it’s your birthday and Christmas present from me.”



“For about the next five years. This won’t be cheap.”



“Knock it off, Tommy. You know I don’t look at it like we’re keeping score. It’d be fun to go with you on a vacation. Keep me company. Smile now and then and pretend you’re having a good time.”



He gave her a lunatic’s open-mouthed smile, lips peeled back as far as he could. When she burst out laughing, he stole the nachos from her.



* * *



Basilisk Bay certainly gave a good first impression. The island was basically one big fishhook, with a larger coastal town at one end, the resorts along the curve at the other, and smaller communities dotting the lush forest separating the two.



They saw all this as they started to land. Tommy was not normally scared of flying, but the rickety plane had him closing his eyes several times since they boarded. He half-expected one of the wheels to fall off, if the damn thing even had wheels.



The plane jumped like a startled cat and he muttered, “Jesus.”



“Big baby,” Delaney said.



“I’m surprised the wings aren’t being ripped off,” Tommy said.



They were in the front row, and the pilot turned in his seat and said, “Hey, I heard that.”



“Look at the damn landing strip, you insane-” Tommy started. Delaney reached across and patted his knee. He shut up but only because he was trying his damnedest not to hyperventilate.



The pilot pulled a miracle and landed them with only very minor probable whiplash. Tommy, closest to the door, was the first to disembark, not out of any rudeness, but because the seats were so small that if he didn’t, his long legs would block everyone.



The airfield was a tiny thing, and when their luggage was unloaded, they walked across the tarmac to a rental parking lot fronted by a small stucco-sided building. A cheerful Jamaican man with a remarkably round face and packing what had to be four or five hundred pounds tried to tell Delaney there were no reservations under that name for a Toyota Aqua, but that he had plenty of other larger (and more expensive) cars she could rent. Delaney bared her teeth and showed him the receipts. When he still balked, she also provided him with emails. Still that wasn’t enough.



Tommy, ever the shit-stirrer, looked around the lot and saw three small cars towards the back under covers. He walked in that direction, and Delaney called after him, “Tommy?”



“I got this,” he said.



The clerk came out of the back of the hut. “Hey. Hey, those are, uh, reserved.”



“Yeah, and I’m betting one of them is reserved for us, am I right?”



“Okay, okay,” the clerk said. When Tommy walked back, he added sheepishly, “Can’t blame a guy for trying.”



“I mean hey,” Tommy said, “dumb Americans right off the plane gotta be ripe for the picking, am I right?”



“Tommy,” Delaney said, exasperated.



He wanted to argue some more but held up his hands and turned away. Delaney finished up, and soon they were off. In the car, she pointedly did not look at her brother, her old silent stewing act getting him riled up again.



“Oh come on, the guy was an asshole,” Tommy said.



“You haven’t said a single positive thing today,” she said.



“Hey, the first flight was all right.”



“Really?” Delaney asked. “Because you complained non-stop about the cost of a beer.”



“I could’ve bought a six pack for that price!”



“I was buying, dumbass.”



“That makes it worse.”



“How does that make it worse?” she asked.



“Because I don’t want to see you ripped off.”



“If you were buying, would you have cared?”



“No, but-”



“’But oh, I can’t just enjoy things if Delaney’s paying, I have to turn every moment into a big overdramatic thing. Hur hur hur.’”



He glared at her. “I’m grateful. Of course I’m grateful.”



“Then stow the frigging cynicism and sarcasm for four days! That’s all I’m asking! If you want a beer, have a beer. If there’s something you want to do, do it. But I don’t want to get dragged down by you and your constant complaining about every single thing.”



“Come on, that guy deserved me being an asshole.”



“I don’t care what he deserves. God, you are being… very Tommy-ish.”



They drove on in silence, passing by small signs on the side of the road advertising the best food in Basilisk, souvenirs, cold drinks, and island tours of all kinds. Tommy twisted in his seat and looked out through the back window.



“What?” Delaney asked in a huff.



“No billboards. I like that.”



She opened her mouth, then looked at the signs too and said, “Huh. That is nice.”



“The buildings are beautiful,” he said. It was a make-peace comment but it was true. All the stucco-sided buildings were either off-shades of white or light pastels, most a bit sun-faded and obviously old. There were many nods to the modern world, like big gas stations, glass-fronted coffee shops and a few recognizable fast-food restaurants, but in comparison to back home in New Bainbridge, this felt like a different world. Maybe a little too modern to be called idyllic, but as close as Tommy had ever seen.



“No buildings higher than three stories,” Delaney said. “I like that too.”



“I hadn’t noticed that, but you’re right,” Tommy said.



They drove past countless small shops sandwiched in tight against one another.  The houses too were small and packed tight, but were nonetheless kind of beautiful. “Like, ah, Italy,” he said.



“That’s what I was thinking too.”



The city gave way to an abrupt change in scenery as they entered into a lush forest. Ancient old dogwoods and thickets of greenery gave the impression that they were transported to another world. Bright red birds burst in the dozens from the trees, rising high and settling again across the highway. They had to slow for a fat mongoose carrying a snake, though neither of them were entirely sure what the heck they were looking at until Tommy looked it up on his phone. At one point, he thought he saw either a log or an honest-to-God alligator.



They passed by several small communities, the trees cut just far enough away for a handful of small huts and the occasional gas station or bait shop. A restaurant that looked straight out of the French Quarter with its big wraparound porch, columns, and gleaming white paint caught Delaney’s eye.



“We might have to try there,” she said.



“Sure. I’m game for whatever,” Tommy said.



In another ten minutes the forest ended as fast as it had come on, and before them, stretched out in a wide fishhook, were the island’s resorts – and the ocean beyond. Delaney gasped and even Tommy was awestruck at how beautiful it was. Again, none of the buildings here were tall, and they were much sparser than the city of Basilisk Bay.



It was stunning, and when Delaney rolled down her window to take in the sea breeze, she wasn’t the only one. “Now aren’t you sorry for being a butthole?” she asked him, and he grinned.



Their resort was fronted by a grand entrance gate topped by an alabaster lizard coiled around it, looking more cartoonish than fearsome. There was a tall wall as well, in a similarly alabaster color, and above it peeked palm and fruit trees.



Two Black men stepped out in black shorts and blue polo shirs with the Grand Scale’s logo emblazoned on the chest, the same lizard as above the entry. Both guys were fit, one maybe fifty-ish, the other much younger, and they were startlingly handsome. The older man was rugged and careworn but his eyes were kind and his smile shaved the years away.



“Welcome to the Grand Scale,” he said with a lilt to his voice. “Your names?”



They told him, and handed over their IDs. The man gave them a cursory glance, handed them back, and gestured down the road.



“Please, allow me to be the first to welcome you, and may you carry the memories of this journey with you forever.”



“Thank you!” Delaney said. And she
 giggled
 . Tommy couldn’t remember the last time a guy made his sister giggle, but here this older man got her to do it in just seconds. When they drove on, she caught him smirking and asked, “What?”



“Nothing. Good to hear you giggling.”



“I did not giggle. I laughed.”



“It was definitely a giggle.”



She smacked him.



The driveway circled around a big fountain filled not with water but flowers and plants. Lining the decorative brick road were more palm and fruit trees and plentiful, brightly colored flowers. Circles of natural grasses and brush rose to hip height. Further on were tennis and basketball courts, occupied by a smattering of guests.



In front of them was the resort itself. Several three-story gleaming white buildings faced the impossibly blue waters of the resort. The main building, the one they approached now, was wider than those and only two stories, but no less grand for it. Two more statues lined its great big doors, and from these doors emerged two lovely women, one in a short skirt, the other in shorts, and both, to Tommy’s pleasure, were in bikini tops. They had flowers in their hair and their smiles showed off remarkably white teeth.



“I wonder if their dental’s included,” Tommy asked faintly, and Delaney cracked up.



They pulled up, and the two women came to the car to help them with their things. One of them, lithe with rich brown skin and a short wave of frizzy black hair, took the keys from Delaney to park the car. The other woman, tan with blonde hair and a twinge of a Texas accent that Tommy bet was played up, loaded their luggage onto a rolling cart with Tommy’s help.



“Now you relax, honey. We’re taking care of you this week,” she said with a wink.



“All right, I could like this place,” Tommy said.



They strode into a grand foyer. Two large seating areas flanked a granite-topped curved desk, behind which stood a tall Latino man with a sharply trimmed beard and about a half-dozen rings on his fingers.



“Why hello to the Washingtons, and welcome!” he exclaimed, his voice effeminate and his smile infectious. “I am Bennett. Let’s get you checked in and have you on the beach with a cocktail in hand tout d’suite. But before I let the lovely Claire whisk your luggage away, I want to make sure I have the reservation request correct. You wanted some space between your rooms?”



“Yes,” Delaney said, beaming. “We’re brother and sister so I didn’t want us to be sandwiched right up next to each other.” She nudged her brother. “Just in case.”



“Ah, excellent, excellent. The young men of the resort staff will be thrilled they can wait on you at your beck and call without fear of sneaking around behind a husband’s back.” Bennett never broke eye contact with them as he gave Claire a two-fingered gesture. She rolled on with their cart.



“I’m sure Delaney would like the attention of your security guard back there,” Tommy said.



“Tommy!” his sister said, blushing furiously.



“Aha, young Matthew! A treasure, and just out of college.”



“Actually I meant the older guy,” Tommy said.



“Ahhh, a discerning taste,” Bennett said with a look of wonder and amusement, but there was something else there too, a flash of something like hesitation. Or maybe it was Tommy’s imagination. He was so tired he was probably making up stories in his head when a sentence would do, like their mom used to say when they were kids. He always found drama where there was none. “Ewan is a gentleman and one very bright man. And as for you, Mr. Washington, I am sure the many young women of the resort will be whispering about you.”



“He just got divorced. That’s why we’re here,” Delaney said.



“Delaney, we, ah, don’t really need to tell him our whole life story,” Tommy said.



“A shame for the ex-missus, I am sure,” Bennett said. “She shall be jealous when she sees you are vacationing in the finest resort in the world!”



They settled into a quick, warm conversation about what was included in their vacation package. Delaney had gone for the all-inclusive plan, so nothing was off the menu, literally or metaphorically.



“The only exception of course is if you choose to leave the resort. Now. Let me show you to your rooms, and…”



“I can take them,” a new voice said, soft, throaty, sexy. Delaney and Tommy both turned, and he suddenly regretted every second of grumpiness with Delaney that day. Hell, he regretted having ever been grumpy with her in her entire life, because the woman that stood before them was without question one of the most stunning creatures he’d ever seen.



It was her eyes that did him in. Her face was otherwise delicate, but those eyes were huge, her light auburns sucking every bit of air out of him in just that first look. They crinkled as she smiled, her soft peachy lips parting wide over small gleaming white teeth. Her hair was auburn too, long and silky and done with a pair of half-up, half-down pigtails, the tendrils curled just so and framing her cheeks on their way to falling against her spectacular breasts.



And then his brain – and really, another part of him – caught on to what else he was seeing, her toned legs, the swell of her hips, the taut and tiny stomach, and the utterly ridiculous swells of her breasts, held up high and proud by an orange fire-print one-piece that disappeared into her tiny denim cutoffs. Over it all she wore an opened white blouse two sizes too long, hanging down to her delectable hips. On one breast was emblazoned the logo of the Grand Scale.



His brain momentarily cottoned up, his eyes the only sense left to him for long moments until his sister nudged him. “Hi, what? Huh?” he asked, looking at Delaney, then back at the new arrival who laughed lightly.



Bennett stage-whispered, “Noelle often has that effect.”



“Ignore him, he’s a goober,” Delaney said, stepping forward and offering her hand. “I’m Delaney Washington, and this is my brother Tommy.”



“Yup. Goober,” Tommy agreed. “Sorry, I… wow, I… an, I am going to shut up now.”



“A pleasure to meet you, Delaney and Mr. Goober,” Noelle said. Her voice carried something of an island lilt to it, not quite as pronounced as Ewan’s but carrying much the same musical nature.



“Noelle is one of our wonderful guest life coordinators,” Bennett said. “Anything you need, night or day, reach out to one of them or call the front desk and your cares will vanish. Welcome again, Mr. and Ms. Washington!”



* * *



Most the guests they saw weren’t all that far in age from themselves. Delaney mentioned when they were discussing vacation spots that the resort had a firm age restriction of twenty-four and older. That appealed to both of them.



“Not that we have anything against them, but we really didn’t want to deal with the college crowds,” Delaney said as they came out into the sunshine again. In front of them was a giant bean shaped pool that stretched from end to end of the resort, with a dozen or so hot tubs built into it at varying heights. In the middle of the pool on sturdy wooden beams was an open-air bar, lively at that hour. Stretched below was the white sands of Basilisk Bay. Umbrellas and chairs waited for Tommy, singing his name.



“I understand,” Noelle said. “I’ve always loved the relaxed vibe here, although we do have some adventurous activities. Have you ever gone jet skiing? I’ll be hosting that tomorrow.”



“We haven’t,” Delaney said. “But I’m sure Tommy would love it.”



“You couldn’t be any more obvious if you tried,” Tommy said cheerfully.



Noelle giggled at that. “It really is fun, though. And there will be water baseball tonight. How long are you here for?”



“We leave Sunday morning,” Delaney said.



“Oh, you must come on the cruise on Saturday. It’s the most fun you can have here. We take in the islands and there’s been a pod of friendly dolphins and you really must come.”



“I have never been on a boat,” Delaney said. “But I’m definitely in.”



“Sounds good to me,” Tommy said agreeably.



Noelle smiled wide at that, her eyes dipping low, suddenly playing shy. “But the very best part of this place is simply… being. Take in the ocean. Have a drink. Relax. Here there are no troubles.”



“Have you worked here long?” Tommy asked her.



“Eight years,” Noelle said.



“Get out,” Delaney said. “You can’t be that old.”



“Twenty-four,” Noelle said. “I started when I was sixteen. My father works as a carpenter and handyman in Montego Bay and all over the islands, even as far as Florida. He took me with him all the time.” She pointed at the small restaurant they were approaching. “The company he worked for was hired to renovate the restaurant and bars, to modernize them, a very long job. We stayed in the city, and I came to visit him often. And this place too. I fell in love with it, the vibes, the… hm, the sway of it. The manager, my manager still, put me to work one day sweeping and mopping and I’ve never really wanted to leave since.”



“What a lovely story,” Delaney said.



“It is paradise. Not many people, but… enough people too. Does that make sense?”



“It does,” Tommy said.



“We’re from New Bainbridge,” Delaney said. “I love the city but Tommy’s always liked the quieter places.”



Tommy shook his head. “Delaney…”



“What? It’s totally true.”



“She is the worst wingman,” Tommy said.



“Well, if I didn’t nudge you towards her, you’d wait until Sunday to make your move and it’d be the most awkward stupid thing ever. Like you’d leave her a love note in a bottle and throw it in the ocean hoping she would find it.”



“Oh God,” Tommy groaned. “I’m going to go dunk my head in the water and never come up for air.”



“A romantic?” Noelle asked Delaney. The rich scent of frying fish hit them as they walked by the restaurant.



“Oh, he is. Okay. His ex-wife loved ducks, right? Crazy about them.”



“Oh no,” Tommy said.



Delaney continued undeterred and Noelle watched her, amused. “So when he got serious about proposing, he set up this whole beautiful thing at this duck pond they both liked, where they had one of their first dates and everything.”



“Awww,” Noelle said, and lifted a hand to her breast.



“Oh, that’s not even the best part. He found these wooden ducks at a craft store and painted them yellow, like they were rubber ducks. But he also painted a tuxedo on one and a white dress on the other and…” Delaney started to crack up and Noelle joined in. “…and he left this big goofy sign that said… ‘I’m quackers for you.’”



“Oh my, that is adorable,” Noelle said.



“It really was. He had streamers and flowers and champagne… it was perfect.” Delaney sighed dramatically. “And then the evil queen bitch went and cheated on him.”



“Delaney!” Tommy said.



“I am so sorry to hear that,” Noelle said.



“Don’t be. She never deserved him. He’s the best guy in the world and I’m only slightly biased.” Delaney winked at her. “And he’s single.”



They both got a good laugh out of his consternation, and then they were upon the housing buildings. The slim, gorgeous woman who had parked their car for them waited by a door, all smiles. “I’ve left your car keys inside,” she said. “My name is Tia, and if there is anything at all you require for your room, please let one of us know and we’ll take care of it.”



“Miss Delaney has informed me our newest gentleman guest is single,” Noelle said.



“Yay, let’s get the whole resort to make me squirm today,” Tommy said.



“Just today? You think you’re getting off that easy?” Noelle asked.



All three of them turned to face him as he groaned into his hands. “Let’s check out the room,” Delaney said, “then I’ll let you two fall madly in love with one another without me.”



Tia giggled at that and Noelle made a heart with her hands. Tommy already liked this place.



The rooms were pretty bare-boned, but cozy enough. The one interesting thing Tommy noted was the bug nets that could be drawn around the bed like a curtain.



“They aren’t so bad this season,” Noelle said. Tia had taken off at a quiet word from the other woman. “But the mosquitoes can be bothersome.”



Delaney dropped onto her bed, bouncing once or twice. She smiled at Tommy and Noelle. “Well, I am going to check everything out. If I left you alone, Tommy, think you could stay out of trouble?”



“I’ll go with you,” he said.



“No,” she said. “I want some time alone away from Captain Grump.”



Tommy laughed and came to her. He leaned down and kissed the top of her head. “Thanks, Del. This is incredible. I mean, other than having to travel with you.” He looked at Noelle over his shoulder, who watched them both fondly. “She farts.”



“Oh my God, I do not,” Delaney said.



“Like, constantly. Never-ending. Like the wind blowing through the Grand Canyon. It’s gross.”



Noelle giggled. “I always wanted a sister. You two are adorable together.”



“Go,” Delaney said. “Let’s meet up for dinner tonight. Okay?”



Tommy ruffled her hair and made her punch him. “Sounds good.”



He and Noelle stepped outside and shut the door gently behind him. He said to her, “I meant it about the farting thing.”



“Shut up, jerk!” Delaney called from inside the room.



* * *



Noelle left him at his room on the other side of the resort. Tommy felt like maybe he should have said something more to her, maybe asked her out for drinks. Delaney was right about one thing. Left to his own devices, he’d have never tried to let on he found Noelle intensely attractive.



Ah. Love lost, love found, love lost again. Same as it ever was. He grinned to himself as he stepped down a decorative stone sidewalk around the pool and down to the beach.



The pool buzzed with swimmers and people relaxing. A trio of blondes in bikinis against the pool wall eyed him appreciatively. He grinned at them as he walked by and bowed, making a grand gesture of it with his hands. They laughed to each other. Tommy always prided himself on keeping fit, and women had always liked his tall frame and mean good looks. The beard was a recent affectation, something new after the divorce, and he liked it. His sister and their parents agreed, but like Delaney said, “Keep it trimmed. You want to look more professorial than neckbeard trucker.”



By the time he hit the sand, Tommy was nearly running. He and Delaney had been to beaches before, a handful on both coasts, but he’d never seen anything like this. The sands were clean and free of garbage, the waters clear and inviting, the people nonexistent, comparatively. Some guests walked up and down the sands and more hung out in clusters on chairs and towels, but this was as close to perfection as he’d ever seen.



He turned slowly in a full circle, taking it in, and then he ditched his sandals and his shirt, almost forgetting his phone was in his pocket until his feet hit the water. Then he did a mad dash back, tossed his phone onto his shirt, and like a child again, Tommy laughed and ran full-sprint into the ocean. It was warm, warmer than he expected, and when he was in further than his knees, he flopped down into it. He was a good swimmer but that wasn’t his intent now. He simply dropped, letting the water have him, all of him, and he came up sputtering and free. Free of Cathy. Free of his job. Free of his worries about rent and free of anchors that had dragged him down for a decade without him ever realizing it.



Tommy dove back in, unaware of two sets of eyes on him. His sister watched from the bar’s patio, laughing gently to herself as her idiotic big brother flopped around in the water like a ragdoll. And then there was Noelle, who watched the silly new arrival as she talked with another employee, who thought of the kindness and honest laughs of Delaney and Tommy, and she thought most of all about how and when she’d rope him in for a little harmless vacation fun.



* * *



Dinner that night saw brother and sister reunited and staring at platters of fried fish and jerked chicken. They were seated on the veranda overlooking the beach, where torches were being lit to keep the good vibes of the place going. At the central bar in the middle of the pool, cheery danceable music played.



“I’m never leaving here,” Delaney moaned after her first bite of cod.



“Mm hm,” Tommy said around a forkful of jerked chicken.



A warm, familiar man’s voice said behind them, “You picked the two best things our chef cooks.” It was the older gate guard from earlier. Tommy struggled for a name, then came up with it. Ewan. The guy was now dressed in a thick white button down, open to nearly his stomach, revealing some surprising muscle despite his leanness and age.



Immediately Delaney blushed and smiled. “Because you recommended it,” she said.



“Oh really?” Tommy asked, grinning as his sister plucked up her napkin and played with it.



“Oh, hush, I was taking a walk, and bumped into Ewan. I asked him what he recommend I check out around the resort, and he was kind enough to spend a while talking to me.”



“The highlight of my day,” Ewan said, fixing her with a glowing smile, held for a moment too long to be just friendly. “Well. Don’t let your food get cold. Enjoy.”



“We will. Thank you again, Ewan. For the recommendation and the talk,” Delaney said.



“It was my pleasure. Sincerely. Good night.” Almost as an afterthought, the handsome older man dipped his head to Tommy. Tommy smiled back, and Ewan walked away.



Delaney took up another big bite. “Mm. You need to try this fish,” she mumbled, ignoring his amused look. He reached across with his fork, speared a bite, and ate it.



“Almost as good as watching you turn into a blushing teenager again around that guy,” he said after he swallowed. When she threw her napkin at him, he threw it back.



They both opted for daiquiris in lieu of dessert and sipped while they watched the waves below. Someone was playing a guitar down there. Delaney wanted to go check that out, while Tommy was thinking about another drink. But in no rush, he walked her down to the sands first.



“This place is perfect, isn’t it?” Delaney asked him.



“I don’t think you could have done better. I’m going to be dreaming about that jerked chicken for years.”



She laughed softly and nodded up towards the resort. “We’re being watched.”



Tommy looked up. There, with three or four other women, was Noelle, staring down at them. When she realized she’d been caught looking, she gave them a soft, almost shy smile, her head dipping.



“Go to her,” Delaney said.



“I’d keep you company, Del.”



“I know. I love you, Tommy, and I know you love me. We don’t have to be together twenty-four seven. Have fun this weekend. And be sweet to her.”



Tommy wrapped an arm around his sister and hugged her tight. She pushed him towards the resort and he went, looking up at Noelle the entire time. She watched and laughed softly as he dragged his feet through the sand like it was a chore to come to her. Her friends, oblivious to all this, began to drift towards the bar at the center of the pool. She went too, but not before curling her finger at Tommy.



He tried not to run and settled for a fast walk. A
 very
 fast walk.



Noelle hung back just far enough the pair of them could talk when Tommy caught up to her. He said, “So… you come here often?”



She laughed. “I live here.”



“Wait, really? In the resort itself?”



“The two farthest residential buildings are dorms for the workers who want to stick around.”



“This has to be the coolest job ever.”



“It really is,” she said. “We’re going to get drinks. You want to come?”



“I’m not going to get you in any trouble with your manager, am I?”



“No. She’s really great. I’ll introduce you two sometime.”



Up ahead, Claire, the blonde who helped them with their luggage when they first arrived, said to Tommy, “Margot is more our mom than our boss. Half the fun of working here is getting to fraternize with the hotties that come through. Too bad Noelle got dibs on you.”



“Claire!” Noelle said, dipping her head again and smiling despite her protest.



“Ahhhh, so I’m just more meat to be used, I get it, I get it.”



The bar was busy but not crammed. Tables with umbrellas ringed it on three sides, looking right out over the pool where people splashed around. Under the open-air roof was a bar with about twenty stools, most of which were occupied. The lights were simple and warm, giving the place a mellow vibe that meshed very well with the rest of the resort.



“Your dad built this?” Tommy asked Noelle.



“With the company he worked for, yes,” she said.



“I love the vibe.”



She grinned. “It’s fun, isn’t it?”



They started to make their way to the bar but when the big bartender turned towards them, Tommy slowed and groaned, “Oh, not this asshole.”



His words fell between songs and in the silence, the whole group stared at him. “What?” Noelle asked, glancing first at him and then the bartender, who looked as serene as when he was trying to rip Delaney off about the rental car. “Kenton? What about him?”



Tommy stepped towards the bartender, who was pouring a mug of beer. “Kenton, huh?”



“Oh, hello again, uh…?”



“Tommy,” Tommy said, a corner of his mouth turning up. Noelle watched all this. “If I order a drink, you going to try and rip me off again?”



“Kenton, what’d you do?” Noelle asked, more playful than serious.



The bartender made a tch sound and waved a hand in Tommy’s direction. “Ah, Gabby’s talking about having another kid. So I’ve been… you know, upselling people.”



“He tried to convince Delaney he didn’t have the car she rented and wanted us to pay more for a different one.”



“Kenton!” Noelle said, her eyes dancing.



“Tell you what,” Kenton said. “I’ll make it right. A free drink. Huh? Anything you want.”



“My sister bought the drinks package,” Tommy said.



“Ah,” Kenton said, his bulbous chin bobbing up and down. “Two free drinks then.”



“They’re all free drinks.”



“You drive a hard bargain.” Kenton held out a meaty hand and Tommy sighed before shaking it.



Though he wanted to punch the guy, Tommy let it go. Noelle introduced him to her friends properly, and he discovered that like her, they all worked at the resort. They were an attractive bunch, especially Claire, whose breasts threatened to pop free of her bikini top at any moment. But it was Noelle who held his fascination. She listened far more than she talked, her intelligence clear in the few times she did speak.



Her eyes strayed to Tommy often and would crinkle, pleased with… something. He’d seen a dozen guys around the resort that made him look pretty ordinary in comparison, some laden with muscles, some with Hollywood good looks. Why him, then? What had he done so right?



Whatever the case, when a song hit and her friends cheered, Noelle turned to Tommy. “Dance with me,” she shouted over the music.



“I can’t dance!” he shouted back.



She pointed at herself and shook her head. “Neither can I. Just let go this weekend.”



Just let go. Sure.



He tossed back the rest of his Blue Lagoon and hopped off his stool. Her friends whooped as Noelle grabbed his hands and put them firmly on her soft waist. He laughed and shook his head and… danced.



For a while, Tommy was lost to his own thoughts, an unusual experience for him considering most his mental attention was usually focused on sex, food, or bowling. When had he danced last? Two… three years ago, at a friend’s wedding? He was thirty. His dancing days were done, but… no. If Noelle asked him to dance, if she asked him to sing showtunes, if she wanted him to try and learn ballet, he would have done it for her in that moment, and for any moment they had together. The crinkle of her eyes, the gleam of her small white teeth when she smiled, the shyness, the sweetness, they had him utterly flummoxed and off his game. There had been a couple women since Cathy cheated, one of Delaney’s friends when they had a bit too much to drink, the other a hookup, but not until that day did he truly feel like the possibilities of his future were wide open.



The song ended and another began, a sexier beat to it. Noelle drew in even closer, pulling his hands to her shoulders and behind her head. She was nearly grinding up on him, and surely she had to feel the response of his body, his cock a hard rod. Her eyes widened and her smile grew even brighter, if that was possible. His thumb slid up and down the warm skin of her neck, his other big hand lost in the spill of her auburn hair. He wanted to kiss her. Needed to kiss her.



But then she twirled in his arms, her shorts-clad ass pushing back against him, her head twisting to take him in over her shoulder. The way her eyes went half-lidded drove him wild and he had to fight down the instinct to thrust against her ass and dry-fuck her right there in front of the world. She smelled like sweet citrus and something more flowery, and he brought his lips to her neck to kiss the warm skin there and drink more of her scent in. Her head tilted sideways, her lips parting, and he roped his hands around her, teasing her bared tummy.



Let go.



They kept moving together, maybe not the most graceful couple but neither of them caring. Two, three more songs and the warm night left them with a fine sheen of sweat on their skin. Finally, laughing, Noelle pulled him to the bar, where they got another drink, but he could have swayed with her there forever.



Her friends joined them again, and sang along to the music as they all cooled down for a while. Tommy was eventually roped into dancing with a string of them, but his eyes never left Noelle for long. She danced with a couple of the women, and even pulled big Kenton out from behind the bar for a song. The bartender and would-be con man had moves, too, despite his near four-hundred-pound frame.



Eventually, Noelle wound up in Tommy’s arms again for the last song they’d dance to that evening. Of all things, she looked sad, at least for a long moment, but she brushed the emotion away when she turned and rested her ass against him again, drawing his arms around her waist and keeping them there with her own. Tommy wondered what he’d just seen, but the presence of her dulled his mind, at least for a little while.



The song ended, and Noelle and her friends needed to get some sleep before work tomorrow. Tommy walked with the group of them back to their dormitory-style residences. Noelle nudged his hand with hers and beamed up at him when he took and squeezed it. Away from the bar, he could hear the guitarist down on the beach and looked in that direction, hoping Delaney was having as good a night as he was.



“My sister’s down there,” he said. “She planned on listening to the music.”



“You two seem close,” Noelle said.



“She’s my best friend and she’s been my rock through all this. Not to mention she took me in when… well, I don’t want to drag things down. But she’s great.”



“I always wanted a sister. But the only family I have is my father. He’s my best friend too.”



“Good guy?”



“A big teddy bear,” she said, and laughed softly. “Your parents?”



“Oh, they’re fantastic. Like a couple kids. They live in New Bainbridge too.”



“Any other brothers or sisters?” she asked.



“Nope. Just Delaney. She’s enough of a handful.”



“I’m telling her you said that.”



“Good!” Tommy shook his head, smiling. “She paid for this whole thing. I’m not the only one who’s been going through some crap. Her last boyfriend left her… oh, a year and a half ago and she hasn’t had much better luck than I have. Seems fond of your Ewan, though.”



“Ewan!” she said. “Oh, he’s such a good man. I hope she brings him out of his shell. His wife died and he… he just hasn’t been the same since.” She shook her head. “Now who’s dragging things down?”



“That’s all right. I hope they’re good for each other.”



“Me too.”



Her friends headed into the dormitory well ahead of them, and Noelle stopped short in the warm glow of the lights of the path. She looked up at Tommy, smiled, and dipped her head again. He lifted a hand to her face and hesitated just shy of her skin. Then he thought of how short their time was together, and his hand moved the last quarter inch to her jaw, to her cheek, to the back of her head.



“May I kiss you?” he asked softly.



“I’d like that,” she said, just as soft.



He leaned down, heart pounding as hard as it ever had for anyone. His lips met hers and a breath escaped her, too soft to be a sigh. It was like some great tension inside Noelle had been released, and she melted into him, her tongue slipping against his lips until he met it with his own. His free hand went to her back and he pulled her tighter, needing her, knowing already leaving this place was going to cut deep.



Finally, her fingers went to his chest and they broke apart. “Goodnight, Mr. Washington,” she said demurely.



“Goodnight, Noelle.”



She hurried to Claire and the door she held open, but before she went inside, she turned and asked, “See you tomorrow morning to ride some jet skis?”



Tommy laughed. “Count on it.”



* * *



 The next morning Tommy woke in a pile of comfort and tried to hold onto to the vagaries of a deep and wonderful dream, one where he was in a suit, escorting Delaney to her wedding. It struck him as particularly odd because Noelle was there too, but her presence hadn’t surprised his sleeping mind. She slid into his subconsciousness as easily as she had his physical life. She belonged.



Leaving this place was going to be hell.



Delaney left him a text message that she was going on a tour of the island and wouldn’t be back for a few hours. He showered and trimmed his beard, then spent a few minutes texting with his parents about the trip so far. With that done, he went in search of breakfast and coffee. Breakfast wound up being mackerel, eggs, and mashed plantains. He ate by himself, watching the ocean and listening to the cry of the birds above.



Over the resort’s intercom came Bennett’s voice, announcing the start of the jet ski lessons with his usual flourishes. Tommy finished off his cup of coffee and headed down in that direction, feeling for all the world like one of the palm trees swaying in the breeze. Good. Mellow.



It was only when he saw her in a peach and dazzling blue one piece that his nerves took over. She was standing with Tia along a line of jet skis, the two of them talking with a group of guests. They laughed together, and Noelle chose that moment to look up and spot him approaching. Her eyes crinkled, and she gave him a friendly wave.



“Here’s my heart,” Tommy muttered under his breath. “Treat it better than the last one did, huh?”



He smiled back, unsure if he should kiss her or if that would get her in some kind of trouble. But like her friends said last night, fraternization wasn’t frowned upon, so when he crossed the sands and she stepped away from the group, he reached a tentative hand up, cupped her jaw and stroked her cheek, and kissed her.



“Mm. You taste like fish,” she said, her lips still against his. “Yum.”



Ignoring the catcalls and whistles of the group, Tommy said, “I wasn’t sure if this was the right move. I didn’t want to get you in trouble.”



“You let me worry about my job. And you… you remember what I said. Let go.”



Again, her smile threatened to change to something stormier, her eyes flicking away from his. “What is it?” he asked her.



“Nothing. Ready to have some fun?”



He tried to smile for them both. What was he doing wrong? “Of course.”



And it was. Tia and Noelle were excellent teachers, knowledgeable but never talking down to their captive audience. The jet skis themselves were pretty easy for him to understand and cut through the water and jumped the day’s waves with wild sprays. When everyone had some time on the machines, Tia and Noelle set up a race, one on one, from one end of the resort to the other and back to the group. The overall fastest time would get some store credit at the resort’s gift shop. Tommy blew it on the first wave, nearly tipping the machine. The twenty-something college adjunct he was racing whooped and danced with such boob-jiggling delight at the finish line he couldn’t be too mad.



Everyone finished up laughing and smiling. One of the island staff pushed a drink cart towards them, and most everybody partook. Tommy and Noelle hung back, his hand going for hers and squeezing.



“I wish I didn’t have to work,” she said.



“When do you finish up for the day?” he asked.



“Four. Do you, um…?”



“Want to meet up?”



She held his eyes, and leaned up to kiss him again. “I’d love that.”



* * *



They found each other at the bar from the night before. She changed into short shorts and her customary bikini top, and had taken some time to touch up her hair and makeup. Whatever words Tommy meant to say to her were lost in his throat. They kissed again, and she sighed softly against him as he wrapped his arms around her.



“Let’s take a walk,” she said.



They did, stopping first to get an ice cream from a small kiosk manned by one of Noelle’s coworkers. They both got vanilla cones, and licked them as they walked down to the sands. Noelle teased hers with the tip of her tongue when she saw Tommy watching, and laughed when he did the same, playing it up and making “ah ah ah” sounds.



“You make me laugh so easily,” she said, taking his free hand.



“I know. I should have been a comedian. Or an actor. Or a writer. All my exes say a porn star, though. I don’t know about that, but… I really am gifted.”



She burst out laughing again, and bonked her head against his shoulder. “Now that remains to be seen.”



As they walked down the beach and finished their cones, Tommy told her about his job back home, and life in New Bainbridge. In turn, she told him more about her job, and her closest friends.



“Tia and I are like sisters, but she’s only here for a couple more weeks before she goes back to Kingston to finish college. After that… I don’t know if she’ll be back. She’s very smart. I think she’ll be an executive someday.”



“You must have a lot of friends like that, who come and go.”



She nodded glumly. “Yes. But there are a few for life too. Like Claire. She’s been here nearly as long as I have. And Kenton.”



“Aw, that guy,” Tommy groaned.



Noelle laughed softly. “He’s a big sweetheart. He just has… ambitions.”



“That’s one way of putting it.”



Her smile dimmed as she looked out at the ocean. “I love it here. I never want to leave. But it can get lonely.”



He brought her hand up to kiss it. She turned, those wide eyes glimmering with tears. “Noelle… why are you-?”



“Not yet, I can’t answer that yet, not yet not yet not yet,” she whispered, and he took her in his arms, his lips driving against hers. She sought him out with feverish need, nearly toppling him backwards. His hand dipped to her full, ripe ass and he squeezed, moaning against her. Never had he needed anyone like this. Not even Cathy.



“You don’t call your pussy a kitty, do you?” he asked.



She pulled back just long enough to gasp, “What?”



“Nothing. Never mind.”



He couldn’t make love to her on the sands, not in full sight of everyone and definitely not without a towel, but there was a copse of palm trees and undergrowth perfect for this. He lifted Noelle in his arms and she wrapped her legs around him, crying but still kissing him as he walked her to the relative cover of the plants.



“None of these are poisonous, are they?” he asked her. They both stopped kissing long enough to stare at the plants in question, then he grunted, “Ah, fuck it, you be on top and I’ll take the chance.”



She laughed and he dropped with her. He tugged her bikini top away from her big tanned breasts, revealing the cutest, tiniest nipples. He pushed her breasts together and sucked one of those nipples, moaning as she ground on top of him, her hips a seductive dance.



His hands went behind her back and untied the knot to the top. She rose up just far enough to undo her shorts and shimmy them down along with her bikini bottoms. He stared down at her clean-shaven sex. Every inch of her was tanned save for the tasty white tan lines of a very small thong.



Then it hit him, the thing he’d forgotten. He groaned and thumped his head against a fern. “Shit.”



“What?” Noelle asked, stopping with her hand resting right on his cock through his shorts. “What?”



“I forgot to buy condoms from the damn gift shop.” But that gave him an idea, and he lifted his head again. She yelped as he grabbed her ass and pulled her forward. “Come here, baby. I can’t fuck you, but…”



“Mmm,” Noelle moaned. “I like this idea.” She knelt over his face and dropped onto his eager mouth. She shivered and laughed. “Your beard tickles.”



“I can shave,” he mumbled against her pussy.



“Don’t you dare. I love it on you. And it… oooh… it feels… ah… good on my skin…”



Tommy ran his tongue along her pussy as she rocked back and forth on him. He filled his hands with her body, one running along her thigh and around to her ass, the other one of her ankles, gripping her. There was no way this was happening, not with this insanely beautiful woman, not here out in the open where anyone could and almost definitely would see.



But it was. Noelle tasted of soft honey and oats, some soap or skin cream she used, and he loved it. Her wetness came easily, his beard damp with it in no time. She tried to keep quiet, but every now and then a near silent moan escaped her.



“Ohhh. Ohh yes, a little faster, yesss, just like that, oh….”



Giggling broke out nearby, but neither of them noticed the two guests watching their forms through the trees. There was only each other, and for a while, the world was absolute perfection.



Noelle came fast and easy, her thighs clamping to the side of Tommy’s head and her breathless laugh forever imprinted in his heart and dreams. She kept taking whatever he would give her, and that was a lot. When she came down, she twisted around on him and drove her pussy right back down on his eager, hungry mouth as she pulled his stiff cock free of his shorts. She devoured him, no teasing, taking inch after inch of him into her mouth until she could fit no more.



“God, Noelle, that feels so good,” he grunted.



“Mmmm,” she moaned around him, and bounced on his face even harder as she bobbed up and down on his dick. She only stopped to pin him against his leg and drop a line of spittle onto his shaft so she could stroke him when her mouth returned to his tip.



With her hands wrapped around his base and jacking him hard, she sucked and slurped noisily, making him delirious with need. God, how he wanted to take her right then and there, condoms be damned. Just lay her on her back and feed her sweet little pussy every inch it could take. Soon, he promised himself, and slid his hands around her ass, prying her cheeks apart. His fingertips teased her delicate little bud and she gasped, “Oh!” before laughing throatily again around him, the vibrations tickling his skin. She popped off him and said, “Keep doing that and, mm, I’m going to c-come again…”



“Good,” he growled. “Then come for me again, baby. Because I want to do this to you all weekend.”



She gasped as he teased her hole again and drove his tongue deep inside her. Her hands around his cock whirred up and down now, her mouth at his tip, sucking his first inch or two hard. Shit, he was going to come so fast like that, but he wanted to make her come again before he did. Noelle was his now and her pleasure was his pleasure.



He gripped her tighter, feeling a thrill shoot through him as she cried out, “Yes, oh, oh just like that, deep like that, mmm, mmm, Tommmmy…”



She slammed down one more time, her pussy wriggling against his mouth as she quivered and came. Her hands came to a stop but only for a moment, and then she was back on him, sucking for all she was worth, her mouth making the sexiest pops as she came off him, only to dive right back down again.



“Baby, baby, fuck, I’m gonna come,” he moaned against her pussy.



She drove deep, taking him nearly to the back of her throat, her “urk!” spurring him to his finish. He grunted her name, and she pulled back at the last but still kept her mouth on him, taking shot after shot of his warmth, her throat working as she swallowed him down.



Finally Noelle came off him with a gasp. “Oh, oh Tommy, oh, that was… that was…”



“Yeah,” he said, breathless.



* * *



They dressed again, her this time in only her bikini so she could clean herself up a little bit in the water. Tommy followed her in and roped his arms around her, pulling her back against his still half-hard cock. She moaned her approval and looked over her shoulder, smiling. He kissed her head, and they finally pulled apart.



On the way back to the resort – and more specifically, the mini-mart style gift shop and its entire stock of condoms – a middle-aged woman was talking to a male staff member on the path. Like most her female employees, she wore a bikini top and shorts, with an open blouse tied off over an impressively tight stomach for someone in what had to be her fifties or sixties, judging from her laugh lines and graying hair.



“Margot!” Noelle called out with real pleasure. The woman looked towards them and smiled wide. To Tommy, Noelle said, “That’s my boss. The woman I wanted you to meet.”



Margot finished her conversation with the other employee by the time they walked to her, and she turned her full attention on the couple. “Well, look at this. Claire said you found a gentleman friend.”



Tommy reached out. “Tommy.”



“Oh, I’ll take a kiss on the cheek, thank you.”



He laughed and obliged, and when he stepped back, Noelle took his hand again. “He’s great. Amazing, really. Nice and funny and… you should see him with his sister. They’re so much fun together.”



“That’s wonderful,” Margot said. “Noelle deserves someone who makes her smile like that.”



“I’m kinda blown away that’s me,” Tommy said.



“Have you two eaten?” Margot asked, and Tommy nearly choked on a laugh. He supposed he had, in a way. “Accompany me to dinner. I want to get to know you.”



They did, and around caprese salads, some fantastic sushi, and lobster rolls, they sat and talked. Margo was an earnest listener and a big gesturer when she spoke, her hands waving dramatically and never settling in one place.



“When I first met her,” Margot said, picking at her salad, “she was always so still. The quietest soul I’ve ever known. I thought maybe someone had hurt her, but no, that’s just who she is. A beautiful wave, coming in with the breeze.” She reached out and patted Noelle’s hand. “Of course, over the years, we’ve corrupted her.”



Noelle laughed. “Oh, definitely.”



“But she is still the sweetest, kindest woman in this place or any other.” Margot fixed Tommy with a look that seemed almost pained. “You be sweet to her. Whatever time you two have, you do that and you’ll always have an open door here.”



“I will,” Tommy said.



“Good. You two go. Enjoy being in love.”



“Uh,” Tommy said.



“Ah, hah…” Noelle said, blushing hard.



“Are you going to deny it?” Margot asked, spearing a piece of cheese and bringing ie to her lips, her eyes dancing merrily.



Tommy looked at Noelle. “I’m falling for her harder than I’ve ever fallen for anyone in my life,” he said truthfully.



“Same,” Noelle whispered. He leaned over and kissed her.



They took another walk after that, a stroll around the grounds that saw Noelle talking a lot about the history of the island itself. Much as he wanted to listen, Tommy’s mind drifted back again and again to Margot’s words. In love.



It was true, he realized. He was in love. Maybe it was insane they’d only known each other a day or so. Maybe it couldn’t be more than a few days’ worth of a fling, but it was love. Pure, simple love.



He looked at Noelle until she stopped speaking and gave him that shy, sweet smile again, head dipping. How easy it was to just give her his heart.



They eventually wound up back at the pool bar. It was now Friday night, and most of Noelle’s coworker friends scattered for the weekend. Kenton was back behind the bar, though, and kept up a lively stream of chatter about soccer with a trio of guests. He and Tommy managed an amicable silence, but he came over now and then to talk to Noelle.



After a couple drinks, Tommy couldn’t keep his hands off her, and she wasn’t exactly shy about returning his advances. Just as he was going to suggest they make a run for his room, his sister came down the wooden bridge leading to the bar, and she wasn’t alone. Ewan, the guard from the day before that she’d obviously been crushing on, was with her.



Good for you, sis
 , he thought.



“Ewan!” Noelle said, rising. “You have some beautiful arm candy tonight.”



“Don’t I?” he asked, and leaned down to kiss Delaney on the cheek.



“You two…?” Tommy asked.



“Um. Yeah,” Delaney said. “A little vacation fun. A fling.” Her eyes widened as she glanced at the bar. “Is that…?”



“Yeah,” Tommy said. “Same asshole.”



“Tommy,” Noelle and Delaney said as one. They cracked up, and Noelle nodded at the bar. “Let me introduce you to him properly. Kenton, this is Delaney. Delaney, this is Kenton. Kenton, say you’re sorry for trying to rip them off.”



The big man clicked his tongue as he finished pouring a drink. “Aw, Noelle, come on…”



“Kenton…”



Kenton came over, a rum and pineapple juice in hand, heavy on the ice. “I’m sorry, Delaney. My wife, she’s baby crazy again, and…”



“He thought he could squeeze us for a few more diapers,” Tommy said.



Ewan chuckled. “Always a hustle.”



“I am an entrepreneur,” Kenton said proudly. “Going to own my own bar someday. The Sea Stallion.” He gestured out at the water as if imagining it. “Third floor, with the best views of the ocean.”



“Hey, man, can we get some more drinks down here?” one of the soccer guys called down the bar.



“One sec,” Kenton called back. To Tommy and the others again, he said, “My kids and I are going to run it. A family business.”



“Tell them about the food,” Noelle said.



“Oh yeah! Gonna be bar food too,” Kenton said, and sucked his teeth. “My wife, she makes these jerk chicken nachos-” He took a drink, swallowed, and blinked.



“Those do sound good,” Delaney mused.



“Yeah, I’d definitely be down for that,” Tommy said.



But Kenton didn’t respond. He turned, his eyes wide, and pointed at his throat. Tommy realized what was happening, and before anyone else reacted, he was clearing the bar and jumping over it. Kenton leaned on the counter, trying to get the piece of ice dislodged, but he couldn’t. Tommy whacked his back, but that was no use. He got his arms around the big man, made a fist and gripped it, and thrust in and up. The ice shot out of Kenton’s mouth like a cork from a bottle of champagne, and he coughed and gasped to the wild applause of the group as a whole.



“You good?” Tommy asked him.



Kenton nodded and stood upright. Hoarsely, he said, “You saved me.”



“Ah, shit, it was just a pi-” piece of ice, he meant to say, but Kenton hugged him tight to more applause and even louder cheers.



Noelle stood up, came around the bar, and took Tommy’s hand. “Come on, hero. That deserves a reward.”



He allowed himself to be tugged away, but not before glancing at Delaney. She grinned and whooped, and he called to her, “See you for the boat tour tomorrow.”



* * *



She kept up a tease as he bought condoms, kissing his shoulders and his neck. When the got to the counter, she was nibbling on his ear. The clerk behind the counter laughed.



“So this is the guy,” the young man said.



“Yeah,” Noelle said, her voice soft and throaty. “This is the guy.”



“Whole island’s going to be heartbroken.”



“They’ll live.”



They didn’t quite run back to his room, but they definitely hustled. Inside, they kicked off their shoes and Tommy had Noelle up against the wall, his hand on her ass, his lips against hers.



“Show-er,” she moaned, her word broken up by his frantic lips.



“Shower,” he agreed nonsensically, not understanding what she meant, just repeating the word as he brought his lips down to her jaw and tasted the light sweat of her.



She giggled and pushed him back. “I mean, we both need one.”



“Right. Right.”



Then the words finally caught up to him, and he pulled back to yank his shirt off and drop his shorts in record time. Noelle had her top off and he moaned at the sight of her bare breasts again, stopping to push her against the door again so he could suck one of those little nipples.



She moaned when he cupped her sex, but twisted out of his grasp and ran for the bathroom. Good thing too, because his brain had waved toodle-oo again. In the bathroom, she laughed at his vacant expression as she hurried her shorts down her tanned legs. He shivered when she turned around and started the shower. Left only clad in her bikini bottoms, she was a dream. A fantasy. But God, he wanted it to be so much more than that.



She dropped her bottoms and slipped into the shower. He chased her in, and they were in each other’s arms in a heartbeat, the water cascading down her back. Her lips met his and she whispered, “Oh, oh Tommy, you have me if you want me…”



“I do,” he whispered back. His hands roamed her body, pulling her tighter, tighter. His need firmed between them and she giggled before spinning around, face up to the spray of the shower. He grabbed some of the resort’s exquisite soap and washed her back for her, drawing the bar down across her shoulder blades, her back, her nice round ass. He knelt to do her legs, and couldn’t help bringing his lips to her bottom, giving her bud a tease of his tongue.



“Ohhhh, that’s so naughty,” she moaned.



“Take the soap, baby,” he said, and reached around her to hold it up. She did, and he stayed right where he was, his beard making her giggle and shiver when it pressed against her slick flesh again. He devoured her bud, spearing it deep with his tongue while he reached around her and teased her mound, her clit. Her hand joined his, and a moment later, so did the shower wand, the spray making her moan again.



With her free hand, she lathered up her breasts and her neck, twisting her head to watch him with half-lidded eyes. He never noticed, intent solely on her pleasure and this dirty act. His fingers danced against her clit, tweaking it, teasing it. She said huskily, “Like that, ohhh, like that, Tommy…”



Her body began to react to him just as it had down on the beach, her ass rocking back, her back stiffening. She slapped the soap down on the shower niche and both her hands went to his at her pussy, one rubbing her lips, the other simply holding his.



“Tooommmmmy!” she cried out, and she quivered so hard back against him she nearly fell. He wrapped his arms around her and kept her balanced before giving her cheeks another kiss. She dropped her head against the wall and laughed breathlessly.



“I’ve never… no man has ever…”



He kissed her neck, then stepped out to brush his teeth while she finished. They swapped spots, and when he emerged, she was bent over the sink, spiting out toothpaste and thrusting that ass back at him again. He was sorely tempted to go for a second rimming, but instead ran his hands all over her while she smiled shyly at the mirror.



When she was done, she turned and they kissed for a good, long while. Music from the bar wafted to them, and Noelle moved to the beat, swishing her hips and taking his hands. Her smile turned magnificently bright, and she walked with him backwards through the door and into the bedroom where she fell back against the mattress and the blankets. Tommy fetched the condoms as she crab-walked back to the pillows and rested against them, her knees bent. He came to her, making her giggle when he hopped on the bed. He had to stop to admire her, the curves, the sweet face, the tangles of her wet hair.



“The most beautiful woman I’ve ever known,” he said softly.



He dipped to kiss her pussy, but she whispered, “No more teasing. Please. I need you too much. Make love to me.”



He hovered over her, kissing her as their hands worked together to get him ready for her. Noelle rolled on the condom for him and held him right to the point where he rested against her entrance. He looked into her eyes, and she nodded, biting her lip as his big tip slid slowly into her.



“Oh. My,” she moaned.



“Noelle,” he breathed as he sank deeper and deeper inside her. Her pussy gave ground, wrapped tight around him as she took nearly every inch of him.



Finally she pressed a hand to his cheek and whispered, “Right there?” He nodded, and leaned down to kiss her again. She giggled loopily. “I love how your beard tickles me.”



“I love your body. I love every minute we’ve had together,” he said, dangerously close to telling her the words that wanted to spill out from his heart.



“Me too,” she whispered.



They kissed, and he rocked his hips, a gentle sway for long minutes on end, the two of them simply happy to be together, their desires finally met. But slowly Tommy began to explore her body with his hands, his thumbs brushing her delicate neck, her collarbones, her shoulders. The feel of her excited him, and he began to rock his hips more firmly into her.



“Tommy, Tommy…” she moaned, her head dropping back against the pillows, her eyes squeezing shut.



His hands went further still, running easy patterns up and down her arms. Hers roped around his neck and he came back to her lips, kissing her again and again as his hips drove faster into her. She moaned as he cupped one of her breasts, running his thumb along her skin. Her nipple invited him and he leaned down to suck it into his mouth, only to let it go with a pop and bring his lips to her neck.



“Ohhh, Tommy,” she moaned. Her leg wrapped around his, her ankle coming to rest on the back of his, and just like that, he discovered one of her most sensitive spots. He smiled against her skin, and made love to it with his lips as his ass rose and fell.



“Just… a little… harder,” Noelle said. His cock pulled back and he thrust into her with more need, his own lust growing and growing. But his hands still had marvelous places to visit, and off they went, trailing down her abs, teasing her stomach, wrapping around her back.



She arched up, gasping, “Right there, I’m right there, oh, ohhhh, please, just keep…. keep d-doing… that…”



“Noelle,” he said, his mouth still against her neck, his hands roaming her back, his thrusts deep. “Fuck, oh fuck…”



“Yesss, yesss, I’m coming, you’re making me… ungh… I’m coming!”



The last words were nearly a cry. The foot around the back of his leg kicked, and she clung to his neck and back as she dipped up and down, her eyes closed again and her breath catching.



He could help himself no longer, but began to thrust even harder, his need looming, his body so ready for her. His hands went to her ass and her leg fell away from him to spread even wider, her eyes opening, her head tilting back, her lips open in an O. She came again in just minutes, and then she was holding his face, kissing him, wiling him on.



“Come for me, oh, come, I love this, I love this, show me how much you need me…”



His hands slipped down to her legs and he brought them up instinctively, her knees nearly brushing her breasts. She cradled his face, and he gasped her name, her smile sending him over the edge. Tommy spilled into his condom, and she was clutching him, her lips at his ear, her breath hot and hard.



Only after long minutes was he capable of pulling out of her. She rested on her back, smiling that shy smile as he took care of his condom and disappeared into the bathroom to soak a washcloth and bring it to her to tend to her pussy.



Once she was cleaned up, they cuddled face to face, her leg roped over his, their hands slowly exploring each other. There were no words, not for a long while, not until he was hard again. She pushed him onto his back and rolled another condom onto him, and this time, she took over, swaying on top of him, his hands on her ass. When she came, she dipped down and he wrapped her tight, rocking up into her as she rode out her pleasure. They made love like that deep into the night, Noelle resting against him, Tommy wrapping as much of her up as he could.



When they were both finally too spent to do much more than cuddle, she rested with her ass to him. Her breathing evened out fast as he kissed her shoulder and neck, but he stayed awake, drinking as much of this night with her in as he could. So late the false pinks of the early morning hours started to shine through the window, he whispered to her, “I’ll love you forever.”



He had no idea she was awake too, and never saw her tears fall.



* * *



Tommy woke to the door closing, and murmured blearily, “Noelle?”



“Nope,” Kenton said cheerfully. “Guess again.”



“Agh!” Tommy shouted, and snatched at the blankets to cover himself. Kenton stood in front of the door, carrying a couple paper coffee cups.



“Nice butt. Too bad I don’t swing in your direction.”



“What are you… what the hell…?”



Kenton laughed. “Relax. Noelle’s hanging out with your sister. She didn’t want to wake you up.”



“That doesn’t explain why you’re here!”



“Oh yeah. Good point,” Kenton said. “Because I owe you my life, I’m gonna take you to the best place on the island to get breakfast. On me.”



“You couldn’t have knocked?”



“I did. Hit the door like a sledgehammer. Noey, she really wore you out.” Kenton laughed and Tommy threw a pillow at him.



“I didn’t save your life,” he grumped. “It was an ice cube. It would have warmed up enough you would have been fine.”



“You still saved me. Even when you didn’t like me. I take that sort of thing seriously. So come on. Get dressed.” He waggled the coffee cups. “I even brought coffee.”



Tommy grumbled but he accepted one of the cups. When Kenton turned around and faced the door, he hurried into the bathroom. When he emerged again ten minutes later, Kenton was crashed out in a chair, watching TV and eating some of the room’s complimentary chocolates.



“Damn. You’re pretty beefy,” Kenton said. “We should work out sometime.”



“I fly back tomorrow,” Tommy said.



His own words hit him like a boulder crashing down on top of him. Tomorrow. He would have to go back tomorrow.



And leave Noelle behind.



Kenton must have sensed something in Tommy’s mood because he didn’t say anything else until he was ready. They headed through the main building, saying hello to a distracted but jovial Bennett on the way. Out in the parking lot was a Volkswagen convertible. Kenton barely squeezed into the driver’s seat, and Tommy rode with his hands between his knees so he didn’t jab the other man with his elbows.



“S’okay,” Kenton said, and thumped his own chest. “I’m a big man. Biggest on the island. You can stretch out. It isn’t going to bother me.”



“Thanks,” Tommy said, and melted back into the chair.



Whatever else he might have thought about Kenton, the guy had good taste in music. The hip-hop was nothing that Tommy had ever heard of, but it had an amazing rhythm. Kenton sang along, fingers dancing to the beat.



The miles flew by, and when they saw a snake crossing the road, Tommy said, “I thought we saw an alligator here the other day.”



“Oh, yeah, probably,” Kenton said. “They’re all over the forest.”



“Really?”



“No joke. Don’t worry. You don’t mess with them, they don’t mess with you.”



“They ever cause problems at the resorts?”



“Nah.” Kenton rethought that. “Well…sometimes when they get real hungry.”



They saw no gators that day, and drove on to the city. Kenton waved cheerfully to a bunch of passing cars. At Tommy’s look, he said, “Everybody knows everybody on the islands around here.”



Deep in the heart of Basilisk Bay, they made a series of turns and wound up at a parking lot across the street from a big park. A trio of parking trucks each had a dozen or so people waiting to be served.



“Now I owe you and I’m gonna treat you to the best food on the island, but you promise me something first,” Kenton said.



“What’s that?” Tommy asked.



Kenton looked at him, his eyes serious and his lips drawn tight. “You hurt her as little as you can. Isn’t a guy on this island that doesn’t love her like a sister. She’s been hurt before by you guys. You come and you get what you need, and…”



“Hey,” Tommy said, oddly touched. “I get it.”



“No. You don’t. You’re going to go back to the States. You might hurt for a while, but you’ll have your job and your whole life away from here. This’ll be a fun memory for you. But this is
 her
 life. I never seen her look at anyone the way she does you. Not with anyone, Tommy. You leave, she’s going to have to live with memories of you every day. She’s gonna see the ghost of you at that bar. On the beach. In the rooms. You know? So make those memories good ones for her.” Kenton held out his fist. “You get it now?”



Tommy nodded, his throat tightening. He bumped fists with Kenton, and they stepped out. The food was as excellent as promised, but he barely noticed. Kenton’s words stung, but the big man was a hundred percent right to stand up for Noelle like that.



The bitch about vacations was they always ended, and now the clock was ticking for him.



* * *



Kenton dropped Tommy off just in time for the island tour boat. He found Delaney, Ewan, and Noelle on the docks, waiting for him.



“We didn’t think you were going to make it,” Noelle said, coming to him. He kissed her, and she pulled back with an amused look. “Where did Kenton drag you?”



“For curried chicken and tacos from the food trucks in the city,” he said.



“The man knows good food,” Ewan said. “If he ever does get his restaurant and bar off the ground, I think he’s got a chance of it.”



“He was so excited to get some time with you,” Noelle said. “I think you’re his new hero.”



“Aw, man,” Tommy said, but secretly, he liked hanging out with Kenton that morning. The guy might have given a poor first impression, but it was easy to see his heart was as big as the rest of him.



“You were fast on your feet,” Ewan said. “I didn’t realize what was going on until you were jumping over the bar.”



“Tommy always had really fast reflexes,” Delaney said. “He was a great shortstop. And in college he did MMA kinda semi-professionally.”



“It wasn’t professionally,” Tommy said. “I was just training.”



Ignoring him, Delaney said, “He had a few fights. I went to all of them. He was incredible.”



“You did MMA?” Ewan asked.



“I was a crazy kid,” Tommy said. “I thought I might have a chance, but it all fizzled out pretty fast.”



“It wouldn’t have, if Mom didn’t ask you to stop fighting.”



“Aw, come on,” Tommy said, rubbing the back of his head.



“You gave it up… for your mom?” Noelle asked.



Delaney nodded. “She didn’t want to see him get hurt, or hurt other people. When she came to one of his fights and he saw her crying, he quit right then and there.”



“Thank you, Delaney,” Tommy said.



“I think that’s incredibly sweet,” Noelle said.



The staff in charge of the boat tour called for everyone to board. Noelle was off that day so she hung back with Tommy and the others, waiting for everyone else. Their tour boat was a chubby thing, encapsulated by glass save for outdoor seating at the bow and stern. Near the rear of the enclosure was a pair of coolers filled with drinks.



The captain, a big Black man with a canvas shirt open over a beer gut and a chest as furry as a cat’s, greeted them with claps on the back and booming cheerful greetings. But when it came to Ewan, his smile faded somewhat and he gripped the other man’s shoulder.



“It’s good to see you on board again.”



“I guess it has been a while, hasn’t it?” Ewan asked.



“Too long, bredren.”



“My… friend, Delaney, invited me.”



“Your friend?” the captain asked. He glanced at Delaney and gave her a gentle smile. “Well… welcome aboard, Ewan’s friend.”



“Thank you,” Delaney said, blushing hard.



The four took seats and Ewan explained to Tommy, “I haven’t much left the resort or my apartment since my wife passed. Delaney has… made that easier.”



“She helped me pick up the pieces after my divorce too. I give her crap, but she’s amazing.”



“She is.”



“You two sit together,” Delaney said. “I want to get to know Noelle, and you two haven’t had much of a chance to talk.”



“Ooh, yes,” Noelle said. “I want all the embarrassing stories about Tommy.”



“Well, that can’t end well,” Tommy grumbled.



Noelle swapped out for Ewan, and the two women headed back a few rows to talk. Apart from them, there were maybe eight others on board, not counting the captain and a member of the resort’s staff who would be helping herd the group when they stopped at a couple islands for lunch and later dinner.



“This is awkward,” Ewan said.



“No kidding.”



Ewan cleared his throat. “So.”



“Yeah.”



“You and Noelle are getting on well?”



“Yeah. You and my sister…?”



“She is a lovely young woman who has brought a lot of life into my life the last couple days.”



“She tends to do that to people. Your wife, she…”



“Cancer.”



Tommy winced. “Sorry.”



“Thank you.” They sat in silence for a while as the captain talked up the schedule for the day. Finally, Ewan muttered, “It is early, but this is going to require alcohol.”



“Agreed.”



“Beer?”



“Perfect.”



Ewan fetched them a couple bottles. The captain talked about the history of Basilisk Bay and how it was originally untouched until French and Spanish explorers fought over the island in the 1600s. As the tour boat cruised past the swampy forest, the captain pointed out the remains of a pirate ship long beached there.



Quietly, so quietly only Tommy could hear, Ewan muttered, “It’s an embellishment. The ship belonged to a textile merchant bringing his family overseas in the 1700s. He was a drunk and an idiot, and got lost on his way to Boston.”



Tommy chuckled at that. “I think I like your version better.”



“Ah, but his sells more souvenirs.”



“You like your job?”



“It has its positives,” Ewan said, glancing back at Delaney, who gave him a twiddle of her fingers. Back to Tommy, “I think you would find all the long-term employees love Margot. She is smart, and caring, and takes care of this place with the greatest of passion. I cannot imagine working for anybody else. Or living anywhere else.”



“The place does seem like paradise,” Tommy said.



“It is that, my friend. But your sister paints a lovely picture of New Bainbridge.”



“It’s a great city. A good blend of cultures. It’s probably right on the verge of being trendy, but it’s not obnoxious. Yet.”



Ewan chuckled. “I understand what you mean.”



Their conversation loosened up little by little. Tommy found out that Ewan had worked at the resort the last twenty years, and before that served with the Jamaica Constabulary Force for a few years before the violence got to him and he decided to get into private security.



“Basilisk Bay is not always a peaceful place,” he said. “But it is as peaceful as you’ll find on the islands. Our people are laid back.”



“I’ve gotten that impression,” Tommy said, glancing back at Noelle.



The women came forward at that point. “Talking about us?” Noelle asked, plopping down on the bench seat behind them.



“How could we not?” Ewan asked. He gripped Tommy’s shoulder. “Treat Noelle well, my new friend. Among the many jewels of the island, she shines bright.”



“She really does,” Tommy said. “And be good to my sister. Gassy or not, she’s all right.”



Delaney smacked him. “Out of my seat. I want to snuggle with my man.”



“Your man,” Ewan said, tasting the words. “I like that.”



“Want to get some air?” Noelle asked Tommy as he stood. He did, and they walked back there, ignoring the captain’s chatter about the island and the surrounding waters.



At the back of the boat was a pair of long bench seats facing port and starboard, as opposed to the other seats inside. Tommy sat on one with his back to the glass enclosure, one leg on and the other off the seat so he could pull Noelle back against him, her butt against his groin. She settled into him with a soft, contented sigh, and he wrapped his arms around her to kiss the back of her head and breathe deep her shampoo and the rich scent of her.



They said nothing for a long while, watching the island disappear behind them. Finally, Noelle whispered, “What do you want out of life? Kids? Marriage, again?”



Tommy closed his eyes and thumped his head back against the glass. After a long moment, hoarsely, he said, “That’s a dangerous game to play, Noelle.”



“I know. But give me a fantasy to hold onto. I think I’m falling in love with you and I need something to… to get me through losing you, to hold onto at night.”



He swallowed. “Kids. Yeah. Two, maybe three. Maybe more, I don’t know. I like how close Delaney and I are and I’d want that for ours too.” She shook, and he realized she was crying. “Marriage, definitely. I don’t know how that would work, me being from the States, you here, but… we’d figure it out.”



“Where would we live?”



“I like the look of those four-unit apartments near the park where Kenton took me today. We could walk our kids to the park. Be pretty close to the ocean too.” He smiled and closed his eyes. “Nowhere near those freaking alligators, though.”



She laughed, and cried, and turned to face him on her knees, kissing him, His lips moved to the trails of her tears, and he held her. “I love you,” he whispered. “I know that’s crazy after just a couple days, but Noelle… I love you.”



“Oh, Tommy, I love you too…”



And all the while, the hours counted down.



* * *



They arrived back in Basilisk Bay early in the evening. Tommy decided he liked Ewan quite a bit. The man stayed close to his sister, touching her often in sweetly familiar ways, his hand going to the small of her back when they went through a door, his arm often wrapping around her when they stopped to look at the chintzy vendor souvenirs, his lips finding her head or her shoulder when she was lost in thought.



When they disembarked, Noelle looked up at Tommy with that shy smile on her face. Delaney, watching, said, “We’ll meet up tomorrow at around noon?”



To get ready to fly home
 , she didn’t need to add.



Tommy nodded, incapable of looking anywhere but at the woman he loved. Finally, though, he said to Ewan, “Hey.”



“Yes?”



Tommy didn’t know what to say. He put a hand on his sister’s shoulder, and like he was giving her away, he pushed her towards Ewan. The other man seemed to understand, and roped his arm through Delaney’s. They broke apart, and Noelle and Tommy headed for his room.



He spotted Margot coming out of the main building, and the idea that had been building inside him took wing. His heart hammered in his chest, but his voice was perfectly calm. “Hey. Would you go on ahead? I have something I need to take care of.”



“Are you all right? I could go with you.”



Tommy turned to her. “Trust me. Okay?”



She looked confused, but nodded. He kissed her, and watched her head for the room. Margot walked at a fast clip towards the other end of the resort, and Tommy had to run to catch up to her. “Margot,” he called.



The resort manager turned, all smiles. “Mr. Washington. I am surprised to see you alone. I told Noelle to take today and tomorrow off to spend as much time with you as she could.”



“That’s what I wanted to talk to you about,” Tommy said. “I, um…” He laughed, wildly nervous, but even more excited. “I don’t know how it would all work, or what I would need to do, but… I’d love to talk to you about a job. If you might have an opening for me. I am…” He licked his lips, still so crazy about the words he was about to speak. “I am crazy in love with Noelle. I need to explore where this is going. If she agrees to it, I’m coming back.”



Margot was silent a long moment, and he thought he’d blown it. That this was stupid, that of course she couldn’t just agree to such a thing. Bu finally her smile warmed her face, and she said, “You email me your resume. I’ll fit you in somewhere.”



* * *



Tommy came to her, the beautiful, naked woman on his bed. He stripped slowly, smiling to himself, thinking about the future. He wondered how it would all work, but that would be figured out. Besides, Delaney was a thousand times smarter than he was and she would be all too happy to help get him out of her house so all he had to do was ask her.



“Don’t leave me again,” Noelle said, more tear tracks staining her face. “Not until we have to.”



“Okay.” He pulled off his shirt and tossed it aside. Then he started in on his shorts, but before he dropped those, he pulled free a box.



“What is that?” she asked.



“A present. No… a promise.”



“What do you mean?”



He finished with his shorts and joined her on the bed. The gift shop jewelry box he laid on her taut stomach, but he had more pressing business to attend to – kissing his favorite spot to be in the entire world.



Noelle whispered, “I don’t need presents. I just need you.”



“That’s what the present is. Open it.”



She did. Inside was a slip of paper and a bracelet. She giggled at the sight of the jewelry. “You talked to Margot.”



“She said you’ve always loved dolphins.”



“I do. Thank you. Put it on me?”



He took the bracelet and she held out her wrist. “Read the paper,” he said calmly. She cocked her head, but unfolded it with her free hand as he clasped the jewelry around her wrist. On it were written three simple words.



 



Wait for me.



 



Noelle started crying again. He set aside the box and moved up her body to kiss her mound, her tummy. “What is this? What does this mean?”



“It means I talked to Margot about more than dolphins. As soon as I can get a work visa or whatever I need to-”



“Tommy, Tommy tell me it’s true.”



He rushed up her body and kissed her hard. Against her lips he whispered, “It is, I’m coming back, just as fast as I can.”



She was on him, arms roped around his neck, somehow getting him on his back. She cried some more, but laughed even harder, and soon they were joined, her body writhing on top of him, dancing to the music of that place and the swells of the ocean beyond. They forgot condoms at first but when he reached for them, she swatted his hands away.



“You said a baby. Lots of babies.”



“All right then.”



“You’re serious? You’ll really come back to me?”



“Yes,” he said, losing his smile. “I meant it. I love you. With all my heart. I want whatever we can have. A family. A life together.”



“Yesss…” she whispered. “Don’t hurt me, Tommy.”



And she began to rock again, the start to something incredible. They moved together, both of them thinking about what was to come. Eventually she came with a soft cry, and Tommy took over, putting her on her back and cradling her to him as he drove into her with delirious abandon. His need by that point was nearly manic, and he spilled deep inside her as she nestled back against the pillows, laughing throatily. They spent minutes cuddling together, whispering the nothings of couples newly and madly in love. Only for them, the madness would never really end. It would crest like the waves, but never recede entirely. They would fill the island with noise, their laughter, their children’s, and someday, their children’s children. They would live, and they would love, and when their light faded, a whisper of them would forever remain on those shores, a couple of ghosts too in love with that place and each other to ever truly leave.



But their story was not the only one playing itself out at that moment, and across the resort, Delaney lay awake, her own tears falling as the man she was now sure she loved closed the door behind him.



 



* * * * *



 



Thanks for reading! Stay tuned for Delaney’s half of the story in Island Love, coming soon!
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here
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