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Prologue

◆◆◆

Willow’s Point of View

“Why do you run so much, Willow? I mean, today, before this.”

I looked at Mrs. Peters from gym class and smiled.

“It vents me. Running grounds me. The gym builds me. Yoga relaxes me.”

“Did you eat?”

“Yeah. Don’t worry. I won’t faint.”

“Tina fainted last year. No breakfast.”

The principal’s speech was almost over. I could hear his voice through the curtain, the warm cadence he used for parents, the one that made everything sound like it had already worked out. I was ready, standing at the side of the stage with my hands flat against my thighs, the way I stood before a race.

He announced me.

I walked on.

I’d practiced my speech eleven times in my bedroom mirror, and every time I’d nailed it. Standing at the podium with four hundred people watching, I forgot the opening line. Not the whole thing. Just the first sentence. The one I’d rewritten six times because I wanted it to land the way a good dive lands — clean entry, no splash, the water closing over you before the audience knows you’re gone.

I looked out at the rows. Parents were fanning themselves with programs. Teachers lined up on the stage behind me in their robes, pretending they weren’t already thinking about summer. My best friend Margot in the third row, biting her thumbnail the way she did when she was nervous for someone else.

And Dad.

Fifth row, aisle seat. He’d come straight from the rental lot — I could tell because he was wearing the blue button-down he kept in his office for emergencies, the one that was slightly too tight across his shoulders because he’d bought it four years ago and hadn’t noticed he’d gotten broader.

His hair was still damp.

He’d showered at work.

He caught my eye and did the thing he always did — chin up, one nod. Not a smile. The nod. It meant you’ve got this, and I’m here, and go all at the same time. He’d been doing it since my first swim meet when I was nine and stood on the block shaking.

I found my line.

“I Googled ‘valedictorian speech’ last week, and the first result was a template. Fill in the blanks. School name here. Inspirational quote here. Joke about the cafeteria food here. I considered using it, because honestly, the cafeteria deserves its moment.”

Laughter. Not polite laughter — real laughter, the surprised kind. I let it settle.

“But then I thought about what this is actually supposed to be, and I think it’s supposed to be the truth. So here’s mine.”

I told them about the time I failed AP Chemistry — not the whole course, but the midterm, spectacularly, a thirty-eight that my teacher circled in red like a wound. I told them I went home and sat on the kitchen floor and cried, not because I was afraid of the grade, but because I’d studied for three weeks and it still wasn’t enough, and that was the first time I understood that effort and outcome aren’t the same thing.

I told them about Margot holding my hair back junior year when I puked at Hannah Cho’s party because I’d tried to keep up with the lacrosse guys on tequila shots, and how Margot never once brought it up again.

They looked at their own kids.

I knew my classmates would thank me one day. Group confession is cathartic.

I told them that’s what love looks like when you’re sixteen — someone holding your hair and never mentioning it.

I told them the truth doesn’t always feel like an achievement. Sometimes it feels like a thirty-eight circled in red. Sometimes it feels like tequila on a bathroom floor. And sometimes it feels like standing at a podium in a gown that’s three inches too short because you’re six feet tall and the rental company apparently doesn’t believe girls come in this size.

More laughter.

I looked at Dad. He wasn’t laughing. He was watching me with that expression he got sometimes — the one I didn’t have a word for. Not pride, exactly. Something past pride. Something that looked like he was seeing me clearly, and the seeing hurt him in a way he’d never explain.

I finished the speech.

I don’t remember the last paragraph. I remember the applause, and I remember walking back to my seat, and I remember the way my hands shook for two full minutes after I sat down, which made no sense because I hadn’t been scared.

I’d been something else.

Something I still couldn’t name.

Dad left because I had things to wrap up. He hugged me tightly, held on even longer than usual, and told me how proud he was.

Then he kissed my cheeks and left.

I tied my long, blonde hair into a tidy runner’s ponytail and went to find Dr. Alderman.

Dr. Alderman’s office smelled like old coffee and the faint salt-tang of the reef tank he kept behind his desk. In there were thirty gallons of live coral, two clownfish, a royal gramma, and a peppermint shrimp he’d named Margaret Thatcher because, as he put it, she terrorized everything in the tank and refused to die.

He’d been principal of Bayside for eleven years. Before that, he’d spent fifteen years as a marine biologist — field research in the Coral Triangle, two years at Woods Hole, a PhD from Scripps.

He was my mentor.

He’d gone into education because his wife got pregnant with twins, and a field researcher’s salary couldn’t support three people in San Diego. He told me this once in junior year and then said, “I don’t regret it. But I miss the water every single day.”

I understood that more than I could say.

He closed the door and sat on the edge of his desk, not behind it. That was his way of saying this was a conversation, not a meeting.

“You were nominated for Prom Queen.”

“We covered this. It’s done.”

I waited.

“Willow, I spoke with you before the vote because I wanted to make sure you were comfortable being in the running. You declined. I respected that. I want you to know — you’d have won. It wasn’t close.”

“Thank you. It’s just not me.”

That wasn’t arrogance. I just knew the way the numbers worked, the same way I knew my GPA and my mile time and the pH of the reef tank behind his desk. Data. I also knew that Prom Queen was a performance I had no interest in giving. Standing on a stage in a tiara while four hundred people evaluated whether my dress was tight enough wasn’t me.

“This. Today. Valedictorian is what I wanted, Dr. Alderman.”

“I know. You made the right call. Sophie and Trent deserved their moment. And you got yours at the podium. Fair.”

“More than fair. Appropriate.”

He nodded.

“They will get married too young.”

“I believe it will last for them.”

He smiled.

Then his eyes went to the stack of books on my desk — the desk he’d given me in the corner of his office sophomore year when he realized I was spending every free period in here anyway, reading his journals.

“I noticed you marked something and left a Post-It on my desk, Willow.”

I’d dog-eared a page in Miglietta and Lessios. I pulled the book toward me and opened it. I pointed and followed the name with a finger.

“Turritopsis dohrnii.”

He leaned forward the way he always did when the conversation shifted from school to science.

“The immortal jellyfish. What caught you?”

“Everything. It’s a cnidarian, about four and a half millimeters across. Smaller than my pinky nail. And when it’s injured, or starving, or aging — when the conditions turn against it — it doesn’t die. It reverts. Transdifferentiation. Every specialized cell in its adult body dedifferentiates back to its juvenile polyp state. It essentially becomes young again.”

“And then, Willow?”

“And then it matures again. Same organism. New life cycle. There’s no theoretical limit to how many times it can do this. It’s not that it doesn’t age — it does. It just refuses to accept aging as a terminal condition.”

Dr. Alderman took off his glasses and cleaned them on his tie, which meant he was thinking.

“Refuses. That’s an interesting verb for a brainless invertebrate.”

“I know. But that’s what it feels like when you read the research. Every other organism on this planet treats aging as a one-way door. This thing found the handle on the other side.”

He opened a file on his computer, read for a moment, then turned the screen around and tapped it.

“Human anti-aging, Willow. Would you like to know more?”

I stared at him, my eyes widening.

“I am a woman. Of course.”

He nodded again.

“Yes, you are. A team at the University of Oviedo in Spain published in 2022, identifying the specific genes that allow it to do what it does — variants linked to DNA repair, telomere maintenance, and stem cell regeneration that its mortal relatives don’t have.”

“Can you get the research paper, Dr. Alderman?”

“Of course. I’ll email it tonight once I download it.”

“Is there a fee?”

“The school will cover it. Call it your eighteenth birthday present for next week.”

“Thank you, Dr. Alderman.”

“You should lead with that in your Scripps application essay.”

“I already did.”

He laughed. A real one.

“Of course you did. What else did you write about?”

“The Coral Triangle. Your field work in Raja Ampat. I cited your 2011 paper on reef resilience.”

“You cited me in your college application?”

“You’re published. It’s not a favor, it’s a source.”

He put his glasses back on and looked at me the way he’d been looking at me for three years — like I was a specimen he was proud to have found and a little sad to release back into the wild.

“You’re going to be extraordinary, Willow.”

“I’m going to be a marine biologist. Extraordinary is above my future pay grade.”

“Same thing. In my experience.”

“Do you miss field work?”

“Every day. But I got Margaret Thatcher out of the deal, so it’s not a total loss.”

I looked at the peppermint shrimp terrorizing the clownfish in the corner of the tank.

“She’s getting meaner.”

“She’s getting older. Same thing, in shrimp.”

I closed the book. I hugged him, which I almost never did because I wasn’t much of a hugger with anyone who wasn’t Dad. He smelled like old coffee and salt water and chalk, and I thought, very briefly, that some people become the thing they study and some people become the thing they teach, and Dr. Alderman had somehow done both.

Six weeks earlier, Dad had taken me to prom.

I’d turned down four invitations — Kyle Morrison, sweet but dull. Jake Petersen, who spent the entire pre-prom dinner talking about his car. Aaron Cho, who was Hannah’s brother and genuinely kind, but kissed like he was trying to find something he’d lost inside my mouth. And Davis Webb, who asked me by spelling PROM? in protein bars on my windshield, which was creative but also meant I couldn’t see to drive home.

Dad had laughed about the protein bars for three days.

When I told him I didn’t have a date and didn’t want one, he didn’t ask why. He just said, “I’ll take you.”

He wore a charcoal suit I’d never seen. He must have bought it. The jacket fit him properly, which meant he’d tried it on, which meant he’d stood in a fitting room mirror and cared about how he looked for my prom, and that thought did something to my chest I wasn’t ready to examine.

He’d held the car door for me. He’d walked me in with his hand on the small of my back — warm, steady, the way he’d guided me through crowds since I was small. Every girl in the room looked at him. Some of them looked twice. Mrs. Calloway, the art teacher, adjusted her hair when he walked past.

He didn’t notice any of it.

He only looked at me.

We danced to the first song. A slow one — Van Morrison, “Into the Mystic.” His hand on my waist. My cheek was close enough to his shoulder that I could smell his cologne, which he almost never wore, which meant he’d put it on for tonight, which meant—

I stopped thinking about what it meant.

He handed me the car keys and left after that dance to an Uber waiting. I hung out with Margot and Hannah.

Before midnight, I told my friends I was tired. I wasn’t tired. I was something else, and I needed to be alone with it before it became a thing I couldn’t put back.

That was six weeks ago.

Now I had graduated. College was next.

Our house was at the end of a gravel road, a quarter mile from the coast. You could hear the ocean at night if the windows were open, which they always were because Dad ran warm and hated air conditioning.

I pulled into the driveway and saw him before I’d turned off the engine. He was in the side yard, crouched beside his mountain bike with a hose in one hand and a brush in the other, stripped to the waist.

Mud on his shoulders. Mud in his hair. His back was tan, and the muscles moved under his skin the way they moved when he was rigging the catamaran — functional, unperformative, the body of a man who used it for things rather than looked at it in mirrors.

I got out of the car still wearing my graduation gown, the cap tucked under my arm. He looked up, and his face did the thing again — the expression past pride, the one that hurt him. I walked across the grass and hugged him.

“Willow, I’m covered in—”

“I don’t care.”

I pressed my face into my stepfather’s chest. He was damp and warm and smelled like sweat and dirt and sunscreen, and underneath all of it the smell that was just him, the smell I’d known since before I could remember knowing anything.

His arms came around me. He held me completely, without reservation, one hand on the back of my head.

I stayed there longer than I should have. He let me.

His mouth was close to my hair.

“You were brilliant today, Willow.”

“You always say that.”

“Because it’s always true.”

I pulled back. His hands stayed on my shoulders. Mud on my gown now. I didn’t care about that either.

“You ruined my gown.”

“You hugged me. That’s on you.”

“Where’d you ride?”

“The ridge trail. Up past the reservoir and back down through the switchbacks.”

“In this heat?”

“Best time for it. Nobody else is stupid enough to be out there.”

I looked at the bike. Mud caked in the chain, the frame scratched from brush. He’d been pushing hard — I could tell from the sweat still running down his chest, the way his breathing hadn’t fully settled.

“You should take me sometime.”

“You hate mountain biking because it breaks your running cadence.”

“I hate mountain biking with Kyle Morrison. He stopped every thirty seconds to check his heart rate monitor.”

“Is that why you broke up with him?”

“I broke up with him because he was boring, Dad. The heart rate monitor was a symptom.”

He laughed. The real one. The one that started slow and changed his whole face, the one that made him look ten years younger, the one I’d been collecting since I was old enough to know they were rare and worth keeping.

I stepped back.

“I’m going to shower, Dad.”

“Me too. I’ll make dinner. What do you want?”

“Whatever you want.”

I walked inside. I climbed the stairs. I closed my bedroom door and stood with my back against it and pressed my hand flat against my sternum, where the feeling was, and held it there until my breathing slowed.

Seventeen years old. Valedictorian. Accepted to Scripps. Going to study organisms that refuse to die.

And in love with my father.

Not my father. The man who chose to be.

I’d known for two years. I’d told no one. I’d dated boys and kissed them and let them put their hands on my breasts and waited to feel something — anything — that came close to what I felt watching Leo wash mud off a bicycle in the side yard.

Nothing came close.

Nothing ever would.

Next week I’d turn eighteen, and I didn’t know yet what that would change. I just knew that when he held me, the whole world went quiet. And when he let go, the noise came back.

I stood against my door and waited for the noise.

It didn’t come.


Chapter One

◆◆◆

I always visited my aunt the day before my birthday. My actual birthday was for Dad—the man who raised me. Leo had no siblings. Aunt Phoebe was, according to my father, everything my mother hadn’t been.

Her house sat three blocks from the beach in a neighborhood where the sidewalks buckled from tree roots, and nobody fixed them. The porch wrapped around two sides. She’d hung a wind chime from the eave that she’d bought in Mexico twelve years ago, and it had turned green and sounded like someone tapping a fork against a glass.

I sat on her front porch watching the sun lower toward the horizon, holding a cup of hot chocolate as if my life depended on it. June in a coastal town, and I was drinking hot chocolate. Phoebe never questioned it. She’d been making it for me since I was five—mini marshmallows, a cinnamon stick she stirred with and left in the cup. Some things don’t need to graduate to coffee.

Phoebe smiled from her rattan chair.

“I’ll pour wine. You’re almost there.”

“I’ll wait. I like rules.”

She nodded.

“You—”

We both said it at the same time. She flattened a palm and nodded, looking a little sad.

“I promised you, Willow, and I will.”

“Today?”

“Now, darling.”

I sat back in my chair and waited. The wind chime tapped. A dog barked two houses down—the retriever that belonged to the couple who argued on their lawn every Saturday morning.

“Your Mom was never easy.”

“I know. Dad said—”

She held up her hands.

“Leo gave you the ‘lost princess version,’ darling. Your Mom had demons. Your father won’t tell you that. He wants to protect you.”

“So do you, Aunt Phoebe.”

“I know. But Leo is different. He’s good and strong and—”

She twisted her face but held back the tears.

“My sister was a troubled child. Her anger could flare up in a moment. After your father died, she got worse. Leo straightened her out, and for a couple of years, everything seemed fine.”

“And then?”

Phoebe stared into the sky and shook her head, whispering a single word.

“Sorry, Sis.”

I reached across the gap between our chairs and held her hand.

“Sorry for what?”

“Sorry for what I’m about to tell you.”

“Tell me. Please.”

Tears welled in her eyes. She didn’t wipe them. She let them sit there, balanced on her lower lashes, as though letting them fall would mean she couldn’t take the words back.

“Abigail dropped you off at a fire station. You were almost four. It was the week before your birthday. She left me a note.”

Aunt Phoebe reached into the pocket of her cardigan and handed me a scrap of paper. The ring binding holes at the top were shredded. The paper had yellowed and gone soft at the edges, the way paper does when someone has folded and unfolded it too many times over too many years.

I opened it.

Dear P,

Can’t do this anymore. I have dropped W off safely, and I am leaving. L will be sad. I can’t help it.

Love A.

I read it three times.

Twenty-six words. My mother had ended her daughter’s life in twenty-six words and signed it with love, as though love and abandonment could sit in the same sentence without one of them being a lie.

I stared at Phoebe.

“That’s all?”

“I’m sorry.”

I folded the note along its original crease and handed it back. I didn’t want it. I didn’t want to carry anything of hers.

I could barely remember my mother. A vague shape in a doorway. A voice I couldn’t reconstruct. When the woman who gave birth to you is little more than a silhouette in someone else’s photographs, there’s nothing to grieve. I didn’t feel empty about it. I didn’t feel anything about it. She left. Leo stayed. The math was simple.

“Dad told me Abigail was nice.”

“He did.”

“Are you saying he lied to me?”

Phoebe dropped to her knees and shuffled forward into my arms. Her hands gripped the back of my shirt. She smelled like lavender and the wine she’d been drinking before I arrived, and she was shaking.

“No. Leo is—Leo was—”

She cried, and so did I. Not for the woman who left, but for what she left behind.

“How did my Dad get me back?”

Phoebe leaned back on her calves and wiped her eyes with a tissue.

“He phoned every hospital, police precinct, and fire station while driving around the area. Abigail dropped you off in Wilmington.”

“Jesus. That’s a hundred miles away.”

She nodded.

“Leo lived in his car for that week, grabbing sleep when he could. He found the fire station after four days, and the hospital the next day. He was arrested.”

“Why?”

“He got into a fight at the hospital with some guys from child services. They were taking you.”

“Oh, my god.”

My tears fell for real now. I pressed the heels of my hands against my eyes and held them there, seeing it—Leo at twenty-six, unshowered, running on gas station coffee, walking into a hospital where a girl he had no blood connection to was about to disappear into the system. And he put his hands on someone because they were taking his daughter.

“He was just a kid himself, Willow. Abigail didn’t want to burden him. The police chief, child services, two court-appointed lawyers, and even a judge told him to walk away.”

“A judge?”

“They arraigned Leo for assault.”

“And what happened?”

“He told the judge he wouldn’t stop until he got his daughter back and he would fight for her until his dying breath.”

I planted my face in my hands and wept. I wept for the twenty-six-year-old man standing in a courtroom with no lawyer and no blood claim and nothing but the absolute certainty that the girl they were trying to take from him was his. I wept because I’d spent seventeen years calling him Dad without knowing what it had cost him to earn the word.

“The judge saw a young man with conviction. He let Leo go and told child services to give him a chance.”

I took the tissues she offered. My hands were wet, and my face was a mess, and the hot chocolate had gone cold.

“Were you there, Aunt Phoebe?”

“I was.”

“What was Dad like?”

Her breathing hitched, and more tears came.

“Magnificent.”

“Good. He still is.”

“Yes.”

“What happened next?”

“Leo was given temporary custody of you. You went home with a Dad who deserved you, and Leo got his princess. Since that day, it’s been you and him.”

“I know.”

“And child services. Until you were seven, then they left you and him alone.”

“And Abigail?”

“Gone.”

That one word left no feeling in me. She left me. She left Leo.

Too many pages had turned for me to care about the woman who left, when I had the man who stayed.

I hugged Phoebe for a long time on that porch. The wind chime tapped. The retriever barked. The sun sat on the roofline across the street, and the light turned everything amber—her cardigan, her hands, the yellowed note she’d carried in her pocket for fourteen years, waiting for me to be old enough to read it.

“Thank you for telling me.”

“I should have told you sooner.”

“No. This was right. Tomorrow I’m eighteen. I needed to hear it now.”

She held my face in both hands and looked at me the way women look at girls they’ve watched grow up—measuring the distance between the child they remember and the woman standing in front of them.

“You look like her, you know. Your mother.”

“I know.”

“But you’re his. In every way that matters, you’re Leo’s.”

“I know that too.”

I drove home with the windows down and the radio off. The coast road curved along the bluffs, and the ocean was flat and silver in the last light. I drove slowly because I wasn’t ready to arrive. I wasn’t ready to walk into the house and see him and know what I now knew—that he’d fought for me, bled for me, sat in a jail cell for me, stood in front of a judge and said my daughter about a girl who shared none of his blood and all of his heart.

I’d been in love with him for two years.

Now I knew why.

Not because of what Phoebe told me. The love was older than the knowledge, older than my understanding of it, rooted in a thousand nights of him reading to me, teaching me to swim, standing on the dock while I dove, and surfacing to find him watching with that expression past pride.

But the knowledge did something the love hadn’t done alone.

It took the word father apart.

Leo wasn’t my father. He was the man who chose to be. And the distance between those two things was the distance between obligation and devotion, between biology and will, between a woman who signed a note with Love A and a man who stood in a courtroom and said until my dying breath.

I pulled into the gravel drive. The house was quiet. The kitchen light was on. Through the window, I could see him at the stove, his back to me, stirring something. He’d changed out of whatever he’d worn to work. Gray t-shirt. Bare feet on the tile floor.

I sat in the car and watched him.

I know what you did for me.

I know what it cost you.

And I have loved you since before I understood what loving you meant.

I got out of the car. I walked inside. He turned from the stove and smiled at me—the easy smile, the one that assumed I’d had a nice visit with Phoebe, the one that had no idea what I was carrying into his kitchen.

“Hey, Willow. How’s Phoebe?”

“Good. She’s good.”

“Are you hungry? I made chili.”

“I’m starving, Dad.”

He ladled chili into two bowls and set them on the table. I sat across from him and ate. We talked about nothing—his day, a car that came back with a dent, a new derailleur he bought for his Specialized mountain bike. Normal things. Safe things. The things that fill a kitchen when two people love each other and one of them has just learned the full weight of what that love was built on.

I couldn’t tell him Phoebe had revealed my truth.

My Stepdad didn’t know I’d spent the drive home rewriting every memory I had of him—the swim lessons, the bedtime stories, the packed lunches, the science fair volcano that erupted real baking soda across Mrs. Patterson’s shoes—rewriting all of it with the new understanding that none of it was owed.

Every single moment had been chosen.

I washed the dishes. He dried. Our hands touched when I passed him a bowl, and I felt it in my chest—the same feeling from prom night, from the side yard, from every moment I’d spent too close to him and pretended it didn’t mean what it meant.

“I’m going to bed, Dad.”

“Happy almost-birthday, Willow.”

“Thank you.”

I climbed the stairs. I closed my door. I stood with my back against it and pressed my hand against my sternum, the way I had on graduation day.

Tomorrow I turned eighteen.

I didn’t know yet what I was going to do with everything Phoebe had told me.

I just knew I wasn’t going to keep quiet for long.

The shutter woke me.

Gusts blew off the ocean, the kind that came in low and fast before midnight and hit the side of the house like it had somewhere to be. The shutter on my bedroom window had a loose hinge, and when the gusts picked up it slapped the clapboard in a rhythm that sounded like someone knocking to be let in.

I lay in the dark and listened to it. Slap. Pause. Slap. The ocean underneath, the constant wash of it a quarter mile down the road, louder tonight because the windows were open. They were always open. Leo ran warm and hated air conditioning the way some people hate small talk—on principle, and without compromise.

I couldn’t get back to sleep. My mind was still on Phoebe’s porch. The yellowed note. The fire station. The courtroom. Every time I closed my eyes, I saw my father at twenty-six, standing in front of a judge with no lawyer and no blood claim, saying my daughter about a girl someone else had thrown away.

I got up.

The hallway floor was cool under my bare feet. Dad’s bedroom door was open—it was always open, had been since I was small, since the first night I’d padded down the hall on my fourth birthday after he brought me home. I couldn’t sleep and found him still awake then and ever since, when I needed comfort. He’d lifted the covers without a word, and I’d climbed in, and that was it. The door stayed open from then on. An invitation that never expired.

The blue light from the TV filled the room. He was propped against the headboard in a gray t-shirt and flannel pants, one arm behind his head, watching something in black and white. I could hear the dialogue before I saw the screen—clipped, quick, the old Hollywood kind where everyone talked like they were running out of time.

He looked over.

“Shutter banging?”

“Yes.”

“I’ll fix it tomorrow.”

“There is something satisfying about it.”

He smiled. I climbed onto the bed and slid under the covers on my side—my side, because it had always been my side, the left, closest to the window. I’d been doing this since I was four. At seven, I did it during thunderstorms. At twelve, when I couldn’t sleep before a race. At fifteen, when I’d had a fight with Margot and didn’t want to talk about it, but didn’t want to be alone either.

Tonight I was seventeen, almost eighteen, and I did it because I needed to be near him, and I’d stopped pretending there was any other reason.

The movie played. I didn’t ask what it was. I watched the shadows move across the ceiling and felt the warmth of him beside me—the specific warmth of Leo, familiar as my own heartbeat, the body heat of the man who’d raised me radiating through the sheet between us.

He didn’t ask about Phoebe. He never pushed. That was his way—he left doors open, literally and otherwise, and trusted me to walk through them when I was ready.

“Why did Mom leave?”

He looked down and wrapped an arm around my shoulder. I lifted, settled my head on his chest.

“Something called her away.”

“Did she just leave at night while I slept?”

“She kissed you and left.”

It probably wasn’t a lie. But it wasn’t the truth either. I was glad for the lie. I was old enough to deal with the truth now.

I lay still.

My breathing slowed.

I let my eyes close.

I wasn’t sleeping. I was lying in the dark next to my father, listening to his breathing and the ocean and the old movie dialogue, and I was thinking about a twenty-six-year-old man sleeping in his car for a week, driving hundreds of miles on no sleep, putting his hands on a stranger because they were trying to take his little girl.

My princess.

That’s what you called me. That’s what Phoebe said. Your princess.

The movie ended. Leo picked up the remote and turned it off. The room went dark except for the moonlight through the curtains. I heard him settle lower against the pillow. His breathing changed—not asleep yet, but close. The house was quiet. The shutter had stopped.

I felt him shift beside me. His arm moved. His lips pressed against the top of my head—warm, soft, the kiss he’d given me every night for as long as I could remember, the one he thought I was too old for now but couldn’t stop giving.

“Happy birthday, my princess.”

His voice was barely a whisper. He thought I was sleeping.

I kept my eyes closed. I kept my breathing even. I let him believe it.

My hands were shaking under the covers.

I woke to the smell of bacon and coffee and something sweet I couldn’t place. Pancakes. He was making pancakes. Leo made pancakes twice a year—my birthday and Christmas morning—and the rest of the year, he ate toast standing up at the counter like cooking before 8 a.m. was a personal failing.

I stretched. His side of the bed was cold. He’d been up for a while.

I padded downstairs in my pajamas, bare feet on the wooden stairs, and stopped in the kitchen doorway.

He’d set the table. Not just plates and forks—he’d actually set it. Cloth napkins. A glass of orange juice at my place. A small vase with three yellow wildflowers that he’d cut from the strip along the driveway, their stems still wet.

Leo didn’t do flowers. He didn’t do vases. He didn’t do cloth napkins unless someone was coming for dinner, and even then, he complained about having to wash them.

He was at the stove with his back to me. Gray t-shirt, same flannel pants from last night, barefoot on the tile. A dishtowel over his shoulder. Bacon in one pan, pancakes in another, coffee already poured into two mugs.

He reached up for something in the cabinet above the range, and his t-shirt lifted. I saw a strip of skin above the waistband of his flannel pants. The muscles in his lower back were taut, tan, with a line of dark hair disappearing below the fabric.

My mouth went dry.

I looked at the wildflowers instead.

“Happy birthday, sweetheart.”

“You made pancakes.”

“It’s your birthday.”

“It’s barely seven.”

“Bacon waits for no one, Willow.”

I sat down. He brought the plates over—three pancakes, four strips of bacon, a pat of butter he’d carved into something that was either a star or a starfish. I looked at it.

“What is that?”

“A starfish.”

“It looks like a hand.”

“It’s a starfish. Eat your breakfast.”

I ate my breakfast. The pancakes were good—they were always good, golden and slightly crispy at the edges because he cooked them in butter, not oil. He sat across from me with his coffee and watched me eat the way he always did on my birthday, like feeding me was the point of the morning, and his own plate was an afterthought.

“You’re not eating much, Dad.”

“I will.”

“When?”

“Soon. We are going out.”

I smiled. He smiled. The kitchen was warm, and the sun came through the window above the sink and caught the wildflowers, and for a moment everything was exactly what it had always been—Leo and Willow, breakfast, the easy rhythm of two people who’d been doing this for fourteen years.

Except I knew now what those fourteen years had cost him. And I couldn’t unknow it.

“So, eighteen, Dad. A whole bunch of things become legal now.”

“I remember when you were one. Mom moved in here with you on your birthday.”

“Do I look different?”

“You look the same.”

“Disappointing.”

“You’ve looked the same since you were one. Beautiful. You just got taller and more fun.”

“Thanks, Dad. Truly. The compliments never stop.”

He laughed. The real one. Then he put his coffee down and drummed his fingers on the table twice, which was what he did when he was nervous. Leo didn’t get nervous.

“Get dressed, Willow.”

“Why?”

“Because your present isn’t in the house.”

I looked at him. He looked back. He was trying not to smile and failing at it, and there it was again—the expression past pride, the one I’d seen at graduation, the one that hurt him in a way he couldn’t explain, and I was only now beginning to understand.

“Give me five minutes.”

“I’ll give you three.”

I ran upstairs. I pulled on shorts and a tank top, tied my hair back, and was downstairs in two and a half minutes. I’d been competitive about everything since birth, and I wasn’t going to let a dare go unchallenged, even from him.

Dad was standing at the front door with his keys in his hand.

“Two thirty.”

“I know.”

“Not bad.”

“A girl’s record, I think.”

“Probably.”

He opened the door, and I walked out onto the porch and stopped.

There was a truck in the driveway.

Not his truck. A brand-new one. Pearl white, lifted slightly, with a roof rack and a ladder on the back. The bed was covered with a black tonneau, and through the rear window of the cab I could see a stack of gear—fins, a mesh dive bag, the edge of a wetsuit still in its packaging.

I walked down the porch steps. My legs felt strange.

“Dad.”

“Keep going.”

I walked to the truck. The driver’s door was unlocked. I opened it. The cab smelled like new leather and the faint chemical sweetness of a vehicle that had never been driven. On the passenger seat sat a small box. I picked it up and opened it.

Two keys on a ring. One was a truck key—the fob heavy in my palm, the buttons still covered in their factory film. The other was smaller, older, and the brass worn smooth from years of handling.

I knew that key.

“That’s the catamaran key.”

“It’s yours now.”

I turned around. He was standing at the bottom of the porch steps with his hands in his pockets, watching me.

“The catamaran is yours, Willow. I signed the title over last week.”

“You’re giving me your boat?”

“Our boat. It’s always been our boat. Now it’s legal.”

My eyes burned. I held the keys against my chest and breathed.

“I can’t—”

“You can. You will. Scripps is in San Diego. You’ll have the Pacific. The cat will be at the marina whenever you want her.”

“And what about you?”

“I’ll visit. You’ll visit.”

Dad hadn’t moved from the steps. He was giving me space to feel it, stepping back so the moment belonged to me. He’d done the same thing when I got my Scripps letter, when I won the State cross-country title, when I nailed the valedictorian speech. His gift was the thing. His absence from the reaction was deliberate. He wanted to watch me have it, not share it.

I walked back to him. I put my arms around his neck, pressed my face into his shoulder, and held on. He wrapped his arms around me—one across my back, one hand on the back of my head.

“Thank you, Daddy.”

“That’s not the whole present.”

I pulled back. His hand stayed on my shoulder.

“We’re taking her out on the Caribbean. One month and then she ships to San Diego.”

“One month sailing and diving?”

“Four weeks. You, me, the boat, and about two thousand miles of open water. We leave when you are ready.”

“We can sleep on the cat tonight?”

“Yes.”

“What about the rental lot?”

“Danny’s covering it. I’ve been planning this since January.”

Since January.

That was five months of planning. Five months of quietly arranging time off, signing over titles, buying dive gear and a truck, and not saying a word. Five months of knowing this was coming and sitting across from me at this table every morning with his toast and his coffee and his terrible standing-up eating habits, keeping the whole thing behind his teeth.

I smiled. I stepped into his arms, flinging mine around his neck, and I stared deeply into his eyes.

“I love you, Dad.”

“I love you too, Willow.”

“A whole month?”

“A whole month.”

“Just us?”

“Just us.”

I looked at the truck. I looked at the keys in my hand. I looked at him.

“We need to pack.”

“You need to pack. I am ready to leave.”

“I need a lot of bikinis.”

“You need a suitcase, sunscreen, and your dive cert. The bikini situation is your problem.”

I laughed. He laughed. The morning was bright, and the ocean was audible from the driveway, and tomorrow we’d be on the water with nothing but the horizon and each other, and he had no idea—no idea at all—what I was carrying into that trip.

The keys were warm in my hand.

His key. His boat. His daughter.

All of it chosen. None of it owed.

I drove my truck to the marina.

My truck. The words didn’t fit yet. The leather still smelled like the factory and the mirrors were set for someone who’d driven it off the lot, not for me. I adjusted them at the first stoplight and caught myself grinning in the rearview like an idiot.

I looked at Dad.

“Am I a cliché?”

“Yes, but a nice one. You are a girl of the seas. Dive Instructor qualified and more interested in nudibranch than boys.”

“I like men too.”

Men.

The marina was twelve minutes from our house—south along the coast road, past a row of bait shops and the chandlery and a gas station where Leo filled the portable tanks for the outboard. I’d been making this drive with him since I was small, first in the passenger seat with my feet on the dashboard, then behind the wheel with a learner’s permit and his hand resting on the center console in case I did something stupid. I’d never driven it alone. I’d never had a reason to.

The parking lot was half empty. Morning sun on the water, the masts in the monohull section swaying like metronomes, the smell of diesel and salt and fiberglass baking in the heat. I parked, killed the engine, and sat for a moment with my hands on the wheel.

I walked down the dock. B-dock, slip fourteen. I could see her before I reached the end—the twin hulls sitting wide and low in the water, the white gelcoat catching the light, the blue canvas bimini stretched over the cockpit like a lid on a clean pot.

Willow Mae.

He’d named her after me a few months after Mom and I moved in. Willow came from Mom. Mae came from him. Unofficial, but I loved having a name he gave me.

She’d been Tradewind when Dad found her, a twenty-year-old Lagoon 380 recently wrecked on a reef. A retired couple from Annapolis had sailed to the Bahamas and back twice before the incident that almost killed them and sank Tradewind.

They took up golf and auctioned her.

It was Leo’s first big purchase a year after he inherited his father’s car rental business. Before Abigail, before me, before any of it. He’d planned to sail the world. Then life happened, and the circumnavigation became weekends, and the weekends became the thing he and I did together, and somewhere in those years, he’d taken the old name off the transom and put mine on.

I stood on the dock staring.

“You cleaned her up.”

“I know every inch of that boat. I can’t let anyone else handle her.”

I smiled and pointed at the name.

“Mae.”

I said it wistfully.

“Mae.”

It sounded magical when he said it.

I could see it from thirty feet away—the hull waxed, the stainless polished, the teak decks oiled until they glowed amber. She was twenty years old and looked like she’d come off the line last spring. New running rigging on the mast. New dock lines, still white, not yet bleached by the sun. He’d been working on her for weeks, maybe months, getting her ready for this trip without saying a word.

I stepped aboard.

I felt the slight give of the deck under my feet and the familiar shift of weight as the hull adjusted to me. I knew this boat the way I knew my own bedroom—every cleat, every winch, every locker lid that stuck unless you lifted and pushed at the same time.

Leo went inside to the saloon. I could hear him moving things around in the galley.

I followed him.

“She looks incredible.”

His head appeared at the companionway.

“New bottom paint, new impeller, new standing rigging inspection. She’s ready.”

“When did you do all this?”

“Weekdays. While you were at school.”

“What about work?”

He pointed to the laptop.

“We have a new management system. Every car is a GPS-tracked asset. I can be anywhere.”

While I was finishing my AP exams and writing my valedictorian speech, he was down here on his hands and knees waxing a hull, replacing rigging, and getting the boat ready to take me to the Caribbean for a month. The planning that man did in silence could fill a warehouse.

“The management system. Why?”

“So I don’t have to be here, Willow.”

“Where will you be?”

“Wherever you want me to be. Come see your cabin.”

The saloon was bright—the galley to port, the nav station to starboard, the wide windows letting in the water light. He’d cleaned everything. The cushions had been recovered in pale blue, the woodwork oiled, the chart table cleared except for a stack of folded Caribbean charts and a pencil.

He turned starboard, down the steps into the hull.

“That’s the owner’s suite, Dad.”

“It’s yours.”

The owner’s cabin was the largest on the boat—the aft berth in the starboard hull, with a double bed that filled the space, a hanging locker, two drawers under the berth, and its own head with a shower that actually worked if you didn’t mind bumping your elbows.

“Dad, this is your cabin.”

“Was my cabin. You’re the owner now.”

“Where are you sleeping?”

“Port side forward. Guest cabin.”

“That’s miles away.”

I caught myself and stopped. My cheeks flushed crimson.

I looked at the cabin. The sheets were new. White, crisp. A folded towel at the foot of the bed. He’d put a small reading light on a clip above the pillow—the kind you buy at a marine store for twelve dollars—because he knew I read in bed.

The reading light did it.

Not the truck. Not the keys. Not the boat or the title or the month on the water. The reading light. Twelve dollars, clipped to the headboard at the exact angle I’d need, because he’d watched me read in bed for as long as I could remember and knew which side I slept on and how I held the book and where the light needed to fall.

I pressed my thumbnail into my palm and breathed.

“Thank you, Dad.”

“Unpack your stuff. Then we shop.”

Costco on a Wednesday morning was a cathedral of excess. We took my truck. I’d left the dive gear on the cat. We drove twenty minutes inland to the big box sprawl where the parking lots could hold a fleet and the shopping carts had wheels the size of dinner plates.

Leo had a list.

A handwritten list, three pages, front and back, in the small block capitals he used for everything—inventory sheets at the rental lot, grocery lists, the notes he left on the kitchen counter when he went to work before I was up. Pasta. Rice. Canned tomatoes (24). Beans, black (12). Tuna (18). Coffee, ground, 3 lbs. Sunscreen, SPF 50, bulk. Willow’s shampoo (the blue one).

He knew which shampoo I used.

He tossed a packet of tampons in the cart, too.

There was nothing Leo didn’t know about me.

I pushed the flatbed cart. Leo walked ahead, pulling things off shelves with the efficiency of a man who’d been planning this for five months and knew exactly where everything was. Cases of water. Bags of ice for the cooler. Enough pasta to feed a small navy. Fresh produce—avocados, limes, tomatoes, onions, peppers—separated into bags he’d bring aboard first because they wouldn’t last as long as the canned goods.

He paused at fresh fish.

“Prawns, Willow.”

“What about them?”

“King prawns on the BBQ tonight.”

He tossed them onto the cart.

He wasn’t looking at me. He was reading the back of a can of coconut milk with the focus of a man performing surgery.

“We sail at first light, Willow.”

“Whatever you say, Captain.”

He looked at me over the coconut milk and almost smiled.

We filled the cart. We filled a second cart. We loaded both into the truck bed and drove back to the marina with the windows down and the radio on and the sun straight overhead. He backed the truck down to the dock ramp, and we spent an hour ferrying bags and cases and boxes down B-dock to slip fourteen, loading them aboard through the cockpit and down into the galley, where I stowed them while he carried.

The rhythm of it—him handing things down, me catching and storing, our hands meeting over cases of water and bags of onions—was the rhythm we’d always had on this boat. We worked without talking because we didn’t need to. I knew where everything went. He knew I knew. Years of crewing together had turned us into a single system, two halves that moved in sequence without instruction.

By late afternoon, the boat was loaded. The galley lockers were full. The freezer hummed. The freshwater tanks were topped off, the diesel tanks were full, and the outboard was checked. Leo had run through his departure list twice—I’d watched him do it with a pencil, ticking off items, pausing at each one, moving on only when he was satisfied.

I showered in my cabin. My owner’s cabin. The water was lukewarm, and I bumped my elbow on the shower wall, but it was perfect.

I came up to the cockpit in tight shorts and a tank top, my hair wet, the evening air warm against my skin. The sun was dropping toward the marina breakwater, and the light had gone gold the way it does on the water when the day decides to stop being functional and start being beautiful.

Leo was at the grill.

The BBQ hung off the port rail of the cockpit—a stainless gas grill, rail-mounted, the kind every cruising cat carried and most of them never cleaned properly. Leo cleaned his. The grates gleamed. The prawns were laid out on a cutting board beside him, shelled and deveined, tossed in garlic and olive oil, and the chili flakes he kept in a jar in the galley because he put them on everything.

He stood at the rail with tongs in one hand and a beer in the other, watching the prawns curl on the grate. Behind him, the marina stretched out—the masts, the dock lights coming on, the water going dark and flat as the wind dropped. He was barefoot. His calves were brown from the sun. The muscles in his forearm shifted when he turned a prawn.

I sat on the cockpit cushion, pulled my knees to my chest, and watched him cook.

“You’re staring, Willow.”

“I’m supervising. It’s what owners do.”

“You’re staring.”

“The chef should be used to an audience.”

He turned a prawn. The oil hissed.

“Two minutes. Set the table.”

I set the cockpit table. Plates, napkins, and the lime wedges he’d cut.

A bottle of wine.

Two glasses.

He brought the prawns over on the cutting board and slid them onto our plates. We sat across from each other in the cockpit with the evening air cooling around us and the marina going quiet, boat by boat, light by light.

He poured the wine. Held his glass up, and I tapped it with mine.

“To you, Willow.”

I paused.

“Can I ask you something, Dad?”

“Of course.”

“Will you call me Willow Mae from now on, please?”

He smiled. His eyes were damp. He tapped my glass again.

“Thank you, Willow Mae.”

The prawns were perfect. Charred at the edges, sweet in the middle, the chili flakes biting just enough to make me reach for the wine.

I gulped. My first drink ever.

Dad laughed when my eyes widened, and I looked shocked.

“Slow down, baby girl.”

Something clenched low in my stomach. Not the wine.

I looked at him over the rim.

“Wow.”

“You just took your first sip of wine like it was water after a run. That’s not how this works.”

“How does it work?”

He reached across and tilted my glass gently toward the dock light.

“Look at the color first. See how it’s almost green at the edges? That’s young. This is a Sauvignon Blanc from the Casablanca Valley. Chile. It’s a cool climate, close to the coast—the fog comes off the Pacific every morning and burns off by noon. The grapes grow slowly because they’re never too warm.”

“You sound like Dr. Alderman talking about coral.”

“Same principle. Good things grow slowly in the right conditions.”

He let go of my glass.

“Now smell it before you drink. Put your nose in the glass.”

I put my nose in the glass. It smelled like cut grass and something sharper underneath—grapefruit, maybe, or lime peel.

“What do you get?”

“Grass. Citrus. Something mineral, like wet stones.”

He raised an eyebrow.

“You’re a natural.”

“I’m a marine biologist. We describe what we observe.”

“Now sip. Small. Let it sit on your tongue before you swallow.”

I sipped. Small, the way he said. The wine was cold and bright and tart, and it did something on the back of my tongue that the gulp hadn’t—it opened up, layers arriving one after another, the citrus first, then something rounder, then a clean finish that made me want to take another sip immediately.

“Oh, my, Dad.”

“Yeah.”

“That’s really good.”

“That’s a twelve-dollar bottle from Costco, Willow Mae. It doesn’t need to be expensive. It needs to be right.”

I picked up a prawn and bit it in half.

“These are good.”

“They’re adequate.”

“They’re good, and you know it, Dad.”

He ate a prawn and looked out at the water.

“Early start tomorrow. Five thirty.”

“I’ll be up.”

“You’re never up at five thirty.”

“I’ll be up tomorrow.”

The last light went out of the sky. The dock lights reflected on the water in long, broken lines. Somewhere down the dock, a halyard clinked against a mast, the sound every sailor knows—the sound that means the boat is alive and the water is close, and the world is about to get very small and very simple.

Leo leaned back against the cockpit cushion. His plate was empty. His beer was half finished. He looked relaxed in a way he rarely looked at home—looser, younger, the tension that lived in his shoulders at the rental lot already gone, and we hadn’t even left the dock.

“Thank you, Dad. For all of it. The truck. The boat. This.”

“You earned it.”

“I didn’t earn a catamaran.”

“You earned everything I’ve got, Willow Mae.”

He said it simply. He said it looking at the water, not at me, the way he said things that mattered—directed at the horizon because looking at me while he said them would cost more than he could pay.

I finished my glass of wine. I took the plates below and washed them in the galley and came back up. He was still sitting in the cockpit, his head tipped back, looking at the stars.

“Goodnight, Dad.”

“Goodnight, birthday girl.”

I went below.

I climbed into the owner’s berth—my berth—and turned on the twelve-dollar reading light and opened a book and didn’t read a single word. I lay there listening to the water against the hull and the halyards and the small sounds of Leo moving around the cockpit above me, closing up for the night.

Tomorrow we’d leave. Tomorrow the dock lines would come off, and the marina would shrink behind us, and the open water would begin, and it would be just the two of us for a month with nothing between us but the boat and the ocean and the truth I was carrying like a stone in my chest.

I turned off the light.

The water held the boat. The boat held me.

Somewhere above, Leo’s footsteps crossed the cockpit and went below to the port hull, and I listened until his door closed and the boat went quiet.

I lay in the dark.

Slow down, baby girl.

His voice. His hands tilting my glass toward the light. His forearm turning prawns on the grill. The strip of skin above his waistband when he reached for the cabinet. The way he said Willow Mae like it was a name he’d been saving.

Happy birthday, my princess.

My hand rested on my stomach. My fingers traced the edge of my waistband.

I didn’t stop them.


Chapter Two

◆◆◆

Not a promise exactly. But saving myself for that day seemed like the right thing to do.

And I did.

But my birthday had been busy. Aunt Phoebe, Dad, the truck, the boat—the day swallowed itself whole. I hadn’t made a single move to seduce my stepdad.

Those words trembled in the pit of my stomach.

“That’s a lie.”

I said it to the ceiling, as if admitting it out loud changed anything.

I felt the words in my cunt. The same cunt I’d fingered last night. Not finger fucked—fingered. My clit and my lips, slick and swollen under my fingertips while I lay in the dark and listened to his footsteps cross the cockpit above me.

Nothing other than a tampon had ever been inside me. My friends had dildos—all shapes, all colors, all sizes. They’d been sexually active for as many years as I’d wanted to fuck Leo.

My phone buzzed.

Dad was awake. I could hear him in the galley above me—water running, a cabinet closing, the click of the gas cooktop igniting.

I answered my phone.

“Hi, Margot.”

“Babe. I got your message. You left to go sailing.”

“We haven’t left the marina yet, but yes, I did.”

“Happy birthday for yesterday.”

“I’m sorry. Dad sprung this on me.”

“I get it.”

The silence stretched. I’d promised we’d go out, but by the time I remembered, I was already hauling grocery bags down the dock.

“I should’ve called. I should’ve told Dad we could wait.”

“That man can’t be made to wait, honey. He’s stayed off women until you reached adult age. Now he’s on the market.”

“What does that mean?”

“You know exactly what it means, Willow.”

I laughed at the sound of my name.

“I’m Willow Mae now.”

“Ahh. Daddy’s girl?”

“I always was.”

I said goodbye. She said goodbye. I’d miss Margot, and I knew she’d miss me terribly. We’d been friends since the day my father brought me home.

The local women—the ones Dad’s age—flocked to his house in the weeks after Mom left. Casseroles first, then invitations, then the ones who stopped pretending they were there for anything other than him. He was eligible. Owned the rental lot, ran it well. Truck, car, bike, and a house almost paid for.

Margot’s Mom was keenest of all. Husband gone, child my age, she was a single mother with a reason to visit.

It never worked out.

Dad hadn’t laid a finger on another woman since the day Abigail left. Fourteen years. Everyone said so—except him.

I pulled on shorts and a hoodie. The morning air had teeth—the kind of cool that comes off the water before dawn and makes you glad you didn’t reach for a bikini.

The steps from my hull to the salon were steep and narrow. I took them barefoot, one hand braced on each wall.

Dad was at the cooktop.

I stopped a few steps from the top. He stood in board shorts and a gray t-shirt stretched tight across his chest, sleeves pushed past his forearms. He was half turned from the stove, reaching for something on the counter.

He wasn’t wearing underwear.

My stepdad’s cock was semi-hard, thick against his thigh, the outline clear through the thin fabric of his shorts. I swore I could see the vein on the underside, but I’d never seen a real one, so I wasn’t sure.

Girls my age who’d been fucked called it morning wood.

My nipples tightened, even after I wrenched my eyes away.

I climbed the last steps. By the time I reached the salon, he had his back to me, cracking eggs into the skillet. Dishtowel over his shoulder. Barefoot on the galley sole. The coffee was dark and strong—strong enough to dissolve a spoon. His calves were brown below the hem of his shorts, and the muscles in his forearm shifted when he tilted the pan.

I watched him three seconds longer than I should have.

The galley on a Lagoon 380 isn’t wide. The cooktop sits to port, the counter and fridge to starboard, and the aisle between fits one person. Two people have to negotiate.

I squeezed past him to reach the mugs.

My hip pressed against his. Two seconds. His skin was warm through the cotton of his t-shirt. I held my breath and slid through, and the contact ended, and I reached up for the locker above the sink and pulled down two mugs and poured the coffee.

My hand was steady. Everything south of my navel was not.

I set his mug beside the cooktop.

“Morning, Dad.”

“Morning, Willow Mae.”

He didn’t turn. The eggs crackled in the pan.

“Over easy, Dad?”

“Just as you like them?”

“We both like them that way.”

He slid the eggs onto two plates. Toast from the galley oven, sliced diagonally. He handed me my plate, and our fingers met on the rim for half a second before I took it.

“Where are we heading?”

“South. Down the coast, then into open water.”

“How far today?”

“Depends on the wind. If the forecast holds, sixty miles by sundown.”

“And then?”

He looked at me. Not the easy smile. Something with mischief in it, and underneath the mischief something careful.

“Then we anchor somewhere beautiful, and I cook you dinner.”

“You cooked me dinner last night.”

“I’m going to cook you dinner every night for a month, Willow Mae. It is a celebration of you becoming a woman.”

We ate in the cockpit. The cushions were damp with dew. The sky had shifted from black to gray, and the first pale line of dawn sat on the horizon past the breakwater. The water in the marina was flat and dark, dock lights still on, halyards clinking down the row.

I ate fast. He ate faster.

“Bow lines first. I’ll start the engines.”

“Got it.”

I went forward. The foredeck was wet, and I moved carefully on the non-skid, feeling the boat shift under me as Leo fired the twin diesels. They coughed, caught, settled into the low rumble I’d known since childhood—a vibration you felt through your feet before you heard it.

I freed the bow lines, coiled them, and stowed them. Leo was watching me from the helm. Not checking my work. Just watching.

I walked back along the starboard side, one hand on the lifeline.

“Stern lines.”

“On it.”

I freed them. He put the port engine in reverse, swung the stern out, straightened, and idled us forward. The dock slid past. The breakwater ahead, the nav light blinking red.

I stood beside him at the helm. Our shoulders weren’t touching, but I could feel the heat of him in the cool morning air. Leo ran warm. Always had. The man who hated air conditioning and carried summer in his skin.

The breakwater passed to port. The marina shrank. The open water began—gray, flat, endless. The horizon was a clean line where the ocean met a sky that was only now deciding what color it wanted to be.

I looked back once. The dock lights. The town still asleep. The house at the end of the gravel road, the bedroom with the loose shutter, the kitchen where he made chili, and I washed dishes, and our hands touched passing a bowl.

Getting smaller.

I turned forward.

The wind picked up off the water, cool on my face, salt on my lips. Leo’s hands on the wheel. Steady. Capable. The same hands that had rebuilt this boat from wreckage. The same hands that had fought for me in a courtroom when I was four.

“It’s beautiful, Dad.”

“Always beautiful out here.”

“It’s different today.”

He looked at me. I looked at the ocean.

The dock lines were off. The land was behind us. And for the first time in my life, there was nothing between us but the boat and the water and the truth I’d been carrying since yesterday.

We were close-hauled, the sails pulling hard, the boat heeled gently to starboard. The sky was clean, and the sun climbed fast. Within an hour, the pre-dawn cool burned off, and the heat pressed down on the deck like a palm.

Dad went below and came back in swim shorts. Shorter than the board shorts. Tighter.

I looked once.

His thighs were tan, the muscles shifting under his skin when he braced against the cockpit coaming. The shorts sat low on his hips. The outline I’d seen on the galley steps that morning was right there — softer now, but the fabric was thin and light and hiding nothing.

I looked at the horizon.

My underwear was soaking. Not damp — soaking. So wet I could feel it when I shifted on the cushion, so wet I knew it would bleed through to my shorts. I could smell myself — my own cunt, sweet and sharp in the warm salt air — and I prayed the wind was carrying it away from him.

I was eighteen years old, catching glances at my stepdad’s cock between the sails and the horizon. I was a hot mess.

It wasn’t just his body. It was his voice. Every time my father called a sail change or told me to ease the genoa or said “Good, Willow Mae” when I trimmed it right, the sound hit somewhere below my stomach.

It was the same voice that had read me bedtime stories and called me down for breakfast that was now three feet away in the wind and the sun, and my body couldn’t tell the difference between the man who’d raised me and the man I wanted inside me.

They were the same man. That was the problem.

When the sun hit the cockpit full-on, and the shade under the bimini wasn’t enough, I went below. The hull was cooler — the waterline kept the fiberglass from baking.

I stripped and stood in front of the long mirror bolted to the back of my cabin door.

Tall. Lean. Long legs, flat stomach, hard from years of planks and hill running. My breasts were round and firm. My bright red nipples hadn’t softened since the galley steps.

And below my navel, a full bush of blonde pubic hair — proof, if anyone needed it, that the color on my head was mine.

“That has to go.”

“What was that, sweetheart?”

Shit.

He was behind a one-inch-thick door.

“Sorry, Dad. Didn’t hear you come down.”

“I’m putting a wash on. Toss your dirty stuff out, and I’ll run it.”

“Okay.”

I scrambled around the cabin — the tank top from yesterday, the shorts I’d slept in, a towel. My fingers found the panties on the berth where I’d dropped them.

The fabric was stiff where it had dried and dark where it hadn’t. The smell hit me before I thought to hold them away. Unmistakable. Mine. The evidence of everything I’d been feeling since Dad’s cock pressed against his shorts on those galley steps.

“Dad.”

“Yeah?”

“I’ll handle the wash. I need to deal with a few things in here first.”

“No problem. I’ll be on deck.”

His footsteps went up the salon steps. The companionway door slid shut.

I looked at the panties in my hand. I looked at the mirror. I looked at the bush I’d just sentenced to death.

The razor sat beside my toothbrush on the shelf above the sink.

I picked it up. Ran my thumb along the blade. Looked at my bush in the mirror.

I set it back down.

“Soon.”

I pulled on a bikini and went on deck.

The wind held all afternoon. I trimmed the genoa when it backed and watched the telltales while Dad ate a sandwich one-handed at the helm. We didn’t talk much. The boat talked for us — the pull of the sails, the hiss of the hulls cutting water, the small adjustments one of us made that the other felt through the deck.

Lunch was bread and cheese and tomatoes from the cooler, eaten without stopping, the plates wedged against the coaming. The water had turned from gray to blue — deep, dark blue, the kind that made me want to know what was swimming beneath us.

By late afternoon, the wind softened. The coast reappeared to starboard — low green hills, a scalloped bay, white dots of boats already at anchor. Dad motored us in and set the hook on the outer edge, away from the cluster, where the last of the sun still reached the cockpit.

The silence after a full day of sailing was enormous. No engine. No wind in the rigging. Just the water against the hulls and someone on a far boat laughing.

He looked at me across the cockpit.

“Dinner?”

“Shower first.”

“Of course.”

His eyes dropped.

Half a second—maybe less. Down from my face to the bikini between my thighs, then back to the water. His face didn’t change. His expression didn’t shift.

But his eyes had been between my legs.

I felt it everywhere — chest, nipples, stomach, cunt — a single flare that went through me like a current through water. Every hour of soaking underwear, every stolen glance at his cock, every minute I’d spent staring at my bush in a mirror that morning — confirmed in the half second his eyes went where they shouldn’t.

I wished I’d used the razor. Bare skin under that bikini — my cunt pressed smooth against thin fabric, lips defined, a camel toe deep enough to keep his eyes exactly where they’d been.

Instead, I had a bush and a bikini that hid what I wanted him to see.

Next time.

I went below to my cabin, locked the door, and stripped off.

I stood in front of the mirror. The bush was full and blonde and soft. I’d been carrying it since puberty, the way I’d carried my virginity — not because I’d decided to keep it, but because no one had been worth removing it for.

Someone was worth it now.

I stepped into the head and turned the shower on. The water was lukewarm, and I bumped my elbow on the wall getting the angle right, but I didn’t care. I needed warm water, and I needed it running.

Margot had shown me hers. Not sexually — she’d pulled down her shorts in her bathroom one afternoon junior year, matter-of-fact, the way girls show each other things that matter, and turned side-on so I could see. She was smooth and completely bare—the skin tight and clean, every fold visible, the slit of her cunt a neat line with nothing hiding it.

“You have to go slow.” Margot pulled the skin flat on her inner thigh to demonstrate. “Short strokes. Pull the skin taut, or you’ll nick yourself and bleed everywhere.”

I’d nodded and filed it away the way I filed everything — information I didn’t need yet, stored for the day I would.

The day had come.

I lathered the soap in my hands and worked it through the hair until my bush was slick and white. I started at the top, where the hair was thickest, pulling the skin flat with two fingers and drawing the razor down in short, careful strokes.

Blonde hair came away in thin strips and ran toward the drain. I rinsed the blade after every stroke.

The top was easy. The mound, the strip above my clit — the skin was flat there, cooperative, and the hair came away clean. I worked down, pulling tighter, watching my hand in the small mirror I’d unclipped from the cabin and propped against the shower wall at hip height.

My lips were harder. The skin folded and creased, and I had to stretch it between my fingers to get the blade flat against it. I shaved the outer lips first — long, careful strokes from the crease of my thigh inward, the razor following the curve of my body. The hair here was finer, darker at the root, and it came away in thin lines that stuck to my wet fingers.

Then around the hood.

Carefully.

The small, tight curls that grew around my clit, close and protective, the ones Margot had warned me about. I pulled the hood back gently with one finger, stretching the skin, and shaved in tiny strokes — three millimeters at a time, the blade barely moving, my hand steadier than it had any right to be.

I could feel my clit swelling under my fingertip, and I ignored it. This wasn’t about pleasure. This was preparation.

I shaved between my lips. I spread them apart with two fingers and drew the razor down the inner edges, feeling the blade catch on the tiny hairs I couldn’t see but could feel, the ones that grew in the creases where the skin was softest. I rinsed. I checked with my fingertips. I found strays and went back for them.

I shaved my perineum. The smooth skin between my cunt and my ass. I turned and bent slightly, one foot on the edge of the shower tray, and reached between my legs from behind. Short strokes. Careful. The skin was thin here, and I could feel my pulse in it.

I rinsed everything. I ran my hands over every surface I’d shaved — swollen mound, trembling lips, the hood barely containing my hard pink bud, and my perineum — checking for stubble the way a carpenter checks a sanded surface, with flat palms and slow passes, feeling for the grain.

I was smooth.

Everywhere.

I turned off the water and stepped out. I stood in front of the long mirror on the cabin door and looked.

My cunt was bare. Completely bare. The lips were full and defined, slightly pink from the razor, the slit a clean line that started below my mound and disappeared between my thighs. My clit sat beneath its hood, barely visible, a small swelling at the top of the slit. The skin was smooth and tight and new, and the girl in the mirror didn’t look like the girl who’d stepped into the shower ten minutes ago.

I looked like a woman who’d made a decision.

I ran a finger down my slit. Slowly. Not to touch myself — to feel what my father would feel. The skin was impossibly soft. Bare. Sensitive in a way it had never been, every nerve ending exposed, the air cool against surfaces that had always been covered.

I pulled on a clean bikini.

My camel toe was exactly what I’d imagined.

I hoped it was exactly what Leo had imagined.

I looked at myself in the mirror one more time.

The bikini sat against bare skin, and I could feel everything — the nylon pressing into the slit of my cunt, the seam of the gusset riding between my lips, every thread a conversation with nerve endings that had been buried under hair since puberty. My mound was smooth. The camel toe was deep and defined — lips swollen against thin fabric, the line of my slit visible, the shape of me on display.

For one person.

I went on deck.

Dad was at the grill. The BBQ hung off the port rail, and he stood with tongs in one hand, the evening sun behind him, the light on the water turning copper. He turned when he heard me on the companionway steps.

His eyes dropped.

Not the half-second glance from before. This time they stayed — one second, two — tracking from my face to my bikini, to the smooth mound that hadn’t been smooth that morning, to the slit pressed against thin fabric. I watched his eyes register the difference. His jaw tightened. His knuckles whitened around the tongs.

Then he was back at the grill. Back turned. Shoulders set.

“Twenty minutes till we eat.”

“Okay.”

“I have a bottle of red for tonight. A Bordeaux.”

His hands were shaking. A fine tremor in the tongs that would have been invisible to anyone who hadn’t spent fourteen years studying this man.

While he cooked, his eyes kept finding my cunt. He couldn’t help it. The mound was bare, the lips were visible, the bikini hid nothing it had hidden that morning, and his gaze returned to the space between my thighs every time he thought I wasn’t watching.

I was always watching.

So I helped him.

I walked into the salon, kneeled on the sofa, and leaned over its back, reaching toward the floor.

“I think something rolled behind here.”

My knees spread wide on the cushion. My ass rose. The stretch pulled the bikini tight across my cunt — I felt the fabric drag into the slit, pressing between my bare lips, the wet nylon the only barrier between my shaved skin and the air. I reached deeper, bracing my hands against the base of the sofa, my chest flat against the seatback, my back arched.

I leaked.

Warm. Sudden. The arousal I’d been carrying all day released in a rush that soaked through the gusset and drenched the fabric between my legs. The smell rose with it — sweet, sharp, mine — and in the tight air of the salon, there was nowhere for it to go.

I wriggled and reached deeper, keeping moving.

“Are you okay, Willow Mae?”

“I’m stuck, Dad.”

“Stuck how?”

“My hand’s caught. I can’t push back up.”

“Do you need help?”

“Yes. Please.”

I heard him set the tongs on the counter. His bare feet crossed the salon sole — four steps, five — and the warmth of him arrived behind me before his hands did. The heat that Leo carried was there. The warmth I’d been sleeping near for fourteen years, now radiating against the backs of my bare thighs while I was bent double with my cunt on display, covered by the thinnest piece of wet fabric.

“Can I touch you?”

“Yes.”

His hand landed on my lower back. Warm. Broad. I felt the calluses on his palm from years of rigging, the weight of a hand that had held me since I was four. His fingers spread across my skin.

“I’m going to try to ease you back.”

His other hand cupped the back of my knee. Fingers wrapped around the side of my leg, thumb against my calf. He pulled gently.

I held the base of the sofa and didn’t budge.

“You’re really stuck.”

“I told you.”

He shifted his grip. His hand moved from behind my knee to my lower thigh, his palm flat against the inside of my leg. He pulled again.

I held.

“Grip me higher.”

His palm slid up my thigh. I felt the calluses drag against my skin. The heat of his hand was climbing toward the line where my thigh became something else.

“Higher, Dad.”

His palm covered the top of my inner thigh now, his fingers cupping the back of my leg, his thumb resting against the soft skin an inch from the seam of my bikini.

I stopped breathing.

“Higher.”

His thumb moved.

It traced the seam of my cunt through the bikini. One slow stroke — from the base of the slit upward, following the line of my lips, pressing the soaked nylon into the crease between them. The pad of his thumb dragged against the swollen tissue underneath.

I felt the heat of it through the fabric. I felt the pressure split my lips — the nylon pushing between them, his thumb riding the groove, the wet fabric sliding against bare, shaved skin that had never been touched by anyone’s hand but mine.

My cunt clenched around nothing. My thighs trembled against his grip.

We both stopped.

His thumb was on my cunt. My stepdad’s thumb, resting in the slit of his daughter’s cunt through a sliver of soaked nylon. Neither of us moved. Neither of us breathed.

The boat rocked beneath us.

The water lapped the hulls.

His thumb didn’t move. It stayed — warm, heavy, the pad fitting into the groove between my lips, the pressure constant, the fabric so thin and so wet I could feel the whorl of his thumbprint against my skin.

“Is this okay, Willow Mae?”

“It’s perfect.”

I released the base of the sofa.

I rose slowly. His thumb trailed along my cunt as I straightened — dragging through the wet fabric, sliding over my clit — and then gone. The absence was physical. My cunt ached for the pressure that was no longer there.

I turned.

I looked into his eyes.

His pupils were wide. His chest was moving too fast. His hand — the hand that had just been on me — hung at his side with the fingers slightly curled, and I knew he could feel me on his thumb the way I could still feel his thumb on me.

The smell of my arousal hung between us. Sweet. Musky. The evidence of everything I’d been feeling since his eyes first dropped between my legs.

His nostrils flared. One breath. Deep. Involuntary.

I held his gaze. Three seconds. Four.

The oven pinged.

He looked over his shoulder.

“Dinner is ready.”

He turned. He walked to the galley. He opened the oven.

I stood in my bikini with the ghost of his thumb burning on my cunt and the smell of us in the air.

For now.

Dad plated the food without looking at me.

Fish — mahi from the grill, the edges charred, lime squeezed over the top. Roasted potatoes from the oven, quartered, browned, tossed in olive oil, and the herbs he kept in a jar beside the chili flakes. He set my plate on the cockpit table and went back for his. Every movement was precise and controlled. A man putting one domestic action in front of the next.

I sat on the cockpit cushion and pulled my knees to my chest.

He brought the wine. A red — he pulled the cork and poured without ceremony. It was dark in the glass, almost black in the fading light. I could smell it before I tasted it — ripe, warm, something earthy underneath, like the soil it came from was still in the fruit.

He sat across from me.

The cockpit table was three feet of teak between us. Last night, three feet had felt like a dinner table. Tonight it felt like a dare.

The evening was warm and still. The bay had gone quiet around us — boats at anchor with their cabin lights coming on, the low murmur of other people’s conversations drifting across the water. A woman laughed on the nearest boat. A man’s voice answered. Normal people having a normal evening on a normal night.

I picked up my fork.

The fish was good. Firm and white, the char from the grill giving the edges a bitterness that cut through the lime. The potatoes were crisp and salty. I ate slowly. He ate slower.

His hands.

I couldn’t stop watching his hands. The right hand — fork, glass, table edge. The same hand that had cupped my thigh. The same thumb that had traced the seam of my cunt through soaked nylon ten minutes ago. He used it for every ordinary task as though it hadn’t just done the most extraordinary thing of my life.

He hadn’t washed his hands.

“Dad.”

“Yes?”

“After Mom. You never dated.”

“No.”

“Margot’s Mom—”

He shook his head.

“Nothing happened.”

“Why not?”

I watched him lift his glass. His thumb curled around the stem, and my stomach dropped. The pad of that thumb had been between my swollen lips. The warmth of my cunt was still on his skin — it had to be — and now it was on the wine glass, on the fork, on the edge of the table where his fingers rested.

“She wasn’t right for me.”

“Were you in love with Mom?”

He nodded.

“I was in love with the idea. A woman with a baby. Both of you beautiful. One of you perfect.”

“You were so young.”

“My Dad got sick when I was seventeen. He died before I was nineteen. I’d been running the lot for what felt like a lifetime when I met you. It had been an education.”

“How?”

He shifted in his seat. His cock was hard — I could see the outline straining against the fabric of his shorts, thick, the head defined against his thigh. I looked at his face. He didn’t know I’d seen it. Or he did and couldn’t stop it.

“Customers trying to rip me off. Suppliers too. Women who flirted for a discount, men who threatened. Cars under warranty where the manufacturers backed out. Taxes, accountants, lawyers, and assorted assholes — all trying to scheme against a kid.”

“I never knew.”

“I grew up fast. I saw you in a park. You were in a stroller. You smiled at me and reached out. Your mother was gorgeous, too. I asked for her number, and we dated.”

I drank my wine faster than he’d taught me to.

He didn’t correct me.

Last night, he’d said slow down, baby girl, and something had clenched in the pit of my stomach. Tonight, he watched me drink and said nothing, and the silence where those words should have been was louder than the words had ever been.

The sun dropped behind the headland. The light went from copper to violet, and the water in the bay turned dark. Our anchor light came on at the top of the mast — a small white point — and the cockpit shrank to the warm glow spilling from the salon behind us.

I could smell the fish. The lime. The wine. And underneath all of it, fading but still there — the faint, sweet trace of my arousal in the evening air, the ghost of what had happened in the salon clinging to the space between us.

He finished first. Set his fork down. Leaned back against the cushion and looked at the water, one arm along the coaming, his profile lit by the salon light.

The hand hung at his side. The fingers were still slightly curled.

We cleared the dishes in silence. The galley was tight, and we moved around each other without touching — a careful choreography, each of us routing around the other’s body, the opposite of the morning’s hip brush in every way.

He poured two fresh glasses of the red wine.

We went on deck.

The bimini was rolled back. The sky was open above the cockpit — stars thick and close, the kind you only see offshore, away from dock lights and streetlights and all the small bright things people build to pretend the dark isn’t there. The water was black and still. The other boats in the bay had gone dark. The only light was our anchor lamp and the warm glow spilling from the salon behind us.

I sat on the cockpit cushion with my legs tucked beneath me. He sat across from me, legs stretched out, ankles crossed, one arm along the coaming. The cockpit table had been folded down. Nothing stood between us but three feet of open deck and the night.

I sipped the wine. It was darker than last night’s white — heavier on my tongue, warmer, with a depth that matched the dark around us. I set the glass on the cushion beside me and looked at him. His profile against the stars. His chest rising and falling. The hand resting on the coaming with the fingers loose.

The hand.

“When I was stuck earlier, Dad.”

He looked at me.

“Yes.”

“You touched me.”

The water lapped the hull. One soft slap against the fiberglass, then silence.

“I did.”

His eyes held mine. Steady. Careful.

“Were you uncomfortable with my touch?”

“Far from it.”

I watched that land. His chest expanded — one slow breath. His fingers curled on the coaming.

“You seemed hesitant, Dad.”

“I was touching you in a very sensitive place, Willow Mae.”

“But it can’t have been the first time. Bathing me when I was small. Teaching me to swim. Sunscreen on my back every summer.”

“That was different.”

“Why?”

He picked up his glass and drank. I watched his throat move.

“Because you were a child then.”

“And now?”

He set his glass down. He rubbed his face with both hands — a gesture I’d never seen from him, a man who didn’t show strain.

“And now I don’t know what you are, Willow. I haven’t known for two years. I watch you walk through the house, and I don’t know if I’m looking at my daughter or—”

He stopped.

“Or what?”

“Or the only woman I’ve thought about since your mother left.”

He didn’t say anything more. He didn’t need to. The answer was in the cock I’d seen straining against his shorts at dinner. The answer was in the thumb that had traced my cunt through soaked nylon and the hand he still hadn’t washed.

“I never touched you inappropriately, Willow Mae. Not once.”

“I know. You’re a good man.”

“Did I touch you inappropriately today?”

I paused.

I reached behind my head and pulled the elastic from my ponytail. Slowly. I shook my hair out, feeling it fall across my bare shoulders and down my back, the blonde catching the faint glow of the anchor light. I sipped my wine and set the glass down, then looked at him with the same attention he’d taught me to give the wine itself — the color, the depth, the way the light moved through it.

I smiled.

“Not inappropriately enough, Dad.”

His breath left him. Not an exhale — a release. Something he’d been holding since the salon, since the thumb, since the moment he’d pulled his hand away and found me still on his skin. It left him, and his chest dropped, and his eyes went dark.

“Willow—”

“You asked. I answered.”

The boat rocked. The stars were silent. I could hear his breathing — shallow, too fast, the breathing of a man whose body had outrun his mind.

His voice cracked.

“Should I touch you again?”

I held his gaze. I uncurled my legs and let my knees fall open — slowly, just enough. The bikini sat taut between my thighs. My bare mound visible in the dim light. Smooth. Defined. The shape of me offered to him in the warm dark.

“Yes, please, Daddy.”

He didn’t move.

His hands gripped the coaming. His knuckles whitened. He looked at the water — not at me, at the water — and I watched him fight it. The jaw. The shoulders. The chest that wouldn’t settle. A man standing at the edge of something he couldn’t come back from, searching the dark for a reason to stop.

He didn’t find one.

“We can’t undo this, Willow Mae.”

“I know.”

“If I touch you now—”

“Then touch me now.”

He rose from the cushion and crossed the cockpit — two steps, the deck shifting under his weight — and my stepfather kneeled between my legs.

His knees hit the teak. His hands found my thighs. The same hands and warm grip he held me with earlier. The calluses rough against my skin. But there was no pretense now. No sofa. No “I’m stuck.” His hands were on my thighs because he wanted them there, and his face was level with my cunt, and neither of us was pretending anymore.

My stepdad was on his knees between my legs.

“Willow Mae.”

My name in his mouth. Low. Rough. The voice I’d heard say it ten thousand times — at breakfast, at swim meets, in the dark of his bedroom when he thought I was sleeping — now saying it with his breath warm on the bare skin of my stomach.

“Yes, Daddy.”

“Are you sure about this?”

“I’ve been sure for two years.”

His hands tightened on my thighs. His fingers trembled against my skin.

He hooked his thumbs into the sides of my bikini. He looked up at me — one last look, one last chance — and I lifted my hips.

He pulled the bikini down.

Slowly.

The soaked gusset peeled away from my skin — from the bare mound, from the slit where it had been pressed between my lips all evening. The wet fabric clung to every fold and released with a sound we both heard — a small, slick parting, the evidence of hours of my arousal made audible in the quiet cockpit. He drew the bikini down my thighs, past my knees, over my ankles, and dropped it on the deck.

I was bare.

My cunt was open and inches from his face. The lips were swollen, full, flushed, glistening in the warm light from the salon. My clit sat hard beneath its hood, pulsing with my heartbeat. The skin I’d shaved that afternoon was smooth and sensitive — every breath of the night air registering against nerve endings that had never been exposed to anything but my own touch.

He looked at my cunt. Not at my face. At my cunt. With an expression I’d never seen — something stripped bare, something past the pride and the mask and the steady hands. The face of a man seeing what he’d spent years refusing to see.

“You shaved.”

“For you, Daddy.”

His breath came out warm against my skin. I felt it on my clit, and my whole body tightened.

His hands slid up the insides of my thighs. His thumbs traced the creases where my thighs met my cunt — the same path his thumb had taken through the bikini, but now there was nothing between his skin and mine. The calluses caught against smooth, bare surface, and the friction sent a current through my pelvis that made my legs shake.

“Please, Dad.”

“I’m here.”

“Lick me.”

“I will.”

He leaned forward.

His lips pressed against the top of my mound. A kiss, warm and tender. The same lips that had kissed the top of my head the night before and whispered happy birthday, my princess. The same mouth. The same man. And the tenderness of it — the fatherly gentleness of his first contact with the cunt he was about to taste — cracked something open in my chest.

My eyes burned.

“Daddy.”

He moved lower.

His tongue found the seam of my swollen lips and traced it. Bottom to top. One slow, continuous stroke that parted me — the flat of his tongue spreading the slick folds, gathering the wetness I’d been making all day. I felt the texture of him — warm, soft, rougher than I’d imagined, alive against tissue that had never known anything but my own fingers and the fabric of my bikini.

The sound I made wasn’t a sound I recognized. Not a moan — something higher, thinner, pulled from the base of my spine and out of my mouth before I could catch it.

“Tell me how it feels.”

“Your tongue. I can feel every nerve in my body, Daddy.”

“I could stay down here for hours.”

“Every day?”

“Every day.”

He traced the seam again. Slower. His tongue dipped between my lips, pressing into the groove, spreading the folds, and his tip found the entrance to my cunt — the rim, the wet ring of muscle that had never been stretched, that had never known anything inside it. My body clenched at his touch. Then softened. Opened. An involuntary surrender to the man it had been waiting for.

“I’ve never—”

“You’re a good girl. I know.”

“I’m done being a good girl, Daddy.”

His tongue pressed against my entrance, and my hips rolled toward his face.

“I’ve wanted this. I’ve wanted you.”

“I know.”

Two words. His mouth against my cunt. He knew. He’d known.

His tongue moved to my clit. The hood had pulled back from hours of swelling — my bud was exposed, raw, and pulsing. He sealed his mouth over it and sucked gently, and the naked nerve met the soft, wet heat of his mouth, and my hips bucked off the cushion.

His hands pressed my thighs open. Holding me spread. Keeping me still.

“Don’t you dare stop, Daddy.”

He didn’t stop.

My stepdad worked my clit with a slow, steady pressure — his tongue circling the exposed bud in precise strokes, tracing the edge of the hood where the nerve endings clustered. I could feel his stubble against my freshly shaved mound — rough, raw, a friction that amplified everything his tongue was doing.

“Right there. Lick me there. Don’t move.”

“Spread your legs wider. Open up.”

“What if—”

“Cum hard and messy, darling. I’ll drink every drop.”

He held the pressure. The rhythm. His tongue pressed flat against my clit.

My hands found the back of his head. His hair ran between my fingers. I pulled him closer until his nose pressed into my mound and his chin was wet — slick with the arousal that had been building since his thumb found the seam of my cunt on the sofa.

“Jesus, Willow Mae.”

His voice vibrated against my clit. The groan that followed traveled through his mouth into my pelvis, and I cried out loud, uninhibited, a sound that carried across the dark water.

“Lick me harder.”

His tongue pressed flat, and the pressure doubled.

“Like that. Exactly like that, Dad.”

He’d spent fourteen years learning how I took my eggs and which shampoo I used and where the reading light needed to fall. Now his tongue was learning my cunt — every fold, every nerve, every response — reading my body the way he read the wind, adjusting to what he found, devoted to getting it right.

He used long strokes through my folds, gathering my taste, the tip circling my clit when he reached the top. His lips sealed over the bud and sucked until I shook. He found what made my thighs clamp around his head. He found what made me arch. He found the rhythm that pulled sounds from me I couldn’t control, and he stayed on it — steady, unhurried, and patient.

“Daddy. I can feel it. It’s building.”

“Let it come, Willow Mae.”

“I can’t — it’s too much — I’ve never—”

“I’ve got you. Let go.”

I came.

Not the sharp, efficient orgasm I gave myself in the dark with my own fingers on my clit. This started deeper — behind my clit, behind the floor of my pelvis, in a place I had no name for. It gathered like a wave.

The heat concentrated.

My cunt clenched around nothing.

And then it broke.

My back arched off the cushion. My thighs clamped around my Dad’s head. My hands pulled his face into me, and the orgasm tore through me in long, rolling pulses that radiated outward from my clit — through my pelvis, my stomach, my chest — and I was cumming on my stepdad’s tongue and saying his name, Daddy, Daddy, Daddy, and his mouth didn’t stop.

And somewhere inside the wave — between one pulse and the next — I saw him. Not the man between my legs. The man at twenty-six, sleeping in his car, driving through the night, standing in a courtroom saying my daughter about a girl the world was trying to throw away. The man who chose me. Who fought for me. Whose mouth was on my cunt now because fourteen years of love had crossed the only line it hadn’t, and neither of us wanted it back on the other side.

He worked me through every pulse, every aftershock, his tongue riding the contractions of my cunt with steady, unbroken pressure until I was shaking so hard the wine glass toppled beside me and the red pooled on the pale blue cushion, but neither of us cared.

The last wave passed.

My legs went slack. My hands released his hair. I lay on the cockpit cushion breathing in broken gasps, the night air cool against the sweat on my skin and the wet between my thighs.

He rested his forehead against the inside of my thigh. His breath was ragged. Hot against my oversensitive skin. His face was wet — slick with me, glistening in the anchor light, his lips swollen, his chin coated.

He stayed between my legs. Forehead on my thigh. Hands on me. Breathing.

I looked down at him.

My stepdad was on his knees in the cockpit of our catamaran. His face glistening with his daughter’s cum. The anchor light above us. The stars thick and silent. The water holding the boat. The boat holding us.

I touched his face. My fingers traced his jaw — wet, rough with stubble, the jaw I’d watched across the kitchen table for fourteen years.

“Daddy.”

He looked up. His eyes were wet.

“Happy birthday, Willow Mae.”


Chapter Three

◆◆◆

I leaned down and took my Dad’s face in both hands.

His cheeks were wet. His chin was wet. The stubble was rough against my palms, and underneath the stubble, his jaw was trembling.

I kissed him.

His mouth tasted like me—salt, musk, the slick sweetness of my cunt still coating his lips. His tongue met mine, and the shock of it went through my chest before it reached my brain.

We’d never kissed. He’d had his mouth on my cunt, his tongue inside me, and we’d never kissed. His lips were swollen and warm, and the taste of my own arousal on his tongue was the most intimate thing I’d ever experienced.

First kiss. After everything else. The order was all wrong, but it was exactly right.

“I’m a virgin, Daddy.”

“I know.”

“I want you to fuck the good girl out of me.”

His hands tightened on my thighs. I felt the calluses drag against my skin.

“Are you sure?”

“Aren’t you?”

“Yes, Willow Mae. I want this very much.”

“You could have taken it at any time.”

“You know I couldn’t.”

“And that’s why I love you so much. You make me feel safe. You always have.”

His hands found my waist. The calluses caught against my skin—the same rough palms that had steadied me on this boat since I was small, now gripping with a tension that was new. His thumbs pressed into the hollows above my hips.

I reached for the waistband of his shorts.

“Willow—”

“I want to see your cock, Dad.”

My fingers hooked the elastic and pulled down. He lifted his hips, and his cock was right there—hard, thick, and long, standing against his stomach, close enough to touch.

“Fuck!”

“What’s wrong?”

“Will it fit inside me?”

“I’ll be gentle.”

I’d imagined his cock. Two years of imagining what was behind the fabric when he walked past me barefoot in the kitchen, when he crouched beside his mountain bike in the side yard, when he stood at the helm with the wind pressing his shorts flat. I’d imagined it in the dark with my fingers on my clit and his name on my lips.

The real thing was bigger than the outline I’d studied through his board shorts that morning on the galley steps. The shaft was thick and straight, the circumcised head flushed dark and smooth, the rim defined—I could see the ridge I was about to feel inside me.

A vein ran down the underside, thick and raised. I’d been right in the galley. The hair at the base was dark, like the line below his navel I’d watched since the birthday morning at the stove.

I wrapped my hand around him.

His cock was hot in my grip. Alive. The skin shifted over the hardness underneath when I moved my hand—a warm sheath over something rigid and pulsing. I could feel his heartbeat in the shaft. Fast. Heavy against my palm.

“That’s my dad’s cock.”

“Yeah.”

“I’ve thought about it for two years.”

“I know that now.”

“Did you think about me, Daddy?”

“Every day. I hated myself for it.”

“Don’t. Not ever again.”

I stroked his cock down to the base, and back up to the head, my thumb catching the slit where a bead of precum welled and broke and ran warm over my knuckle. It was slick. The sound of my hand on his wet skin was the first new sound in a vocabulary I was building from nothing.

“Tell me what you thought about.”

“Your legs. The way you walked through the house in a bikini, like it was nothing.”

“It wasn’t nothing, Dad. I knew what I was doing.”

“I know that now, too.”

“If I had shaved sooner, you would have seen more.”

“Who taught you?”

“Margot.”

He leaned me back against the cockpit cushion—the wine stain dark beside my shoulder, the stars thick above us, the anchor light a white point at the top of the mast. His body was over mine for the first time. The weight of him was real and warm and close, and his cock pressed against my inner thigh, and the heat of it against my bare skin was a fact my body had to adjust to.

I opened my legs.

My cunt was swollen from the orgasm and slick with everything I’d been carrying all day. He kneeled between my thighs, his cock in his hand, and I watched the head align with my entrance—the smooth, flushed crown pressing against the slit where my lips parted.

“Look at me, Willow Mae.”

I looked at him.

I stared deep into his eyes. I’d never paid attention to the color until now, when they were six inches from mine. Something opened in them. Something surrendered. Not the expression past pride. Not the careful steadiness he wore like rigging. Something bare.

His hand came up and cupped my face. His thumb on my cheekbone, trembling. His cock at my entrance. His palm on my jaw.

His eyes closed.

One breath. The water lapped the hull.

When they opened, the man who looked at me wasn’t my father.

“Inside me, Daddy. Please.”

“It’s going to hurt.”

“I don’t care.”

“Tell me if you need me to stop.”

“I won’t need you to stop. I’ve waited eighteen years, Daddy. I’m not stopping anything.”

He pressed forward.

The head of my stepdad’s cock spread me open—slowly.

I gasped.

My Dad paused and stared at me.

“I want it. Keep going.”

“Can you feel my cock?”

“Fuck yes. You’re at my entrance.”

“Good.”

“I want to feel you inside me all the time.”

“Are you—”

“—Of course, Daddy. I’m safe. I want your cum inside me.”

“Good.”

“Now fuck me and don’t stop.”

He drove his hips forward. The rim of his cock pushed between my lips, and the real stretch began—not pain, not yet, the structural widening of tissue that had never accommodated a man. His cock was wider than my two fingers, wider than the tampon I’d used since fourteen, wider than anything my body had known.

My thighs tried to close. Reflex—my body protecting what my mind had already decided to give. I held them open. I held them open for him.

My swollen lips stretched around the head. I felt them pull taut against his rim, my sensitive inner skin drawn tight over the ridge. The friction of my father entering me was vivid—every millimeter of his head parting me, the slick resistance of my walls yielding to a shape they were learning for the first time.

I held his eyes.

He held mine.

“More cock, Daddy. Don’t be afraid. I love this.”

He pushed deeper. His shaft followed the head, and the stretch changed—from rim to fullness, the length of his cock sliding inside me inch by inch. My trembling, tight walls gripped him. The ridged texture of his shaft dragged against tissue that was swollen and sensitive and new to anything but my own touch.

Every vein was a conversation.

Every millimeter was a fresh discovery.

The pinch came halfway.

My virginity tore with a sharp, brief sting inside me at a place I had no name for—something giving way, something thin and specific tearing under the pressure of his cock.

I gasped.

His eyes widened.

“Willow—”

“Don’t stop. Don’t you dare stop.”

“You’re a woman.”

“I’m a woman who wants the man she loves to fuck her.”

He held still.

Half his cock was buried in my cunt, my walls clamping around his shaft, the pinch already fading into a delicious, warm ache that blended with the stretch and disappeared.

“Kiss me, Dad.”

He kissed me.

Leo’s mouth was warm, his lips salt and wine and the taste of me still on his tongue. I relaxed under the kiss, and my cunt softened—the walls that had been gripping in reflex eased, opened, and accepted.

He pushed the rest of the way in.

“I’m taking all of you.”

“Yes.”

“Inside me.”

“You’re beautiful, Willow Mae.”

“I saved this for you.”

“I know.”

I moaned when his pelvis pressed flush against mine. His entire cock was balls deep inside me—root to head, the crown pressing deep, nudging a spot that sent a shudder through my stomach. The fullness was total. My cunt was stretched around my father’s cock, and every nerve I owned was firing the same word.

More.

“How does it feel, Willow Mae?”

“Full. You’re everywhere inside me, Daddy.”

“Does it hurt?”

“It pinched. It’s gone now. You feel incredible.”

“You’re so tight.”

“I’ve never done this. My cunt has only ever had my fingers.”

“I know.”

“Now it has you. I like this better.”

With his eyes locked on mine, he withdrew slowly—the drag of his shaft against my walls sent a wave from my cunt to my spine. The head almost left me, the rim catching at my entrance, my lips gripping the ridge. Then he pushed back in—slowly. The full length filling me, and this time the pinch was gone and there was only the stretch and the friction and the specific, overwhelming newness of a cock sliding deep inside me.

Leo fucked me slowly.

He did it with long, careful strokes that gave my body time to register everything. His cock sliding out until only the head remained, my entrance gripping the rim, then the push back in—his shaft filling me, the ridged skin dragging against my swollen tissue, his pelvis meeting mine with a soft pressure that rocked the cushion beneath us.

I watched his face. His eyes stayed on mine—not closed, not turned away, locked on me with an intensity I’d never seen from him. The man who looked at the horizon when he said things that mattered was looking straight at me now. And what I saw was the same thing I felt in my body—something that had crossed a line it would never cross back over.

“I can feel every inch of your cock, Daddy.”

“Tell me what it feels like.”

“Like being opened. Like my whole body is built around your cock and I didn’t know it until now.”

“Willow Mae.”

“Fuck me harder—just a little.”

“Not yet. I want this to be slow.”

“Why?”

“Because this is your first time. And I’m going to make sure you remember every second of it.”

I would.

I was cataloging it—his skin against mine, the weight of him over me but not on me. How he held himself on his forearms, protecting me from his mass the way he’d protected me from everything, the wet sound of his cock moving inside me, the smell of salt and sweat and wine and my arousal, the stars above his shoulder blurring and sharpening with each stroke, and the water against the hull keeping time with his rhythm.

His rhythm quickened, and he drove inside me a fraction faster and a fraction deeper. My cunt had adjusted to him now—the walls slick and soft, his cock moving through me with a smoothness that built heat at the base of my spine.

“Your cunt is perfect, Willow Mae.”

I clenched around him. Deliberate. I squeezed the muscles I’d discovered during the orgasm his tongue had given me, and his whole body tightened.

“Do that again.”

I milked his shaft with my walls, and his breath caught, and the cords in his neck tightened.

“I want your cum inside me, Daddy.”

“Willow—”

“Cum inside me. I want to feel it. I want to feel you fill me up.”

“Are you sure?”

“I won’t ask again.”

His hips drove forward. The slow rhythm broke—not rough, but urgent, his body releasing the restraint he’d been holding since the first stroke. His cock swelled inside me—the shaft thickening, the head pressing harder against the deepest part of me, his veins throbbing against my walls.

My own orgasm built from a different place than the one his tongue had found. Deeper inside me, behind my cunt, behind the floor of my pelvis, in the space his cock was reaching that nothing had ever reached. The heat gathered like a tide rising. My legs wrapped around his waist. My heels locked against his lower back and pulled him deeper.

“Daddy. I’m close.”

“Me too, Willow Mae.”

“Let’s cum together. Please.”

His cock kicked inside me. The first pulse—a hot jet hitting deep, spreading, filling me. His groan was low and broken, and his hips ground against mine, and the heat of his cum triggered mine—my cunt clamped around his shaft. My orgasm broke, rolling outward in long pulses that squeezed his cock with each contraction, milking the cum from him while my own pleasure tore through my body and out of my mouth.

“Daddy.”

The word cracked open.

The same two syllables I’d said since I could talk, pulled from somewhere below language—from the cunt he was filling and the chest he was pressed against and the eighteen years that had brought us to this cockpit under these stars on this boat that carried my name.

His eyes went wet.

His hips shuddered.

My father emptied himself inside me with his forehead pressed against mine, and our breathing was ragged and tangled in the small space between our mouths.

He stayed inside me.

His cock softened slowly. His cum shifted—liquid, warm, pooling deep. He kissed my mouth. My forehead. My cheek. Small kisses. The fatherly kind, repurposed.

When he pulled out, the absence hit me like a wave dropping. My cunt gaped—empty, stretched, the walls still pulsing around nothing. His cum spilled from me in a slow, warm rush that ran between my lips and pooled on the cushion beneath me.

I looked down.

I saw pink.

A thin tinge of pink in the white of his cum. It was pale, almost nothing—my virgin blood mixed with his—the membrane that had been intact an hour ago, given to the man I’d been saving it for.

My hand went to his cock. It felt slick and was softening—streaked with the same faint color.

He looked down, and his face changed.

“Willow. The blood.”

“It’s supposed to happen, Dad. I’m fine.”

“Did I hurt you?”

“You made me cum on your cock the first time anyone was ever inside me. Does that sound like you hurt me?”

His chin trembled. His eyes were wet, and his face was wet, and his cock was wet with the evidence of us, and he looked at me with something I’d never seen from him—not the expression past pride, not the mask, but a rawness that made him look twenty-six again.

The anchor light still burned. The water still lapped the hull. The stars hadn’t moved. Everything around us was exactly the same.

“Come to bed with me, Daddy.”

“Where?”

“My cabin. The owner’s cabin.”

I took his hand and led him below.

The steps were narrow. I went first, barefoot on the cool fiberglass, my thighs slick with his cum. The reading light was still clipped to the headboard where he’d put it for me, and it was on.

I climbed into the berth. White sheets. He climbed in beside me.

The queen berth filled the starboard hull—flanked by lockers and drawers, the hull curving overhead. Two bodies made it close. His body against mine made it right.

I pressed my back against his chest. His arm came around my waist. His hand rested on my stomach—the same gesture that had been fatherly for fourteen years and was everything else now.

“Goodnight, Willow Mae.”

“Goodnight, Dad.”

The water held the boat. The boat held us. His breathing slowed behind me, and his cock rested warm and soft against my ass. I fell asleep with the taste of myself still fading on my lips and his cum drying between my thighs.

I would never sleep better than this.

I woke to his cock.

It pressed hard against my ass. Morning wood—the involuntary truth of a man’s body before his mind catches up. His arm was still wrapped around me—his breathing slow and even. He was asleep, and his cock was telling me what his sleeping mind wouldn’t.

I reached behind me and found him, wrapping my fingers around the shaft. It was thick and hot. I stroked once, gently.

He woke.

His arm tightened. His lips found the back of my neck.

“Morning, Daddy.”

“Morning, Willow Mae. What are you doing?”

“Holding your cock. It was poking me.”

“Sorry—”

“Don’t you dare apologize for your cock, Dad. Ever.”

He laughed into my hair. The real laugh—his body shaking against mine, his cock twitching in my hand. The morning light came through the hull porthole in a thin strip that fell across the berth.

“I want you to fuck me again.”

“You’re sore.”

“A little. I don’t care.”

“Willow—”

“Turn me over this time. Take me properly and fuck me hard.”

He paused. His lips on my neck. His hand on my stomach.

“On your hands and knees. It’ll stretch your cunt more from behind with a deeper angle. My cock reaches further that way, and your cunt opens differently. It’ll feel new.”

“Good. I want new. Teach me everything, Daddy.”

I turned over onto my hands and knees, the sheets bunched under my shins, the hull curving low above us. He kneeled behind me, and his hands found my hips—his fingertips warm and steady, tilting my pelvis the way he trimmed a sail. Patient and precise.

“Are you ready, Willow Mae?”

“I’ve been ready for a long time.”

His cock pressed against my entrance from behind. He was right—the angle was different. I could feel it immediately. His head spread my lips and slid in, and the stretch was wider, the fullness deeper. My cunt opened for him in a way it hadn’t the night before—looser, swollen from the first time, the tissue tender but willing, the walls accepting him with a slick ease that was new.

He slid all the way in, bottoming out as I gripped the sheets in my fists and rested my forehead in a pillow.

I dropped to my elbows. The angle deepened. His cock pressed against my front wall, and I felt a pressure I hadn’t felt the night before—intense, focused, a fullness inside me that made my stomach tighten, and my breath stall.

“There. Right there, Daddy.”

“I can feel how swollen you are.”

“That’s you. That’s what you did to me last night.”

“Should I be gentle?”

“Fuck me properly, Dad. I’ll tell you if it’s too much.”

He fucked me.

Long strokes, deeper than the night before, his cock withdrawing until the rim caught at my entrance and driving back—the full length filling me, the head nudging the deepest place inside me, his balls hitting my clit with a wet sound that filled the small cabin.

My cunt gripped him differently from behind. Tighter at the entrance, the walls dragging along his shaft, every vein vivid against tissue that was sore and swollen and oversensitive. The soreness didn’t feel like pain. It felt like evidence—my body reminding me what had happened and my body demanding it happen again.

“Fuck me harder, Daddy. I can take it.”

“Tell me how it feels.”

“Deeper than last night. I can feel the stretch you talked about. My cunt is opening wider for you.”

“You’re incredible.”

“Don’t hold anything back. Please. I want to feel taken.”

His hands tightened around my hips. His rhythm quickened. The wet percussion of his cock inside my cunt filled the cabin—rhythmic, obscene, the sound of a man fucking his stepdaughter in the berth he’d prepared for her, on the boat that carried her name.

“I want your cum, Daddy. Inside me. Again.”

“Every time?”

“Every time. I never want to be empty again.”

He came with his hands gripping my hips hard enough to leave prints. His cock swelled and kicked, and the hot pulse of his cum hit deep—the same rush, the same fullness. My cunt clenched around him, and I came too—sharper than last night, more focused, centered on the spot where his head pressed against my front wall.

The orgasm radiated outward from that point, and I cried out into the pillow as his hips shuddered against my ass. We stayed locked together until the last pulse faded, and his cock softened inside me.

He pulled out. His cum ran down my inner thigh. Warm. Slow. No pink this time.

We rolled together and collapsed into each other—a hot, panting mess.

“Shower, Dad?”

“Together?”

The head in the starboard hull was not built for two people. We made it work. He washed my hair using the blue shampoo he’d bought at Costco. I washed his chest and his cock, kneeling, careful with the soap, learning the shape of his cock the way I’d learned the shape of him inside me.

I stood up, and we bumped elbows. We laughed. The water was lukewarm, and the space was absurd, and it was the best shower of my life.

We sailed south that day.

The morning was clear, the wind steady from the east. Leo had us close-hauled by eight—the sails pulling hard, the boat heeled gently to port. I sat on the high side with my legs braced against the coaming and watched him at the helm. Barefoot. Shirtless. His hands on the wheel, the muscles in his forearms shifting with each correction.

The same hands that had gripped my hips an hour ago.

I trimmed the genoa when the telltales fluttered—saw the luff and sheeted in before he could call it. He caught my eye and nodded. The nod. The same one from my first swim meet, from graduation. Except now his cum was drying on my thighs under my shorts, and the nod carried a weight it had never carried before.

By noon, we’d covered thirty miles. The coast had dropped to a low green smudge to starboard. The water was deep blue—hundreds of feet beneath the hull—and the color made me want to be in it.

“Can we stop, Dad?”

“You want to dive?”

“Snorkel. I want to swim.”

He found a spot where the water turned from blue to turquoise—a reef visible from the surface, dark coral heads on a sandy bottom twenty feet down. He dropped the hook. The boat swung into the current and settled.

I stripped to my bikini. He pulled on his mask and snorkel. We went in from the swim platform—me first, the water closing around me warm and clear and perfect.

The reef was alive. Parrotfish grazing on the coral. A school of blue tang moving as one, their bodies catching the light in flashes of electric blue. A moray lay waiting in a crevice, its mouth opening and closing in the slow rhythm they use to breathe.

Leo swam beside me. Underwater, he was graceful—the land gone from his body, his kicks long and efficient. He pointed at a cleaning station where wrasses picked parasites off a grouper. A lobster backing into a hole. He knew I’d want to see them because he’d been watching me watch things since I was small.

I surfaced. He surfaced beside me.

“I could stay in this water for a week, Dad.”

“We have four more weeks, Willow Mae.”

“Minus two days, and then the rest of our lives.”

I swam to him. Treaded water close enough that our legs tangled beneath the surface. His mask was pushed up on his forehead. His face was wet. The sun was overhead, and the water dropped, shifting patterns of light across his skin.

I kissed him. Salt lips. Warm mouth.

“Thank you.”

“Stop thanking me.”

“No.”

We swam for an hour. I free-dove to the bottom twice—twenty feet, nothing for a girl who’d been diving since she was ten. I came up with a conch shell and set it on the cockpit table.

He grilled chicken for lunch while I sat on the trampoline with my legs through the mesh and my feet in the water, the sun drying salt on my shoulders.

We ate in the cockpit. The bruise marks from his hands were visible on my hips when I leaned forward. I caught him looking at them.

“You left marks, Dad.”

“Sorry.”

“I like them.”

He set his fork down. His fingers drummed the table once—the same tell from my birthday morning, the thing he did when something was costing him to say.

“What does this mean to you, Willow Mae?”

I tilted my head and let a smile sit on my mouth without answering.

“Why do you want to know?”

“Because you have your whole life in front of you.”

“You’re still young, Dad.”

“But I had my years of figuring things out, and you deserve yours.”

I sipped the chilled Sauvignon Blanc he’d saved from our first night on the boat. The same Casablanca Valley white, the same twelve-dollar Costco bottle. It tasted different now. Everything tasted different now.

“What if I want you, Dad?”

“What if you do?”

“What if I made my mind up about who I wanted to be with a long time ago?”

“Did you?”

I reached across the table and took my father’s hand.

“Tell me why you asked the question, Dad.”

He looked at our hands. He turned mine over and ran his thumb across my knuckles—the same thumb that had traced the seam of my cunt through soaked nylon the night before.

“I’m worried I’ll steal your youth. Your adventure.”

I looked in every direction. Water. Sky. The reef below us. The boat was rocking gently on the hook. His hand in mine.

“And yet here we are having one. I’m not fragile, Daddy. I’m in love, and I’m sure I know what I want.”

“Will you tell me what you want, Willow Mae?”

“I want you to discover me, and I want to discover you. No limits. No restrictions. I held back for longer than any girl I know. Now I want to catch up.”

We raised the sails after lunch.

The wind had clocked south, and Leo set a broad reach—the genoa out to port, the main eased, the boat level and fast over a long swell. The boat sailed herself. Leo locked the wheel and sat on the cockpit coaming with his legs stretched out.

I walked to the helm.

I stood behind him and slid my arms around his waist. My breasts pressed against his bare back—warm, salt-rough, the muscles shifting under his skin when he registered the contact.

“Willow—”

“Shh.”

My hand found the waistband of his shorts. I slid my fingers inside. His cock was soft, but not for long. My fingers wrapped around the shaft, and I felt it thicken in my grip—warm and heavy, becoming hard and pulsing in the time it took me to stroke him twice.

“What are you doing?”

“Wanking my dad off.”

“In the middle of the ocean?”

“Name a better place? It’s not like you’ll make the sea more salty.”

He laughed. Short. His cock jumped thicker in my hand.

I pulled his cock free. The wind was warm on his skin. I stood beside him now, my hip against his, my hand working his cock in slow, deliberate strokes over the rail. I watched over his shoulder. I was learning everything—the way my father’s cock head flushed darker when I twisted at the top, the way his breath hitched when my thumb found the frenulum, the way the vein on the underside throbbed harder in my palm when I squeezed at the base.

“Teach me how to wank you off, Daddy. What feels best?”

“The twist at the top. What you’re doing right now.”

I twisted. He groaned. His hand gripped the coaming. His head tipped back. The sun on his face. His cock in my hand. The boat sailing herself through open water with no land in any direction.

“I want to learn everything, Dad.”

“You’re learning fast.”

“I want to learn to suck your cock. I want it in my mouth every day, and I want to kneel. I want your cock cumming on my tongue the way your tongue was in my cunt last night.”

His cock swelled in my grip. Harder. His breathing changed.

“And I want to be fucked, Daddy. Every day. Twice a day or more—as much as you can. Use me any time, any place. I waited eighteen years, and I have a month on this boat with you, and I’m not wasting a single day of it.”

“Willow Mae—”

“I want to be fucked in every position. Everything you can teach me. I want to find out what my body does with your cock inside it. I want your cum inside me so often my cunt forgets what empty feels like.”

“Jesus.”

“Is that a yes?”

“That’s a yes.”

“And during my period. My friends do it with their guys. Will you?”

“Of course.”

He came.

His cock swelled in my fist, and the first pulse shot over the rail and into the blue—white against the water, gone in a second. The next hit the teak deck. The rest ran warm over my fingers and down my wrist. I held him through every pulse—the shaft throbbing in my grip, his hips jerking, his breath broken.

I looked at the cum on my hand. Warm. Thick. Slick between my fingers.

I brought my hand to my mouth and licked the web between my thumb and forefinger.

I tasted salt, and it was warm. A bitterness underneath that wasn’t unpleasant. His taste. The taste of the man who raised me, on my tongue because I put it there.

“How is it?”

“It tastes like you, Dad.”

“Is that good?”

“It’s perfect. I think I’m going to be a swallower.”

“Good girl.”

He kissed my forehead. I licked my fingers clean.

The boat sailed on. The horizon was empty in every direction. The water was deep and blue and endless. My father’s cum was on my tongue and between my thighs and pooled on the teak beside the helm, and there was nowhere in the world I would rather be.

“Willow Mae.”

“Yeah, Daddy?”

“I love you.”

“I love you too, Dad. All of you. Every single part.”

The wind held. The sails pulled. The water stretched ahead of us, and we sailed into it together, and the land was far behind us, and I didn’t look back.

I meant it when I said, I love you.

There was an irony. I thought about my mother. Not her face—I wouldn’t recognize her if she sat beside me. The idea of her. The woman who left.

I would be the girl who stayed.

Because that’s what I wanted.


Chapter Four

◆◆◆

Dinner was simple.

I made it.

Pasta with garlic and olive oil, cherry tomatoes from the Costco haul that were softening in the heat, fresh basil from the bunch Dad had wrapped in a damp paper towel and wedged into the fridge door three days ago.

I shaved parmesan over both plates with a freshly sharpened knife — his pile twice the size of mine, because I’d watched him eat cheese for fourteen years and I knew the ratio.

I sat beside my father, my bare thigh touching his.

The cockpit table was still folded down from the night before — from the wine, from his mouth between my legs, from the orgasm that toppled a glass of Bordeaux onto the pale blue cushion where the stain had dried to a dark crescent neither of us had cleaned.

I’d chosen the same side. My bare leg against his bare leg, our knees almost touching under the plates, the warmth of his skin continuous and deliberate against mine.

He smiled — a little awkwardly, so I set my knife and fork down.

“Would it help if I call you Leo?”

He looked at me.

“Yes.”

I read his expression and smiled.

“But you don’t want to?”

“Not really, Dad.”

His jaw worked. The same movement I’d watched at parent-teacher conferences, at the rental lot when a customer was being difficult, at the kitchen table when the taxes were spread out, and the calculator was losing.

“How about this, Dad. You’re Daddy when we are alone. Leo when we are in company.”

The words came out steady. I’d rehearsed them in the shower that afternoon while water ran over skin that was still tender from his hands, his mouth, his cock. The naming mattered. It was architecture — the frame that would hold everything we’d become inside a shape the world could see without flinching.

“How do you feel about that, Willow Mae?”

“Being fucked by the man who raised me?”

“Yes.”

I picked up my fork. Wound pasta. Chewed. Swallowed. Let him sit inside the silence the way he’d taught me to sit inside silences when I was small — don’t rush it, Willow, the answer shows up when it’s ready.

“I am a woman. Legally. But I’ve been a woman for close to two years, I’d say.”

“I’d agree.”

“I stuck to the rules, Dad. The law and your rules.”

“You never veered.”

“I did. But never badly.”

“So answer my question, please.”

“If there’d been anything untoward when I was younger, I’d know, and trust would’ve been destroyed. You’re worried about the optics?”

“Optics? Wow, even your vocabulary. Aren’t you worried?”

“I’m dating an older guy. Big deal.”

“An older guy who happens to be your father.”

The wind shifted. The boat swung gently on the anchor rode, and the hull found a new angle to the swell. The motion pushed my thigh harder against his.

I didn’t correct it.

I pushed my plate away and cocked a leg, straddling him.

His hands went to my hips — reflex, not decision. The same hands that had steadied me on this boat since I was small enough to ride his shoulders across the foredeck. Now they gripped the bare skin above my shorts, his thumbs in the hollows where my hip bones jutted, and the calluses I’d felt inside me that morning dragged against skin that remembered exactly where they’d been.

I stared deeply into his eyes. He didn’t blink.

“We can look each other straight in the eye, Dad.”

“Yes, we can.”

“That means something.”

His eyes were full. Not crying — just full. The same fullness I’d seen after he’d put his mouth on me for the first time and lifted his head and said Happy birthday, Willow Mae with his face still wet.

“To answer your question, Dad.”

“Yes?”

“I love you fucking me. I love everything about it — your experience, your body, your cock and cum inside me, and the fact I can trust you absolutely. I’m ready to do anything with you — try anything sexually because you ground me. You’re my safest place.”

His thumbs pressed into my hips. Involuntary. I felt it in my cunt — a low pulse, the muscle memory of his cock stretching me open that morning, the soreness that wasn’t pain but proof.

I kissed him.

Not a quick kiss to convey a short meaning. Total immersion — my lips on his, my tongue searching for his, my hands on his jaw holding his face where I wanted it.

I kissed him the way I’d wanted to kiss him at prom when “Into the Mystic” was playing and his hand was on the small of my back, and Mrs. Calloway was adjusting her hair across the gym.

I kissed him the way I’d wanted to every night I climbed into his bed — thunderstorms, pre-race insomnia, the fight with Margot — when his arm went around me and I lay there with my face against his chest and my heart hammering so hard I was sure he could feel it.

I’d spent two years wanting to do exactly this.

His mouth opened. His tongue met mine — warm, deliberate, the taste of garlic and wine, and underneath it the taste that was just him, the one I was learning to catalog alongside salt and sunscreen and the specific heat of his skin after a full day in the sun.

I felt his cock growing in his pants, so I ground my aching cunt down on it.

His cock thickened against the seam of my shorts, pressing against my clit through two layers of fabric, and the heat of him was real and hard and exactly where I needed it. I’d be wet — soaking wet — inside a minute, and it would soak through my panties into the cotton fabric shorts I wore.

I didn’t care.

When our kiss finished, Dad was out of breath.

His chest rose against mine. His hands had migrated from my hips to the small of my back, pulling me closer, and I could feel every ridge of his cock against my cunt — the shape of him through his shorts, the heat, the pulse.

“I’ve listened to almost every friend I have talk about having non-stop sex for a year. Some even longer — anal, threesomes, girls, orgies, period, swapping —”

“Why are you saying this?”

“Me having Daddy fantasies while loving the man I’m having those fantasies with is harmless fun. I’m of age. We aren’t blood, and so what if you bathed me after Mom left?”

He nodded.

“You’re right.”

“And also...”

I leaned back so he could see my whole face. So there was nowhere for either of us to hide.

“You have no right deciding whether this is stealing my future away or not, Dad.”

He frowned.

That landed.

I meant it to.

I watched it land. The crease between his eyebrows — the one that deepened when he was angry or hurt or confronted with something he couldn’t fix with his hands. Not anger now. Something closer to recognition. The flinch of a man who’d just been told a truth he’d been wearing as armor.

“How did you become so mature, Willow Mae?”

“Because my Mom was a bad egg and she dumped us, and I was raised by my Dad.”

He held me tightly, in a hug that was deeply needed by both of us.

I stayed still.

My pussy was leaking Dad’s cum and my arousal into a pair of panties that had given up protecting my shorts a few minutes ago. His arms wrapped around my back, his face planted gently in my neck, his breath warm and uneven against my collarbone. I could feel his heartbeat through his chest — fast, then slowing.

We’d been sailing hard and finally eased the sheet and let the boat settle.

The boat rocked.

Somewhere beyond the reef, a family sat down to dinner — plates, knives, and forks clattering, giggling children summoned. A voice carried across the water, voices from boats at anchor, thin and distant and belonging to a world that had nothing to do with ours.

The moon came out from behind a passing cloud, and I leaned back and stared at my Dad, who stared at me.

His face in the moonlight. The lines around his eyes that hadn’t been there when I was small. The jaw I’d held while I kissed him. The mouth that had been on my cunt and said my name like it was the only word left.

I’m going to love this man for the rest of my life.

Not a decision. A recognition of a current I’d been swimming in for years. Not because someone tells you it’s there, but because you stop fighting and feel which way the water moves.

“Night dive, Dad?”

“I’d love to.”

We geared up in the cockpit.

No conversation needed. Tank check. BCD inflate, deflate. Reg breathe, alternate breathe. Mask clear. Light on, beam check.

The buddy check took forty seconds. It had always taken forty seconds — the precision was muscle memory from years of Leo teaching me to do it right, the same hands that had steadied me on my first open water dive at twelve now tightening my tank band while his knuckles pressed between my shoulder blades.

“You good?”

“Always, Dad.”

“I keep forgetting you’re a dive instructor.”

“Can’t be too careful.”

We sat on the transom, backs to the water, regulators in. Leo held up three fingers. Two. One.

We rolled backward into the dark.

The water was warm and black and close.

My light cut a cone of blue-white through the dark, and the reef appeared in pieces — a brain coral the size of a truck tire, its polyps extended like translucent fingers feeding on whatever the current delivered.

A sea fan swayed in a surge I couldn’t feel. Below it, a lobster picked its way across dead coral rubble on legs that moved like machinery, antennae longer than my forearm, testing the dark ahead.

Leo’s light swept left and found the sand channel between the reef heads. He pointed. I followed the beam.

We saw an octopus. Octopus briareus. Moving fast across open sand, tentacles pulling it forward in fluid surges, its skin cycling through textures — rough, smooth, speckled, pale — as it crossed from rubble to coral head. It found a crevice and poured itself inside.

Gone.

The reef was still.

Leo turned to me. His mask reflected my beam. He gave me the okay sign — thumb and forefinger, the circle, the question. I returned it. Fourteen years of diving together, and the signals hadn’t changed. The language hadn’t changed. Everything else had, but this hadn’t, and the steadiness of that was the thing I needed most.

I killed my light.

Leo saw me do it and killed his.

The dark was total for three seconds. Then my eyes adjusted, and the reef came alive in a way the lights had hidden. Bioluminescence. Blue-green sparks trailing from my fins where I’d kicked. A faint glow in the plankton wherever the current stirred. I waved my hand through the water, and my fingers left trails of cold light — blue, green, the color of something deep and ancient and indifferent to everything happening above the surface.

Leo waved his hand. The same trails followed his fingers. Our light mixed in the water between us.

He reached across the dark and took my hand.

His grip was warm even in the warm water — alive, his calluses rough against my palm. We hung there, neutrally buoyant, our hands joined, the bioluminescence trailing from our fingers like something neither of us had made.

Dad taught me this. He taught me to breathe underwater and read a reef and trust the dark. He taught me everything that mattered, and then he put his mouth on me and taught me the rest.

We surfaced into warm air and moonlight.

The boat sat forty feet away, the anchor light a white point at the masthead, the hull dark against the star field. I spat my reg and pushed my mask up. The air tasted different after a dive — salt, wind, the sweetness of breathing without a mouthpiece.

Leo surfaced beside me. His hair plastered flat. Water running down his face.

“Did you see the basket stars?”

“Three. And the octopus.”

“Show-off.”

“Scripps-bound marine biologist, Dad. It’s not showing off. It’s practice.”

He laughed. Short. The real one — started slow and changed his whole face, making him look ten years younger.

“I have this because of you, Dad?”

“You worked for everything you have achieved, Willow Mae. I just stood out of your way. That’s all you needed.”

“You asked why I am so mature.”

“I did.”

“You just answered the question.”

We climbed the swim ladder and stripped gear in the cockpit — BCDs on the tank rack, regs rinsed in the freshwater bucket, masks on the hook Leo had installed for this trip. The working rhythm. Two halves. Silent, efficient, practiced.

I stood on the transom in my bikini. The warm air dried the water from my shoulders. My hair hung in a wet rope down my back. The moon was high, and the boat was quiet — no engine, no wind in the rigging, just the water lapping the hulls and Leo stowing the last tank in the starboard locker.

He straightened.

His board shorts were soaked. They clung to his thighs, to the shape of his cock, and the moonlight was generous enough that I could see the outline.

I’d told him I wanted to learn. That afternoon at the helm, with his cum on my fingers and the ocean in every direction. I want to learn to suck your cock. I want it in my mouth every day.

I’d meant every word.

“Sit down, Dad.”

He looked at me.

“Please.”

He sat on the cockpit coaming, his back against the lifeline stanchion, his legs apart. I stepped between them and went to my knees.

The teak was warm — the day’s heat still in the wood, the non-skid pressing into my kneecaps. I looked up at him, and the angle rearranged everything. His chest above me, the stars behind his head, his stomach rising and falling with a breath he wasn’t controlling very well.

“You don’t have to —”

“I’ve wanted to do this since before I knew what it was called, Daddy.”

My fingers hooked his waistband. The fabric was still soaked from the dive — clinging to his thighs, dragging over the dark hair on his legs as I pulled. He lifted his hips. His cock fell free against his thigh.

It was soft but getting harder.

“I want to measure it, Dad.”

“Why?”

“My friends measure.”

“It’s so unusual.”

“Have you measured?”

“Never.”

“It seems big. I still ache inside.”

“Ache bad?”

“Ache fabulous. I want another ache later.”

“Not now?”

“I want to suck you and taste every drop.”

His shaft was darker than the skin of his stomach, the circumcised head smooth and slack, a little smaller than I’d seen it. Vulnerable in a way the hard cock I’d held that afternoon hadn’t been.

I wrapped my hand around him at the base.

The weight of a soft cock was something I hadn’t imagined. Heavier than hard in my palm because it wasn’t holding itself. Warmer too. The skin shifted loose over the shaft when I moved my hand — no tension in it yet, just the dense, living weight of him resting in my palm. I could feel the thick vein on the underside, dormant, waiting.

I leaned in.

The smell hit first. Salt water from the dive, but beneath it the musk I’d tasted that afternoon when I licked his cum from the web of my thumb. It was concentrated now and close. The scent of his cock — warm skin, a trace of sweat under the salt, something faintly metallic that I had no reference for because I’d never been this close to a man’s body before.

“Precum.”

“I’m going to taste it.”

I put my mouth on the head.

My lips closed around the smooth, soft crown, and the skin against my tongue was finer than anything I’d expected — softer than my fingers, softer than the inside of my own wrist. Silky and warm and faintly salty, and as my lips sealed and the heat of my mouth surrounded him, I felt the first pulse of change. The head swelling against my tongue. The shaft thickening in my grip. Dad’s cock coming alive inside my mouth.

The taste arrived in layers. Salt first — clean, from the dive. Then a deeper musk rising as my spit flooded and mixed with his skin. I swallowed around him and tasted something that was purely Leo. Not ocean. Not sweat. Him. The taste of the man who’d raised me, filling my mouth because I’d put him there.

My mouth flooded. My body’s answer to the cock on my tongue — a rush of wet that coated his head, ran down the shaft, pooled where my lips gripped the rim. I sucked gently and pulled — his hips moved.

My father’s hand came to the back of my head. Not pushing. Resting. His fingers threaded into my wet hair.

“Your mouth feels so fucking —”

His voice was low and wrecked and nothing like the voice that called sail changes. This was the voice from the head between my legs — the one that had said cum hard and messy, darling.

I took more of him. His cock was thickening fast — the shaft swelling against my tongue, the head firming from soft silk into something rigid and hot that pushed toward the back of my throat.

I spread my knees wider, relaxed, and let my inner submissive roam freely.

I pulled back and let my lips drag along the ridge of Dad’s crown — felt the rim catch against my lower lip, the frenulum drag across the flat of my tongue — then came back down.

My spit coated him. I could hear the sound of my own mouth on his cock — wet, rhythmic, intimate — and the sound went straight to my cunt. A hot pulse that matched the pulse of his shaft against my tongue.

“Suck my cock like that. Exactly like that, Willow Mae.”

I pulled off. A string of spit stretched from my lower lip to his crown and held — thin, catching the moonlight — then broke and fell to the teak between my knees.

“Teach me every day, Dad.”

“You’re already — fuck.”

“Teach me anyway, Daddy. Tell me what to do.”

“Your hand on the shaft. Mouth on the head. Twist when you come up.”

I did it before he finished. Hand around the base of his cock that was fully hard now, the shaft thick and hot in my grip, the skin taut over the rigid core. My mouth sealed over the head, my wrist twisting on the upstroke.

My tongue pressed flat against the underside of his crown, and I felt the slit pulse — a small involuntary spasm — and a bead of precum welled onto my taste buds. Warm. Thicker than spit. Slightly bitter underneath the salt, with a slickness that coated the roof of my mouth as I swallowed.

His hips jerked.

“Like that?”

“Exactly like that. Don’t stop.”

I didn’t stop.

I was building a vocabulary with my mouth. Every stroke taught me something — the flare of his crown when I sucked harder, the shaft pulsing when I twisted at the ridge, the thick vein on the underside throbbing against my tongue when I pressed hard and held.

More precum leaked from the slit — a steady weep now, the taste building, thick and warm, pooling behind my lower lip before I swallowed, where it burned my tonsils.

The sounds filled the cockpit. My mouth and throat fucking his cock — wet, slick, rhythmic. His breathing — ragged, the exhale catching. The water lapping the hulls. His hand tightening in my hair, loosening, tightening.

I took him deeper.

The head hit the back of my throat, and my gag reflex fired — a hard, involuntary spasm that clamped my throat shut, flooded my mouth with spit, and pushed tears into my eyes. I pulled back. His cock came out streaming — my saliva running from the head, the shaft glistening from crown to root.

“Easy, Willow Mae.”

“I want all of it.”

“You don’t have to take all of it.”

“I want to, Daddy. Show me.”

“Breathe through your nose. Relax your throat. Don’t fight it.”

Dive instruction. The same calm, practical, patient voice he’d used when I was twelve and panicking at sixty feet because my mask flooded and I couldn’t clear it. Breathe, Willow. Slow. Don’t fight it. The same man. The same patience. His cock slick with my spit instead of a regulator in my hand.

I breathed through my nose. Relaxed my throat. Took him in — past the gag point, the head sliding over my tongue and pressing into the softness at the back. My throat opened.

His crown pushed deeper, and the stretch was a new sensation — not the wide, structural stretch of his cock in my cunt that morning. This was pressure. Depth. The head of my father’s cock in my throat, and my body yielding because I told it to.

Spit flooded around his shaft and ran down my chin. My eyes watered. I held.

His groan came from his chest. Deep. Involuntary. The sound of a man’s control leaving his body.

My cunt clenched so hard I felt the pulse in my thighs.

I pulled back and gasped. Spit everywhere — on his cock, on my chin, on my hand where it gripped the base. His shaft glistened from crown to root.

“How does my cock feel in your mouth?”

“Big.”

I stroked him while I caught my breath, my wet hand sliding easily over the spit-slick shaft.

“And I love it, Daddy.”

“You look beautiful down there.”

“I’ve imagined this. Kneeling for you.”

“Willow Mae —”

“Tell me you imagined it too.”

“Every time you bit your lip. Every time you stretched in the morning in that kitchen in a tank top with no bra. Every time you walked through the house in a bikini and didn’t know what you were doing to me.”

“I knew.”

“I know that now.”

I took his cock back in my mouth. Deeper. Wetter. The rhythm was settling into my body — down to the base of the head, up to the tip, tongue flat on the underside, twist with the hand. My jaw ached. My lips were swollen. My chin was wet with spit that had run down his shaft and dripped onto my breasts.

I didn’t care about any of it. The taste of his cock was the taste of everything I’d waited for, and I sucked him harder, took him deeper, and felt his breathing come apart.

“I’m going to cum, Willow.”

I didn’t pull off.

“Willow —”

I looked up at him. His cock in my mouth, my lips stretched around his shaft, my eyes on his. My hand gripped the base and stroked — tight, fast, twisting on the upstroke the way he’d taught me three minutes ago. The message was clear.

Cum in my mouth, Daddy. I’m not going anywhere.

His hand tightened in my hair. His hips pressed forward. His cock swelled against my tongue — a final, rigid thickening — and the first pulse hit the back of my throat.

Hot. Thick. A jet of cum that splashed against my soft palate and flooded forward across my tongue. The taste hit — salt and bitter and warm, stronger than the precum, thicker, filling my mouth the way his cock had filled my cunt that morning.

I swallowed.

He came in long pulses. Each one kicked through his shaft and hit the back of my tongue — hot, heavy, the cum pooling faster than I could swallow. I felt it leak from the corner of my mouth and run down my chin, joining the spit already there. I swallowed again and again. My throat working around his head, and the vibration of each swallow pulling another groan from him.

His grip in my hair tightened. Loosened. His hips jerked through the last pulses — smaller, the cum slowing to a thick seep that I held on my tongue and tasted. The final bead welled from his slit, and I pressed my tongue against it, drawing it out, feeling the slit close and pulse once more.

I held his cock in my mouth until the last tremor faded.

Then I let him slip free. My lips dragged over the sensitive head — flushed dark, slick with my spit and his cum. I licked the underside where a trail had run down the shaft. The slit. The rim. The ridge where my lower lip had spent the last five minutes.

Clean.

“Was that good?”

His hand cupped my jaw. Thumb on my cheekbone — the same gesture from the first time, his cock at my entrance, his palm on my face. Then it had been permission. Now it was gratitude.

“Perfect, Willow Mae. You’re perfect.”

“Told you I’d be a swallower.”

“You did.”

I stood. My knees ached — two red ovals I’d find in the morning. My jaw ached. The taste of his cum coated my tongue, and I didn’t rinse it away.

My cunt was swollen and wet and untouched. I’d been soaking since I knelt — the arousal running warm, slicking the bikini I’d put back on after the dive.

He pulled me into his lap.

His hand slid under the fabric. His fingers found my bare cunt — parted the lips, slid through the slick that had been pooling since I watched him surface in the moonlight. Two fingers pushed inside me, and the stretch of my still-tender walls around his knuckles pulled a sound from my throat I didn’t recognize.

“You’re soaked.”

“Since the dive, Daddy.”

His thumb found my clit.

I came fast — embarrassingly fast, my face buried in his neck, his fingers curled inside my throbbing cunt, his thumb circling my nub. The orgasm detonated behind my clit and ripped outward — my walls clamping around his fingers, my thighs shaking against his hips. Not the deep rolling overwhelm of his mouth or his cock. The quick, ruthless release of a body that had been aching for twenty minutes with his cock in my mouth and nothing between my legs.

I panted against his skin. His fingers still inside me. I clenched around them — deliberate, a message — and he curled them against the spot that blurred my vision.

“Fuck me again, Daddy.”

“Greedy.”

“I’ve earned it.”

He gave me a second. Faster. His thumb harder on my clit, his fingers pressing the front wall, and the orgasm stacked on top of the first — sharper, tighter, my whole body seizing around his hand. I bit his shoulder. Tasted salt.

“I love you, Daddy.”

“I love you, Willow Mae.”

The boat rocked. The anchor light burned above us. Somewhere in the dark, the reef was alive — the octopus hunting, the basket stars feeding, the polyps reaching for whatever the current brought.

I’d knelt on this boat for the first time tonight.

Not the last.

We showered together in the Owner’s Suite head.

It was tight — my elbows against the fiberglass, his shoulders filling the width, the water bouncing between our bodies with the weak pressure of the onboard pump. I didn’t care. His hands in my hair, working the shampoo through the salt-stiffened rope of it, his fingers gentle on my scalp. The taste of his cum still in my mouth underneath the fresh water running over my face.

He kissed my forehead under the spray. The same kiss from a thousand goodnights in the hallway when I was small. The same lips with a different weight.

While Dad checked the boat was secure at anchor — running lights, anchor alarm, snubber on the chain — I went to his cabin.

His bag was on the berth. Two pairs of shorts, three t-shirts, a flannel for cooler evenings, and his toiletry bag with the zipper that stuck. I carried everything across the salon and down the steps into the Owner’s Suite — my cabin, the one he’d given me, with the new white sheets and the clip-on reading light he’d positioned at my reading angle.

I hung his shirts in the locker beside mine. Set his toiletry bag on the shelf next to the small mirror I’d used to shave my pussy. Folded the flannel into the drawer under the berth, beside my yoga pants and the hoodie I slept in when the air cooled.

His things were next to my things. The simplest claim.

When he came back down, he stopped at the foot of the steps. His eyes moved from his shirts hanging beside mine to the berth that was now ours. His face did something I’d never seen — halfway between shock and the expression past pride, and then something softer than either.

“I’m staking my claim to you, Dad.”

“Really?”

“I want to be your girlfriend.”

“We’ve gone way past that.”

“I know. It’s official now. I don’t care what anyone says. Are you good with that?”

He looked around the cabin — a perfect fit for two. Everything stacked or hung neatly. Everything in its place, including him and me.

My phone buzzed on the shelf beside the reading light.

Margot.

I’m bored. Can I join you?

I turned the phone to my Dad.

“What about you and me, Willow Mae?”

“I think she’s known longer than you have.”

“It’s your boat, darling. You get to say who comes aboard.”

I thumbed the keys.

Welcome aboard.


Chapter Five

◆◆◆

It was early. Pre-dawn. The kind of dark that isn’t dark on a boat — the water throws light back even when there’s no moon, and the cabin had that blue-gray glow that made everything look like a photograph of itself.

I stared at the email, my laptop screen a faint glow against the hull.

I’d been staring at it for ten minutes without opening it.

Scripps Institution of Oceanography. Office of Graduate Admissions. Orientation and Enrollment.

The subject line was enough. I knew what was in there — housing options, registration deadlines, the academic calendar that would start pulling me east to west across the country in a matter of weeks. I could feel the weight of it in my chest, not because I didn’t want it, but because I wanted everything at once, and the math didn’t work.

“What’s wrong, Willow Mae?”

I turned around from the desk in the owner’s cabin, which was quite a feat even though the accommodations were the most generous aboard. My knee hit the locker handle. The laptop wobbled on the fold-down shelf Leo had rigged with a non-skid mat and two bungee cords so I could use it at anchor without it sliding into the hull.

He was lying on his back, one arm behind his head, the sheet at his waist. The cabin smelled like us — salt and skin and sex from the night before, layered over teak oil and the faint diesel note that lived in every boat I’d ever been on.

He grinned.

His eyes lit up.

“What’s up, Dad?”

“You. Sitting there in a t-shirt and panties.”

“What about it?”

“I thought those days were gone for me, Willow Mae.”

My stomach did something warm and stupid. He meant it — the way a man means it when he looks at a woman first thing in the morning and can’t believe she’s still there. I’d seen that look on boys who’d bought me dinner and thought they’d earned something. On Leo, it was different. He wasn’t surprised I was there. He was surprised he was allowed to say it.

“Hold that thought, Dad. I need your advice.”

“Shoot.”

“I have an email. It’s my orientation for Scripps. I know what’s in there.”

“Okay. What’s the problem?”

“I want to live aboard Willow Mae. I can keep her at Mission Bay or one of the San Diego Bay marinas — Shelter Island, maybe, or Harbor Island. I’ll get a job. Working bar to start with, maybe waitressing at one of the marina restaurants. I have the college fund you set up for tuition—”

“You have more than just tuition, darling.”

“I know, but I want to save money.”

“Do you need money?”

“Hold that thought, too, Dad. I have to get this out.”

“Okay.”

He smiled. Not the grin from before — something quieter, like he was watching a thing he’d built do exactly what he’d built it to do.

“If I live aboard Willow Mae and drive my truck over to San Diego, you’ll help? Not financially, but to make the logistics work?”

“Of course.”

“I’m a dive instructor. That opens doors — dive schools always need people, even part-time, cleaning and prepping gear, driving the boat, assisting on certification dives. And I’m competent crew. There are day charter outfits all over Mission Bay and Point Loma that need crew for a day sail — someone who can trim, handle the lines, and keep the clients from falling overboard. That’s money in my pocket every weekend, and I want it.”

“You’ve thought about this.”

“I’ve thought about nothing else for three months, Dad.”

That wasn’t true. I’d thought about him. But the plan had been forming underneath the wanting, the way a reef builds — slow, specific, and structural.

“And at the very least, you’ll visit, Dad?”

He stared at me. He didn’t smile.

“Hold that thought, Willow Mae.”

“Okay. That’s fair.”

Something passed across his face — not pain, not quite. The expression of a man holding a sentence in his mouth and choosing not to say it. I recognized it because I was doing the same thing. Come with me. Two words I wouldn’t say because they’d turn a choice into a request, and I didn’t want him on those terms.

I didn’t open the email. I jumped up and dove back under the covers to join my boyfriend, who was completely naked.

I reached down for his cock and was surprised by what I found.

“You’re soft, Dad.”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“I’ll miss you.”

Three words. No armor, no redirect, no practical solution. Just the fact of it, said into the gray light of a cabin that smelled like both of us, on a boat that carried my name.

I didn’t try to get him hard. I didn’t want to make light of his pain. I lay down against him, my cheek on his chest, my hand flat on his stomach where the line of dark hair started. His heartbeat was slow and steady. Mine wasn’t.

“Okay, well, to your first point — you’re not old, not even close. It’s far more common than you realize.”

“What is?”

“Young women, older men. You’re older — not old.”

“And my second point?”

“You have money. It’s yours. You’ve put me in a good place financially, but that’s enough. I want to get a part-time job.”

“Why?”

“It’s a lifestyle choice, Dad. I want to spend my time learning about myself. I’m a diving instructor and competent sailor. The restaurants, the marina bars — those aren’t just jobs. Most of the people eating at Marina joints own a boat or sail. I want to grow my contacts. There are a hundred reasons to work that aren’t just about money.”

He wrapped me in his arms.

“Have I told you how proud you make me?”

“Every day since I can remember.”

His arms tightened. I could feel his ribs expand under my cheek, the slow breath of a man who was trying to hold something steady.

I forced Leo onto his back, cocked a leg over him, and straddled his cock — soft against me, warm, the weight of it familiar now in a way that still caught me off guard.

“You have to fuck me a lot today and tomorrow. Margot arrives in two days.”

“Are we staying in the same cabin?”

“Yes, Daddy… we are.”

He didn’t argue. His hands found my hips, thumbs in the hollows above my hip bones, the way they’d learned to sit there over the past few days, and I wondered how something could feel like it had always been true and brand new at the same time.

I didn’t raise the matter of my father missing me. I understood. Scripps was on the other side of the country from home. Three thousand miles of continent between his kitchen table and my berth. He’d raised me alone for fourteen years, and I was about to take the boat he’d saved and the name he’d given me and sail them both to the other side of the map.

I didn’t try to get him hard. I lay down on him, my skin against his, held by the only man I’d ever loved.

“I’m sorry, Willow Mae.”

“Let’s sleep a little while.”

We both fell asleep. I felt my body melt into his, my mind clear. So much had been decided, and I hadn’t even opened the email yet.

I woke before he did.

The cabin was still dark — not night-dark, but that thin gray that meant dawn was close, and the water was already catching whatever light the sky was giving up. Leo was on his back, one arm across his stomach, the other where I’d been lying. His breathing was slow and even. His face looked younger when he slept. It always had.

I rolled off the berth gently, found my bikini on the cabin sole where I’d dropped it the night before, and tied it on without looking in the mirror. I climbed the steps to the salon, slid the companionway hatch back, and stepped into the cockpit.

The ocean looked stunning.

Flat. Glass-flat. The kind of calm that doesn’t happen often in the Caribbean, where the trades usually have something to say by dawn. The water was turquoise over the reef and dark blue beyond it, and the horizon was a clean line with nothing on it — no boats, no land, no weather. Just us. The anchor rode hung slack in the water, and Willow Mae sat perfectly still, her hulls reflected beneath her like a painting of herself.

I jumped in.

The water was warm — bathtub warm, the way it gets when the current is slack and the sun has been working on the shallows for days. I went under and opened my eyes. Eight meters below me, the reef spread out in every direction — brain coral, sea fans, a stand of elkhorn that caught the early light like antlers. I could see fish moving in the structure. A pair of blue tangs. Something silver turning near the bottom.

I surfaced, blew water, and pushed my hair back.

Dad heard and came on deck.

He was in board shorts, no shirt, squinting against the light with that expression he wore before coffee — half awake, half amused, entirely himself. He looked at me in the water, and something passed across his face that I’d been seeing more often since we’d crossed. Not pride. Not lust. Something between the two that didn’t have a name yet.

He threw my mask, fins, and snorkel down to me. Then the mesh catch bag. Then he held up the spear gun.

I looked at him, mildly confused.

“Get breakfast. Please stay close.”

He lowered the spear gun by the rubber sling, and I caught it at the waterline. A three-prong pole spear — not the pneumatic, the simple one he’d taught me on years ago. You pulled the sling back, aimed, and released. No mechanics. Just your arm, your eye, and your breath.

I was on a mission.

I fitted the mask, cleared it, bit down on the snorkel, and kicked out over the reef. The fins changed everything — suddenly I wasn’t swimming, I was flying. The reef scrolled beneath me like a map I already knew how to read. Dr. Alderman had taught me the taxonomy — Leo had taught me the hunting.

I spotted the grouper on my second pass. A red hind — maybe two pounds, holding station in a crevice where two heads of brain coral met. It was big enough to feed us twice. It watched me with that flat, stupid patience groupers have, like they’ve never met anything that could hurt them.

I hyperventilated three breaths — slow, controlled, filling from the diaphragm the way Leo taught me before my first open-water dive at twelve. Then I jackknifed and went down.

Eight meters. The pressure squeezed my mask against my face, and I equalized, pinching my nose through the silicone skirt. The reef came up fast. The grouper hadn’t moved. I pulled the sling back to my hip, steadied, and released.

The prong hit behind the gill plate.

It was a clean kill.

The fish kicked twice on the spear, then stopped. I grabbed it, slid it into the catch bag, and turned for the surface — and that’s when I saw the lobster.

A Caribbean spiny, tucked under a coral ledge about a meter to my left. Antennae waving, the rest of it jammed in the shadow the way they do when they think they’re invisible. I knew the grab — from above, behind the horns, fast enough that the tail snap doesn’t catch your fingers. Leo had shown me on a night dive when I was fourteen. I’d been doing it since.

I reached in and grabbed it. The tail flexed hard against my wrist. I didn’t flinch.

I kicked for the surface with the spear gun in one hand and the lobster in the other, the grouper thumping against my hip in the mesh bag. My lungs were starting to talk to me — not screaming, not yet, but that firm suggestion that said thirty-five seconds, time to go up. I broke the surface, spat the snorkel clear, and breathed.

Leo was leaning on the lifeline, coffee in his hand. He’d made it while I was down there. He watched me swim back to the transom with the catch bag and the lobster. When I reached up to hand him the spear gun, he took it with one hand and pulled me up with the other. The same hand that had pulled me out of the water a thousand times since I was small enough to stand on his feet in the shallows.

“What are we eating, sweetheart?”

“Red hind. Maybe two pounds. And a spiny.”

He looked at the fish, then the lobster, then me. Water was running off my hair onto the teak. My chest was heaving. I could feel my heart in my throat — the good kind, the kind that comes from breath-hold and effort and the satisfaction of having done something well.

“Grouper for breakfast. Lobster for lunch?”

“That’s what I was thinking.”

“You’re providing for a family.”

He grinned. The real one — the one that started slow and changed his whole face.

“My father taught me everything.”

“You taught yourself. I just—”

“—Got out of my way?”

“Yes.”

“You did much more than that. You got out of the way and pointed in the right direction.”

I meant both things. He heard both things. Neither of us looked away.

Leo filleted the grouper in the cockpit with the sharp knife he kept in the galley drawer — a short, flexible blade he’d owned longer than he’d owned me. He worked fast, wasted no movement, the muscle memory of a man who’d been feeding himself on the water since he was twenty. Two fillets, skin off, bones in the bait bucket.

I sat on the coaming with my legs crossed and watched him cook. He’d heated olive oil in the cast-iron skillet — the one piece of household cookware he’d insisted on bringing despite the weight — and laid the fillets in with salt, pepper, and a squeeze of lime from the bag we’d bought at the Costco run. The smell hit the cockpit in seconds. Butter, citrus, the sweet white flesh of a reef fish that had been alive forty minutes ago.

He cooked it simply, with heat and confidence and no fuss. Flipped once. Plated on the two blue enamel plates that lived in the rack above the galley sink. A handful of cherry tomatoes, halved, beside the fish. Bread torn from the loaf, not sliced.

“Eat, Willow Mae. You’ve spent lots of calories.”

“So did you.”

I smiled.

“I meant diving.”

“You were diving too. Down there.”

I nodded down between my legs.

We both laughed.

We ate in the cockpit with our legs touching, the plate on my knee, the morning sun climbing above the reef. The fish was perfect — firm, clean, the lime cutting through the butter without overpowering it.

I ate with my fingers when the fork felt like too much effort. Leo didn’t comment. He was doing the same thing.

“We need to talk about Margot, Willow Mae.”

“I know.”

He reached across me to the nav station and came back with the chart, paper, not digital, because Leo didn’t wholly trust anything that needed a battery. He unfolded it across his knees, and I leaned into his shoulder to look.

“She flies into—”

I put my finger on the chart before he finished.

“Here. Juliana, Sint Maarten. It’s the closest airport with commercial flights from the mainland. We motor to Simpson Bay, tie up at the marina, and I’ll drive over to collect her.”

He looked at me.

“What is it, Dad?”

“You’ve already worked this out.”

“Yesterday. I looked at the charts while you were checking the anchor. It’s maybe eighteen nautical miles from here — motor-sail if the wind cooperates, four hours, maybe five. We leave tomorrow at dawn, we’re there by late morning with time to provision and clean up before her flight lands.”

He folded the chart and set it on the cockpit table — still folded down from two nights ago, the Bordeaux stain still there, dried to a dark crescent on the pale blue cushion.

“Are you telling her about us?”

“No. She can see when we get back.”

“How do you think—”

“—Margot will be fine. That’s why we’re friends.”

“You’re going to be fine in San Diego, Willow Mae.”

I heard what was underneath it. You’re going to be fine without me. The sentence he was building toward and the sentence I refused to let him finish, because the answer — I don’t want to be without you — would have turned a choice into a plea, and I wasn’t going to do that to him.

“I know, Dad.”

I put my plate down and leaned into him. His arm came around my shoulders, heavy and warm, and we sat like that for a while — the two of us, the reef, the lobster in the bait well waiting for lunch, the email still unopened on my laptop below, and everything decided except the one thing neither of us would say.

I sat up and swung my legs off the coaming, then lay back down the other way — my head in Leo’s lap, my hair damp against his board shorts, my face turned up toward him. The sun was behind his head, and I had to squint.

“We need to talk about something else, Dad.”

“Go ahead.”

“We’ll tell family about us together. Or not at all.”

His hand found my hair. Fingers moving through the wet strands, separating them. He’d done the same thing after every swim since I was small enough to sit on his knee on the dock. He didn’t answer right away.

“Why do you say that?”

“Aunt Phoebe won’t have a problem. Your side might.”

“My brother will be shocked, but he will understand. Mom and Dad will be upset.”

He said it evenly. The way he said things that had weight — no drama, no deflection, just the fact laid down like a chart on a table.

“You are their granddaughter, Willow Mae.”

“I know what I am to them.”

“Then you know what this does.”

“That’s why I don’t want you to tell them alone.”

“Why not?”

I could feel his thigh tense under my head. Not much — a shift, a tightening in the quad that meant he was bracing for something. I knew his body the way I knew the reef. Every signal had a meaning if you watched long enough.

“Because I want to face this with you, just like you faced everything with me. If I’m there, they’ll see how I feel in my face. If I’m not, you leave too much to their imagination.”

His hand stopped moving in my hair.

“You’ve thought this through?”

“I know what people your age think about men your age with women my age. I know the first thing they’ll reach for is: did he touch her?”

I said it flat. No flinch, no softening. The words needed to land without cushioning because the accusation they described wouldn’t come with cushioning either.

“I want to be there when they think it and look them in the eye so they know you didn’t.”

His breath changed. I felt it in his stomach — the expansion, the held beat, the slow release. My head rose and fell with it.

“And why would you do that, Willow Mae?”

“Because I want to keep what I have. On my terms.”

He didn’t say anything.

His fingers started moving in my hair again — slower now, deliberate, like he was memorizing the texture. I lay there and let him. The boat rocked gently on the reef swell. A pelican hit the water thirty yards off the port bow, came up with something silver in its beak, and swallowed it whole.

I could feel his cock getting hard beneath my head. Not fast — a slow thickening against the back of my skull, the kind that happens when a man isn’t thinking about sex but his body is responding to something deeper.

I didn’t move.

I didn’t comment.

I just let it happen, the way he’d let me catch breakfast without supervision — two people trusting each other to be what they were without annotation.

“My brother married a woman eleven years younger than him and took shit for it for five years until everyone got bored.”

“What about Grandpa and Grandma?”

“Dad will come around. He’s practical. He’ll watch you for ten minutes and see what I see.”

“And your mom?”

“Mom will need longer.”

“Then she gets longer.”

He looked down at me. I looked up at him — squinting into the sun behind his head, my hair in his hands, his cock half-hard against me, the reef shimmering eight meters below us through the hull.

“You’re extraordinary, Willow Mae.”

“I’m who you raised, Dad.”

He didn’t argue. His thumb traced my temple, down my cheekbone, to the corner of my mouth. The same path, I realized, that he’d traced the first time he was inside me — his thumb on my face while his body was in mine, anchoring both of us to something that wasn’t just physical.

“Together, then.”

“Together.”

I stood up.

The conversation was finished. The chart was folded. The plates were stacked in the galley sink, and the lobster was alive in the bait well. The Scripps email was still unopened on my laptop below, but none of it mattered because my body had been making a decision since I watched him grin at the fish I’d caught, and the decision was made.

I walked to the lifelines at the stern and faced the ocean.

The water was flat and turquoise and endless, and the sun was high enough now to burn the tops of my shoulders. I could feel the heat on my skin and the teak warm under my bare feet and the salt drying in my hair.

I could feel him watching me from the cockpit the way he’d watched me swim back to the boat with the catch bag — like he was seeing something he’d built and couldn’t quite believe it was real.

“Fuck me, Dad.”

I didn’t turn around.

I said it to the ocean.

I heard him stand. The creak of the cockpit sole under his weight. Five steps. His hands found my hips — warm, dry, his thumbs in the hollows above my hip bones where they’d learned to sit — and I gripped the top lifeline with both hands, bent forward, and pointed my ass high.

I spread my legs wide. The bikini bottom was still damp from the swim, and it clung to my cunt — the fabric pressed into the seam of my lips, darker where the wetness wasn’t just seawater anymore.

He knelt behind me.

I felt his breath first. Hot against the inside of my thigh, then higher — against the soaked fabric, against the skin beside it. His fingers hooked the bikini to one side and held it there, and the air hit my bare cunt, and I shivered in the heat.

His tongue found me from behind.

Not my clit — my entrance. The tip of his tongue traced the rim, circling the opening that had been his for four days. He was tasting the salt water and the arousal that had been building since I’d felt him get hard under my head during the family conversation.

He licked upward through the seam of my swollen lips, slow, flat, gathering everything, and I felt my cunt open for his mouth the way it opened for his cock now — without hesitation, without the clenching resistance of the first time.

My body knew him.

He pushed his tongue inside me.

My grip tightened on the lifeline. The wire bit into my palms. His tongue was softer than his fingers, wetter, and the angle from behind was deeper than I’d expected — I could feel him curling upward inside me, his nose pressed against my perineum, his chin wet. The sound was obscene. Wet. Specific. The sound of a man eating his daughter’s cunt on the stern of the boat that carried her name, in open water, with the sun on both of them and the reef eight meters below.

I turned around.

I leaned back against the lifelines, gripped the top wire with both hands behind me, and spread my legs wider. My bikini bottom was twisted to one side, my cunt bare and swollen and shining with his spit in the morning sun. I looked down at him. He was on his knees on the teak, his face wet, his eyes on mine.

“Don’t stop.”

“I can’t.”

“Good.”

His mouth found my clit. His lips sealed over the hood, and the pressure peeled it back, exposing the raw nerve to the soft heat of his tongue. He held — just pressure, just warmth — and then he sucked, gently, and my thighs shook against the sides of his head.

He licked me the way he did everything. Patient. Thorough. No wasted movement. His tongue circled my clit in slow, deliberate passes, then flattened against it and held while his fingers found my entrance and slid inside — two, easily, my body swallowing them to the second knuckle.

He curled them upward, found the place on my front wall that made my vision swim, and pressed while his tongue worked my clit in a counter-rhythm that split my mind in two directions.

My orgasm built from the base of my spine. I could feel it stacking — low, heavy, the pressure climbing toward a threshold I already knew the shape of. My hips rocked into his face. His stubble dragged against the shaved skin of my mound. The lifeline wire cut into my palms, but I didn’t care.

“Stop, Daddy.”

He stopped and looked up. His chin was wet. His eyes were dark and steady, and asking.

“Stand up. I want you inside me.”

He stood.

His cock was hard — straining against his board shorts, the head defined against his thigh. I reached down and freed it. The shaft was hot in my hand, the skin taut, a thread of precum connecting the slit to the wet patch on his shorts. I ran my thumb across the head and felt him pulse.

“Lift me up and fuck me.”

“Here?”

“No other boats.”

“The coast.”

“I don’t care, Dad. I need to be fucked — here and now.”

His hands went under my thighs. He lifted me like I weighed nothing — the functional strength of a body that had been rigging sails and hauling anchor for twenty years. I wrapped my legs around his back, locked my ankles behind him, and leaned against the lifelines.

The wire pressed into my shoulder blades. His cock pressed against my cunt — the head notched at my entrance, slick with his precum and my spit and my arousal, the width familiar now, the width I’d been accommodating for four days but still felt every time.

He slid his cock inside me, never averting his eyes or blinking.

The stretch felt different now. Not the sharp, structural burn of the first time — this was my body opening for a shape it recognized, the walls of my cunt gripping his shaft and pulling him deeper because they knew what was coming and wanted it.

I felt every inch of my stepdad entering me. The ridged skin of his shaft dragging against the swollen tissue inside me, the head pressing past the place where my fingers had always stopped, into the depth that belonged to him.

My breath left me.

“Dad.”

“I’m here.”

“I know why I’m doing this.”

He stilled. His cock was buried balls deep inside me, his hands under my thighs, my back against the lifelines, the ocean flat and endless behind us. His eyes found mine and held.

“You hunted for me. You drove to every hospital and every police station and every fire station in the state, and you slept in your car for a week.”

“How do you know that?”

“Aunt Phoebe. She told me everything.”

“Everything?”

“They tried to take me away, and you fought them. You got arrested. You stood in front of a judge and told him you’d fight for me until your dying breath.”

His jaw tightened. I felt his cock pulse inside me — not a thrust, not a movement. A pulse. His body hearing what his mind was processing.

“I had to, Willow Mae.”

“You didn’t have to. That’s the point. You didn’t have to do any of it. You weren’t my father. You had no legal claim to me. Any man could have walked away, and most would have.”

He didn’t move. His hands were trembling under my thighs. I could feel the fine vibration in his fingers, the same tremor I’d seen in his tongs when he first saw my bare mound in a bikini.

“But you didn’t walk away. You chose me. And now I’m choosing you.”

I rolled my hips and took him deeper. Felt the head of his cock press against my cervix with a pressure that made my breath catch and my cunt clench around his shaft.

“Fuck me, Daddy. For the girl you saved. I want you inside me — all of you, your cock, your cum, everything — because that girl grew up and she knows what you did, and regardless of how anyone else sees it, this is how I want to reward the man who did it.”

He fucked me.

Not gentle. Not rough. Thorough. The deep, rolling strokes of a man who’d held himself in check for fourteen years and didn’t need to anymore. His hips drove upward, and I felt the full length of his shaft filling me on every stroke — the drag of the head against my walls on the pull-back, the thick push of reentry that spread me open and filled me completely.

The lifelines creaked behind my back. The stanchion groaned where it met the deck. The boat rocked with us — not much, just enough to feel the hull respond to what we were doing on her stern.

“Willow.”

“Don’t stop fucking me, Daddy.”

“I’m not stopping.”

His voice was wrecked. Low and rough and stripped of everything but the truth of what his body was doing to mine. I pulled him closer with my legs, my ankles locked behind his back, and the angle shifted — his cock hit the place behind my cervix that made my vision white out at the edges.

“Fuck me harder.”

He drove deeper. I felt the impact in my pelvis, my spine, the backs of my arms braced against the wire. My cunt was soaked — the arousal running down the inside of my thighs, coating his shaft, dripping onto the teak where I’d knelt to give him my first blowjob the night before. The evidence of one scene in the place of another.

“You saved me, Dad. You saved me, and I’m yours, and I want your cum inside the girl you saved.”

“Willow Mae—”

“Give it to me.”

His cock swelled inside me. I felt the change — his shaft thickening, the head flaring against my walls — and I clenched around him and held. His hands gripped my thighs hard enough to bruise, and his hips drove upward one last time, deep, the deepest he’d been, and I felt the first pulse of cum hit the back of my cunt like a fist of heat.

He came inside me.

Thick, hot pulses that I felt individually — each one spreading warmth deeper inside me, filling the space behind my cervix where his cock was pressed and held. His body shook against mine. His forehead dropped to my shoulder. I could feel his breath — ragged, broken, hot against my collarbone — and his cum pooling where his head met my cervix, leaking around the seal of my stretched lips and running warm down the crease of my ass.

My orgasm hit on his third pulse.

It started behind my clit and detonated outward — not the sharp, efficient orgasm I gave myself in the dark, not the rolling waves of his mouth the first night. This was something else. This was my cunt clamping down on his cock while his cum filled me, my body trying to hold every drop inside, the contractions milking his shaft in rhythmic pulses that matched his own.

I came with my eyes open, looking at the ocean behind his head, and I said his name — not Dad, not Daddy.

“Leo.”

The first time I’d said it during sex. The first time I’d said it to his face.

He heard it. I felt him hear it — a full-body shudder that traveled through his chest into mine, his cock twitching inside me with an aftershock that sent a fresh thread of cum leaking from where we were joined.

We stayed like that. His cock softening inside me. My legs were still wrapped around his back. The lifelines holding both of us. His cum was warm between my thighs, and the sun was warm on my shoulders, and the boat was rocking gently beneath us on the reef swell, indifferent and beautiful and ours.

He lifted his head from my shoulder. His face was wet. Not sweat — his eyes.

“You called me Leo.”

“I did.”

“Why now?”

“Because you’re not my dad right now. You’re the man I love. And I wanted you to hear your name in my mouth while you were inside me.”

He set me down.

My feet found the teak. His cum ran down my inner thigh in a slow, warm thread, and neither of us moved to clean it. The Bordeaux stain was still on the cockpit cushion. The spit from last night’s blowjob had dried on the teak between the coaming and the lifeline. The boat was keeping a record of us, and I didn’t want to erase a single word of it.

He kissed my forehead. The same kiss from a thousand goodnights. The same lips.

“I love you, Willow Mae.”

“I know, Leo. I’ve always known.”

I leaned into his chest and listened to his heart slow down. The lobster clicked in the bait well. The halyard tapped the mast. The Scripps email sat unopened in the cabin below, and Margot was two days out, and Leo’s parents didn’t know yet, and the world was still the world.

But I had a plan for that too. I’d had it longer than he knew.
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