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Chapter One

◆◆◆

Willow Mae’s Point of View

I stood by the truck and held Kai like my life depended on it.

Three weeks of holding him. Since the kitchen, since the pen on the guardianship paper, since the sound of Abigail’s rental car on gravel fading into the sound of the ocean through the open windows and the four of us standing there—Dad, Margot, me, and a baby with no name who’d stopped crying the moment his sister’s skin touched his.

I’d held him since we left home. Or I’d sat beside his carry cot strapped inside Dad’s truck every mile driven. I’d pulled his cot to our bed and slept on the outside at every motel—between Kai and the door, my arm draped over the side of the cot so my hand rested on his stomach, feeling the rise and fall, the tiny bellows of him working through the night.

I was terrified he might die.

That I might make a mistake.

Margot and I learned how to change diapers, make formula, warm it, test it. How to know when Kai needed rash cream, feeding, or just holding. Mostly he needed holding. He was days old and already understood the fundamental negotiation of human dependency—cry, and someone comes.

Dad dealt with documents, logistics, court. That took two weeks. Background checks, home inspection, boat inspection, financial checks, assignment of a monitor at home, another at San Diego. Inspection of Margot’s parents’ home.

The temporary guardianship paper I’d signed in the kitchen with the chewed pen was a stopgap—formalizing custody meant judges, social workers, a woman from the state who walked through every room of our house with a clipboard and asked Leo how many bedrooms the boat had.

Three. One for the baby.

She’d looked at him the way people look at a forty-year-old man who calls a catamaran a home for an infant, and then she’d looked at me holding Kai on my hip and Margot sterilizing bottles at the counter and the house that was clean and warm and smelled like formula and coffee, and she’d ticked a box and left.

But finally, here we were.

The San Diego Marina.

Margot sat in the front. I sat in the back, craning my neck to see past the carry cot barrier in front.

“Is the boat here, Margot?”

“Leo is still inside the marina office, darling—you can see.”

“Sorry.”

“Don’t say sorry. I get it.”

She reached back and placed a hand on my knee.

That was the thing.

No intimacy. Not because Kai didn’t give us time to do it, but because the three of us were emotionally exhausted. Since Abigail appeared, since the kitchen and the documents and the baby crying in my old bedroom, we’d gone into overdrive—the kind of functional overdrive where you do everything that needs doing and feel nothing until the last task is done and the engine cuts and the silence fills with all the things you’ve been too busy to feel.

We hadn’t touched each other.

Not the way we touched on the boat. Margot’s hand on my knee was the most contact I’d had with either of them in two days that wasn’t handing off a baby or passing a diaper bag or falling asleep in the same bed too tired to do anything but breathe.

Dad had paid for Willow Mae to be transported to San Diego—a yacht taxi service that moved her from the Caribbean on a cargo deck. She’d arrived a week before us. He’d flown out alone for two days to check her, meet the marina office, sign the berth lease, and fly back. I didn’t ask what condition she was in.

I didn’t want to know until I could see her.

“I’m going for a stroll, Margot.”

“It’s damn sticky out there.”

“You stay here. Blow the horn if Dad gets back.”

The marina office was a low building with a shingled roof and wide glass doors. I could see Dad through them—his back, his shoulders in a white t-shirt, leaning on a counter, signing something. The posture of a man who processed bureaucracy the way he processed grief: standing, hands busy, getting it done.

Beyond the office, the marina opened.

I pressed my forehead against the truck window and let it fill my eyes.

Teak boardwalks. Wide, oiled, the planks running between rows of boats in clean parallel lines. Not a concrete dock with cleats bolted into crumbling edges—proper boardwalks, the kind you’d find in a place that understood living on water wasn’t camping. It was architecture.

There were boats of every kind. A two-story houseboat with window boxes and a yellow door. A ketch with a teak cockpit and a brass bell. A sleek monohull with solar panels and a paddleboard strapped to the lifelines. A wide catamaran—not like ours, bigger, more luxurious, someone’s floating apartment—with a planter on the transom growing basil and cherry tomatoes.

Flower planters lined the boardwalks at every berth—clay pots, terracotta, some painted, others weathered to the color of the teak beneath them. Geraniums. Bougainvillea climbing a post. Someone had trained jasmine along a dock cleat, and I could see the white flowers from the parking lot.

The marina had a shop—small, glass-fronted, set back from the main boardwalk with a sandwich board outside advertising bait, ice, and espresso. Next to it, a restaurant with an open deck over the water, canvas shade sails strung between wooden posts, chairs, and tables where people sat with coffee and laptops and the kind of unhurried morning that came from living somewhere beautiful enough to make rushing feel stupid.

It looked like a place where people built lives, not vacations.

A woman approached me wearing a shop uniform.

“We have everything for a baby in the shop. When it’s closed, come inside the restaurant. When that’s closed, and you need diapers or formula, knock on my door. I live on the Dutch Barge over there.”

She pointed. I looked and saw a beautiful steel hull Dutch Barge that looked dropped into the marina and never moved.

“I don’t sail or motor.”

“This is a lovely place to live no matter whether you have sea legs or not. I’m Willow Mae. This is Kai.”

“Your boat. It’s named after you.”

“Dad named it.”

I winced. That was a mistake.

“Is your Dad with you?”

“He is.”

I could see her reading me.

She smiled disarmingly.

“I’m Masie. I run the marina services. Everything from tampons to gas. I’m also the local busybody.”

I laughed.

She didn’t.

Kai stirred.

His fist found the strap of my tank top—the same strap he’d gripped the first time I held him in my old bedroom. His grip was stronger now. Three weeks of practice.

I nodded at Masie.

“Good to meet you. I’d better get back to my boat.”

“I’ll see you around.”

I looked down at Kai. His eyes were open—darker than they’d been, less newborn-cloudy, something settling behind them that might become his permanent color. He watched me without expectation, without judgment, with the complete biological trust of a creature that had decided I was the important one and hadn’t revised that decision since.

I got back inside the truck and waited.

“We’re here, Kai.”

He blinked.

“This is home now.”

The word felt enormous. I’d said it about the house at the end of the gravel road for eighteen years. I’d said it about Willow Mae from the moment Dad signed over the title. Now I was saying it about a marina berth in San Diego with a three-week-old baby on my hip and my girlfriend in the front seat and my father inside an office signing a lease that would make a parking spot for a catamaran the legal address of a family that didn’t fit any form the state had ever printed.

Dad came out.

He walked across the parking lot with a folder under his arm and the keys to something in his hand—not car keys, marina keys, the kind that opened gates and utility boxes and laundry rooms. His face had the look it got when a job was done. Not celebration. Completion. The quiet satisfaction of a man who’d handled the paperwork and could now move on to the thing the paperwork was for.

He opened Margot’s door first. Kissed her forehead. Then mine. Then he leaned into the back seat and put his hand on Kai’s head—the same enormous hand, the same gentle palm on the fontanelle that was closing week by week.

“Berth forty-seven. End of C-dock. I asked for a corner so we’d have water on two sides instead of boats.”

“Is she okay?”

“She’s beautiful, Willow Mae. They put her in yesterday. I checked everything by phone—hull, rigging, engines, systems. Danny drove the truck down with our provisioning boxes last weekend. The galley is stocked.”

Danny. Running the rental lot back home. The invisible infrastructure of Leo’s life that made everything else possible.

“Can we go?”

He took the carry cot. Margot took the diaper bag. I took Kai.

The marina gate was steel with a keypad. Dad punched in a code—four digits I memorized without being told, and the gate swung open onto the main boardwalk.

The teak was warm under my flip-flops. The boards had the distinct give of good wood—not hard, not soft, the slight flex of a surface that was meant to be walked on barefoot by people who’d come from the water.

The air smelled like fiberglass and coffee and the salt of San Diego Bay, which was different from Caribbean salt—cooler, sharper, with diesel underneath and the faint sweetness of whatever bloomed on the hills above the harbor.

C-dock was the farthest from the office. We walked the full length of the marina—past the shop, past the restaurant where Masie was wiping a table. She looked up and saw us and saw Kai again and smiled the way strangers smile at babies, which is the one universal human expression that requires no context and carries no judgment.

We passed a man hosing the deck of a trawler who nodded at Dad how other men who own boats nod—recognition, assessment, the brief calculation of hull length and condition that passes between liveaboards like a handshake.

We passed a houseboat with two stories and a rooftop deck where someone had hung a hammock and a string of lights that wouldn’t be lit until evening. Past a dog—golden retriever, old, lying on a dock box in the sun with its chin on its paws—that lifted its head when Kai made a sound and then put it back down.

The boardwalk turned at the end of B-dock, and C-dock stretched ahead—quieter, fewer boats, the water visible on both sides where the berths ended and the bay opened.

I saw her.

Willow Mae.

She sat in the corner berth at the end of C-dock, her twin hulls reflected in the flat morning water, her pale blue bimini bright against the sky. The teak decks were oiled—someone had cared for her during transport, or Dad had arranged it before she left the Caribbean. The stainless gleamed. The dock lines were new—white, doubled, properly cleated.

She looked smaller at a dock. In the Caribbean, anchored in turquoise water with nothing around her but reef and sky, she’d been our entire world. Here, tied to teak planks between a forty-foot ketch and an empty slip, she was a boat. A good one. A beautiful one. But a boat among boats, in a row, in a marina, in a city.

The trampoline was still there. The mesh where Margot had bled and cum and said I’m staying under the same stars my father fucked us both. The cockpit where I’d given Dad my virginity. The helm where I’d learned his cock. The lifelines where he’d lifted me and said my name.

All of it, tied to a dock.

I stopped walking.

“You okay, darling?”

Margot’s hand on my back.

“Yeah. It’s just—she looks different here.”

“She looks like she’s been waiting for us.”

That was the right way to say it. Margot always had the right words when mine failed.

Dad stepped aboard first. The boat shifted under his weight—the familiar dip and settle of a hull receiving the person who knew it best. He turned and held out his hand.

I handed him Kai.

Then I stepped onto Willow Mae for the first time in three weeks, and my body remembered everything my mind had been too tired to feel. The deck under my feet. The sound of the water against the hulls. The creak of the dock lines taking weight. The smell—teak oil, salt, fiberglass, and underneath it, faint but unmistakable, the accumulated scent of the three of us. Our sweat. Our sex. Our skin. Weeks of transport and cleaning and open air hadn’t erased it. The boat remembered us.

Margot came aboard last. She stood in the cockpit and turned in a slow circle—helm, salon, foredeck, the water of San Diego Bay stretching toward a skyline that had nothing to do with atolls or reggae or Sammy’s johnnycakes.

“It’s beautiful.”

It was.

“I want you to fuck me tonight.”

She stared at Leo. She stared at me.

“Both of you.”

“Dinner first?”

“Before and after, Willow Mae. My cunt has forgotten what Leo feels like inside me, and I need your tongue on my clit.”

“Before and after too?”

“I always reciprocate, darling.”

“True.”

The breeze carried traffic noise from the harbor road. I could hear music from the restaurant at the end of the boardwalk—something acoustic, someone’s Bluetooth speaker, not soca, not reggae, not a woman’s voice over steel drums. Something that intrigued me.

The boats on either side were close enough to see into. The ketch had a companionway hatch open, and I could hear a radio and smell bacon.

We had neighbors.

Dad stood in the cockpit with Kai against his chest, one hand on the baby’s back, the other resting on the coaming. The Bordeaux stain was still there—dried to a dark crescent on the pale blue cushion, carried across an ocean, surviving transport, cleaning, everything. The first record of us. Still there.

“Welcome home, everyone.”

I sat on the cockpit sole. The teak was warm. I pulled my knees up and rested my forehead against them.

I was recalibrating. The world I’d built—open water, privacy, the three of us untethered from land and answerable to nothing but wind and current and the depth of the reef—was over. Not gone. Transformed. The boat was the same boat. The people were the same people. But the water was a harbor, and the sky had buildings in it, and there was a baby who needed a bottle in forty minutes, and somewhere on this coast was a campus where I’d study organisms that didn’t care who their father loved, and all of it—the love, the sex, the family we’d become—had to survive the thing the Caribbean had never asked of it.

Ordinary life.

Margot sat beside me. Her shoulder against mine.

Dad sat across from us with Kai.

“I messed up, you guys.”

“How?”

“I met Masie. She runs services here. She seems nice. I told her Dad named the boat after me. I’m sorry.”

“Doesn’t matter. I signed us both in under the same family name. Everyone knew you and I are related before we sat down.”

“Masie is the site busybody. She told me so.”

“Probably means she looks out for everyone—watches strangers, loose kids, and pets, opens doors after someone leaves. It means nothing, Willow Mae.”

Nobody spoke. The water lapped the hulls. A halyard clinked on the ketch next door. The golden retriever barked once, far down the boardwalk, and went quiet.

The boat held us. The dock held the boat.

We were home.

Kai fell asleep quickly. Dad took him below to sleep in the cot we had specially installed in the cabin beside ours.

Margot and I followed him.

The owner’s cabin smelled like teak oil and new sheets.

Not our sheets—Danny’s sheets, white, generic, bought in a pack of two from a home goods store. Our sheets were in a box somewhere, labeled in Danny’s blocky handwriting. The sheets we’d stained and washed and fucked on and cried on were folded in cardboard, and the bed that held them had been stripped and re-made by someone who didn’t know what those sheets had witnessed.

But the hook was there.

A stainless steel eye bolt, sunk into the structural beam that crossed the cabin ceiling amidships. It sat flush with the teak-faced beam, polished, load-rated—the kind of hardware you’d use for a halyard block or a jackline anchor point. Except it wasn’t over the deck or the companionway. It was over the floor of the owner’s cabin, exactly where a person would stand.

Margot saw me looking at it.

“I asked our Daddy to install that.”

“When?”

“His solo trip. When he flew out to check the boat. I gave him the bolt, the drill bit, and a very specific diagram.”

“You sent my dad a diagram for a sex swing mount.”

“I sent our boyfriend a diagram for a sex swing mount. He asked what gauge stainless. That was his only question.”

“Fucking hell, Margot.”

“You’ve been focused on Kai. For all of us. Somebody had to focus on the rest of our lives.”

She said it simply. Not a performance. The same voice she used when she’d made formula at three in the morning in a motel outside Albuquerque while I slept with my arm draped over Kai’s carry cot. The voice of a woman who took care of things while the people she loved were too exhausted to notice.

“I got both our birth control prescriptions filled for three months.”

I stared at her.

“I forgot.”

“I know you forgot. That’s why I did it.”

She pulled a bag from the bottom of her duffel—a flat nylon pouch, black, unremarkable. Inside: webbing straps, padded loops, carabiners, a spreader bar. The kind of thing that arrives in discreet packaging and works exactly as advertised.

“Rest stop in Tucson. Amazon Next Day to the motel.”

“You ordered a sex swing to a Motel 6.”

“The front desk didn’t blink. I think they’ve seen worse.”

Dad appeared in the companionway. He looked at the swing in Margot’s hands, then at the bolt in the ceiling, then at me.

“I’ll set it up. You two shower.”

“Just Margot. I want to watch you rig it.”

“It’s not complicated, Willow Mae.”

“I know. I want to watch your hands.”

He held my gaze for one breath. Two. Then he took the swing from Margot and began threading the webbing through the carabiners with the same practiced efficiency he used on the boat’s running rigging—fingers sorting straps, testing tension, clipping hardware with a sure metal snap that echoed in the small cabin.

I watched.

My father’s forearms flexed. I enjoyed how his tendons moved under tanned skin. The concentration—the same face he made adjusting the genoa car or setting a snubber, applied now to the mechanics of a device designed to hold a woman’s body open while she was fucked. The fatherly competence repurposed. Again.

He’d asked what gauge stainless. That was his only question—would it hold us while he fucked us.

I heard the shower start in the head. Margot’s silhouette through the frosted partition—arms up, water running through the dark hair she’d cut shorter since Sint Maarten, the curves I’d learned with my mouth on the trampoline.

Dad clipped the spreader bar to the eye bolt. The swing hung at waist height. He tested it with both hands—pulled, weighted, the bolt taking the strain without complaint. The beam didn’t creak.

“It’s ready.”

“You’ve done this before?”

“Rigged things from overhead? Every day of my life.”

“That’s not what I meant.”

“I know what you meant. No. This is a first time for me.”

“You can adjust our height, Dad. You’re in control.”

“I can get whatever access I want to you—both of you.”

“God, I want that so much.”

The shower stopped.

Margot came out of the head wrapped in nothing—no towel, her skin flushed pink from the hot water, droplets running between her breasts and down the flat plane of her stomach. Her cunt was bare. She’d shaved—recently, within the last day or two—the skin smooth and glistening and already swelling as she looked at the swing and then at us and then at the swing again.

“Somebody help me in.”

Dad lifted her.

His hands gripped under her thighs, the same effortless lift he’d used on me at the stern—and he set her in the swing like he was placing a child in a hammock. Gentle. Steady. Her ass settled into the padded seat. Her legs found the stirrup straps. The webbing took her weight, and the swing rocked once, twice, then settled.

She was open. Her legs spread wide apart, her cunt at the exact height of my mouth if I knelt. The exact height of Dad’s cock if he stood.

“Willow Mae.”

“Yeah.”

“Come here and put your mouth on my pussy, right now.”

I knelt.

The cabin floor was cool against my bare knees—a different temperature from the teak decks where I’d knelt to suck Dad’s cock my first time. This was below the waterline. The hull’s coolness came through the flooring and grounded me—a physical anchor for the heat building everywhere else.

Dad spread her legs even wider apart, as though serving me a delicacy on a platter.

I shuffled forward.

Margot’s thighs were warm against my cheeks. I pressed my face between them and breathed her in—coconut shampoo, shower heat, and underneath it the heavy scent of arousal that I’d learned on a trampoline under stars. She was wet before I touched her. Three weeks of nothing had done that, and the swing had done the rest.

My tongue found her cunt.

I traced the seam of her lips, parting her slowly, tasting the slick that had gathered while she watched Dad rig the swing. Sweet and salt and clean from the shower. Her clit was swollen, the hood peeled back, the exposed nerve flushed bright red and pulsing when the tip of my tongue found it. She gasped. Her hands found my hair—pulling, not guiding. Pulling me deeper.

“Leo.”

I heard his board shorts hit the floor behind me. I heard the creak of the cabin sole under his weight.

“Fuck her, Leo. Fuck your daughter while she eats me. Willow Mae needs orientation.”

“I’ll fill her up.”

“And I’ll lick it out.”

My father’s hands found my hips.

He pressed.

The same thumbs in the same hollows above my hip bones. The same calluses dragging against my skin. He tilted my pelvis—the same patient positioning from the first night he fucked me, the angle that opened my cunt for his width—and I felt the heat of his cock before it touched me. The warmth radiating from his shaft against the slick skin between my legs.

His crown pressed against my entrance. The head was wide and smooth, and I felt the rim drag against my inner lips as he spread them and notched himself into position. My cunt opened for him before he pushed—three weeks of absence and every cell remembered his shape and surrendered to it.

He slid his cock deep inside me.

I stretched.

He filled me, and I drifted.

The sound I made went straight into Margot’s cunt. She felt it—the vibration of my moan traveling through my lips and tongue into her clit—and her thighs clamped against my ears, and her hands tightened in my hair.

“Oh fuck. Oh fuck, Willow Mae. Your mouth is shaking.”

“I’m sorry.”

“What for?”

“We stopped.”

“Not your fault. It won’t happen again. When Kai sleeps, we fuck.”

My whole body was shaking. Dad’s cock stretched me open—slow, thick, the ridged skin of his shaft dragging against walls that had been empty for three weeks and were gripping him now with a desperation that was closer to reflex than choice.

I felt every bulging vein shaping me. The rim of his head catching on the swollen tissue inside me, the slick resistance giving way inch by inch until he bottomed out and his pelvis pressed flush against my ass and his cock nudged the place behind my cervix that made my breath stall.

I pressed my tongue flat against Margot’s clit and held.

“I’ll clean Willow Mae in this swing while you fuck me, Daddy.”

“Good. I need to cum inside both of you. I need this so much.”

“Me too, Leo.”

I didn’t answer. I clenched my lips around Margot’s swollen clit and pulled, sucking gently, easing her fully out of the hood so I could suck it.

It was my catnip—the feel and flavor, sweet, salty and above all—Margot.

Dad fucked me with long, unhurried strokes. His hands gripping my hips, his cock filling me completely on every push, and each thrust transmitted forward through my body—my hips rocking, my face pressing deeper between Margot’s thighs, my tongue driven into her cunt by the force of his cock inside mine.

Two rhythms.

My body between them.

“I can feel him through you, Willow Mae. Every time he fucks you balls deep, your tongue pushes into me.”

“Is that what you wanted?”

“I wanted all of you. I’ve wanted all of you for three weeks, and now I’m getting it.”

The swing rocked with each thrust. The webbing creaked against the eye bolt. The spreader bar shifted, widening Margot’s legs, and I could see everything—her cunt wide open and glistening brightly, my spit, and her arousal coating her hair-free lips, the pink flush spreading up from her cunt to her stomach.

I slid two fingers inside her. The walls of her cunt gripped me—tight, the tissue swollen from three weeks without being fucked, the slick coating my fingers to the second knuckle. I curled upward, found the rough patch on her front wall, pressed. Her hips bucked in the swing.

“Daddy.”

It was Margot’s word too. The word she’d been saving since he fucked her on the trampoline. Not his name—the name that belonged to the family we’d become. She said it looking down at me between her legs, my tongue slathering her clit with broad strokes, my fingers fucking her, my father’s cock driving into me from behind.

“I’m here, Margot.”

“Fuck Willow Mae harder. I want to feel her orgasm inside my cunt.”

He fucked me harder.

The force drove my face deeper between Margot’s thighs, my nose against her mound, my tongue circling her clit while my fingers worked inside her. The sound was obscene—wet, rhythmic, the slick percussion of Dad’s cock slamming into my soaked cunt mixing with the softer, wetter sound of my mouth on Margot’s. Two sets of sex sounds, one cabin.

“Quiet, both of you. The neighbors.”

“Fuck the neighbors, Leo.”

I laughed into Margot’s cunt, and the vibration sent her over.

“Maybe we will. All of us.”

Margot’s orgasm hit like a seizure. Her thighs clamped. Her cunt gripped my fingers so hard I felt the pulse in my knuckles. Her hips drove upward in the swing, pressing her clit against my tongue, and I held there—pressure, heat, the flat of my tongue pressing against the throbbing nerve while she came in rolling waves that I could feel through the tissue under my fingers, contraction after contraction, the swing rocking hard.

Margot screamed.

Not a word. A sound. The sound of a woman whose body had been silent for three weeks and had forgotten how to cum quietly.

“Margot—”

“I don’t care. I don’t care, Leo. Oh fuck, Willow Mae, don’t stop. Don’t stop.”

I didn’t stop licking her.

I kept my mouth on Margot’s cunt through the aftershocks, each wave coming more gently now, the lightest pressure, while Dad’s cock kept driving into me from behind, his balls slapping my clit. His pace had changed—faster, harder, the restraint breaking the way it always broke when he heard one of us cum.

“Your turn, Willow Mae.”

“I know.”

“Tell me.”

“Daddy, please. Fuck me harder. I need to cum on your cock. I’ve needed it for three weeks, and I can’t hold it.”

He fucked me harder. His hands gripped my hips—thumbs pressing deep enough to leave prints the way they had the first morning in the owner’s cabin. His cock swelled. I felt the shaft thickening inside me, the head flaring, the vein on the underside pulsing hard against my front wall.

My orgasm built from deep inside me—behind my clit, behind the floor of my pelvis, in the space only his cock had ever reached. It built and built and then it broke, and my cunt clamped around him so hard he grunted—a sound I’d never heard from him, low and wrecked—and my walls milked his shaft in rolling pulses while I came with my face pressed against Margot’s thigh and my hands gripping the webbing of the swing and his name between my teeth.

“Daddy. Daddy. Daddy.”

“Cum inside her, Leo. Fill your little girl up. Welcome her home.”

My Dad came.

His cock kicked inside me—the first pulse hot and spreading, hitting the back of my cunt like a fist of heat. His hips ground against my ass with each spasm, driving deep, and I felt his cum pooling where his head pressed against my cervix. Four pulses. Five. Each one releasing something that had been held for three weeks, and my cunt clenched around him and held, milking the last of it, the cum leaking around the seal of my lips and running warm down the inside of my thigh.

Leo stayed inside me.

His forehead dropped to my shoulder blade. His breath was ragged against my skin. I could feel his heartbeat through his cock—fast, slowing, the pulse becoming a rhythm I could count. Behind my cervix, his cum settled—warm, full, the weight of it tangible inside me.

Margot’s hand found my hair. She stroked it, gentle, while I stayed kneeling between her thighs with Dad’s softening cock still inside me and his cum leaking onto the cabin floor.

“Welcome home, everyone.”

“You said that already.”

“I said it about the boat. This one’s about us. Three weeks, Leo.”

“I know.”

“If you ever make me wait that long again, I’ll buy a strap-on cock and beg Willow Mae to fuck me.”

“Promises, Margot.”

“Threats, darling. Ask Willow Mae if she would fuck me.”

“I know she would. I would like to watch that.”


Chapter Two

◆◆◆

Kai let us have forty minutes.

It wasn’t generous, but it was enough. Enough to strip Danny’s sheets and replace them with ours — the blue ones, salt-faded, the cotton soft from a hundred washes and carrying the accumulated scent of three bodies no amount of laundering could fully remove. Enough for Dad to rig the swing back to the eye bolt and test it with both hands while Margot and I watched from the berth with our legs tangled together.

We had enough time to fuck in it — Margot first, then me, Dad’s cock slick with one of us when he slid it inside the other, the webbing creaking against the bolt with each stroke while the boat rocked gently at the dock and the neighbors’ TV hummed through the hull.

It was enough time to remember what we were.

We showered in the owner’s suite head — all three of us, bumping elbows, laughing at the water pressure, Margot’s coconut shampoo filling the tiny space with a sweetness that mixed with the smell of sex and steam.

Dad washed my hair. Margot washed his chest. I washed between my legs and watched his cum spiral down the drain and thought about how three weeks of abstinence could end in forty minutes of fucking.

Dad made coffee in the galley while Margot fed Kai his bottle, and I stood in the cockpit with wet hair and bare feet, breathing in the San Diego evening.

The harbor sounded nothing like the Caribbean — no reef hiss, no wind filling the rig. Traffic on the harbor road. I heard someone’s TV from the ketch next door. The water lapped the hulls the same way it always had, but the air was cooler here, the salt sharper, cut with diesel and something sweet drifting down from the hills above the bay.

Margot stared at me while cradling Kai.

“Four-minute showers, Willow Mae?”

“You’ll get the hang of it.”

“I want to.”

“We can use the site or college showers if you’d rather, but on board, the tank’s only eighty gallons. Every drop counts.”

“I want this to be my home, Willow Mae. You, Leo, and Kai.”

“Are you asking to shower together?”

“Yes. But after that, I want to wrap myself in a towel and sit right here with you three. This has to —”

She inhaled.

She stared down at Kai, leaned down, and kissed his forehead. His fingers curled tighter around the bottle — the small reflex of a boy who’d learned in three weeks that the people who held him didn’t leave.

“I’m being silly. Sorry.”

“No, Margot. You’re saying this has to feel like home.”

“Yeah. I want that for the four of us. Home.”

“Would you prefer we get an apartment or a house in the city?”

“No. That would be the worst thing we could do.”

“Then what?”

“I want this life on this boat — forever. I want to hear the water at night, wake up with you, Leo, and Kai in the next cabin, and know that nobody decided this for us. We decided it for ourselves.”

“I got it. We can use the site showers. Three of us can fit in a cubicle, and we can shower for as long as we want.”

She nodded.

“I don’t need much privacy — not from you and Leo. I’m not —”

Her hand shifted on Kai’s back. A small, circular motion she’d been making to soothe him. Then her fingers stopped moving and pressed flat against his onesie.

“Margot. What’s wrong?”

Her eyes were wet before the first tear fell. I crossed the cockpit and caught it at her jaw with my thumb.

“I don’t want to lose this, Willow Mae. Kai, you, Leo.”

“You’re not going to. But you need to explain what’s going on.”

She looked up from Kai, her eyes wide and tear-filled.

“Mom and Dad told me not to come back.”

My stomach dropped. Not the warm clench of desire. I felt the cold, sudden vacuum of something falling out of the bottom of the world. I didn’t say anything. I pulled her into me, Kai between us, his head against my chest, and held her the way Dad had held me the night he brought me home from the fire station — tight enough that she’d know the arms around her weren’t going anywhere.

“The child services visitor to my parents’ house for Kai. They told Mom I’m in a relationship with you and Leo.”

“And they told you never to come home?”

“Yeah. I tried to call earlier. I got a text back. Then they blocked me.”

Margot had been carrying this. Through the motel rooms and the highway miles and the formula at three in the morning — she’d been carrying this, and she hadn’t said a word. The girl who announced everything, who dropped a USD acceptance on a trampoline while Dad’s cum was still inside her, had held this in silence because she didn’t want to add weight to a family that was already carrying a newborn across the country.

I took Kai from her, rested him against my chest, and pulled Margot into me with my free arm.

Dad came up the companionway steps. He saw Margot’s face before he saw mine — the reddened eyes, how she was pressed against me, the posture of a woman who’d been told she didn’t belong somewhere she’d belonged her whole life.

“What happened?”

“Margot’s parents found out about us from the child services visit. They told her not to come back.”

He didn’t speak right away. He stood in the companionway with his hands on the frame — the same frame he’d gripped the first night I stepped aboard, the same wood under the same palms — and I watched him process it. Not the quick fix, not the easy reassurance. Leo didn’t do easy reassurance. He did the truth.

“I haven’t told my parents yet either, Margot. I don’t know how they’ll take it. I’d be lying if I said I did.”

“What happens if they get angry?”

“Then I move on. I won’t justify what we have to anyone. It’s ours.”

Margot lifted her head from my shoulder and looked at him.

“I’m not leaving. Willow Mae’s not leaving. Kai’s not leaving. And you’re not leaving, Margot. Whatever your parents need — time, distance, a conversation they’re not ready for — they get it. But you don’t lose your family to get theirs back.”

Margot’s breath caught.

“Come take a walk with me. You, me, Kai in the stroller. Willow Mae can check her dive gear. We can talk.”

He assembled the stroller on the dock with the efficiency of a man who’d built one in a motel parking lot at midnight in Albuquerque. Margot placed Kai inside — careful, both hands, the practiced placement of a woman who’d learned infant geometry in three weeks of highway rest stops.

Dad took the stroller handle with one hand, and Margot’s hand with the other, and the two of them walked down the boardwalk toward the restaurant like any other couple on an evening stroll.

Half an hour ago we’d been fucking.

Now we were adults.

Dad was normalizing us. The four of us. On a dock, in a marina, in a city where nobody knew what we were — he was showing Margot what ordinary looked like. A man walking with a woman and a baby. Nothing to explain. Nothing to hide. The simplest shape in the world.

I spent an hour on my dive gear. Tanks out of the starboard locker, regulators laid on the cockpit sole, BCD hung from the bimini frame. I tested each regulator — breathed through the primary, checked the octopus, purged both, listened for the hiss that meant a bad seat. O-rings inspected. Checked the SPG on both tanks — one at three thousand, one at twenty-eight hundred. Good enough for a checkout dive, not enough for a deep reef. I’d need fills.

My PADI instructor card was in the waterproof pouch with my dive log. I flipped through the log — over two hundred dives, most of them Caribbean, most of them with Leo. His handwriting in the margins of the early entries, when I was twelve, and he’d countersigned every dive as my buddy. My handwriting taking over around entry eighty, when I’d started logging without him.

My dive gear was fine. I packed it back into the locker and went below to make dinner.

I made tomato sauce. Quick, from canned San Marzanos crushed by hand, a glug of olive oil in the cast-iron skillet Dad had insisted on bringing despite the weight. Pork belly sliced thin and crisped in the pan until the fat rendered and the edges curled.

I scraped the meat out and built the sauce in the pork fat — garlic first, then the tomatoes, a splash of the New Zealand Sauvignon Blanc, a fistful of dried oregano from the spice rack Dad had bolted to the bulkhead. Chicken stock from a carton. A tin of anchovies mashed into the base until they dissolved. Salt, pepper, a pinch of red pepper flakes.

The sauce simmered. The galley smelled like garlic and pork fat and something that wasn’t the Caribbean and wasn’t the house at the end of the gravel road but was becoming its own thing — the smell of a kitchen that belonged to us, in a place we’d chosen.

I stirred the sauce and thought about Kai’s next bottle. Formula in forty minutes. The schedule lived in my body now — not written down, or on a phone, just the internal clock of a woman who’d been feeding a baby every three hours for twenty-one days.

I knew when he’d be hungry, as certain of it as I knew when the tide was turning — not because anyone told me, but because I’d been paying attention long enough that the rhythm had become mine.

I was stirring the sauce when I said it out loud.

“I’m a Mom.”

“Yes, you are, dear.”

I turned. Masie was on the boardwalk with the most adorable dachshund I’d ever seen.

I had to go say hello.

I stooped down to pet him.

“My god, he’s gorgeous.”

“Uther Pendragon.”

I looked at her.

“Seriously?”

“He’s six inches tall, shaped like a footrest cushion, and believes he has divine authority over C-dock. What else was I supposed to call him?”

The dachshund looked up at me with wet black eyes and the unearned confidence of a monarch about to invade Wales.

“Does he answer to it?”

“Only when he agrees with the command.”

“I love him.”

“More than your Daddy?”

I cringed.

“Sorry. We were noisy.”

“Don’t worry about me, dear. I’ve had my fair share of Daddies.”

She winked.

“Be careful about some of the neighbors — not the ones beside you. Others, especially the group of four sloops in the northwest corner. They gossip.”

“Will they gossip anyway, Masie?”

“Some folks do. I’m just pointing to where trouble might come from. The occasional Daddy screamed around here might be fun.”

She winked again and moved on, dropping the dog lead when Uther Pendragon pulled against it. He looked at me. Masie didn’t look back, and it wasn’t until she reached the restaurant that he trotted away.

In his own time.

I watched him go and thought about what she’d said. Not the Daddies — the gossip. Four sloops in the northwest corner. People who watched. People who listened through hulls and cataloged what they heard and filed it under not our kind. The Caribbean hadn’t had neighbors. The Caribbean had water on every side and nothing between us and the horizon but reef and weather.

Here, the world was close enough to overhear.

I went back aboard and checked the sauce. Added the pork belly back in, stirred, turned the heat to low. Cut a baguette for garlic bread — day old, good enough, the kind of bread that forgives a toaster oven. Butter, garlic, a scrape of parmesan, ten minutes under the grill.

Dad and Margot came back with Kai sleeping in the stroller. I watched them approach from the cockpit — holding hands, relaxed, Margot’s face cleared of the redness, something settled in her posture that hadn’t been there when they left. Dad looked like he’d fixed something — not satisfied, not proud, just finished. The quiet completion of a man who’d handled what needed handling.

“Are you okay?”

“I am now, Willow Mae. Sorry.”

“Don’t be.”

She stepped aboard and kissed me.

I tasted my father’s cum on her tongue.

I pulled back.

“Did you?”

“Sorry. I had to. I wanted to call you to ask permission, but there was no signal on the far dock.”

“Was it in private?”

“Yes. And Kai was sleeping. Are you angry?”

“No. Kiss me again.”

She kissed me again, and I chased the taste — salt and musk and Leo underneath the coconut lip balm Margot always wore. My cunt clenched around the memory of him inside me forty minutes ago, and now his cum was on my girlfriend’s tongue, carried back to me through Margot’s mouth, and the circle of it — him inside me, him inside her, her inside me — felt like the shape we’d been drawing since the trampoline.

I wasn’t angry.

The opposite.

Whatever had happened on that far dock — Margot on her knees, Leo’s hand in her hair, the baby sleeping in the stroller beside them — had put the color back in Margot’s face. Had given her something to carry that wasn’t her parents’ rejection.

I couldn’t stop kissing her until a knock came from the dock against the hull.

Two people in their early twenties stood beside the cat. They were older than me, the kind of older that comes from a year or two of grad school and the confidence of students who already belong somewhere.

The guy was tall, brown-haired, wearing a faded Scripps T-shirt and board shorts. He carried a clipboard. The woman was shorter, dark hair in a braid, wearing a rash guard and flip-flops, with a dive bag slung over her shoulder.

“Willow?”

“Willow Mae.”

“Right — sorry. I’m Tyler. This is Reese. We’re from the Scripps dive program. Orientation office sent us — they said you’re living aboard?”

“You found me.”

Dad and Margot took Kai below and collapsed the stroller. I heard the companionway steps creak under Dad’s weight, then the soft click of the cabin door.

Tyler stepped closer to the boat. His eyes moved from the bimini to the hulls to the cockpit to me — the assessment of a dive student who knew catamarans and the assessment of a twenty-three-year-old who’d just found a six-foot blonde kissing a woman on the dock he walked every morning.

“We need to certify your dive gear and check your instructor’s license before orientation week. Can we come aboard?”

“Be my guest.”

He stepped onto the gunwale. Reese followed. Dad emerged from the salon with three mugs — coffee, the universal language of liveaboards.

Tyler shook his hand. Held it a beat longer than necessary.

“Tyler. Scripps dive team. You’re Willow’s —”

“Dad.”

“Cool boat.”

Reese took her coffee from Dad. Her fingers brushed his when the mug passed. She held his gaze — the calibrated hold of a woman who’d already decided what she was looking at and wanted him to know she was looking.

“Reese. I’m Tyler’s dive partner. Also his handler when he forgets he has a clipboard.”

Dad laughed. A real laugh. Reese watched my father’s face change the way I’d watched it change for eighteen years — the lines disappearing, the jaw softening, the whole man becoming younger for three seconds.

She saw it.

I saw her see it.

I let it sit.

Tyler ran through the checklist while Dad opened my dive locker. Tanks, regulators, BCD, my PADI instructor card, my dive log. Tyler went through everything — tested the regulators, checked the O-rings, held my certification card up to the light like it might be counterfeit.

“You’ve got more logged dives than me. How old are you?”

“Eighteen.”

“Jesus. Where?”

“Caribbean, mostly. My dad taught me. Dr. Alderman at Bayside High did the rest.”

“You know Alderman? He published the paper I’m building my thesis on.”

Tyler looked at me differently after that — not just the tall blonde, or the diver. The colleague. I liked the shift. I liked less that he’d leaned on the lifeline directly above the Bordeaux stain and hadn’t noticed it.

Reese was below with Dad, asking about the boat’s desalination system. I could hear her laughing at something he’d said. The cabin acoustics carried her voice the same way they carried everything — the hull didn’t keep secrets.

Margot appeared in the companionway with Kai’s bottle in one hand and her philosophy textbook in the other. She looked at Tyler on the lifeline. She looked at Reese’s dive bag on the cockpit sole. She looked at the way Tyler’s body was angled toward mine — subtle, instinctive, the lean of a man who wants to be closer than the conversation requires.

“I’m Margot.”

“Tyler. Scripps dive team.”

“So I gathered.”

“I saw you two —”

“Kissing?”

“Yeah.”

“We fuck each other too—and Daddy.”

Tyler’s jaw dropped. His eyes went wide, and the air left his lungs in a single, involuntary exhale.

I nodded.

Two hours ago, Margot had been crying in the cockpit because her parents had disowned her for this. Now she was announcing it to a stranger with the same steady eyes she’d used to tell me she’d been accepted to USD on the trampoline. Margot didn’t retreat from the things that cost her. She doubled down. She planted her flag in the scorched earth and dared the world to pull it up.

Margot kissed me as she strolled past and sat on the cockpit cushion. She crossed her legs. The position was deliberate — territorial without being hostile, the physical grammar of a woman establishing that the boat had an order and visitors hadn’t learned it yet.

“How long have you two been at Scripps?”

“Second year. We’re both in the deep-reef ecology track. Reese is on a grant from NOAA.”

“Smart girl.”

“She is.”

“Willow Mae. Is your dive gear certified?”

“Tyler just cleared everything.”

“Then I think Tyler should stay for dinner. And Reese, when Leo lets her come up for air.”

Tyler blinked. He heard the edge and didn’t know where to file it.

Dad came up from below with Reese behind him. She was laughing again — the slightly too-bright laugh of a woman who’d been flirting in a cabin with a man she’d met ten minutes ago.

My cunt clenched. My panties warmed. I wasn’t sure why.

“Leo says the desalination unit is the original Lagoon install. That’s incredible for a 2006 hull.”

Margot smiled.

“Leo maintains everything on this boat personally. Everything.”

The word sat in the air.

Dad opened wine. A New Zealand Sauvignon Blanc — Danny’s girlfriend had picked it, since Danny didn’t drink. He poured five glasses. The ritual was the same — color, smell, sip — but here, with strangers, with the marina lights coming on across the bay, with Kai sleeping below and two grad students sitting in the cockpit where I’d lost my virginity, the ritual carried a different weight.

Reese looked around.

“You guys are lucky. End of C-dock is the best berth in the marina. Quiet. Water on two sides. The sunset hits your cockpit around seven. You’ll never study indoors.”

“That’s the plan.”

Tyler asked about my background — Alderman, the reef work, the spearfishing. I told him about the red hind, the lobster, and the dual-teacher model. He listened with the attention of someone who recognized a peer and was recalibrating.

Reese asked Leo about the sailing trip. She asked with her chin on her hand and her eyes on his.

Margot watched.

Kai cried.

The sound came through the baby monitor on the galley counter — the escalating wail of a three-week-old who’d decided the world owed him something and the window was closing.

“Excuse me.”

I went below. Kai was in his bassinet — the drawer Dad had lined with blankets in the cabin beside ours — his fists balled, his face red, his legs kicking at the thin receiving blanket. I picked him up. He found the strap of my tank top and gripped. The crying stopped.

I carried him up the companionway steps and into the cockpit.

Tyler and Reese looked at the baby. Then at me. Then at each other.

“Who’s this?”

“My brother. He lives with us.”

“Your brother? How old —”

“Three weeks. Long story.”

I settled Kai against my chest. His grip on my tank top strap tightened. His eyes found mine — dark, settling, the permanent color coming in.

“He’s ours now.”

Kai squirmed. His mouth rooted against my collarbone — the signal for food he’d developed somewhere on the highway between Savannah and El Paso, the instinct that said this is where the milk comes from even though it never had.

I turned to Margot.

“Go to Mommy for your milk, Kai.”

I held him out. Margot took him — smoothly, naturally, the practiced transfer of two women who’d been passing a baby between them for three weeks. Kai settled against her chest. She already had the bottle ready — formula, warmed, the silicone nipple he preferred.

Tyler opened his mouth.

Closed it.

Reese stood up.

“We should go. We’ve taken up enough of your evening.”

“You’re welcome back anytime. Both of you.”

“Orientation is Monday. Eight a.m., Eckart Building. I’ll save you a seat, Willow Mae.”

“Thanks, Tyler.”

They stepped off the boat. I watched them walk the boardwalk toward B-dock — Tyler’s clipboard under his arm, Reese’s dive bag swinging, the two of them leaning toward each other in the way people lean when they’re comparing notes on something they can’t explain.

Margot looked up from Kai.

“They’ll be back.”

“You think?”

“I know that look, darling. Both of them. They’ll be back for dinner, and they’ll stay for more.”

“Margot.”

“I’m not jealous, Willow Mae. I’m shopping.”

Dad sat down. His hand found my knee. Margot fed Kai. The harbor lights made a path across the water that pointed west, toward the open ocean, toward the reefs I’d study and the water I’d dive and the life that was about to begin.

The baby drank. The boat held us. The dock held the boat.

And somewhere on B-dock, two grad students were trying to figure out what they’d just walked into.

They came back.

I was draining the pasta when I heard footsteps on the dock — two sets, one heavier than the other, both moving faster than people who were just out for a walk.

“Willow Mae.”

It was Reese.

She stood on the dock with her dive bag gone and her hair down. She’d changed — the rash guard replaced by a white linen top that hung off one shoulder. Tyler was behind her, still in the Scripps t-shirt, still carrying the clipboard. He hadn’t changed. She had. That told me everything.

“Hi, Reese.”

“Hi. Sorry. We came to — Tyler wanted to ask about your logbook. The deep dives.”

Tyler held up the clipboard like it proved something.

“And I wanted to talk.”

“Come on up.”

Dad appeared in the companionway. He’d put on a clean shirt — the navy linen one I’d bought him in Martinique, the one that made his shoulders look like architecture. I didn’t know if he’d changed because he heard them coming or because Margot had told him to. Either way, the shirt was doing its job.

Reese stepped aboard, and her eyes found my father before her feet found the cockpit sole. Her hand went to the lifeline — steadying herself on a boat that wasn’t moving.

“We brought wine.”

Tyler handed me a bottle. California Pinot Noir, mid-range, the kind of wine grad students brought when they wanted to seem like they knew what they were drinking. Dad took it, read the label, and nodded.

“This is good. Sit down.”

He opened it while I tossed the pasta with the sauce — penne, coated thick with the pork-belly tomato, the anchovies dissolved into salt and depth. Margot set the cockpit table. Five places. She’d already counted them.

“Where’s Kai?”

“Sleeping. He’ll wake up around midnight for his bottle.”

“He’s beautiful. How old did you say?”

“Three weeks.”

Reese sat across from Dad. Tyler sat next to me. The seating wasn’t accidental — nobody said anything about it, but the geometry had its own logic, the way bodies arrange themselves around the thing they’re oriented toward.

Margot sat at the head of the table. She poured the wine.

“So. Tyler. What’s your thesis on?”

“Coral resilience in warming Pacific waters. Specifically, the adaptive bleaching response in Acropora colonies around the Line Islands.”

“Sounds lonely.”

“It’s fieldwork. Lots of diving, lots of water sampling, lots of sitting on boats writing data sheets.”

“Do you like boats?”

“I like this one.”

He looked around the cockpit — the teak, the bimini, the cushions, the way the harbor lights were starting to reflect off the water on both sides of the hull. His eyes passed over the Bordeaux stain on the cockpit sole without registering it. I watched to make sure.

“She’s a Lagoon 380.”

Everyone looked at Dad.

“It’s the Owner’s Version. 2006 hull, but I’ve rebuilt most of the systems. Water maker, electrical, rigging. The engines are original Yanmars — twenty years old, and they still start on the first turn.”

“You sailed her here from —”

“We sent her by boat ferry.”

“How long?”

“Three weeks. Give or take a day.”

“How long are you staying?”

“We live here now.”

Tyler’s eyebrows lifted. Reese set down her wine glass.

“Living on a boat with your daughter?”

“And Margot. And Kai, for the foreseeable future.”

“That’s —”

“Unusual. The word you’re looking for is unusual.”

Margot smiled when she said it. Not the sharp smile — a warm one, one that invited people closer instead of warning them off. Margot had two smiles, and she deployed them with the precision of someone who understood that warmth and warning were both tools.

I served the pasta into five bowls, parmesan grated over the top, the garlic bread piled on a cutting board in the center of the table. Dad refilled the wine. The ritual of eating together — passing bread, reaching across, the accidental contact of fingers on serving spoons — settled over the cockpit like a weather system.

Reese ate with one hand. Her other hand was in her lap, but I could see her fingers moving — tapping her thigh, adjusting the napkin, the restless motion of a woman whose body was running ahead of her conversation.

She looked at me when not staring at my father.

“This sauce is incredible, Willow Mae.”

“The secret is the anchovies. They dissolve into the fat, and you can’t taste them individually, but they’re holding everything together underneath.”

“Like bass notes.”

“Exactly.”

“Did your dad teach you to cook?”

“He taught me everything.”

I said it without thinking. The sentence landed on the table and sat there — too heavy for what it was, too honest for a dinner with strangers. Tyler heard it. Reese heard it. Dad heard it and took a drink of wine, his eyes on the water beyond the dock.

Margot rescued it.

“Leo’s a good teacher. Patient. He doesn’t rush. Lets you figure things out at your own speed. He’s teaching me a great deal.”

She said it, looking at Reese.

Reese looked at Dad.

“So you sail full-time?”

“I run a car rental company back east. My operations manager covers when I’m away.”

“You moved out here for Willow Mae’s program?”

“I moved out here because my family’s here. All three of them.”

“And the business?”

“Every car is a GPS-tracked asset. I can run it from anywhere with a phone and a laptop.”

Margot laughed.

“He says that like he doesn’t check the fleet app six times before breakfast.”

“Three times. And only because Danny texts me problems he’s already solved.”

Reese didn’t laugh — she smiled, slow, the kind of smile that starts in the eyes and takes its time reaching the mouth.

Tyler leaned back against the cockpit cushion. His arm extended along the back of the bench — not around me, not touching me, but present. The heat of his forearm behind my shoulders. I could feel it through the cotton of my tank top.

“So you’re all starting at USD and Scripps in the fall?”

“Willow Mae’s Scripps. I’m USD, philosophy.”

“Philosophy and marine biology. Interesting combo on a boat.”

“We contain multitudes.”

Margot said it deadpan, and Tyler laughed — a real laugh, the first one from him that wasn’t nervous. His body relaxed. When he relaxed, he got closer. Not deliberately — the way tall people fold into the space around them when they stop holding themselves upright.

I nodded at Reese.

“What about you? Where are you from?”

“Portland. I grew up landlocked. First time I saw the ocean, I was seventeen. I stood on Cannon Beach and cried.”

“Why?”

“Because it was so much bigger than everything I’d been told about. I missed out.”

She said it to me, but she was looking at Dad.

Dad met her eyes and held them. Not the way he held mine or Margot’s — not with the accumulated weight of years and bodies and shared silence. He held her gaze like you hold a door open for someone you don’t know yet. Politely. But he didn’t look away.

My stomach did something I didn’t expect. Not jealousy — I’d done jealousy, burned through it in school. This was different. Warmer. The low hum of watching someone I loved being seen by someone new, and finding that the seeing didn’t diminish him.

It magnified him.

Reese was looking at the man I’d been looking at for eighteen years, and her looking made me see him again — the jaw, the hands, the quiet authority of a body that had built things and sailed things and held me through everything.

I took another bite of pasta.

Margot poured more wine.

“Tyler, are you two together?”

“Dive partners.”

“That’s not what I asked.”

Tyler looked at Reese. She looked at him. The look lasted two seconds — long enough to contain a conversation, short enough to pretend it hadn’t happened.

“We were. Freshman year. It didn’t — we’re better as friends.”

“Friends who finish each other’s sentences and show up at strangers’ boats together at eight p.m.”

“We’re not strangers. Tyler certified Willow Mae’s gear. That makes us colleagues.”

“Colleagues who changed their shirt.”

Reese’s hand went to her bare shoulder — the reflex of a woman caught in a tell she didn’t know she’d given. Her fingers touched the linen where the rash guard had been, and I watched the blush start at her collarbone and climb.

“Tyler and I are fuck buddies. We’re in a poly network.”

Reese said it, looking at Dad.

Margot set down her wine.

“We are in a committed relationship.”

The cockpit went quiet. The harbor lapped the hulls. Somewhere on the dock, a halyard clinked against a mast — the metronome that measured the space between one life and the next.

Dad stood up.

He looked at me.

I smiled and nodded.

“More wine. Reese, come help me open another bottle.”

She followed him below. Her hand trailed along the companionway frame as she descended — the same frame I’d gripped the night I lost my virginity three feet from where she was standing. I heard the clink of glasses. Dad’s voice, low. Her laugh — softer this time, not the performative brightness from earlier. The real one.

Margot leaned across the table.

“Tyler.”

“Yeah?”

“Do you know what you walked into tonight?”

“I’m starting to get the picture.”

“Are you okay with the picture?”

He looked at me. Not at Margot — at me. His eyes moved across my face the way they’d moved across the boat earlier, the assessment of a man who was cataloging what he was looking at and deciding whether he was equipped for it.

“I think so. Yeah.”

“Good. Because Willow Mae is the most important person on this boat, and if you’re going to sit next to her with your arm behind her shoulders, you should know that.”

“I wasn’t —”

“You were. You want to fuck my girlfriend, and that’s fine. Just know what you’re reaching for.”

Tyler moved his arm. Put both hands on the table.

Margot smiled — the warm one — and the tension broke like a wave hitting sand.

Dad came up with Reese and two fresh glasses. She sat back down across from him. Her knee found his under the table — I saw the micro-adjustment, the way neither of them pulled back.

Reese looked at Margot, then at Dad, then at me.

“We told you what we are. Now I’m asking what tonight is, Willow Mae.”

“Tonight is whatever the five of us agree it is.”

Dad looked at me. The question in his eyes — the same question from the cockpit cushion, from the first night he fucked me, from every night the three of us made love. Are you sure?

I nodded.

“Ask my Dad.”

Reese looked at Leo.

“The three of us come first. Always. If any of us says stop, it stops.”

“Anything else?”

“No feelings. No love.”

Reese nodded.

Tyler nodded.

Margot stood up and slid the salon door closed. She pulled the curtains across the panoramic windows — one panel, two, three — until the tinted glass was covered and the salon was sealed from the dock. The harbor lights disappeared. The anchor light through the porthole threw a thin white line across the pale blue cushions.

“We fuck here—all of us together. Not below. There’s more room, and Kai is sleeping—Willow Mae?”

I nodded and looked at Reese.

“What are you into, Reese?”

“I want Leo’s cock inside me while I eat your girlfriend’s cunt. Then later, I want to eat your cunt—after someone cums inside it. Is that specific enough?”

Margot looked at me. The smile — the ‘let’s fuck’ smile.

“I like her.”

“What about you, Tyler?”

“I want to fuck Willow Mae. And I want to watch you, Leo and Reese.”

“Then you’ll get both.”

Margot was right. The salon was the widest space on the boat — headroom for all of us, the central seating area open, the cushions deep enough to hold what was coming.

Margot undressed first.

She stood in the center of the salon and pulled her top over her head, stepped out of her shorts, and stood naked in the dim light with the confidence of a woman who’d been fucked on this boat many times and was about to orchestrate what happened next. Her cunt was bare — smooth, the lips already flushed and swelling. I could see the glisten between them from six feet away.

Tyler’s breath caught.

I heard it.

“Jesus.”

“You can fuck Margot too. That’s the point of this.”

Margot turned once — slow, deliberate, the full rotation of a woman presenting herself to an audience she’d chosen.

Reese undressed, looking at Dad. Only at Dad. Linen top, shorts, no bra. Her body was compact, tanned from fieldwork, small breasts with dark nipples already hard, the tan lines of a rash guard drawn across her skin like a map of where she lived.

She reached for his shirt, and he let her take it off him — her fingers on the buttons, her knuckles dragging against his chest hair, her breathing changing when the fabric fell, and the body underneath was everything she’d been staring at across the cockpit table.

Her eyes dropped to the line of dark hair below his navel. Her hand followed — fingers tracing the trail from his waistband down, her thumb hooking into his shorts, pulling them over his cock. It sprang free — hard, thick, the head flushed dark, the vein on the underside raised and pulsing.

“God, Leo. I’ve been thinking about this since you poured the wine.”

“Have you?”

“You handed me the glass and your fingers touched mine, and my cunt was already wet.”

Her hand wrapped around his shaft. Her fingers didn’t close — couldn’t close. The girth forced her grip open, her thumb and fingertips separated by the width of my father’s cock.

“He’s bigger than —”

I giggled.

“I know. You don’t get used to my father fucking you. You just learn how to breathe while he reshapes you inside.”

“Willow Mae.”

Tyler’s voice had dropped half an octave.

“Take your clothes off, Tyler.”

I pulled my tank top off first. His eyes tracked from my breasts to my stomach to the waistband of my shorts. I pushed them down. No underwear — I’d stopped wearing them on the boat weeks ago. My cunt was bare, freshly shaved, my lips swollen and wet. I could smell myself — the sharp, specific scent of a woman who’d been aroused since the conversation turned and hadn’t touched herself.

Tyler undressed. His cock was hard — as long as Dad’s, thinner, the head narrower and uncircumcised, his foreskin half-retracted over a slick, flushed crown. A bead of precum sat in the slit and caught the porthole light.

“Different from my Dad’s.”

I was looking at his cock. My mouth watered — the involuntary response of a body cataloging a new option.

“Different good?”

“We’ll see. Promise you’ll fuck me hard, Tyler.”

“I will. And—”

I looked at him and raised my eyebrow into a question mark.

“And?”

“Can I cum inside you?”

“You’ll be the second man who has.”

He looked confused for a moment.

“That’s a yes, Tyler. Cum inside me.”

Margot lay back on the pale blue salon cushions. Her legs fell open — knees wide apart, feet flat on the upholstery, her cunt exposed and glistening in the dim light. I could see the hood of her clit already peeled back, the nerve swollen and flushed.

“Reese. I think my girlfriend wants your face between her legs.”

Reese climbed onto the cushions and settled between Margot’s thighs on her hands and knees — her ass raised, her back arched, her face inches from Margot’s cunt.

She looked up at Margot.

“I’ve wanted to do this since you crossed your legs in the cockpit.”

“Then stop talking and lick my pussy. You’ll taste the man fucking you because he’s still inside.”

Reese lowered her mouth to Margot’s cunt. I watched her tongue extend — pink, wet, the tip finding the seam of Margot’s lips and tracing it from bottom to top, parting the folds, gathering the slick. Margot’s hand found the back of Reese’s head, and her fingers tightened in the dark braid. The sound Margot made was low, guttural — the sound of a woman whose cunt was being eaten by someone new and finding that the newness was exactly what she’d been shopping for.

“Fuck her, Leo.”

He looked at me and smiled.

“Fuck her hard. Leave your shape inside. When I look at her later, I want to know you took her.”

“Thank you, Willow Mae.”

“For what?”

“For this. For all of this.”

“It’s payback, Dad. Like I said. Now fuck Reese while I drain Tyler’s cum.”

Dad moved behind Reese. His hands found her hips — the same thumbs in different hollows, the same patient tilt of the pelvis I’d felt a hundred times. His cock pressed against her entrance. I could see it — the flushed head spreading her lips, his rim dragging against the inner edges of her cunt as he notched himself into position.

Her lips whitened around his girth.

The stretch was visible.

As he slid his cock inside her, Reese gasped into Margot’s cunt — the vibration traveling through her tongue into my girlfriend’s clit, and her thighs tightened around Reese’s head.

“He’s so thick. Fuck, he’s so fucking thick.”

Margot’s hand pulled Reese’s braid.

“I know. Breathe through it. He fucks you slowly the first time.”

“I don’t want to be fucked slowly. Please, Leo, fuck me like a slut.”

“You’re getting slow. Ask Willow Mae what happens when I go slow.”

She looked at me.

“What happens?”

“Everything.”

Leo slapped her ass cheek.

“Are you ready?”

“Leo, I’ve been ready since the appetizers.”

Dad slid his cock deeper inside her. Inch by inch — the ridged skin of his shaft disappearing between Reese’s stretched lips, her cunt gripping and yielding around his width. I watched the seal of her entrance slide down his cock — slick, tight, the tissue flushed dark with blood. The smell hit me — Reese’s arousal mixing with the salt of her skin and the familiar musk of Dad’s cock, the compound scent of a man I’d been breathing in for seventeen years now inside someone new.

“Oh fuck. Oh fuck, Leo. You’re so deep inside me.”

“Breathe, Reese. I’ve got you.”

“I can’t.”

“Relax.”

“I want it so fucking hard—you’ve crushed my cervix.”

“Good.”

“Yes… so fucking good.”

My father used the same voice. The same calm, measured instruction he’d used teaching me to clear a flooded mask at sixty feet. The dive instructor tone applied to the body of a woman whose cunt was stretching around his cock for the first time. I heard it, and my cunt clenched — the Pavlovian response of a body that associated that voice with being opened and held safe.

Margot’s eyes found mine from the cushions. Her hand still in Reese’s hair.

“Our Daddy likes her, Willow Mae. I can tell by the enthusiasm in her tongue.”

“Daddy likes making women cum on his thick cock. That’s different.”

“Go to Tyler. Let him fuck you.”

Tyler turned to me. His hand found my jaw — asking. I answered by pulling his mouth to mine.

The first man to fuck me that wasn’t Leo.

He tasted like the wine and something sharp and young — a different chemistry, a different man. His tongue found mine, and the kiss was hungrier than I’d expected. Not Leo’s patience, not Margot’s sweetness. Tyler kissed like a man who’d been holding still all evening and had stopped holding.

“You taste different from my Dad.”

“Good different or bad different?”

“New different. I want more.”

I reached down and wrapped my fingers around his cock. The foreskin slid under my palm as I stroked him — smooth, the gliding skin covering and uncovering the head with each stroke. It felt different from Leo’s circumcised shaft, where every ridge was exposed and permanent. This was a body that concealed itself and revealed itself in the same motion. My thumb peeled Tyler’s foreskin back fully and found the frenulum — the thin ridge of tissue on the underside of his crown.

He gasped against my mouth.

“What do you like, Tyler?”

“Your hand. Just — Christ, don’t stop.”

“I wasn’t going to. Sit on the nav station chair. I want to fuck you.”

He sat.

The chair creaked under his weight. I climbed onto his lap, my knees on either side of his thighs, and reached between us to guide his cock to my tight, wet entrance.

The head pressed against me. Narrower than Leo’s cock — the rim didn’t drag the way my father’s circumcised crown dragged against my inner lips. The foreskin rolled back as he entered, and I felt the smooth, bare head slide past my entrance in one slick push. My cunt opened for him — not the wide, structural stretch of Leo’s girth, but a deeper penetration, the head pressing past the place where Leo’s width filled me and reaching further, finding a pocket behind my cervix I didn’t know existed.

“You got harder.”

“I always do when I’m fucking such a tight hole.”

“Don’t cum too fast.”

I sank down on his cock until my ass met his thighs, and the full length of him was inside me.

“Fuck.”

“Keep going, Willow Mae.”

“The stretch isn’t as wide, but you’re deeper than — you’re touching something my Daddy doesn’t reach.”

“Is that good?”

“Don’t stop fucking me, and I’ll tell you after we both cum. Tell me what I feel like.”

“Tight. So wet I can feel your pulse milking my cock.”

“That’s not my pulse. That’s my cunt deciding whether to keep you.”

I rode his cock. Slowly at first — lifting my hips until his head caught at my entrance, the foreskin bunching against my inner lips, then sinking back down and feeling the length of him slide through me to the place that made my breath stall.

Each downstroke pressed the base of his cock against my clit — a different pressure than Leo’s pubic bone, bonier, more direct, the contact sending a jolt through my pelvis that made my thighs shake.

“Look at me, Tyler.”

His eyes opened. Brown, blown wide, the pupils eating the iris.

“Watch my face when you make me feel something new.”

On the salon cushions three feet away, Dad fucked Reese in long strokes. I could hear everything — the wet, rhythmic slap of his cock driving into her soaked cunt, the slick sound of her arousal coating his shaft and dripping onto the pale blue upholstery.

Each thrust rocked Reese’s body forward, and her mouth pressed deeper between Margot’s thighs. The force-transmission was visible — Dad’s hips driving, Reese’s tongue pushed into Margot’s cunt by each thrust, Margot’s hand pulling the braid, three bodies linked in a chain of momentum.

“Daddy.”

He looked at me. Mid-thrust. His cock was buried in Reese to the root, and all I could think was a single word—magnificent.

“She feels good, doesn’t she, Dad?”

“Different.”

“That’s not what I asked.”

“Yeah.” His hips didn’t stop. “She feels good, baby.”

“Good. I want you to enjoy her. I want to watch you enjoy her.”

“You’re a strange girl, Willow Mae.”

“I’m your girl, Daddy. That’s stranger.”

“Leo. Please fuck her harder. She’s moaning into my cunt, and I can feel every vibration on my clit.”

Dad fucked Reese harder.

The slap became a percussion — his pelvis against her ass, his balls swinging forward to graze the swollen skin below her cunt. Reese’s moans were muffled between Margot’s thighs, but I could hear the pitch rising — the specific escalation of a woman whose cunt was being filled and whose mouth was full and whose body was running out of room for the sensation.

Reese pulled her mouth from Margot’s cunt long enough to speak.

“Leo. Fuck. Don’t stop fucking me. Don’t you dare stop.”

Margot pushed Reese’s head back down.

“I didn’t say you could talk.”

I held Tyler’s face in both palms.

“Tyler.”

“Yeah.”

“Harder. Fuck me like you mean it.”

He gripped my hips and drove upward when I slid down his cock. The chair rocked. His cock slammed into the deep pocket where my cervix barred the way, and I cried out — a sound I didn’t recognize, pitched higher than the sounds Leo pulled from me.

A new sound for a new body.

His hands pulled me down onto every upstroke, and the base of his cock ground against my clit, and the twin sensation — depth and friction, the cock inside and the pressure outside — split my concentration and destroyed both halves.

“Can you feel how wet I am?”

“You’re dripping down my balls, Willow Mae.”

“That’s what your cock does to me. Different from Daddy’s. Thinner but deeper.”

I said it loud enough for the salon to hear. Dad heard it. His rhythm faltered for one stroke — one — and then he drove into Reese harder than before. The sound Reese made vibrated through Margot’s cunt, and Margot’s back arched off the cushions.

“I’m gonna — Leo, don’t stop, I’m gonna cum —”

“Cum for him, Reese. Let me feel it on my clit.”

Margot’s hand tightened in the braid.

Reese came first.

Her orgasm built from the pressure — Dad’s cock filling her from behind, Margot’s cunt against her mouth, the taste and the stretch and the fullness converging. I heard it in her voice — the muffled cry rising in pitch between Margot’s thighs, her hips pushing back against Dad’s cock, her cunt clenching around his shaft in pulses I could see in the tremor of her thighs.

Her whole body shook.

Her fingers gripped Margot’s hips, and her mouth pressed flat against her clit, and the vibration of her orgasm traveled through her lips into Margot’s nerve and pushed Margot over the edge.

Margot came.

Her thighs clamped around Reese’s head, and the sharp cry carried through the salon — the one I knew, the sound that had traveled through hulls and across trampolines and through three weeks of highway.

Her hips drove upward, grinding her cunt against Reese’s mouth, and I watched her stomach contract in rolling waves while her hand pulled Reese’s braid hard enough to arch her neck.

“Oh fuck. Oh — fuck. Willow Mae.”

“You’re welcome, darling.”

I was watching my father on the verge of cumming with another man’s cock buried inside me.

“Cum inside her, Leo.”

Margot looked past Reese’s head at Dad. Breathless.

Dad came.

His hips ground against Reese’s ass, and his cock kicked inside her — I knew the rhythm, knew the pulses, knew the groan that started low in his chest and broke at the top. I watched his cum leak from the seal of Reese’s cunt around his shaft — white, thick, running down the inside of her thigh and dripping onto the pale blue cushion. Another stain for the boat’s record.

Dad looked like mine even while he was inside someone else.

Mine. Even now. Especially now.

Tyler’s pace quickened under me. His cock swelled — the shaft thickening, the head flaring inside the deep pocket.

“Willow Mae. I’m close.”

“Cum inside me, Tyler. I want to feel what you feel like.”

He drove upward.

His hands pulled my hips down. His cock pulsed — thinner than Leo’s flood, faster, the spurts hitting the pocket behind my cervix in rapid bursts. The heat spread differently — not the heavy pooling of Leo’s cum, but a lighter warmth that radiated outward through tissue his cock had been the first to reach.

My orgasm broke on the third pulse. It started where his head pressed deep — behind my cervix, behind the floor of my pelvis, in the room only his cock could find — and rolled forward through my cunt, clenching around his shaft in waves that milked the last of his cum from the slit.

My clit ground against the base of his cock, and the external pressure met the internal wave, and the two sensations fused into a single, blinding contraction that bent me forward over his chest.

I came with my forehead against Tyler’s shoulder and my father’s cum leaking from a woman three feet away, and the smell of five bodies filling a space that had only ever held three.

“Fuck, Willow Mae. That was —”

“I know.”

“Your cunt just —”

“I know, Tyler. Stay inside me. I want every drop.”

“I’m not going anywhere.”

Tyler’s arms wrapped around my back. His cock softened inside me. His cum leaked around the seal of my cunt and ran warm down my inner thigh onto the chair.

Dad’s eyes found mine across the salon. The anchor light through the porthole put a white line across his face. He was still inside Reese. His hand was on her hip. But his eyes were on me — steady, sure, the look that meant the core holds.

The core held.

Our poly pathways had opened, and the core held.

Margot looked at me from the cushions. Reese’s head was still resting on her thigh. Dad’s hand was still on Reese’s hip. Tyler’s arms were still around my back.

The boat held us. All of us. The dock held the boat.

And on the baby monitor, Kai slept through everything.


Chapter Three

◆◆◆

They left at midnight.

Tyler kissed my cheek at the companionway. Reese kissed Dad’s mouth — short, closed-lipped, the kind of kiss you give someone when you’re not sure if the rules allow a longer one. Margot watched from the cockpit cushion with Kai’s monitor in her lap and didn’t stand up.

I heard their footsteps on the dock — two sets moving away slower than they had when they arrived. Not the pace of people comparing notes. The pace of people carrying something they hadn’t expected to take home.

The salon door slid shut.

The five of us had left the space looking like something between a crime scene and a painting. Cushions displaced. A wine glass on its side, the Pinot Noir pooled against the nav station bulkhead. The smell — five bodies’ worth of sex and sweat and cum layered over the garlic and pork fat still hanging in the galley air.

I could smell Reese’s skin on my father’s chest from three feet away. I could smell Tyler on my inner thighs — his cum and mine, cooled to a tacky residue on the skin between my legs. My own scent underneath both of them, and underneath that, the permanent salt-and-teak baseline of the boat herself.

My cunt ached.

Not the bright ache of being stretched open for the first time — I was past that. This was a dull, heavy soreness of a body that had been fucked by two men in the same evening, one of them twice, and hadn’t fully closed between.

I could feel the cumulative evidence of the night inside me — Leo’s cum and Tyler’s cum and my own arousal mixing in the swollen, tender space they’d both occupied. When I shifted on the cushion, I felt it move — thick, warm, the slow internal migration of fluid settling deeper or seeping toward the exit my body hadn’t sealed yet.

Dad sat on the salon sole with his back against the galley cabinets. He’d pulled on his board shorts but nothing else. His chest was scratched — light pink lines from Reese’s nails across the pectoral above his heart. His cock rested soft against his thigh, the shaft still glazed.

Margot knelt between my legs.

She didn’t ask.

She parted my thighs with both hands and pressed her mouth against my cunt — warm, wet, her lips closing over the swollen entrance the way they’d closed over it dozens of times since the trampoline.

I felt the seal of her mouth form around my gaping hole, gentle, unhurried, and then her tongue — the flat of it first, dragging through my swollen folds, gathering the slick mess that four hours of fucking had left behind.

She licked me slowly. Not to get me off — to clean me. To recover what two men had left inside me.

I felt her tongue dip inside my entrance, pressing past the tender rim, and something deep in my cunt released. Dad’s cum — thick, warm, held in the bruised tissue since he’d fucked me the second time — let go in a slow tide that pooled on Margot’s tongue. She swallowed. The sound of it traveled through my pelvis like a current.

“That was a lot, Dad.”

“Yeah.”

“I enjoyed it.”

I left that hanging.

Someone had to say it.

He watched Margot’s head between my legs with the look of a man who’d seen this before and still hadn’t decided what it meant. Not arousal — not now. Something quieter. The observation of a forty-year-old man watching the two younger women he loved perform an act of intimacy that had nothing to do with him and everything to do with them.

Margot’s tongue found the deeper residue. Tyler’s cum — thinner than Leo’s, lighter, the consistency different in a way I’d noticed during the sex and could feel now as Margot’s tongue worked it from the walls where it clung.

She sucked gently, and I felt the fluids drawn from behind my cervix — the cocktail of two men’s cum and my own arousal, warm and viscous, releasing in slow pulses as her mouth coaxed it free.

My body softened under the attention. Not toward orgasm — toward the calm of being emptied and held at the same time.

“Are you okay, Dad?”

He didn’t answer right away. His hands were on his knees. His thumbs traced slow circles on his kneecaps — the absent, repetitive motion of a man processing something he hadn’t finished thinking about.

“Did I use her, Willow Mae?”

I’d been waiting for it. Not the question itself — the guilt underneath it. Leo’s guilt didn’t arrive during sex. It arrived after, in the silence, when the body stopped leading and the mind caught up. I’d watched it surface after our first night in the cockpit. After the first time he came inside me. After every crossing made into intimacy, the same pattern — pleasure, stillness, then the quiet audit of a man checking whether he’d done harm.

Margot paused.

Her lips were still pressing against my cunt, her breath warm on the swollen tissue. She looked up — her chin wet, her mouth glistening with the evidence of two men and me.

“You didn’t use her, Leo. She came three times. I counted.”

Margot went back to licking. Her tongue traced the seam of my lips from entrance to clit and back again, gathering the last of what was leaking, the slow methodical attention of a woman who’d made this act as domestic as washing dishes.

“Did she seem used to you, Dad?”

“No. She seemed like she got what she came for.”

“Then why are you asking?”

His thumbs stopped.

“Because I enjoyed it. I enjoyed fucking a woman I don’t love, and I don’t know what that makes me.”

“It makes you a man who went fourteen years without being touched. Fourteen years. And then your daughter fucked you back to life, and your daughter’s best friend fell in love with you, and a woman you met three hours ago wanted your cock inside her. None of that makes you a bad person.”

“It makes me forty years old in a room that smells like a bordello.”

“It makes you alive.”

Margot’s tongue speared inside me, reaching deeper this time, curling against my front wall where the tissue was swollen and tender from Tyler and Dad’s cock. I felt a thick strand of cum release from my cervix — the last of it, the residue that had been clinging to the deepest tissue — and Margot drew it out with her tongue, gentle sucking, and swallowed.

The wet, intimate sound of it punctuated the silence between Dad’s confession and whatever I was about to say.

I slid my hand into his.

“I told you in the cockpit — no feelings, no love. You held to that. Reese came, you came, she left. That’s not using someone. That’s two adults who wanted the same thing at the same time.”

“And Tyler?”

“What about Tyler?”

“How was he?”

Margot looked up again. Her eyes on mine — the question in them asking whether I wanted the honest version or the kind one.

“Different.”

I said it to Dad, but I was looking at Margot.

“Tyler’s cock was longer, but thinner. He found a spot against my cervix that you don’t reach, and the sensation was new, and I came hard from it. You stretch me more, he fucked me deeper.”

Margot’s tongue circled my clit once — light, deliberate, the ghost of a touch that said I’m still here.

“But when I came, I wasn’t thinking about him. I was watching you fuck Reese and thinking about how you looked like mine even with your cock inside someone else.”

His hand tightened on mine.

“Tyler was sex, Dad. Good sex. Interesting sex. But when it was over, I wanted him off the boat and you beside me. That’s the difference.”

The baby monitor crackled.

Not a cry. The small, wet sound Kai made when he was surfacing from deep sleep — the pre-cry, the signal my body had learned to read somewhere between home and here. I checked the time. Twelve forty. He was early by twenty minutes, which meant he’d been stirring since we’d started talking and I hadn’t noticed.

Margot lifted her mouth from my cunt. Her chin was slick — cum and arousal and spit glistening in the anchor light. She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand and stood.

“I’ve got Kai.”

She went below. I heard the cabin door, the soft murmur of her voice, and the pre-cry stopped. Margot had a frequency Kai responded to — lower than mine, steadier, the hum of a woman who hadn’t given birth to him but had held him through every night on the highway and had earned the pitch.

I sat with my legs still open, my cunt empty now — cleaned, tender, the swollen lips gaping slightly in the air. The soreness mapped the evening onto my body like a chart I could read with my eyes closed. Tyler’s depth on my front wall. Leo’s width at the entrance. Margot’s tongue on the tissue between.

Dad and I were alone in the salon.

He looked at the cushions, at the wine glass on its side, at the scratch marks on his chest. His eyes tracked across the evidence the way mine had — reading the room, the record, the cost.

“You’re carrying this too heavily, Dad.”

“I am.”

“Put it down. Tonight was pressure we’d been building since we got here. New city, new dock, no sex for three weeks, Margot’s parents, the weight of all of it got to us. Tyler and Reese walked into that, and we let them in because we needed to breathe.”

Margot came up the companionway steps with Kai against her chest. He was latched onto his bottle, eyes half-closed, his fist gripping the neck of her tank top. She sat on the salon sole across from us, Kai between her crossed legs, propped against her stomach, drinking.

“What are we doing?”

She asked it without looking up. Her eyes on Kai, her thumb tracing the curve of his ear.

“Talking about tonight.”

“I heard you from the cabin. The hull doesn’t keep secrets.”

“What did you hear?”

“I heard Leo ask if he used Reese. I heard you talk him down. And I heard you describe Tyler’s cock to your father while I was licking both their cum out of your cunt, and I thought — she’s being kind. He doesn’t need the full review right now.”

She looked up.

“I liked tonight. I liked watching Leo fuck someone new. I liked watching you ride Tyler’s cock and hearing the sound you made — the one that was different from the sounds Leo pulls from you. I liked Reese’s mouth on my cunt, and I liked the fact that she couldn’t close her fingers around our boyfriend’s cock.”

She paused. Kai’s bottle clicked in the rhythm of a strong latch.

“But I don’t want that to be our life.”

“What do you want, Margot?”

“I want this.”

She looked at Kai, then at Dad, then at me.

“The three of us and Kai. I want to wake up on this boat and know that the people beside me aren’t going anywhere. I want the boring stuff — the formula at three a.m., the dive gear checks, the pasta sauce. I want to fuck you both until I can’t walk and then sit in the cockpit and watch the sun go down and know that nobody’s texting Reese or meeting Tyler for a drink.”

“You’re describing a throuple.”

“I’m describing a family.”

Dad’s head turned. Not sharp — slow, the way he turned when something landed that he needed to hear twice.

“She’s right.”

“I know she is, Willow Mae.”

“Then say it.”

He exhaled. His hand in mine. His eyes moving between Margot and me and the baby drinking between Margot’s legs.

“I have a threesome.”

I shook my head.

“You have a throuple, Dad. A romantic, committed throuple. There’s a difference.”

The word hung in the air. He didn’t correct himself or push back. He sat with it — the way he sat with everything that mattered, letting the weight of it settle before he decided where to put it down.

“A throuple?”

“Yes.”

“And tonight?”

“Tonight was chemistry. Five people who wanted the same thing at the same time, and nobody got hurt, and nobody fell in love. But it doesn’t define us. We define us.”

I hadn’t planned the next sentence. It arrived the way “my boyfriend” had arrived in the Caribbean — without announcement, from the place where the truth lives before the mouth knows it’s coming.

“I’m eighteen years old with a baby to raise.”

Dad looked at me.

“I signed the guardianship papers. I’m Kai’s legal guardian. Not you, Dad. Not Margot. Me. And I don’t regret it — I’d sign them again with a steadier hand. But it means I can’t be twenty and careless. It means history repeated, and I learned from you.”

“Learned what?”

“Not to close off my life because I’m raising someone else’s child. You did that. Fourteen years. No women, no intimacy, no touch. You poured everything into me and starved yourself, and I won’t do that to myself or to Kai.”

Margot’s hand found my knee. She was still holding Kai’s bottle with the other — the multitasking of a woman who’d learned to comfort two people at once without dropping the baby.

“But being open isn’t the same as being open to everyone. Tonight was a valve. If we open the door again, we open it together, we agree on who walks through it, and we close it when we’re done.”

“And now?”

“Now we close the valve. Not forever. Not carved in stone. But the three of us come first. Always.”

Kai finished his bottle. Margot lifted him to her shoulder and patted — the firm, flat-palmed rhythm she’d learned from a YouTube video in a Motel 6 parking lot outside Albuquerque. He burped. A small, wet sound that broke the conversation and made all three of us smile.

“You’re both smarter than me.”

“No, Dad. We’re younger. It’s not the same thing.”

A dog barked on the dock. Small, sharp, imperious — the bark of a six-inch monarch conducting a midnight perimeter check.

Margot laid Kai across her thighs and rubbed his back. His eyes closed. His fist released her tank top strap, and his fingers curled around nothing — the reflex of a boy who was learning, slowly, that the hands around him would still be there when he woke up.

“We need rules, Willow Mae.”

“Yes, Daddy. Tomorrow.”

I leaned into his shoulder. Margot shifted until her leg pressed against mine, Kai warm and still between us. The salon smelled like everything that had happened in it — garlic and wine and five bodies and the permanent baseline of salt and teak. The cushions carried the record. The boat held the record. We held each other.

The harbor was quiet. The halyard tapped the mast. Somewhere on B-dock, two grad students were sleeping or not sleeping, carrying the taste of us home with them.

Tomorrow we’d make rules. Tonight we’d already made the decision.

The three of us. Kai. The boat.

Everything else was weather.

I woke up with Margot’s hair in my mouth and my father’s hand on my hip.

The salon smelled like a bar that served dinner. Garlic, wine, the sweet rot of the Pinot Noir that had pooled against the nav station and dried to a tacky stain overnight. Underneath that, the sex — fainter now but still present, the compound residue of five bodies baked into the cushion fabric by twelve hours of San Diego heat.

The overhead hatch was open. A strip of morning light cut across the sole and landed on the wine glass, still on its side, still where it had fallen when Tyler’s elbow caught it.

My cunt ached when I moved. Not sharp — the deep, structural soreness of tissue that had been stretched and filled and stretched again and hadn’t had time to forget. I could feel the shape of last night mapped onto my body. Tyler’s depth on my front wall. Leo’s width at the entrance. The faint tenderness where Margot’s tongue had worked between them, drawing out what two men had left behind.

I lifted Dad’s hand off my hip and sat up.

Kai was asleep in his berth. The monitor lights showed the slow rise and fall of his chest, the pacifier held in his mouth by muscle memory. He’d sleep another forty minutes if nobody dropped anything.

Margot stirred.

“Coffee?”

“I’ll get it, Margot.”

“Get everything. I’ll clean up while you’re gone.”

She opened one eye and surveyed the salon — the cushions, the stain, the wine glass, the scratch marks on Leo’s chest visible above the sheet.

“This is going to take bleach.”

“It’s going to take a story if the harbormaster comes by.”

She closed her eye and smiled.

I pulled on shorts and a tank top, brushed my teeth with the cabin door open so I wouldn’t wake Kai, and slid my feet into the flip-flops I kept by the companionway. Dad was still asleep. His face in the morning light looked younger than forty — the lines around his eyes smoothed out, the tension in his jaw released.

Sleep was the only time Leo didn’t carry anything.

I stepped off the stern onto the dock.

The morning was cool and dry, and it smelled of kelp, diesel, and eucalyptus from the hillside above the marina. C-dock was quiet. The pelican from yesterday sat on the end piling with its beak tucked against its chest. Two boats down, the man with the trawler was hosing his cockpit again — the same man who’d nodded at us the day we arrived.

He nodded.

I nodded back.

The code of the marina.

The café was open. A sliding window pushed wide, the trays already arranged behind the glass, the smell of butter and bread hitting the morning air. Six a.m. and Masie was already working — the same economy of motion I’d noticed the first time I saw her wiping a table at the restaurant, the competence of a woman who ran everything on this dock and didn’t wait for anyone else to start the day.

She saw me coming up the ramp and smiled.

“First customer of the day. What will it be?”

“Six butter croissants, please.”

She began packing them in paper bags. Her hands were quick and careful — no wasted motion, the same hands that had pointed me toward the Dutch Barge and told me she was the local busybody three days ago.

“I heard you last night.”

She looked up and smiled.

“Sorry.”

“Don’t be. It’s nice to have people in your life.”

She said it warmly, direct, without judgment. But this time the warmth had something underneath it. Yesterday she’d heard three of us through the hull and made Daddy jokes while walking Uther Pendragon. Last night she’d heard five. She wasn’t asking. She was acknowledging.

“Are you married, Masie?”

“No. I worked too hard. Girl boss until I realized it was a drag.”

“So you moved here and found a job?”

“Something like that.”

“You can’t be alone, Masie. You’re young —”

“—Forty-three.”

“You’re beautiful.”

She looked up and handed me two paper bags. Her eyes stayed on mine for a beat longer than the transaction required — not flattered, not dismissive. The frank assessment of a woman deciding what to do with a compliment from an eighteen-year-old who’d kept her awake the night before.

“Enjoy your breakfast, Willow Mae. Tell Kai I said good morning.”

I walked back down the ramp with the croissants warm against my chest. The pelican hadn’t moved. The trawler man had finished hosing and was sitting in his cockpit with a mug the size of a soup bowl.

Masie. Forty-three. Worked too hard. Alone on a Dutch Barge with a dachshund who believed he was king and a dock full of people she looked after and nobody looking after her.

I didn’t think anything specific. I thought the way you think about someone you’ve noticed — the shape of the impression forming before the mind assigns it a purpose.

The boat was already different when I stepped aboard. Margot had the cushion covers off and was scrubbing the nav station bulkhead with a rag and dish soap. Two wine bottles were in the trash. The overhead hatch was cranked wide open, and the cross-breeze was pulling the last of last night through the salon and out over the water.

“I love you, Margot.”

“You loved that I clean.”

“Do you mean last night or this morning?”

She laughed, her eyes blown wide, and she threw a cushion at me.

“I preferred last night’s cleanup. Fresh and salty.”

I threw the cushion back.

Dad came up from the cabin with Kai on his shoulder. Kai was awake and calm, his eyes tracking the strip of light across the ceiling, his fist gripping the collar of Leo’s T-shirt. Dad had pulled on a shirt and shorts, but his hair was still flat on one side where he’d slept on it. He looked at the croissants. He looked at Margot scrubbing. He looked at me.

“What did I miss?”

“The part where your girlfriend cleaned up the crime scene while your daughter went shopping.”

“Both my girlfriends then. I feel like a king.”

“Don’t push it, Dad.”

He sat on the cockpit bench with Kai in the crook of his arm, and I set the croissants between us on the teak. Margot came up with three mugs of coffee — black for her, black for Dad, a splash of the oat milk she’d started buying in Albuquerque for me. She sat cross-legged on the cockpit sole and tore a croissant in half. Butter flaked onto her thigh.

She dipped it in her coffee.

I rolled my eyes.

We ate without plates, without formality, passing the bag, catching the crumbs. Kai watched from Leo’s arm with the fixed, serious attention of a baby cataloging the behavior of adults. A seagull landed on the lifeline, and Margot threw a piece of croissant at it. It caught the piece midair and left.

“I bought breakfast from the café. They have a bakery. Masie was opening up.”

“The woman who runs services?”

“She heard us last night, Dad.”

Margot looked up.

“Heard us as in —”

“As in she works fifty yards away and we had five people fucking on a catamaran with the hatches open. Again.”

“She already heard us the first time. She made jokes about it.”

“Five is different from three. She wasn’t weird about it. She said it’s nice to have people in your life.”

I pulled the paper bag apart and reached for another croissant. The butter was still warm inside — the flaky layers separating under my fingers, the smell mixing with the coffee and the salt air and the fading trace of bleach from Margot’s scrubbing.

“She’s alone, Dad. Forty-three. No husband. Burned out on some career and ended up running a dock. She opens the café at six in the morning, and she lives on a Dutch Barge with a dachshund named Uther Pendragon.”

“Uther Pendragon?”

“He has divine authority over C-dock.”

We all laughed.

Dad tore a piece of croissant and chewed slowly. He had the look he got when he was listening to something and deciding whether it was a story or a request.

“Can we have her over for dinner sometime, Dad?”

“On the boat?”

“Where else?”

He looked at Margot. Margot looked at me. The look wasn’t suspicious — it was the look of two people checking whether the third person meant what the words said or something underneath the words.

I meant what the words said. Dinner. A woman who ran this entire marina and didn’t have anyone to eat with at the end of the day. A woman who heard us playing through the hull and responded with warmth rather than judgment, and who deflected a compliment by handing me croissants and changing the subject.

“Sure, Willow Mae. Invite her whenever you want.”

“I’ll make the pork shoulder.”

Margot nodded.

“You’ll make the pork shoulder, and I’ll make sure the boat doesn’t smell like a frat house when she arrives.”

Kai made a sound — the short, declarative syllable he’d started producing in the last week, aimed at nothing and everything. Margot reached over and took him from Leo’s arm and settled him against her chest. His fist found her tank top strap. His eyes found the halyard tapping the mast.

The morning moved on. Margot finished cleaning. Dad checked the engine oil and topped off the water tanks. I sat in the cockpit with Kai and watched the marina fill with people — dog walkers, kayakers, a woman in a sun hat carrying a paint set toward the seawall.

At the top of the ramp, the café window was open. I could see Masie’s silhouette moving behind the counter — quick, efficient, serving the next customer with the same hands that had packed my croissants and the same composure that had absorbed everything she’d heard through the hull and given back nothing but kindness.

I didn’t think anything specific.

I just thought she shouldn’t be alone.

I left Dad and Kai at the boat. I dropped Margot at USD.

Scripps sat on the bluff above La Jolla like someone had dropped a research university on a cliff and dared it to fall off. The buildings were low and sun-bleached, the walkways shaded by eucalyptus, and the ocean was visible from every window I passed — not as scenery, but as subject. The thing they studied was right there, breathing against the rocks two hundred feet below.

Reese was waiting in the parking lot.

“Hey.”

“Hey, Willow Mae.”

“What’s up?”

“I need to warn you about a personal matter.”

I paused.

“What’s wrong?”

“Tyler. He’s — he’s… well, I call it cunt-struck.”

“What does he call it?”

“Love.”

“With me?”

“Yes.”

“Oh fuck.”

She stepped closer, leaned in, and whispered.

“I’d like to return, but I have no feelings for any of you.”

“Good.”

“I can bring others. Guys and girls — proportions you give me. Just fun.”

“Why?”

She paused. Looked around to make sure we weren’t overheard. Then she looked back at me.

“My poly network. I have ten —”

“Ten lovers?”

“Three weekly, the rest are occasional.”

“And you are adding us?”

“No, Willow Mae. You three have too much love going on for poly networking. I can be emotionally attentive to three, maybe four people every day. You can’t. I can tell that.”

“The sex was great.”

“It was. Your Dad is an incredible lover. Will you think about what I asked?”

“Yeah. I’ll mention it to Margot and Leo.”

“And as for Tyler —”

“I’ll deal with him. No harm done.”

“Good.”

She squeezed my arm and walked toward the Eckart Building. I watched her go — the braid swinging, the dive bag over her shoulder, the unhurried stride of a woman who managed ten lovers and a NOAA grant and didn’t confuse the two. Reese had compartments. Clean ones. I respected it even if I couldn’t live inside it.

Orientation was in the Eckart Building. Tyler had saved me a seat. He smiled when I sat down — the eager, open smile of a man who’d been inside me twelve hours ago and hadn’t separated the fucking from the feeling.

I smiled back and turned to the front.

The program coordinator walked us through the dive schedule, the lab rotation, the fieldwork protocols. I took notes. I listened to the safety briefing about nitrogen narcosis and decompression tables and thought about Dr. Alderman standing over a reef tank in Bayside High saying the same things in a different accent.

Tyler’s knee touched mine under the desk. I moved mine.

After the session, I found him in the corridor.

“Tyler.”

“Yeah?”

“Reese talked to me.”

His face changed. Not collapse — the slow rearrangement of a man who’d been caught carrying something he thought was hidden.

“I’m not available, Tyler. Not like that.”

“I know. I just —”

“You had a good time. So did I. But I have a family, and what you’re feeling isn’t what I’m offering.”

He nodded. He looked at the floor. He looked at the ocean through the corridor window.

“Can we still be friends? Dive partners?”

“I’d like that, but not if it hurts you.”

“And the other stuff — if it happens again —”

“It can’t. It would be cruel, Tyler, and we don’t do cruel.”

“Friends then?”

“Yes.”

I left him standing in the corridor and walked to the parking lot. The ocean was flat and silver from the bluff. A pod of dolphins was working the kelp line — dark shapes rolling through the surface, the casual efficiency of animals doing what they were built for.

I drove to USD. Margot was sitting on a bench outside the philosophy building with her bag between her feet and a paperback open on her knee. She hadn’t read a word — I could tell by the way her eyes lifted before I’d stopped the truck.

“How was it, Margot?”

“Good. Big. Overwhelming in the way a good thing is overwhelming. How was Scripps?”

“The campus, the labs, the people. The ocean is right there, Margot. You can see the reef from the lecture hall.”

“Reese messaged me about our problem. How was Tyler?”

“He’s caught feelings. Reese warned me. I handled it.”

“Handled it how?”

“I told him I have a family and that the sex is sex. He took it well.”

“Did he?”

“He will have to, Margot.”

“Agreed.”

She slid the paperback in her bag and climbed into the truck. Her hand found my thigh — the automatic placement of a woman who touched me everywhere, as confirmation, as geography. I’m here. You’re here.

“Still liking philosophy?”

“I sat in a room with thirty people who’ve read more Heidegger than me, but none of them have ever fucked their best friend and her Dad on a trampoline. I think I’ll be fine.”

“That’s the spirit.”

I pulled out of the USD lot and drove back toward the marina. The route was already becoming familiar — the freeway merge, the harbor road exit, the eucalyptus-lined street that dropped toward the water. Three days and the drive was already muscle memory. The body learns a commute the way it learns a lover — repetition, rhythm, the accumulation of small recognitions until the path becomes automatic.

The marina parking lot was warm and quiet. Late afternoon — the dog walkers done, the kayakers in, the day settling into a long exhale before dinner.

Masie was standing by the gate.

She had a cardboard box at her feet, and Uther Pendragon sat beside it with his chest out and his wet black eyes surveying the parking lot like a general reviewing troops after a successful campaign. His tail was going, which I’d never seen before — the restrained wag of a tiny monarch acknowledging that something had gone right.

“Masie. What’s in the box?”

“His legacy.”

I looked down. Two dachshund puppies lay curled together on a folded towel — tiny, impossibly small, one brown and one black-and-tan, their eyes barely open, their paws the size of bottle caps. They were maybe four weeks old. One of them yawned, and the inside of its mouth was pink and perfect.

“Oh my god.”

Margot was already out of the truck.

“Masie.”

“I matched him with a bitch from a breeder in Oceanside. Same pedigree. These are my share of the litter.”

Margot knelt. Her hands hovered over the box — not touching yet, the restraint of a woman who understood that you don’t grab someone else’s babies without permission.

“Can I?”

“Be my guest.”

Margot lifted the brown one. It fit in both her palms. Its legs paddled the air — the slow, uncoordinated swimming of a creature that hadn’t figured out gravity yet. It found her thumb and sucked.

“Willow Mae.”

“I see it.”

“I’m going to die. I’m in love.”

“You’re not going to die. Put the puppy down.”

“I’m not putting the puppy down.”

I knelt beside her. The black-and-tan one looked up at me from the box with the same unearned confidence I’d seen in Uther — the genetic inheritance of a dog who believed the world owed him something and was too small to be wrong about it.

I looked at Uther Pendragon. He looked at me. His expression said you’re welcome with the gravity of a father who’d done his duty and expected the realm to take notice.

“Congratulations, Your Majesty. Fine heirs.”

His tail wagged once. Acknowledgment. Not gratitude — acknowledgment.

“Two puppies, Masie. What are you going to do with them?”

“Keep one. Find a home for the other. Someone on the dock, ideally. Uther needs to maintain visitation rights.”

Margot looked at me. The look wasn’t a question. It was a plea dressed as eye contact.

“We can’t, Margot.”

“We can.”

“We have a baby already.”

“We have a baby and a boat and three adults. We can handle a dachshund.”

“We’d need to ask Leo.”

“Leo will say yes.”

“You don’t know that.”

“Willow Mae. The man installed a sex swing because I drew him a diagram. He will not say no to a puppy.”

Masie raised an eyebrow. She watched us with the expression of a woman who’d seen this conversation happen before and knew how it ended.

“Take your time. They’re not ready to leave for another two weeks anyway.”

We put the puppies back. Margot kissed the brown one on the head. I scratched Uther behind his ears, and he tolerated it with the patience of a king enduring the affections of a commoner.

We walked down the ramp and along C-dock. The trawler man was in his cockpit with his soup-bowl mug. The pelican was on the piling. The marina was settling into evening — the halyards tapping, the water flat and gold in the late light.

“We’re getting that puppy, Willow Mae.”

“We haven’t even asked Dad.”

“I don’t need to ask him. I need to inform him.”

“That’s not how a throuple works.”

“That’s exactly how a throuple works when two-thirds of the throuple already agree.”

I was still laughing when we stepped aboard.

Dad was in the salon. Kai was asleep in his bassinet. The cabin smelled like coffee and the faint trace of bleach from Margot’s morning scrubbing.

And on the salon cushion — the pale blue cushion, the cushion that had held five bodies last night and still carried the ghost of everything that had happened on it — sat a dachshund puppy.

Black and tan. Four weeks old. Asleep in the curl of a towel that smelled like Masie’s Dutch Barge.

Leo looked up from his laptop.

“Before you say anything —”

Margot sat down beside the puppy and lifted it into her lap. It didn’t wake. Its paws curled against her thigh, and its breathing didn’t change — the deep, boneless sleep of a creature that had already decided where it belonged.

“Masie brought her by after lunch. She said she had three and needed a home for two. I tried to say no.”

“You didn’t try very hard, Dad.”

“She put her on the cushion, and she fell asleep. What was I supposed to do?”

4“Exactly what you did.”

Margot looked at me. The plea was gone. In its place — the triumph of a woman whose boyfriend had proven her right before she’d finished making the argument.

“She needs a name.”

“Daughter of Uther.”

Margot threw a cushion at me.

“Don’t be silly. She can’t be called ‘Daughter of Uther’.”

“Morgause. She was Uther Pendragon’s daughter.”

We all stared at her.

Dad said it first.

“Welcome aboard Morgause Pendragon.”

The puppy didn’t stir. Kai didn’t stir. The boat held a baby and a dog and three people who’d woken up in the wreckage of a five-way and ended the day with a family that was one dachshund larger than it had been that morning.

Outside, the halyards tapped. The harbor went gold, then copper, then dark.

And on the Dutch Barge at the end of B-dock, Masie fed Uther Pendragon his dinner and sat alone in her galley and thought about the tall girl who’d told her she was beautiful and the man who’d held a puppy like he was remembering how to hold something small and alive and the dark-haired girl who’d kissed a dog on the head with the tenderness of someone who had love to spare.

She thought about the four of them on our catamaran.

She thought about dinner.


Chapter Four

◆◆◆

Morgause slept in our cabin.

She cried a lot. So we brought her tiny woolen basket into our bed and cuddled her to sleep.

Kai slept like a log.

The morning came with formula and coffee and a puppy who didn’t understand that six a.m. wasn’t playtime.

Leo had Kai on his shoulder before I opened my eyes. Morgause had her teeth around the hem of his flannel pants, growling at the fabric like it owed her money. Four weeks old and already convinced she ran the boat.

“She peed on the salon cushion.”

“Which one, Dad?”

“The one you can guess.”

Margot laughed from the galley, toothbrush in her mouth, hair piled on top of her head. She kissed Kai’s head on her way past, then kissed Leo’s mouth with toothpaste still on her lips. He wiped it off with the back of his hand and didn’t complain.

I showered in the head and bumped my elbows. Sundress, sandals, dive bag by the companionway for the afternoon session. Margot’s books were already on the cockpit table — Heidegger, a notebook, a paperback novel she wouldn’t admit was romance.

I rubbed the pork shoulder with salt, smoked paprika, cumin, garlic powder, and brown sugar. Set it in the Dutch oven with onion, stock, and a splash of the New Zealand Sauvignon Blanc. Leo would put it on low at ten and leave it alone until we got back.

“Don’t lift the lid, Dad.”

“I know how a Dutch oven works, Willow Mae.”

“You lifted it last time.”

“I was checking.”

“You were interfering.”

“Shopping list is on the counter. Get everything, please. I can manage a baby, a dog, and a pork shoulder.”

“And the laundry. And the grocery run. And Morgause needs her next feed at—”

“Ten-thirty. I know.”

He stood at the lifeline with Kai against his chest, Morgause at his bare feet chewing a dock line she’d stolen from somewhere. The morning was still cool. San Diego fog sat low over the water, the masts on B-dock rising through it like reeds.

I kissed him. Longer than a daughter should, shorter than I wanted to.

“We’ll be back by four.”

“I’ll be here.”

He’d always be here. That was the gift of him.

Margot took my hand on the boardwalk. The teak planks were damp, the fog condensing on everything — lifelines, cleats, the canvas shade sails over the restaurant deck. Our sandals left wet prints that dried behind us. The ketch next door had its companionway open, and someone was frying bacon.

The trawler man two slips down raised his soup-bowl mug.

I nodded back.

The boardwalk ended at the concrete service road. The shop sat to the right, glass-fronted, sandwich board out. The restaurant beside it. Everything funneled through here — the gate, the parking lot, the world outside.

Masie was arranging bags of ice in the chest by the shop entrance. Uther sat on the step beside her, watching the marina the way a general watches a battlefield.

She saw us and smiled.

“How is your puppy?”

“Her name is Morgause.”

I saw Masie’s smile before the tears.

“Pendragon?”

“Of course. Morgause Pendragon, daughter of Uther.”

She gathered us in her arms and hugged us. Uther looked up, his tail wagging. When Masie let us go, she wiped her tears with the heel of her hand.

Something inside me knotted up.

“Visit Dad when you have time. See Morgause and take Uther. Kai is with him all day. He’ll be alone for lunch.”

She looked at me.

She looked at Margot, who nodded.

“Stay for dinner too. The more the merrier.”

“Are you sure, girls?”

“Of course. We like company.”

We headed for Dad’s truck.

Inside, Margot traced her fingers from my knee along my thigh, lifting my sundress until she reached my cunt. She drew a line through my panties from my clit to my hole with one long nail.

“I’d like to fuck her too, Willow Mae.”

My head snapped sideways.

“I didn’t say—”

“You didn’t have to. I like Masie too.”

“She’s nice, Margot.”

“Let’s face it, darling. There’s a voyeur in each of us. We both enjoy watching Leo fuck other women.”

I looked at her again.

“Is it weird?”

She stretched her legs and set her feet on the dash, spreading her knees wide apart. Then, to my utter amazement, Margot pulled her panties aside and started rubbing her clit.

Two fingers, fast and tight, the way she touched herself when she wasn’t building toward anything — just detonating. Her breath shortened. Her hips tilted up off the seat. The vanilla from the drugstore perfume mixed with the warm, slick smell of her cunt filling the cab.

I stopped at lights and watched her, the smell of her cunt tingling in my nostrils.

“I keep thinking about her hands. I bet she knows how to fuck a girl.”

Green light. I pulled away.

I kept my eyes on the road. Mostly.

“The way she moves. Everything she does is efficient. No wasted motion.”

“I want to go down on her, Margot.”

“After Dad fucks her. Me too.”

Her voice cracked on the last word. Her thighs clamped around her hand, and she came with a sharp, bitten-off sound — head tipped back against the headrest, stomach contracting in three hard pulses under Leo’s t-shirt.

She held her fingers up without opening her eyes.

I took them into my mouth at another red light. Margot’s thick orgasm — warm, familiar, slightly sharper than mine. I cleaned each finger with my tongue while the truck idled and the crosswalk signal counted down from twelve.

“We closed the valve for the time being, Margot.”

“Masie isn’t a valve, Willow Mae.”

She was right. I swallowed and pulled back onto the road.

Scripps smelled like formaldehyde and salt water.

Tyler had saved me a seat in the reef ecology lab — same as every morning, clipboard on the bench, coffee from the vending machine that tasted like it had been brewed during the Cretaceous.

“Morning, Willow.”

“Morning.”

We were good now. Friends. Dive partners. The awkwardness had burned off in the first week, like the fog that burned off the bay by nine. He didn’t look at me the way he had that night in the salon. He looked at me like a colleague looks at someone they respect, and I looked back the same way, and neither of us pretended it hadn’t happened or that it mattered more than it did.

Dr. Chen set a tray of coral fragments under the scope — Acropora cervicornis, staghorn, collected from a reef restoration site off Point Loma. I leaned in and adjusted the focus. The polyps were extended, feeding. Tiny tentacles sweeping the water column for plankton, each one firing nematocysts too small to see without magnification.

“The growth rate on these is twenty percent above the control group.”

“Warmer water?”

“Nutrient load. The upwelling off Point Loma is richer than we expected.”

I took notes and drew the branching pattern, then counted polyps per square centimeter. My hand was steady and my mind was sharp, and for two hours I didn’t think about Leo or Margot or the pork shoulder or the knot in my stomach that hadn’t loosened since Masie wiped her tears in the parking lot.

That was the gift of Scripps. It asked for all of me, and when I gave it, there was no room left for anything else.

Margot texted at noon.

Heidegger says we are thrown into the world without choosing it. Philosophy guy next to me smells like he was thrown into a laundry basket and never climbed out.

I laughed in the lab.

Tyler looked over.

“Margot.”

“Ah.”

That was enough. He went back to his samples.

I texted back: How’s your heart?

Three dots. Then: Still beating. Still blocked. Still here.

Her parents were the wound Margot carried without showing it, like a diver carrying a weight belt — low, close to center, invisible unless you knew where to look.

I love you.

I know. Drive safe. I’ll be at the truck at three.

We pulled into the marina lot at four-fifteen. The fog had burned off hours ago, and the late afternoon sun turned the water in the harbor to hammered brass. I could see Willow Mae from the parking lot — her mast, her bimini, the pale blue cockpit cushion with the Bordeaux stain that had crossed an ocean and refused to leave.

Uther was asleep on the dock box beside our slip.

That meant Masie was still aboard.

Margot saw him too. She squeezed my hand once and let go.

We walked the concrete, then the boardwalk. I heard them before I saw them — not words, just the low murmur of two adults talking over coffee. The kind of conversation that had found its depth hours ago and was sitting in it comfortably.

Masie was in the cockpit, bare feet tucked under her on the settee, a mug in both hands. She’d changed since the morning — a cotton dress, pale green, sleeveless. Her hair was down. I hadn’t seen it down before. It was longer than I’d thought, and there was gray in it that caught the late light.

I was shredding the pork with two forks in the cockpit when Dad caught my arm and drew me down the companionway.

The steps were narrow. He turned me at the bottom, one hand flat against the bulkhead beside my head, his face inches from mine. He smelled like Kai’s formula and sunscreen and the salt that lived in his skin.

His jaw was set — the way it set when he was working something through, not when he was angry. I knew every version of that jaw.

“Willow Mae.”

“I like her, Dad. Margot does too. And I know she likes us.”

“Don’t mess around with people’s lives, darling.”

“Have I ever?”

He looked at me. His eyes moved across my face the way they did when he was deciding whether to say the hard thing or hold it. The light from the salon fell down the companionway steps and caught the gray at his temples I’d only started noticing this summer.

“Dad — we’re a family. I feel it. I keep bumping into Masie, and when I do—”

I stopped. Something was rising in my chest that I didn’t have the sentence for. Not desire — I knew desire. This was closer to recognition. The feeling of seeing someone standing outside a window and knowing the room would be better with them in it.

“Go on, Willow Mae. Please.”

“I want to make love to her. With you and Margot. Her age. Her experience. She lights something in me.”

I put my hand on his chest. His heart was going faster than it should have been.

“Tyler and Reese were fun, Dad. Masie is a friend already.”

His face changed. The jaw softened. His eyes dropped to my hand on his chest, and when they came back up, they were wet — not crying, not close to it. The sheen that came when something got past the armor he didn’t know he was wearing.

“We didn’t drink wine. It sat in ice all day.”

“Why not, Dad?”

“I don’t know.”

“Yes, you do.”

“Okay. I like her too. It was nice having company all day. Didn’t stop me from missing both of you, though.”

“See?”

“But this is what Reese warned about, Willow Mae.”

“Not the same thing. She and her network cycle through each other in a way that works for them. Masie stayed all day, and you didn’t drink wine, Dad.”

He was quiet.

“And nothing happened, Dad?”

“No.”

He shook his head.

“But you wanted it to?”

He drummed the bulkhead once with his palm. Looked up the companionway steps toward the light. Inhaled. Exhaled.

“Maybe. She’s fun. Relaxed. She has a lot of emotional intelligence.”

He paused.

“Kai took to her.”

That was Leo. Other men would have said she’s attractive or I thought about it. Leo measured a woman by whether our baby trusted her.

“There you go, Dad. No harm. Let’s enjoy dinner.”

I kissed him in the companionway — short, firm, my hand still on his chest. His heartbeat had steadied. Mine hadn’t.

When we came back up, Margot was slicing limes at the cockpit table. She glanced at me once. I nodded. She went back to the limes.

Leo opened the Sancerre and poured four glasses. Masie held hers up to the last of the daylight just as Leo had taught me to hold the first Sauvignon Blanc on the dock a lifetime ago.

“Color, Margot?”

“Pale gold. Almost green.”

“Smell?”

She hovered her nose over the glass and inhaled.

A pause. A smile. I knew she’d gotten it.

“Flint. And something sweet underneath.”

“Taste it, darling.”

She sipped. Her eyes closed. When they opened, she was looking at Leo.

“It tastes like I should have opened it a long time ago.”

We ate in the cockpit. Pulled pork on toasted buns, slaw on the side, Sancerre that tasted like northern France and a woman who’d been saving it for a moment like this. Margot’s bare feet rested on the coaming. Masie sat beside Leo, not across from him.

Margot and I engineered it.

Kai woke once, fussed, and Masie lifted him from the bassinet before Leo could stand. She held him against her shoulder and bounced gently, and he quieted in four seconds. Leo watched her with an expression I hadn’t seen before — not the expression past pride, not the look he gave Margot or me. Something that recognized a competence he hadn’t expected. A woman who knew how to hold a baby because she’d wanted one and never had one.

“You’re good at that.”

“I’ve had practice. Other people’s children.”

The sentence landed, and nobody picked it up. Some things you hear and hold still for.

The sun dropped behind Point Loma. The harbor went from gold to copper to the flat blue-gray of dusk. I lit the cockpit lantern — a battery-powered one Leo had bought at the chandlery because open flame and a baby didn’t mix. The warm light caught Masie’s face, the gray in her hair, the fine lines around her mouth that deepened when she smiled.

Dinner was cleared away.

Coffees were half drunk.

“What’s it like to share the way you three do?”

“You mean in life?”

“And love?”

“It’s perfect.”

“Is there any jealousy?”

We looked at each other. Margot and I looked at Dad.

He answered.

“We had two friends here. One night. Everyone knew the terms. Margot and Willow Mae were with them too.”

“And that’s not a problem?”

“No. As long as we come first.”

“I heard you. The five of you. Not deliberately. I was walking Uther, and I paused for a moment.”

“And?”

“I thought you sounded beautiful.”

The cockpit went still. No Kai. No Morgause. The halyard tapped the mast once and stopped, as if the boat were holding its breath.

I looked at Margot. Her eyes were already on mine.

I looked at Leo. He gave me the nod.

You’ve got this. I’m here. Go.

The same nod from my first swim meet. The same nod from graduation. The same nod from the helm when I trimmed the genoa before he called it.

I kneeled in front of my father.

I looked up.

“Trust me, Daddy.”

“Always, darling.”

He raised his hips off the seat when I slipped my fingers and thumbs into the elastic waistband of his shorts. I peeled them down his thighs, past his knees. His cock lay against his left thigh, soft, thick, the vein on the underside visible in the lantern light. I wrapped my hand around his shaft and felt him start to thicken.

I stared at Masie while I stroked my father’s cock. Root to tip, slow, deliberate, making sure she saw everything — my father’s cock growing in his daughter’s hand.

Margot stood behind me and gathered my hair into a ponytail, holding it at the base of my skull the way she always did. Her other hand rested on my shoulder.

I looked at Masie one more time.

“No jealousy. Watch.”

“I am.”

“Don’t look away.”

“You can count on it.”

I paused.

Her lips were parted. Her coffee mug sat forgotten on the table beside the Sancerre. Her hands were in her lap, fingers laced together, gripping.

I wrapped my lips around Leo’s glistening crown.

His breath caught.

The familiar salt, the warmth, the smooth dome of his head hot against my tongue. I took him deeper, hollowing my cheeks, letting the stretch of my jaw register on my face where Masie could see it. This wasn’t the private blowjob I gave Dad in the dark of the owner’s cabin — mouth lazy, half asleep, his hand gentle in my hair. This was a performance. I wanted Masie to see what Leo’s cock did to my mouth.

I wanted her to wonder what it would do to hers.

My tongue flattened against the underside of his shaft where the vein pulsed. I traced it from the base of his crown to the frenulum and felt his thigh tense under my palm. He was fully hard now — eight inches of my father’s cock fucking his daughter’s mouth while a woman he’d spent the day with watched from three feet away.

Leo’s hand found the back of my head. Not guiding — resting. His fingers threaded into my hair, and I heard him exhale through his nose. A controlled exhale. The exhale of a man being sucked off by his daughter who was trying very hard to behave himself in front of a guest.

I pulled off slowly, a thread of spit connecting my lower lip to his slit.

I turned my head toward Masie and watched her knees spreading, the plain white cotton triangle at the top of her thighs visible. A wet patch darkened the fabric. She didn’t close her legs when she saw me looking.

She didn’t look away.

Stay.

“Margot.”

“Yes, darling?”

“Show Masie my cunt while I suck Dad’s cock.”

If anything would make her bolt, that would.

Masie didn’t move. Her fingers unlaced in her lap, and one hand settled on her own thigh — not between her legs, just resting on her skin above the knee. The hand of a woman deciding.

I went back to Leo’s cock, taking it deeper this time, relaxing my throat the way he’d taught me on this boat weeks ago — Breathe through your nose. Don’t fight it. His crown pressed the back of my throat, and I swallowed around him.

His hips shifted.

His fingers tightened in my hair.

“Jesus, Willow Mae.”

“She looks like she’s deep throating you, Leo.”

“Such a good girl.”

“Yes. I can see that. Not just here—everywhere.”

Margot knelt behind me.

She pressed my knees together, reached up inside my sundress, found my waistband, and slid my panties down my thighs, over my knees, off my ankles. She folded them once — Margot always folded — and handed them to Masie.

I watched.

She stared at my panties. Stared at me.

I smiled.

She held the cotton to her nose, closed her eyes, and inhaled softly.

“Beautiful.”

My cunt clenched so tightly, I felt a dribble of arousal drip onto my thigh.

Masie spread my knees wide apart.

Then she lifted the back of my sundress and held it at my waist.

I was bare from the waist down. My cunt exposed to the warm cockpit air, to the lantern light, to Masie’s eyes. I could feel the slickness on my inner thighs — I’d been wet since the companionway, since Leo’s heartbeat under my hand.

I lifted my lips off Dad’s cock. The spit cooled on his shaft in the evening air. I turned and watched Masie watching me.

Her eyes weren’t on my face. They were between my legs. The hand on her thigh had moved two inches higher.

“You shaved, Willow Mae.”

“Do you?”

“Never have.”

“Good.”

“Why good?”

“Because I’ve never licked a hairy pussy leaking my Dad’s cum.”

The cockpit held the sentence. Leo’s cock twitched against my cheek. Margot’s hand tightened on my sundress. The halyard tapped the mast.

Masie looked at me. Then at Leo. Then back at me.

“You’re serious.”

“I don’t joke about licking pussy, Masie.”

Something broke in her face — not pain, not shock. The last wall. The thing she’d been holding in place since she sat down at this table with a bottle she’d been saving for something.

This something.

Her eyes went bright, and the breath she let out carried a sound in it — not a word, not a moan. The sound of a woman who’d been standing outside a window for a long time and just heard someone open the door.

“Come here.”

Margot beckoned her. She was already crossing the cockpit, already kneeling beside Masie, already taking her hands and unfolding them the way you’d open something that had been closed too long.

I watched, transfixed, as Margot reached up inside Masie’s dress and peeled off her panties. Simple. White. The gusset dark and heavy with arousal — not a faint dampening but the soaking of a woman who’d been wet since I wrapped my lips around my father’s cock.

Perhaps earlier.

Perhaps all day.

Margot tossed Masie’s panties to Dad.

He caught them without looking, brought them to his face, and inhaled. His eyes closed. When they opened, he was looking at Masie, and the expression on his face wasn’t lust. It was recognition. The same way he’d looked at the Sancerre when she told him she’d been saving it.

Margot eased Masie’s knees apart. Wide. Wider than Masie would have spread them herself. The dark hair between her thighs was dense and glistening, her lips swollen, the scent of her reaching me from three feet away — warm, sharp, older than Margot’s or mine. A woman’s scent. Not a girl’s.

Margot inhaled deeply, her nose an inch from Masie’s cunt, and bowed her mouth into that beautiful hairy pussy. Masie’s hand wrapped around the back of Margot’s head, fingers threading into the dark hair, and pulled her closer.

Not guiding.

Demanding.

Masie moaned deep, long, and loud.

Margot’s mouth moved slow. Not the way she ate me — quick, knowing, efficient. This was exploration. Her tongue traced the outer lips first, parting the dark hair, learning the shape. Masie’s thighs tensed on either side of Margot’s head.

“Oh, God.”

“Take your time, Margot. She hasn’t been touched in years.”

Margot hummed against Masie’s cunt — an acknowledgment, a vibration that made Masie’s thigh jump. Her fingers spread the dark hair, her tongue found the seam and pressed between the swollen lips, drawing a slow line from entrance to clit.

Masie’s hips lifted off the seat.

I went back to servicing my father’s cock.

“Let’s get you ready to be inside Masie, Daddy.”

He was harder than he’d been a minute ago. The head flushed dark, the slit wet, a steady thread of precum that tasted sharper than usual — the taste of a man watching something that hit him somewhere below thought. I took him deep and held him there, my nose pressed against the dark hair at his base, his cock filling my throat.

I milked him with the muscles I’d been training since the Caribbean, gagging once, swallowing through it. His hand tightened in my hair.

“That’s my girl.”

I pulled back, stroked him root to tip, and turned my head to watch Margot going down on Masie.

“Let’s keep you ready, Dad.”

“For Masie?”

“Yes.”

“I lied, Willow Mae.”

His voice was quiet. A low tone. One that meant his armor was off and the man underneath was speaking.

“You wanted her. It’s not a lie, Dad. It’s the point. You and me and Margot have circled around this for a long time.”

“A door opened on your birthday.”

“Yes. That’s it. A door opened, and three people walked in.”

“The door hasn’t closed yet?”

“No, Dad. It hasn’t.”

I held his cock against my cheek and looked up at him. His eyes were wet again — the same sheen from the companionway, the sheen that came when something got past the wall he didn’t know he was building.

He wasn’t looking at me.

He was looking at Masie — at a woman his own age with her head thrown back and his girlfriend’s mouth on her cunt — and his face held the same expression I’d seen when he first held Kai. Not desire. Awe. The face of a man being handed something he’d stopped believing was coming.

I kissed the head of his cock — soft, closed-lipped, the way Margot had kissed Masie’s cunt before she opened her with her tongue.

A promise.

“She’s ours, Daddy. If she wants to be.”

Margot had found her rhythm. Two fingers inside Masie, fucking her, curled forward, her mouth sealed over the clit. Masie’s cotton dress was bunched at her waist. Her head was tipped back, her throat exposed, and the sounds she made were low and broken — sounds that came from a body remembering what it had taught itself to stop wanting.

“Oh, God. Margot.”

Masie’s voice had changed. Her tone was thicker, lower, and more honest.

“Don’t stop. Please don’t stop. Lick me there.”

I sucked the head of Dad’s cock and watched Margot work. The wet sounds from Masie’s cunt filled the cockpit — slick, open, the sound of a woman flooding around fingers that knew what they were doing. Masie’s hand gripped the back of Margot’s head, pulling her closer, her hips rolling against Margot’s mouth.

Leo’s cock pulsed against my tongue. I looked up. He wasn’t watching me. He was watching Masie’s face — reading it the way he read weather, the way he read a reef from the surface, with the calm attention of a man who missed nothing.

I slowed down and allowed Dad’s cock to climb down from the edge.

Masie’s breath shortened. Her stomach clenched under the bunched fabric of her dress. Her thighs started to shake.

“I’m going to—”

“Cum for us, Masie.”

I said it with my father’s cock resting against my cheek, my lips wet, my hand wrapped around his shaft. Masie looked down at me — my face between Leo’s thighs, my mouth swollen, my eyes on hers — and the orgasm hit her.

“Cum in her mouth.”

“Are you sure?”

“She loves it. Let go, Masie.”

Her body arched off the seat. A sound tore out of her that started in her chest and cracked open into something raw. Her cunt clenched around Margot’s fingers — I could see the muscles in her inner thighs spasm, could see Margot’s jaw tighten as she held on, her tongue pressing flat against Masie’s clit through the contractions.

Masie came for a long time. Her hand shook in Margot’s hair. Her eyes were closed, and tears ran from the corners, and she didn’t wipe them.

I watched the stream of cum dribbling over Margot’s fingers. She licked some, but didn’t stop finger fucking her until the last drops ran slow over her knuckles.

Margot gentled her down. Slow tongue, fingers still, lips soft against the swollen clit. The way Leo eased me down. Just as I’d learned to ease Margot down. The skills were passed from body to body, the tenderness traveling through us like current through water.

Masie was trembling.

I lifted off Leo’s cock and stood. I kissed Masie’s mouth — soft, unhurried. She tasted like Sancerre and salt. I tasted like my father’s cock. Neither of us flinched.

“That’s the beginning, Masie.”

She looked at me. Her chest was rising and falling faster than it had been thirty seconds ago.

“Come and fuck Leo.”

She didn’t move.

“I—I.”

“Are you taking birth control?”

“Yes.”

“Then let Leo make love to you. After he cums inside, Margot and I will clean you up.”

Her eyes were wide.

Margot’s fingers were small against Masie’s. She brought one of Masie’s hands to her mouth and kissed the knuckles.

“You don’t have to do anything.”

“I know.”

“Do you want to?”

“I’ve wanted to since I heard you through the hull on the first night.”

Margot drew her up. Masie stood in the lantern light, taller than Margot, shorter than me, her bare feet on the teak. Margot reached for the hem of the cotton dress. Masie raised her arms.

The dress came off in one motion. Underneath — a plain white bra. No performance. A woman who hadn’t dressed for this because she hadn’t known it was coming. Her body was forty-three years of living — strong shoulders, soft stomach, breasts that sat lower than mine or Margot’s but fuller. A scar below her left hip, thin and old. Freckles across her chest.

Margot unhooked the bra from behind. Masie’s breasts fell free — heavy, natural, dark nipples already tight. Margot cupped one and kissed the other, her mouth closing over the nipple and sucking gently.

Masie’s hand went to the back of Margot’s head, and a sound came out of her that I’d never heard from anyone — a moan that started in her chest and broke open halfway through into something that sounded like relief.

I stroked Leo’s cock while I watched. He was leaking precum — a steady thread from the slit that ran warm over my knuckle. I spread it down his shaft with my thumb.

“She’s beautiful, Dad.”

“Yes, she is.”

“I want you to stretch her nicely. Make her yours like Margot and me.”

“I will.”

“Cum inside her, Dad.”

I saw Masie up close. Her cunt was dark, a full triangle of hair, untrimmed, glistening at the seam of her lips. Nothing shaved, nothing waxed, nothing performative. A woman’s body kept the way she kept it.

“When did you last have sex, Masie?”

Margot asked it without cruelty. She asked it the way she asked everything — directly, because she wanted to know.

“Seven years.”

The number sat in the cockpit like a stone dropped into still water.

Seven years. Leo had gone fourteen. Masie had gone seven. The mathematics of loneliness, different scales, same weight.

Margot eased back, her chin wet, her fingers still inside. She looked at me and made room.

I knelt in front of Masie.

“May I?”

Masie nodded.

I leaned forward and pressed my mouth to her cunt. Not diving in — a kiss. My lips against her lips, warm and closed, the way you’d kiss someone’s mouth for the first time. The hair was soft against my cheeks, nothing like Margot’s bare skin, and her scent was deeper — musk and salt and something that reminded me of the teak on the boat after a day in the sun. I held the kiss, breathing against her, letting her feel my mouth without demand.

Then I opened my lips.

My tongue parted the dark hair and traced upward along the seam, slow, tasting Margot’s spit and Masie’s arousal together. I found the hood of her clit and circled it once — gently, an introduction, not an assault. Her clit was fuller than Margot’s, the hood thicker, and when I drew it between my lips and sucked, Masie’s whole body jerked.

Her hand found the back of my head. Not demanding this time. Trembling.

“Willow Mae.”

My name in her mouth while my mouth was on her cunt. I held her there for three more seconds — my tongue flat, pressure steady, the welcome I’d been wanting to give her since she wiped her tears in the parking lot.

Then I pulled back and kissed the inside of her thigh.

A full stop. Not yet. More to come.

I stood, Dad’s cock still in my hand. I moved behind Masie on the sofa and pressed my body against her back — my breasts against her shoulder blades, my mouth beside her ear, my hand flat on her stomach.

“Lean back against me.”

“Okay.”

“Let Leo take you, and I’ll hold you.”

She did. Her weight settled into my chest. Her head tipped back against my shoulder. From this angle, I could see down her body — Margot’s dark hair between her thighs, Margot’s hands gripping the backs of her legs, and beyond them, Leo in the helm seat, watching all three of us with his cock standing hard against his stomach, untouched.

“Margot. It’s time. Make her cum again.”

“She tastes so fucking sweet.”

Margot smiled against Masie’s cunt and went back to work. Her tongue found the rhythm — slow circles on the clit, two fingers easing inside, curling upward. I felt Masie’s stomach contract under my hand. Her breathing turned ragged. Her hips started to move.

“Let it happen, Masie.”

“I haven’t — it’s been—”

“I know. Let it happen.”

“Twice.”

“We’re just getting started.”

Her orgasm broke in two stages. The first part was quiet — her body locking, every muscle rigid, her breath held. Then the second, the release, a sound torn from somewhere deeper than pleasure, her cunt clenching around Margot’s fingers in pulses I could feel through her stomach wall. Her knees buckled. I held her up while planting soft kisses on her neck. Margot stayed with her through it, her tongue gentling, easing Masie down the way Leo eased me down.

Masie was shaking.

“Easy. I’ve got you.”

“What are you doing to me?”

“Loving you.”

I said it without thinking, but the word was right.

Nobody flinched.

Margot stood and kissed Masie’s mouth. I watched Masie taste herself on my girlfriend’s lips and not pull away. Margot took Masie’s hand, pulled her up, and turned her toward Leo.

He was still in the helm seat. His cock was hard and wet at the tip, the shaft thick in the lantern light. He hadn’t touched himself. He’d watched us love a woman who’d been alone for seven years, and he’d waited.

“Masie.”

His voice was low. Warm. The voice of a man who runs a business, sails a boat, raised a daughter.

“Leo.”

“You’re sure about this?”

“I’m sure I want you to fuck me and cum inside me.”

“Come here.”

She walked to him. Four steps across the teak. He reached for her hips, his thumbs finding the hollows above her hip bones — the same place his thumbs always found, on me, on Margot. His hands looked steady. They weren’t. I could see the fine tremor in his fingers.

Masie straddled him in the helm seat, her knees on either side of his thighs. His cock pressed against her stomach, the head leaving a smear of precum on her skin. She looked down at it.

“It’s been a long time, Leo.”

“I’ll be gentle.”

“I don’t think I want you to be gentle.”

I knelt beside the helm seat on Masie’s left. Margot knelt on her right.

I reached between their bodies and wrapped my hand around Leo’s shaft. Margot’s hand joined mine — her fingers interlocking my fingers, both of us holding my father’s cock.

“Lift up, Masie.”

She rose on her knees. I positioned the head at her entrance. She was soaking — from Margot’s mouth, from her own arousal, from seven years of not being touched and an evening of being seen. I felt the heat radiating from her cunt against my knuckles.

“Go slowly. Let him stretch you.”

She lowered herself. The head of Dad’s cock met the resistance of a body that had been closed for seven years. There was a beautiful pause as Masie’s entrance bloomed and stretched. Dad’s cock pressed and slipped past.

Masie gasped.

Her hands found Leo’s shoulders and gripped.

“Keep going. He’s thick. Your cunt will open for him.”

“Fuck.”

“You’re doing well. Take more.”

She sank another inch. Then another. Leo’s hands were trembling on her hips. His jaw was locked, his eyes on her face, reading every change — the tightening at the corners of her mouth, the softening as her body remembered what it was built to do.

Margot and I held the base of his shaft together, steadying him, guiding Masie’s descent the way I’d guided Margot’s on the trampoline. Our hands were wet with both of them. Our Daddy’s cock disappearing inch by inch into a woman who hadn’t been fucked in seven years and was being held by two girls who loved her while she took it.

Masie bottomed out. Her ass met Leo’s thighs. Her breath left her in a rush.

“I’m so full.”

“I know.”

“I’m so full of you, Leo.”

“I know, Masie. I can feel you.”

“Is she tight, Dad?”

“God, yes. You can feel she’s so new.”

She started to move. Her hips rolling in slow, careful rotations, finding the angle, finding the depth. Her cunt was tight around his cock — I could feel the resistance when I touched the base of his shaft, her inner walls gripping, reluctant to release. She rose, sank, rose again. Each drop drove him deeper and pulled a sound from her throat.

I withdrew my hand and stood.

Margot did the same.

We stood on either side of the helm seat, each of us with a hand on Masie’s back, and watched a forty-three-year-old woman ride Dad’s cock while the harbor went dark around us.

“Leo.”

“Masie.”

“I can feel everything inside me. Your shape.”

“That’s what it’s supposed to feel like.”

He pulled her down into a kiss. Deep, unhurried, the kiss of two adults who knew how to use their mouths. Not the frantic, consuming kisses I gave him. Not Margot’s sharp, claiming kisses. A kiss between equals. I watched it and felt something I didn’t expect.

Home.

He’d been with two women half his age for weeks. Beautiful, willing, insatiable. He loved us. I knew that beyond all doubt. But this — Masie’s mouth on his, her body matching his rhythm without instruction, the way they breathed together — this was a frequency I couldn’t reach. Not yet. Maybe not for twenty years.

Margot’s hand found mine behind Masie’s back.

“Do you see it?”

I squeezed once.

“I see it.”

“It’s so beautiful, watching him, watching her.”

Leo’s hips started to drive upward. The helm seat creaked. Masie matched him — her hands locked behind his neck, her breasts pressed against his chest, her moans low and open and unashamed.

“I’m close, Leo.”

“Cum on my cock, Masie.”

“I’m cumming. God — I’m cumming.”

Her body arched. Her cunt clenched — I saw the muscles in her inner thighs spasm, saw Leo’s jaw tighten as she milked him. A low, sustained cry that carried across the water and came back from the hulls of the boats around us. She came for a long time. Longer than I usually came. Longer than Margot.

The orgasm of a body that had been starving.

Leo followed. His hips jerked, his hands pulled her down hard, and I knew the feeling — the first pulse of cum hitting deep, the heat flooding, the release. Masie felt it too.

Her eyes went wide.

“Oh.”

“That’s his cum, Masie.”

Margot said it softly, kneeling beside them, her hand on Masie’s hip.

“That’s what it feels like when he cums inside you.”

“I’d forgotten.”

“You won’t forget again.”

Leo’s forehead dropped to Masie’s shoulder. His breathing was ragged. His hands were on her back, holding her against him, his cock still inside her. Masie’s face was turned toward the water. Tears ran from the corners of her eyes, but she was smiling.

I knelt in front of them and put my head against Masie’s knee. Margot knelt beside me and did the same on the other side. Four bodies in the helm seat and on the teak around it. The lantern flickered. Morgause padded up the companionway steps and sat at the edge of the cockpit, watching us with the ancient, unimpressed gaze of a four-week-old dachshund.

“Stay tonight.”

“I should get back to the barge.”

“Stay.”

She looked at Leo. He brushed a strand of hair from her face.

“Stay, Masie.”

She stayed.

I took Uther to the barge, found his food, and brought him back. When I came back, Margot was making up the salon settee with the blue sheets, and Leo was carrying Masie’s coffee mug to the galley sink.

Masie stood in the cockpit in Leo’s t-shirt — a gray one, too big, the hem at mid-thigh. The same t-shirt he’d worn in the kitchen the night I fell in love with him.

Kai slept like a log.

Morgause didn’t.


Chapter Five

◆◆◆

Masie woke me in the dark.

Her hand was on my hip, her mouth on my shoulder, and when I turned toward her, she kissed me with the slow, unhurried certainty of a woman who’d decided something in her sleep. We didn’t speak.

My fingers found her cunt — warm, swollen, still slick from Leo’s cum — and hers found mine, and we lay face to face on the narrow settee, fingering each other in the dark while the boat rocked and the halyard tapped and Kai slept through it.

I edged her.

I couldn’t help it. Every time her breath shortened and her thighs started to clamp, I slowed, circled, held her at the edge until her moans turned desperate — a low, broken growl that didn’t belong to a woman who ran a marina shop. It belonged to a woman who’d gone seven years without being touched and was finding out what happened when the hunger came back.

Leo woke. I heard the change in his breathing from the berth — the shift from sleep to attention, the stillness of a man assessing the room before he moved.

“Don’t stop, Willow Mae.”

“I wasn’t planning to.”

He came up behind Masie. His hand replaced mine on her hip, and I slid underneath, my back on the cushion, my face inches from hers. My father fucked her from behind — slow, deep, the careful rhythm he used when a woman was already close — and I kissed her while my fingers found her clit. Two inputs. His cock stretching her cunt open, my fingers circling the swollen nub above it. Her moans broke against my mouth.

She came hard. Her cunt clenched around his cock — I felt the contraction through her stomach, felt the gush of fluid that soaked my hand and wrist and pooled warm on my forearm. She’d squirted again.

Next time my mouth would catch it.

Leo came inside her with his forehead pressed between her shoulder blades. Three bodies on the settee, breathing.

We fell asleep tangled together, and the boat held all of it.

The morning was mayhem.

Masie collected her clothes at dawn — the cotton dress crumpled on the cockpit sole, her bra draped over the winch handle, her sandals separated by six feet of teak. She slipped into them with the efficiency of a woman used to dressing fast and kissed everyone — Leo’s mouth, Margot’s forehead, my cheek, Kai’s clenched fist.

Then she ran along the boardwalk, barefoot, sandals in her hand, giggling like a woman twenty years younger. Uther launched himself off the dock box and scampered after her, his legs a brown blur, his ears streaming.

I watched them until they disappeared around B-dock.

Then we hit our routine.

I fed Kai and Morgause. Dad tidied the salon — cushions straightened, mugs collected, the settee wiped down without comment. Margot fetched breakfast from the bakery.

I set the cockpit table while I waited. Coffee in the blue enamel mugs. Marmalade, butter, olives. Kai’s bottle warming in a bowl of hot water. Morgause’s food in her bowl on the teak, where she ate it with the solemn concentration of a dog who believed every meal might be her last.

The fog was burning off. Point Loma sat dark against a sky that couldn’t decide between gray and gold.

Margot came back along the boardwalk with two paper bags and a flush on her cheeks that had nothing to do with the walk.

“How was Masie?”

“She kissed me.”

“Good.”

“No. I mean really kissed me, Willow Mae. Nobody saw. We kissed fully — lips, tongue, everything.”

“You seem surprised.”

She shrugged and started opening the bags, setting croissants on the table, not looking at me. Her cheeks hadn’t faded. Her hands were busy — tearing the paper, folding it, smoothing it flat. Margot always folded things when she was processing.

I pulled her in and held her around the waist. My hands slid lower until they cupped her ass, her body flush against mine, her chin on my shoulder. She smelled like the bakery and the fog and the vanilla from the drugstore perfume she’d been buying since sophomore year.

“You kissed a woman old enough to be our mother. You’re blocked by your parents. Tell me what’s going on.”

She inhaled against my neck — deep, deliberate, the breath of someone gathering scattered thoughts into a shape she could hold.

“I’m fine about my parents. Leo explained it. I believe him. It makes sense that they’re angry with me right now. It’s a shock. I get it. The distance between us gives them time.”

She pulled back enough to look at me. Her mouth did the squiggle I knew — the one that meant something underneath was pushing up against something on top, and neither was winning.

“And what about Masie?”

She bit her bottom lip.

“Why are you worried?”

“I like her, Willow Mae. I don’t love her like I do you and Leo, but I like her a lot.”

“So do I.”

“We caught feelings for her.”

“Yes, Margot. We did.”

We held each other for a while. The fog thinned. A pelican hit the water off the port bow and came up with something silver. Morgause finished her breakfast and sat at our feet, licking the bowl across the teak with a sound like a metronome.

We parted when Dad came up the companionway with Kai on his shoulder.

We sat down and ate. Croissants, butter, the last of the olives from Danny’s provisioning box. Coffee — black for Margot, black for Dad, oat milk splash for mine. Kai slept against Leo’s chest in the carrier. Morgause worked on a piece of croissant I’d dipped in milk and placed on my palm. She took it like a princess — gently, her nose nuzzling my hand afterward.

Dad glanced from one face to another.

“What’s wrong?”

Neither of us spoke. We just stared at him.

“Willow Mae?”

“Sorry, Dad. We were discussing Masie.”

“She’s very nice.”

“We think so—”

I paused. Tore a croissant in half. The inside was warm and layered, and the butter I spread on it melted before the knife finished the stroke. I ate slowly, watching him watch me.

“Spit it out. Both of you.”

I looked at Margot. She nodded.

“We caught feelings. Not love—”

“Intimacy? Companionship?”

“Yes. Exactly.”

He sat back in his chair, his coffee halfway to his mouth, his eyes moving between us. Leo didn’t rush assessments. He held them the way he held a course — steady, adjusting for drift, reading what the water was doing before he touched the wheel.

“Since your birthday I’ve learned more about myself than I did in the twenty years before it.”

“Such as?”

He set the mug down. His fingers drummed the table once — the same tell from my birthday morning, from the “what does this mean” conversation over Sauvignon Blanc, from every moment when Leo was working through something that cost him.

“Making love to you two is not like fucking Reese. I never felt anything for her. It was nice — better than nice, and something in me was released when I fucked her.”

“But it wasn’t making love?”

“No. Making love is with you two. I don’t know poly the way you two do, but I understand what it means to me.”

“Share, Dad. Please.”

“It means I love both of you the same, and we’re soulmates. I feel greedy sometimes — like others might say I have a harem. But then, when I think again, I know you love each other. So it’s not like Reese and Tyler.”

“It’s nothing like them, Dad.”

“It’s love. As strange as many might say — we’re in love.”

The harbor had gone from gray to brass. The fog was gone. A woman on the ketch next door was hanging laundry on her lifeline, and the trawler man was hosing his deck with the steady, circular motion of someone who’d been doing the same thing every morning for thirty years.

“And what about Masie?”

He nodded.

We all knew that question was coming. It had been sitting at the table since before the croissants, since before Margot’s flush, since before Masie ran down the boardwalk at dawn with her sandals in her hand.

“I wasn’t fucking Masie last night.”

“Neither were we.”

We headed for the front gate, hand in hand.

Masie was arranging the sandwich board outside the shop — the same position, the same morning we’d had sex, the same routine she’d been running since before we arrived. But she looked up when she heard our sandals on the boardwalk, and something crossed her face that I hadn’t seen from her before. Not a smile. The thing that comes before a smile when a person isn’t sure they’re allowed to have one.

She looked at our hands. Then at me. Then she turned back to the sandwich board and adjusted the chalk sign that didn’t need adjusting.

I pulled Margot with me.

“Masie.”

“Hi, girls.”

“Are you busy today?”

“Not much. The staff carries the load.”

“Will you spend time with Dad?”

She stared at me. Then at Margot. Her hands were still on the sandwich board, and I watched her fingers press white against the wooden frame.

“Are you sure?”

“Positive.”

“What if—”

“Do it. Please.”

She didn’t finish the sentence. She didn’t need to. The question was whether she’d be intruding, and the answer was on my face.

I kissed her cheek. Margot kissed the other one. Masie stood between us for a second with her eyes closed, and the chalk dust on her fingers left a smudge on my wrist that I didn’t wipe off.

We didn’t speak in the truck.

Twenty minutes of coast road, the Pacific flat and blue through Margot’s window, the campus traffic building ahead through mine. The radio was off. It had been off all through the drive. We’d never turned it on.

Margot sat with her knees together, her hands in her lap, her eyes on the water. She wasn’t performing stillness. She was inside something she couldn’t share yet, and I knew her well enough to let her stay there. The squiggle was gone from her mouth. What replaced it was worse — a smoothness that meant she’d pressed everything flat.

I dropped her at the philosophy building. The bench where she read Heidegger was empty. Her paperback was in her bag. She didn’t reach for it.

She kissed me through the truck window — a short, firm kiss that held more than it gave.

Then she took my hand and held it against her cheek, her eyes on mine.

“Can we talk about this later?”

“We must.”

She let go.

I watched her walk toward the entrance, her bag over one shoulder, her step steady. She didn’t look back. Margot never looked back when she was carrying something heavy. She squared her shoulders and walked straight, and the weight stayed invisible unless you knew where she kept it.

I sat in the truck for a minute after she disappeared inside. My throat was tight. I couldn’t have said why.

Scripps smelled like formaldehyde and salt water.

Tyler had saved me a seat in the reef ecology lab. Same bench, same clipboard, same vending machine coffee that tasted like it had been brewed during the Cretaceous. Dr. Chen had a new batch of Acropora fragments under the scope — a different collection site, shallower water, more bleaching stress.

I leaned into the work the way I leaned into a dive — all of me, nothing held back. For two hours I counted polyps and drew branching patterns and didn’t think about Masie’s face at the sandwich board or Margot’s flat mouth or the knot behind my sternum that had been there since dawn and wouldn’t loosen.

That was the gift of Scripps. It asked for all of me, and when I gave it, there was no room left for anything else.

After the lecture, I was handed a note.

The Dean’s office—at my earliest convenience. The handwriting was neat and unhurried — the handwriting of a person who expected compliance without having to demand it.

I went after lecture.

His office was on the second floor of the Eckart Building. Tall windows. Bookshelves on three walls — journals, monographs, a framed photograph of a submersible that looked like it had been taken from another submersible. And in the corner, on a mahogany stand, a globe the size of a beach ball with brass fittings that had gone green at the edges.

“Hi, Willow Mae.”

“Hello, Dean Matsuda.”

“Sit down, please.”

He was in his sixties. Compact, silver-haired, reading glasses on a lanyard around his neck. He smiled when I sat, and the smile reached his eyes, and for a moment I thought this was about coursework or lab hours or the dive schedule.

Then he picked up a document from the desk.

He read it again. His mouth tightened at one corner — the tightening of a man rereading something that had been wrong the first time and hadn’t improved.

Then he looked at me.

“Someone at child services wrote to me.”

My stomach dropped. Not the slow, rolling drop of a wave passing under the hull. The drop of the bottom falling out.

“About my ward, Kai? He’s my brother. Mom dumped him off. I don’t walk away from family.”

“I know. The concern is about the environment Kai is being raised in.”

“I see.”

My voice was steady. My hands weren’t. I put them in my lap and pressed them together.

“You are in a relationship with a girl your age and your father.”

“Stepfather. Leo is not a blood relative.”

“They are saying it’s still technically illegal by the letter of the law.”

I stared at him.

He stared back.

The submersible photograph caught the afternoon light, and the shadows of the window frame fell across the desk between us like bars.

“I don’t know what to say, Dean.”

“Is this a real relationship, Willow Mae?”

Something hot rose behind my eyes. I held it there. I held it the way I held my breath at eight meters — deliberately, knowing the surface was above me, knowing I could reach it if I had to.

“Of course. I love Leo.”

Leo.

Not Dad. Not Daddy. His name — the name I’d given him at orgasm, the name that meant the man I chose. It seemed more important than ever that the word I used in this room was the name of an equal, not a father.

Dean Matsuda set the document down. He didn’t look away from me.

“I want to help, but—”

He paused. He shifted in his chair — a physical discomfort that mirrored something happening behind his eyes. Not judgment. The discomfort of a decent man trying to find the right sentence for a situation no manual had prepared him for.

“But?”

“I need to understand a few things.”

“Such as?”

“When did the relationship begin?”

“On my eighteenth birthday.”

It landed on the desk like a stone thrown into still water. The rings spread outward, and I could see each one hit the Dean’s face — the date, the proximity. I said nothing more. There was nothing to say. I wasn’t about to lie.

“That’s bad optics, Willow Mae.”

“I know.”

My throat was closing. I swallowed against it. The knot that had been behind my sternum since dawn was in my throat now, rising, pressing.

“And there is a third party. Another woman. A student at USD.”

“Yes.”

I wanted to explain. I wanted to tell him about the trampoline and the stars and the way Margot said yeah, Daddy for the first time, and how Leo held both of us afterward like he’d been given something he’d spent his whole life earning. I wanted to tell him about the catamaran and the open water and the way love arrived without announcement and stayed without permission.

I didn’t. Because none of that would fit in this room, and the document on his desk had already translated our life into the language of a system that didn’t have a word for what we were.

“Look, Dean. I don’t mean to be rude, but—”

He held up one hand.

“We aren’t dealing with the law here, Willow Mae.”

“But you said—”

“I told you child services said it was technically illegal.”

“Oh.”

A breath I didn’t know I’d been holding. My eyes burned.

“I see. Sorry.”

He stood. He strolled around the room with his hands behind his back, the way professors walked when they were thinking aloud and didn’t know it. He ended up at the globe and gave it a slow spin, dragging one finger along the surface the way you’d run a finger along the edge of a boat.

It stopped on Indonesia.

He stared at Indonesia and smiled. A private smile — the smile of a man remembering something that mattered to him. Raja Ampat. The Coral Triangle. The water where Alderman had done his field research thirty years ago.

“I spoke to Dr. Alderman this morning. Early. He was preparing for class.”

The tears came. I couldn’t stop them. They ran down my cheeks and I didn’t wipe them because wiping them would mean I was ashamed, and I wasn’t ashamed. I was eighteen years old in a dean’s office with a letter from child services and a man who’d called my mentor at dawn, and the only thing I was ashamed of was that I’d walked in here thinking this might be about coursework.

“He’s a friend.”

“He’s more than that. He considers himself a mentor and an advocate for you.”

“He is.”

Dean Matsuda turned from the globe. His face was kind — not pitying, not indulgent. The face of a man who’d seen too many students in this chair with too many problems and had learned to tell the difference between the ones who’d survive them and the ones who wouldn’t.

“The school will support you, Willow Mae, but I need something from you.”

“What is it?”

“Try to do nothing scandalous. I’m not asking you to pare back your life or stifle love—”

“I understand. Thank you, Dean.”

“You’re welcome.”

I wiped my face with the back of my hand. The tears had stopped. The knot was still there — it would be there for a while — but the drowning feeling had receded, and what replaced it was something harder and more useful.

Clarity.

“What happens next?”

He sighed. He picked up the document and held it the way you’d hold something you intended to deal with thoroughly and then forget.

“I will write to child services and remind them that in your home state, Florida, and here in California, the law is clear. Incest laws are framed around consanguinity. You are not breaking the law.”

“Then why this?”

“Your case involves interstate jurisdiction — the guardianship was signed in Florida, you reside in California. That gives it a wider footprint. I checked the person who wrote this letter. They’re based in Kentucky, where your relationship would be illegal under their statute.”

“Jesus. I never knew.”

“What you have isn’t a legal problem, Willow Mae. I can help make this go away. But that’s why I’m asking you to be careful. This person will most likely not respond well to my letter, no matter how politely I point out the law.”

I nodded.

“I have a complication.”

He looked at me over his reading glasses. Patient. Unhurried.

“If Dr. Alderman is right about you — and I have never known him to be wrong — I’m sure you can deal with it.”

“I will.”

“I believe you.”

I stood. My legs were steady. My hands had stopped shaking. The document sat on his desk between the coffee mug and the reading glasses, and it looked smaller from standing than it had from sitting.

“Thank you, Dean Matsuda.”

“Go to class, Willow Mae. Put this behind you.”

“I will.”

I got up to leave.

“It doesn’t happen often, but I should tell you this.”

“Yes?”

“Dr. Alderman kept me on the phone for almost an hour. He wanted every detail about your study.”

“That’s nice.”

“I booked him to come here and speak.”

My tears rose again, and I choked up and laughed at the same time.

Dean Matsuda handed me a box of tissues and smiled.

“Call him. Share your studies. Your faculty will welcome it.”

“Thank you again, Dean.”

I walked out of the Eckart Building into the afternoon sun. The Pacific was flat and blue beyond the campus, and somewhere out there, past Point Loma, past the kelp forests and the shipping lanes, the water went on until it reached the Coral Triangle.

I sat on the bench outside the building and called Margot.

She picked up on the first ring.

“Hey, Willow Mae.”

“Hey.”

“Are you okay?”

“No. Come get me, please, Margot.”

Margot came by Uber and met me outside Eckart. She didn’t ask why I wasn’t driving. She took the keys from my hand, adjusted the seat, and pulled out of the lot without a word.

I told her on the coast road. Everything. Dean Matsuda. The letter from child services. The Kentucky postmark. The legal distinction between blood and choice. Alderman on the phone at dawn.

She listened with her hands at ten and two and her jaw getting tighter with every sentence. The anger arrived first — hot, visible, the kind that shows in the tendons of a woman’s neck. Her knuckles went white on the wheel.

“Those fucking people.”

Then it broke.

Her face crumpled because the anger ran out and what was underneath was worse. She pulled onto the shoulder, gravel popping under the tires, the Pacific flat and blinding through her window, and put her forehead on the steering wheel.

We cried together. Not loud. Not dramatic. The kind of crying that happens in a truck on a coast road when two people who share a man and a baby and a life on a boat realize that someone in Kentucky wrote a letter about them.

I held her hand across the console. She held it back. The engine idled. A cyclist passed us on the shoulder and didn’t look.

She wiped her face with her wrist, sniffed hard, and pulled back onto the road.

“Are we telling Leo?”

“No.”

I said it before I’d finished deciding, but the word was right.

“It’s not a lie. Dean Matsuda has dealt with it. It’s not my problem unless someone makes it my problem. Dad has enough to think about without a problem like this surfacing.”

“He’ll be expecting trouble anyway, Willow Mae. He doesn’t think this thing with Kai will be plain sailing.”

“Did he say that?”

“No. I feel it though. I feel like I know how your Dad thinks.”

I looked at her. Her eyes were still red, but the squiggle was back — her mouth doing the thing it did when she was thinking too fast for her face. She drove steady, unhurried, reading the road like she was learning to read the water.

Like Dad.

She’s becoming him. The way I’m becoming him.

“He’s Leo when people are around. Dad and Daddy is our private love language for him.”

“Agreed.”

The marina gate beeped when I punched the code. We walked down C-dock in the afternoon heat, our shadows long on the teak, the boardwalk warm under our sandals, and the air smelled like diesel and jasmine and someone’s barbecue.

We heard them before we saw them.

The sound came from inside — rhythmic, wet, unmistakable. Skin meeting skin. A woman’s breathing that had broken free of rhythm and become something raw and open-mouthed.

Margot looked at me. I looked at her. Her red eyes and my red eyes and the sound of our Daddy fucking another woman six feet below us.

We went down.

The salon curtains were drawn — three panels, amber light filtered through canvas, the air warm and close and thick with the smell of sex. Masie was riding Dad’s cock. Reverse cowgirl, both naked, on the settee where Margot read Heidegger and where I fed Kai at three in the morning.

Masie’s strong shoulders rolled with each rise. The muscles in her thighs flexed as she controlled her descent — powerful, deliberate, the body of a woman who’d gone seven years without this and was taking it like someone who remembered exactly how.

Her dark hair was stuck to the back of her neck. Her fuller breasts swayed.

Dad saw us first. He smiled and blew me a kiss.

The man who’d taught me to dive and braid my hair and read the tide tables, blowing his daughter a kiss while his cock was buried inside a woman he’d been making love to for less than twenty-four hours.

Masie groaned.

She turned her head and shot me an apologetic look — the look of a woman caught riding someone’s father and boyfriend in the salon of their family’s boat on a Friday afternoon.

Then Dad reached around Masie’s hips and spread her thighs wide.

He nodded down.

An invitation.

The knot I’d been carrying since Dean Matsuda’s office — the one that had traveled from my sternum to my throat to the space behind my eyes — dropped out of my body. Not gradually. It fell. Like a stone into deep water.

I was on my knees before I’d decided to kneel.

My face was level with the join between them. Ten inches away. The close-up that no camera could hold and no words should flinch from.

I smelled them first.

This wasn’t the first time Dad fucked Masie since we left.

Good.

Masie’s cunt stretched around Dad’s shaft. Her inner lips, dark pink and swollen, gripping him on every upstroke, dragging inward on every descent. Her entrance a tight, glistening pink ring of contact around the veined darker thickness of his cock.

The dark triangle of her pubic hair — full, untrimmed, the coarse curls damp with arousal. His head appeared on each rise: the rim darker than the shaft, engorged, slick with Masie’s arousal, the slit weeping a clear thread that broke and reformed with every stroke.

I put my tongue on the seam.

The taste hit me before the texture. Masie — tart, warm, thicker than Margot, different from my own slick — and underneath, the familiar salt of Dad’s precum and cum mixed. The compound of two people fucking all day, burning my tongue.

My mouth flooded.

Masie’s hand found the back of my head. Her fingers laced through my hair and held. Not hard — firm. She used my skull for leverage, for balance, something to brace against as she controlled her descent on his cock.

Every time she sank her cunt down Dad’s cock, my tongue met the stretched rim of her entrance, circled the clit that sat swollen, sticky and exposed above the join — the hood peeled back, the raw nerve twitching against the tip of my tongue.

Every time she rose, I traced Dad’s shaft. My tongue followed the thick vein on the underside — the one that pulsed against my lips like a second heartbeat — up to the frenulum, the ridge below the head where he was most sensitive. I knew his cock the way I knew the boat.

By feel.

“Daddy.”

I said it into the join. My lips against Masie’s cunt, my breath warm on Dad’s shaft, the word muffled by the slick flesh of two bodies.

Masie heard it. Her hand tightened in my hair. She didn’t flinch. She didn’t pull away.

She pulled me closer.

Then Margot joined in.

Her hands gripped my hips from behind—fingers hooking into my waistband. My shorts and panties dragged down together — past my thighs, past my knees, cool air hitting the wet heat between my legs.

I kicked them free without lifting my mouth.

Margot lay on her back and slid between my knees, face up. Her shoulders on the salon sole, her dark hair fanning on the teak, her face directly beneath my cunt. She slid under me without hesitation, without asking, the confidence of a woman who’d been touching me since we were fifteen and knew exactly where she was going.

Her tongue found me. The flat of it, warm and patient, dragging from my entrance to my clit in one long stroke that split my concentration in half.

The chain was complete.

Dad’s cock fucking Masie. Masie’s cunt on my tongue. Margot’s tongue on my cunt. Four bodies connected by the same force: when Dad thrust upward, his cock drove deeper inside Masie, and Masie’s body rocked against my face, and my hips ground down onto Margot’s mouth, and Margot moaned against me, and the vibration traveled back up through my body and into the join.

Force transmission. The physics of four people wanting the same thing.

“Don’t stop.”

Masie’s voice broke open. The marina-shop voice was gone, the croissant-counter voice gone, the woman who said I’ve had my fair share of Daddies with a wink — gone. What was left was the woman underneath.

I didn’t stop licking her cunt.

I worked the join: tongue flat against the underside of Dad’s shaft where the vein pulsed hardest, then I licked up to Masie’s clit — circling the exposed bud, pressing it, a slow rhythm that countered the rhythm of her hips. Then I licked lower to his balls, which were drawn tight against his body, the skin hot and textured against my tongue. I sucked one gently and felt his whole body tense above me.

The settee creaked.

“Willow Mae.”

Dad’s voice was low and strained. The voice of a man approaching the edge.

Below me, Margot’s fingers joined her tongue. Two, sliding inside my cunt, curling against my front wall, finding the rough patch of tissue that made my thighs clamp and my concentration fracture. Her thumb circled my clit in counter-rhythm. Two inputs — her fingers inside me, my mouth on the join above — and my body didn’t know which direction to move—toward Margot, toward the seam or both.

The sound was obscene. Two mouths, two cunts, one cock. The wet percussion of four bodies connected by saliva and slick and the rhythm of a man’s hips driving everything.

Dad’s breathing changed. The shortening of an approaching storm. A catch. The held exhale I’d been listening for since the first night at sea.

His cock swelled against my tongue. I felt the shaft thicken, felt the head engorge inside Masie as I pressed a palm gently to her stomach. The pulse built, and I held my tongue against the vein and waited.

“Cumming.”

One word and his voice cracked on it.

Dad’s cock kicked inside Masie. The first pulse traveled the length of him and detonated deep — a hot, rhythmic eruption I could feel through the walls of her cunt, the shaft throbbing against my lips. Masie cried out—a sound that started in her chest and broke open in her throat. Her cunt clenched around his cock in rhythmic spasms, the entrance contracting against my tongue, gripping and releasing, gripping and releasing.

I stayed.

Masie rose on trembling thighs. Dad’s cock slipped free — softening, glistening, a thick thread of cum stretching from his head to her entrance before it broke and dropped warm on my chin.

I sealed my mouth over Masie’s cunt.

The cum came in a slow tide as I closed my eyes and drifted, sucking gently. Dad’s seed flowed, thick and warm, released by muscles that had been gripping his cock seconds ago. I felt it pool on my tongue — salt, density, the weight of him — mixed with Masie’s arousal.

I sucked gently and something deep inside her released. More cum flowed—a welcome rush, warm, viscous, spilling onto my tongue faster than I could swallow. I gathered it and gulped. The sound traveled through her body, and Masie shuddered.

I cleaned Masie’s cunt and Dad’s cock, my tongue inside her, gathering what was left, then tracing the swollen folds, the inner lips flushed and puffy, her clit still exposed and twitching when my tongue passed over it.

Masie’s hand was still in my hair. Gentle now. Stroking me.

“Good girl.”

Two words that shuddered through me.

Below me, Margot’s fingers curled hard. Her thumb pressed my clit flat and held — pressure, heat, the deliberate stillness that always undid me faster than movement.

I came.

It was sudden and total, my orgasm arriving from underneath and detonating behind my navel and spreading outward in a wave that buckled my arms and dropped my forehead against Masie’s thigh. My cunt clenched around Margot’s fingers. My thighs clamped. My moan was muffled by Masie’s skin, and the vibration of my lips against hers made her gasp one final time.

I didn’t pull away.

I stayed where I was — my mouth on Masie, my body pulsing on Margot’s fingers, the taste of Dad’s cum on my tongue — and the four of us breathed together in the amber light while the boat rocked and Morgause scratched at the cabin door and the afternoon poured through the drawn curtains.

Nobody spoke for a long time.

Masie eased herself off the settee and sat on the sole beside Dad. Her knee touching me. Margot slid out from between my knees and lay with her head on my thigh, her fingers still glistening. Dad sat up. His cock softened against his leg. He looked at the three of us on the floor of my boat, and his face did the thing I’d seen only a handful of times — a quietness that wasn’t calm, something behind his eyes too full for his face to carry.

“Get dressed, everyone.”

We looked at him.

“Masie, these two are going to help you pack.”

“Pack for what?”

“We’re leaving tonight for the islands. Two days. Diving, if you want to learn. No cell service.”

He looked at Masie. Not at us. At her.

“Call it a family trip.”

Masie’s mouth opened. Closed. Her eyes went bright — not tears, the thing that comes before tears when a woman who’s been alone for seven years hears a word she’d stopped expecting.

“I don’t have dive gear here. It’s in storage.”

“We have spares.”

He looked at her, grinning, his eyebrow raised into a question mark.

“I know how to dive, Leo. I learned in the Seychelles.”

“Oh, really?”

“I’m a qualified instructor.”

“You can teach Margot with Willow Mae. I’ll find dinner.”

He said it the way he said everything that mattered. Steady. Unhurried. The same voice he’d used teaching me to clear a flooded mask at sixty feet. The father’s voice. The one that never changed.

“Go pack.”

We walked to B-dock in bare feet, carrying Masie’s dress and sandals because she’d put on one of Dad’s t-shirts and a pair of his shorts instead. The boardwalk was warm under our soles. The afternoon shadows were long on the teak. A pelican sat on the end piling and watched us pass with the indifference of an animal that had seen everything the marina had to offer and found none of it remarkable.

Masie’s Dutch barge sat at the end of B-dock low in the water, dark green hull, flat-bottomed, the steel sides showing a decade of tidemarks. From outside it looked like a boat that had stopped being a boat and become a building.

Inside was something else.

The floor was hardwood. Not marine plywood — actual hardwood, dark, oiled, the kind that comes from old buildings or decisions that cost more than a marina shop would explain. The galley had copper pots hanging from a ceiling rack, a gas range with brass fittings that looked Italian, a countertop of slate. A window behind the sink faced the water, and the afternoon light came through it and turned the copper gold.

Bookshelves ran the length of the hull, floor to ceiling, filled and organized. I recognized titles — literary fiction, history, a shelf of poetry that would’ve made Margot’s philosophy professors weep. A reading chair sat in the corner, upholstered in something worn and good, the seat shaped by years of a body that read the way other people breathed.

Art on the walls. Watercolors — harbors, boats, light on water. Not prints. Originals.

I looked at Margot.

Margot looked at me.

The bedroom had a queen bed that shouldn’t have fit in a barge hull and did. Linen sheets. A cashmere throw folded at the foot. The kind of bedroom that says I live alone, and I’ve made the aloneness beautiful.

Neither of us said anything. But the question was in the room, sitting on the linen sheets, resting against the cashmere.

Masie packed. A leather bag — small, soft, the color of honey. Not a duffel. She packed quickly, decisively, no wasted motion. Two cotton dresses. A swimsuit. Underwear. A sweater for the evening. A toiletry bag already packed, sitting on the shelf like she kept one ready.

Margot held up a silk robe from the closet. Deep green, the color of the hull.

“This is beautiful.”

“A present to myself when I quit.”

“Quit what?”

Masie smiled. The question sat in the air, unanswered, and Margot — who knew when to press and when to let a silence hold — let it sit.

We left the barge carrying the leather bag and a canvas tote of snacks she’d pulled from a pantry stocked with things I couldn’t afford. Marcona almonds. Dark chocolate. A wedge of cheese wrapped in wax paper with a handwritten label from a shop I didn’t recognize.

Back at C-dock, Dad was on deck, coiling a dock line with the automatic rhythm of a man who’d been rigging boats since before I was born. Kai in the carrier on his chest. Morgause on her cockpit cushion, ears up.

Tyler and Reese were at the gate.

They weren’t alone. Four others behind them — two women, two men, early twenties, all carrying bags, wearing the loose energy of people who hadn’t been told a weekend adventure was available and had shown up ready.

Reese had a cooler. Tyler had the same faded Scripps t-shirt.

They came down the boardwalk expecting a yes.

“Hey, Leo.”

“Tyler. Reese.”

Dad straightened from the cleat. He looked at the group. Six people, weekend bags, the cooler, the expectation. Then at the boat behind him where Masie stood at the stern with her leather bag, and Margot sat on the cockpit bench with her knees pulled up.

“Not this weekend.”

Tyler’s smile held a beat past the words. The lag between hearing and understanding.

“We thought — “

“I know what you thought. And I appreciate it, but we need notice.”

He stepped onto the dock. Kai on his chest, one hand on the baby’s back. The full height of him — the man who sailed boats and raised daughters and fixed things with his hands — standing between the group and the gangway.

“This weekend is for family.”

His tone wasn’t cold or territorial. Dad sounded warm. The warmth of a man who liked these people and was choosing something else, because the people on the boat behind him were something no Friday night and no poly network could touch.

Reese got it first. She nodded, set the cooler on the dock, and kissed Dad on the cheek.

“Next time then, Leo?”

“Next time, for sure.”

Tyler stood a beat longer. I watched him from the cockpit and saw the moment family landed — the word that included Masie and excluded him, the word that closed a door he’d been hoping was still ajar.

He nodded.

“Have a good weekend, Leo.”

“You too, Tyler.”

They left. Six people walking back up the dock, the cooler swinging between Tyler and one of the men, Reese already laughing with one of the women about something that had nothing to do with us.

No scene. No friction. Just a closed gate for now.

Dad turned back to the boat.

Masie was standing at the stern rail.

“Family?”

He shrugged. Like the word was obvious. Like it had been obvious since a few hours ago when she rode his cock, and he held her face and said her name and none of it was fucking.

We cast off at four. Twin diesels, bow lines, stern lines. Dad at the helm, one hand on the wheel, the other resting on Margot’s shoulder. She sat beside him with a mug of coffee Masie made in our galley — and she held it with both hands like something you’re not sure you deserve, but you’re not giving it back.

Masie sat on the foredeck with her legs over the bow rail, her head tipped back, her dark hair lifting. She looked like a woman who’d been carrying something heavy for years and had finally set it down.

Kai slept below. Morgause claimed her cockpit cushion where Uther joined his daughter, and they watched the marina shrink with the steady, unblinking attention of a dog who trusted the man at the helm.

I stood at the stern and watched.

C-dock was getting smaller along with the Dutch barge at the end of B-dock and the shop with the sandwich board. The ketch with the open companionway. The golden retriever on the dock box, chin on paws. The trawler man’s empty deck.

We passed through the breakwater, then the channel markers and into the open Pacific.

I’d stood here before. At the stern of this boat, watching land get smaller. In the Caribbean at Sint Maarten, in the life before this life.

This time I wasn’t leaving anything behind.

I was bringing all of it with me. The secret in the truck. The taste on my tongue. The word family hanging in the air where Dad had placed it. The letter from Kentucky. The globe that stopped on Indonesia. The copper pots in a barge that made little sense. The silk robe. The question Margot asked that Masie didn’t answer.

All of it was on the boat.

All of it ours.

Dad didn’t turn on the radio.

He never did when the water was open, and the people he loved were aboard.

The islands were five hours out. The sun would set on the way.

I went forward, sat beside Margot, and put my head on her shoulder. She put her arm around me. The bow wave split beneath us.

Getting smaller.


Chapter Six

◆◆◆

My eyes were everywhere all at once. I’d never sailed a boat so full of people and pets.

Dad held Kai in the chest carrier, facing forward. Kai’s big eyes watched everything — the sails, the spray, the light shifting on the water. I joined them at the helm, watching his eyelids drop.

“He’ll be like you, Willow Mae. A water baby.”

“Do we have a life preserver for him?”

“Of course. Everyone has.”

I looked at the dogs — two tiny sausages, one even tinier than the other, both wearing tiny yellow preservers. They walked funny, each side of legs bouncing in unison while their bodies rolled.

I laughed.

“That’s my girl.”

Kai’s eyes caught mine, and his head dropped.

“He’s asleep, Dad.”

“I rigged a bassinet in the salon. Better he sleeps on his back.”

I took Kai inside and laid him in the bassinet, snuggling a light merino wool blanket close around him.

It took ten minutes.

By the time I returned, Margot was on her knees between our Daddy’s legs. Masie stood behind his chair, reaching around.

“Are you wanking Leo off into Margot’s mouth?”

Masie smiled.

“Want half your father’s load?”

I looked at them. I looked at the ocean. I looked at Dad, who had the widest smile I’d ever seen.

“Yes. I’ll help drain him. Milking Dad all day sounds like fun.”

I knelt beside Margot on the cockpit sole. The teak was warm from the morning sun — the same non-skid texture I’d felt under my kneecaps the first time I sucked Dad’s cock, six weeks and a lifetime ago.

Margot sucked the head. Her lips were stretched around his rim, her cheeks hollowed, and the wet sound of her mouth working the crown was close and rhythmic and familiar. I could see her tongue moving under her cheek — coating the underside of his head, finding the spots she’d learned from practice, from watching me, from his hands guiding her in the dark.

She knew my father’s cock. We both did.

Masie’s hand was wrapped around Dad’s shaft from behind the chair, her wrist resting against his hip. She stroked his cock slowly — long pulls from the base to where Margot’s lips sealed around the rim, her grip twisting at the top the way I’d discovered made his breath catch. She’d picked that up. From watching us, or from Dad telling her, or from her own hands on his cock when they were alone. It didn’t matter.

Masie knew, and that felt good

“Move over, Margot.”

Margot pulled off. A string of spit connected her lower lip to Dad’s crown and broke. His cock stood thick and slick — the head flushed dark, the vein on the underside raised and shining with her spit from the rim to the root where Masie’s fingers gripped.

I took the head into my mouth.

The taste hit my tongue — salt, the musk of his skin, and the sweeter, thicker slick of Margot’s spit already coating him. My lips stretched around his rim. I sucked gently, pulling, and felt the slit pulse against my tongue as a bead of precum leaked out. Warm. Familiar. The taste I’d chased since the first time at the helm.

Masie’s hand kept stroking Dad’s cock. I could feel her knuckles brushing my chin on every upstroke — her fingers feeding his shaft into my mouth, controlling the rhythm. It was strange, and it was perfect. Her hand and my mouth working the same cock, his hips twitching against the helmsman seat.

“Fuck.”

One word. Dad’s voice — low, cracked. The voice of bedtime stories and sail commands and happy birthday, my princess.

Margot’s hand found my ponytail and held it back.

“Share him.”

I pulled off Leo’s cock.

Margot’s mouth replaced mine — her lips sliding over the head, her jaw opening wider, taking him deeper than I had. I watched his cock disappear past her lips, the shaft slick with both our spit, Masie’s hand adjusting to match Margot’s rhythm.

I dropped lower. Found his balls — heavy, warm, drawn tight. I took one into my mouth, rolling it gently against my tongue, and felt the skin tighten further under the heat.

Dad’s hand found the back of my head. Not guiding. Resting. The weight of his palm on my skull — the same palm that had steadied me on this boat since I was small enough to stand on his feet in the shallows.

“Both of you get ready. I can feel his tension through the shaft.”

Margot pulled off again. We looked at each other — her lips swollen, wet, her chin shining. She smiled. The smile of a girl who’d been my best friend since age three and was now kneeling beside me with our father’s cock between us.

We put our mouths on him together.

My tongue on the left side of his shaft, Margot’s on the right. We licked upward in unison, our tongues meeting at the head, crossing over his slit, tasting the steady leak of precum that Masie’s hand was milking from his base. Our lips touched around his crown — Margot’s mouth against mine, the head between us, our tongues swirling the same slick skin.

Masie leaned over the back of the chair. Her breasts pressed against Dad’s shoulders. Her hand tightened on his shaft, and she stroked faster — short, firm pumps from the base to our mouths.

“You are ours, Leo.”

She spoke quietly into his ear. Not a question.

“Tell them they’re your girls, Leo.”

Dad’s hand tightened on my head. His other hand found Margot’s jaw, cupping it, his thumb on her cheekbone — the gesture I’d first felt when he was inside me under the stars.

“I’m yours. All three of you.”

His voice was raw. The mask gone. Not the expression past pride — something more open than that. The face of a man whose body was being claimed by three women he loved and who had no armor left and didn’t want any.

“Whose cock is this, Dad?”

“Yours.”

“Whose cum?”

“Yours. All three of you.”

“Then give it to us.”

Masie’s hand moved faster. Her grip was different from mine — firmer, more deliberate, the wanking hand of a woman who’d spent seven years without this and was making up for every one of them. I sealed my mouth over his head and sucked. Margot’s tongue worked the underside of his shaft, finding the frenulum — the taut string that made his breath catch — and pressing against it while Masie pumped from the root.

Three women. Three rhythms. One cock shared between us.

His stomach tightened. I could see the muscles contract under the dark hair below his navel — the same line I’d watched since my birthday morning at the stove when my mouth went dry and I looked at the wildflowers instead.

I wasn’t looking at wildflowers now.

“I’m close to cumming.”

“Good.”

Masie’s hand. My mouth. Margot’s tongue.

We were getting my Dad off together.

His cock swelled. I felt it — the shaft thickening against Margot’s lips, the head flaring inside my mouth, the vein on the underside thumping hard against my tongue. Masie gripped tighter and stroked him through it.

The first pulse hit the back of my throat. Hot, thick, the salt-bitter flood I’d swallowed a hundred times since I became legal.

I pulled off, and Margot’s mouth replaced mine before the second pulse left his slit. She caught it — and the third, and the fourth — her throat working, her lips sealed tight around his head, her cheeks hollowing as she sucked each jet from him. I watched his cum leak from the corner of her mouth and run down her chin.

Masie milked my father’s cock into Margot’s mouth.

She pulled off. Opened her mouth. Showed me — the pool of his cum sitting on her tongue, white and thick.

I leaned in and kissed her. My tongue entered her mouth and found the cum — warm, dense, the taste of our Daddy passing between us. She fed it to me, and I swallowed. She swallowed what was left. The sound of both of us swallowing — small, wet, one after the other — made his cock twitch in Masie’s hand.

A last bead welled from the slit. Masie squeezed from base to tip, milking the final drop to the surface.

“Masie.”

She looked at me.

“Come here.”

She came around the chair, knelt beside us on the teak, and I guided his cock to her mouth. She took the softening head past her lips and sucked the last of him clean — the residue of two girls’ spit and his own cum, gathered from the shaft with long, slow pulls.

She pulled off. Her mouth was wet. Her eyes were bright.

I kissed her. Tasted Dad on her tongue the way I’d tasted him on Margot’s, and underneath, Masie’s own taste — the tart warmth I’d found between her thighs in the dark. Three mouths. One man’s cum. The circle of it complete.

Dad’s hand came down and cupped the back of Masie’s head. The other rested on mine. Margot pressed her face into his thigh.

Four people touching in a cockpit at sea. The helm was locked. The Pacific wide and empty ahead. Kai asleep in the salon. Two dogs in yellow preservers sleeping on the cushion. The Bordeaux stain still there, darker than the new ones.

“That is how I would like to start every day, girls.”

I laughed. Margot laughed. Masie kissed his kneecap.

“You couldn’t handle it every day, Dad.”

“I’ll die trying.”

“You’ll die smiling.”

I sat back on my heels and looked at them — at Margot wiping her chin with the back of her hand, at Masie leaning against Dad’s leg with her eyes closed and the sun on her face, at Dad with his head tipped back and his cock softening against his thigh, wet and spent and entirely ours.

Ours.

Not mine. Not anymore. The word had changed shape somewhere between the Caribbean and this cockpit, and the new shape held all of us.

The boat had carried two across open water. Then three. Then four and a baby and two absurd dogs in life jackets. The cockpit that had held my first orgasm on my stepdad’s tongue now held a family — strange, complete, and moving west toward the islands with no intention of explaining itself to anyone.

I stood up and wiped my knees.

“Who wants coffee?”

“I’ll make it.”

Masie was already moving — the economy of motion I’d noticed the first morning at the marina shop. She knew where the mugs were. She knew black for Margot, black for Dad, oat milk splash for me. She’d been paying attention. Leo did that. I did that. People do when they’ve decided someone matters.

Margot climbed up and sat in Dad’s lap. His arms went around her waist. She was small against him — the one who fit in the spaces between us, who’d always been the bridge.

“Milking Dad all day?”

“I meant it.”

“I know you did.”

“There are three of us. If he takes half an hour to recharge—”

“That will hurt?”

“Only for today. To make this real. Three women carrying Leo’s seed inside them.”

“I want that every day, Willow Mae.”

I leaned against the cockpit coaming and watched the ocean.

Three women who wanted to drain him dry. Three women who wanted each other. One man who’d gone fourteen years alone and was now loved so thoroughly his body couldn’t hold it all.

The islands were four hours out. The sun was climbing. Masie handed me coffee through the galley window — the pass-through where Dad used to slide me plates of scrambled eggs while I sat in the cockpit with my dive log.

I sipped.

“Thank you, Masie.”

“My pleasure, Willow Mae.”

She said my name the way Dad said it. Both syllables. The name he gave me. The name that meant I chose you.

I looked at the horizon. Somewhere ahead, the Channel Islands sat in fog I couldn’t see yet. Two days of diving. No cell service. No marina gossip. No Dean Matsuda. No child services letters from Kentucky.

Just us.

The boat held us. The water held the boat. And the word family hung in the salt air where Dad had placed it, and nobody needed to explain it because nobody aboard had any doubt what it meant.


Chapter Seven

◆◆◆

The anchorage was a crescent of still water between two headlands, the kelp beds dark against the sandy bottom, the island rising brown and dry above us. No dock, no boardwalk, no boats and not a soul in sight. Just rock and scrub and the smell of sage carried down from the ridge on a wind that had been blowing since before anyone built a marina.

Dad dropped the hook in ten meters of water. The chain rattled through the fairlead and the boat swung into the current and stopped.

Fifteen minutes later bow lines were secured, fenders stowed, and the engine was off.

Masie did half of it.

She never said she was helping. She moved from task to task like water moving around a hull — finding the work, filling the space, no announcement. She cleated the snubber before Dad reached for it. She coiled the dock line he’d left loose on the foredeck and hung it on the cleat without looking at him. She checked the anchor set by standing at the bow and watching the transit of two rocks on shore until she was satisfied the hook had bitten.

I’d sailed with Dad my whole life. I knew competence when I saw it. This wasn’t competence. This was fluency — the kind that comes from years of living on boats, not weekends.

She was better than him. Not by a lot. By enough.

Margot noticed too. She looked at me from the cockpit, one eyebrow raised, Kai on her hip.

I shrugged.

I made fresh coffee in the galley and brought two cups up. I handed one to Masie and kissed her first — soft, unhurried, the salt on her lips from the crossing.

“Thank you, sweetheart.”

“I want to make love to you, Masie.”

Dad laughed from the helm.

Margot came up behind me, wrapping her arms around my waist, chin on my shoulder. Kai reached for my ponytail and missed.

“So do I.”

Masie’s eyes widened.

“Why now?”

“After dinner. After Margot’s dive.”

“Why, though?”

“You’re amazing.”

She laughed.

“So are you, Willow Mae. Margot too, and Leo. That’s why I’m here, darling. You know that.”

“I do. You’re just so...”

I was reaching for the word. Margot found it.

“Competent. I agree with Willow Mae. It’s a turn-on. And yeah, I want to make love to you too.”

She considered it for a moment and grinned cheekily.

“Shall we put on a show for Leo? After everything else gets done?”

“We should. And then, sometime before we go to bed tonight, he should plant his seed inside the three of us. That feels like—”

“Family?”

Masie smiled.

“We do look like Mom, Dad, and two daughters.”

“We’d be the most transgressive family yet.”

“Oh, I doubt that, dear.”

She laughed, took our cups, and went inside the salon. Moments later Dad came out with her.

“Mom and I—”

We all fell around laughing. Kai startled and gripped Margot’s tank top strap. Morgause lifted her head from the cushion, decided nothing was wrong, and went back to sleep on the Bordeaux stain next to Uther.

We were in ten meters of water. Perfect for divers in training and for those wanting to stay down for more than an hour and enjoy just as much biodiversity as they could at thirty meters.

We gathered all our diving gear together in the cockpit. Dad distributed it — tanks, BCDs, regulators, weight belts, the thick wetsuits we’d need for the Pacific. I helped Margot into hers, zipping the back, checking the seal at her neck.

When everything was laid out, Dad checked. Every connection, every gauge, every O-ring. The methodical inspection of a man who’d taught his daughter to dive at twelve and never cut a corner.

Then he stopped.

Dad smiled at Masie.

“Would you like to finish off Margot’s training and certify her?”

The coffee cup stopped halfway to her mouth.

She laughed.

“How did you know?”

“The Dutch barge. You’re an expert sailor who opted for space because you’d lived in the confined spaces of a boat. You sail better than I do. Not as well as — better. That’s what the girls noticed. And now, with your gear check—”

“I said I’d dived a little.”

“Basic divers don’t visually check other divers’ gear as thoroughly as you do.”

She laughed.

“This stage is for Willow Mae and Margot. And you. I like my part in it.”

“You’re a diving instructor.”

“I am.”

“What level?”

“Course Director.”

The cockpit went quiet. The only sound was the halyard tapping the mast and the kelp brushing the starboard hull.

Course Director. The highest certification PADI offered. She could certify dive instructors. She could certify the people who certified dive instructors. I held an instructor card, and I’d been proud of it since Leo signed my logbook at twelve. Masie held a card that made mine look like a learner’s permit.

“How many dives?”

“Eight thousand, five hundred and—”

She paused. Stared at the water. Stared at us.

“Five. Including this one.”

She laughed again—a giggle, showing a shyness I hadn’t seen before.

My skin rose into goosebumps. Dad whistled — short, low, the whistle he gave when something genuinely impressed him, which was almost never.

Masie nodded, almost apologetically. Understated. No comparison, no competition.

“Where did all this happen?”

“I worked at a dive center on Sipadan Island for six years.”

Sipadan. Off the coast of Borneo. Twenty acres of coral rising from a six-hundred-meter drop-off in the Celebes Sea. One of the most famous dive sites on the planet. I’d written a paper on its ecosystem in junior year. Dr. Alderman had given me an A and told me to visit there before I died.

“Sipadan?”

“I know. Paradise.”

“How did you end up there?”

She sat on the cockpit coaming and held her coffee in both hands. The wind from the ridge moved her hair. There was gray in it that I hadn’t noticed until this trip — gray that caught the light like the silver at Leo’s temples.

“I had a corporate career. A good one, for a while. Then a relationship went bad — at work, with someone at work — and the job became something I didn’t want to endure anymore. A friend of mine owned a dive center on Sipadan. He was my father’s best friend—a good man. I’d been diving recreationally for years, and he said come, learn properly, help me run the place. So I went.”

“And the friend?”

“Marcus was already looking worse for wear when I arrived. He died a year later. Heart attack, on the boat, coming back from a wall dive. He was seventy-two. Left the dive center to me.”

Nobody spoke.

“So I ran it. Six years. Trained instructors, ran courses, dived three or four times a day, watched the sun set over the Celebes Sea every evening from a wooden deck I’d helped him build. I was good at it. I was happy. But I was alone, and after six years of being alone in paradise, I realized paradise wasn’t the problem.”

“So you came here?”

“I came here. Bought a barge, found a marina that needed managing, and told myself I’d figure the rest out later.”

“And?”

She sipped her coffee.

“That was a year ago. I hadn’t figured it out until you four tied up at berth forty-seven.”

I looked at Dad. His face held the expression I’d seen when Kai first gripped his shirt — the face of a man being handed something he’d stopped expecting.

Margot took Masie’s hand.

“Shall we go diving?”

The water was nothing like the Caribbean.

I knew it wouldn’t be. I’d studied the kelp forest ecosystem in Dr. Chen’s lab for weeks — Macrocystis pyrifera, the growth rates, the nutrient loads from the Point Loma upwelling. I’d counted polyps under a microscope and drawn branching patterns in a notebook. I thought I understood it.

I didn’t.

The kelp rose from the rocky bottom in columns as thick as my thigh, golden-brown, the fronds streaming upward through sixty feet of cold, green-gold water to a canopy at the surface that filtered the afternoon sun into shifting corridors of light. It was a forest. Not a metaphor — a forest. Trunks, canopy, understory, clearings where the light broke through, and the sandy bottom glowed white.

The cold hit my face and hands first. Sixty-two degrees. The 5mm wetsuit held the rest of me, but my cheeks and fingers registered the Pacific in the first ten seconds. This wasn’t the bathtub warmth of the Caribbean, where I’d swum in a bikini and felt Leo’s hands on my waist in water that felt like skin. This was a different ocean. Sharper. Older. It asked more of you.

Masie led us down.

The transformation was immediate. Marina-shop Masie — the woman who arranged ice bags and served espresso and walked Uther along the boardwalk — disappeared the moment she hit the water. In her place was someone I’d never seen. Her kicks were long and efficient, her buoyancy perfect, her movements economical in a way that made Dad look like he was trying.

She wasn’t trying.

She was home.

She positioned herself beside Margot and began the skills review with a series of hand signals so clean and precise they looked choreographed. Mask removal. Mask clear. Regulator recovery. Buoyancy check. Each one demonstrated, then watched, then corrected with a single touch — a finger on Margot’s elbow to adjust her arm position, a palm on her tank to hold her still during the mask flood.

Margot responded to Masie the way I’d responded to Leo at twelve. Trust. Complete, physical trust — the kind that lets you flood your mask at thirty feet because the person beside you has done it eight thousand times and their calm is contagious.

Dad hung back. He hovered at fifteen feet, arms crossed, watching. The man who’d taught me everything about the water was watching another woman teach his girlfriend, and the look on his face — visible even through his mask, in the set of his jaw and the stillness of his body — was recognition.

We were all seeing Masie clearly. Not the shop or the barge. Not the woman who held Kai and made coffee and wept when we named a puppy using her dog’s surname. The woman underneath all of that — the one with eight thousand dives and a dead friend and a six-year paradise she’d walked away from because paradise without love was just geography.

I swam deeper into the kelp.

A garibaldi — bright orange, the size of a dinner plate, California’s state fish — charged me from a clearing and held its ground three feet from my mask. Territorial. Fearless. I stayed still and let it posture. Its orange was electric against the green-gold light. Hypsypops rubicundus. Dr. Alderman would have loved this.

Below me, a sheephead patrolled the reef edge — big, heavy-jawed, the coloring of a male who’d started life as a female and transitioned. Semicossyphus pulcher. Protogynous hermaphrodite. Born one thing, became another, thrived as both.

I smiled into my regulator.

A California sea lion appeared from the canopy above and spiraled down around me — fast, playful, blowing bubbles, rolling to make eye contact. It circled twice, close enough that I felt the turbulence from its flippers against my wetsuit, then shot upward through the kelp and vanished.

I looked back. Masie had Margot by the hand, guiding her through a corridor of kelp at twenty feet. Margot’s buoyancy had steadied. Her kicks were smoother. She looked, for the first time, like a diver instead of someone learning to dive.

Dad drifted beside them, his hand near but not touching. The man who’d taught me was watching the woman who was teaching Margot, and his body had changed — the tension that lived in his shoulders when he was responsible for someone underwater had softened. He’d handed it to Masie, and his body knew it before his mind caught up.

We surfaced after seventy minutes. Margot pulled her mask off and grinned.

“I want to go back down.”

“Tomorrow. We’ll dive in deeper water.”

Masie said it with Dad’s calm certainty — already decided, no reason to discuss it.

Dad pulled Margot up the swim ladder. Then me. Then he reached down for Masie, and she took his hand, and he pulled her up.

“Thank you, Masie.”

“For what?”

“Teaching Margot. I love the way you teach.”

She smiled.

She kissed him, then me, then Margot.

“Will you teach me, Masie?”

We all looked at my father. He looked bigger for asking the question.

Masie cupped her hand to his cheek.

“I’ll teach all of you whatever I can, darlings. I hope you’ll continue teaching me how to live.”

“We will.”

Masie stood on the transom, wetsuit unzipped to her waist, hair slicked back, water running off her shoulders. She looked ten years younger than she looked on land. The ocean had given her back something the marina had been holding hostage.

“I haven’t taught anyone in a year. I forgot how good it feels.”

“Don’t forget again.”

She looked at him.

“I won’t.”

We ate on the cockpit sole because the table was covered in dive gear. Sandwiches — bread torn from the loaf, cheese sliced thick, tomatoes from our last provisioning run, mustard. No ceremony. The food of people who’d been in the water all afternoon and were hungry enough to eat standing up.

“We need to stock the boat up properly.”

Dad nodded.

“Every weekend. I’ll provision on Fridays.”

“I can help with that. I shop for the café anyway, so provisioning is just a little extra time. You two study. Leo has Kai.”

“I’ll still help.”

My phone buzzed against the teak. Four heads turned.

“Must be a freak signal. Like you sometimes get on aircraft.”

I looked at the screen.

“It’s Dr. Alderman.”

“What does he say?”

“I’ve been invited to speak at a lecture next Friday in San Diego and wondered if you might be available for dinner. I’ll stay the weekend, so choose any evening.”

I looked up.

“Wow. That would be nice. Dad?”

“Invite him on board. We have plenty of dive gear.”

I typed fast.

“Fancy a weekend diving with my family?”

I watched the three dots roll like waves.

“Love to. Look forward to seeing you, Willow Mae.”

“Take care, Doctor Alderman.”

I put the phone face down on the teak and picked up my sandwich.

The sun dropped behind the island. The kelp beds went from gold to black. The water in the anchorage turned the flat blue-gray of dusk, and the only light was the anchor light at the masthead and the electric lantern Dad had bought at the chandlery because open flame and a baby didn’t mix.

Kai slept in his salon bassinet. Morgause and Uther curled together on the cockpit cushion — the big sausage and the tiny sausage, both in their yellow preservers because nobody had thought to take them off.

Margot poured wine — the last of the New Zealand Sauvignon Blanc. Four glasses. No teaching. No ceremony. We knew how to drink now.

I sat on the cockpit sole, back against the helm seat, knees drawn up. My wetsuit was off, replaced by a sundress and nothing underneath. The salt had dried on my skin, and I could smell the kelp in my hair.

I spread my legs wide apart.

Everyone saw a freshly shaved cunt.

Masie stared at my cunt.

“No stubble.”

“Masie.”

“Yes, darling?”

“Come here, please.”

She set down her glass and came to me. I pulled her down beside me on the teak. Margot moved behind her — Masie between us, held from both sides.

“Leo.”

He looked at me.

“Is this okay?”

“More than okay, darling, and you don’t ever need to ask permission.”

“I want to.”

He gave me the nod.

The same nod he’d given me a thousand times. The same chin lift, the same single dip. You’ve got this. I’m here.

He sat back in the helm seat, wine in his hand, and watched.

I kissed Masie.

Not the soft, unhurried kiss from the anchorage that morning. My tongue found hers, and the taste was wine and salt and the cold, mineral sweetness of the Pacific still clinging to her mouth.

I held her face in both hands — her jaw under my palms, a gesture I’d borrowed from Leo without asking.

“I’m falling in love with you, Masie.”

“I feel the same.”

Margot’s hand slid between Masie’s thighs from behind — I felt the rhythm of it through Masie’s body, her hips rocking into each stroke, pushing her mouth harder against mine. She gasped into my mouth — a sharp breath, her lips parting — and then Margot’s fingers were at my mouth, wet, the scent hitting me before the taste. I sucked them without breaking the kiss. Masie’s arousal flooded my tongue — warm, sharp, darker than Margot’s — and I fed it back into Masie’s mouth with my tongue.

She tasted herself on me and groaned.

Margot moved to the buttons of Masie’s shirt. She undid them slowly, one by one, her mouth on Masie’s neck. The shirt fell open. No bra — she hadn’t put one on after the dive. Her breasts were full and warm against my chest when I pressed into her, and I felt her nipples stiffen through the thin cotton of my sundress — two points of heat that made my cunt clench.

“Lie back.”

Masie lay back on the cockpit sole, her hair spread on the teak, the lantern light catching the gray and the dark in equal measure. Margot shifted around to kneel beside me. We looked down at her.

I pulled the sundress over my head. Margot did the same with her tank top. We were bare above the waist, kneeling over a woman who’d been alone for seven years and was looking up at us with her eyes open and moving — my face, Margot’s, my face again — missing nothing. She was there. Entirely.

I took her left breast in my mouth. Margot took her right. Her nipple was thick against my tongue — wider than Margot’s, the areola textured and warm, and when I sucked, Masie’s rib cage lifted off the teak. I circled the tip with my tongue and felt it harden further between my lips. My hand found her stomach — the soft skin below her navel, the faint line of hair leading down — and I traced it while Margot’s mouth worked the other breast, the wet sound of two mouths on skin carrying across the still water.

“Oh, God.”

Her voice carried across the anchorage.

I didn’t care. There wasn’t a boat within a mile.

Margot slid Masie’s shorts down her legs. The dark hair between her thighs was still damp from the shower — her curls dense, untrimmed, the scent rising warm and sharp in the evening air. Kept for no one but herself.

I loved it.

I kissed down her stomach. Margot kissed down the other side. We met at her cunt — two mouths, two tongues, working the outer lips from either side, parting the dark hair, finding the delicious seam together.

The taste hit me first — salt, sharper than Margot’s, the musk underneath richer, deeper, the taste of a woman whose arousal had been building since the dive and had nowhere left to go. Masie’s thighs opened, and her hands found the backs of our heads.

My tongue found her clit. The hood was swollen, the bud firm underneath, and when I sealed my lips over it and sucked gently, the hood peeled back, and the raw swollen nerve met my tongue. Masie’s hips bucked. Margot slid two fingers inside her — slow, curling forward against the front wall — and I felt the vibration of Masie’s groan travel through her cunt into Margot’s hand and up through the teak into my knees.

My tongue circled the exposed clit. Margot’s fingers pressed the spongy patch on the front wall. The sound was wet and rhythmic — Margot’s fingers inside her slick flesh, my mouth on her swollen bud, Masie’s breathing gone ragged above us. My own cunt ached between my thighs — wet, untouched, clenching on nothing every time she groaned.

“Willow Mae. Margot. Please.”

She came fast. Faster than I expected — the orgasm of a body that was making up for lost time. Her cunt clenched around Margot’s fingers — I felt the contraction through her stomach where my hand rested — her thighs clamped against our heads, and a sound came out of her that started low and cracked open into something raw. Her arousal flooded around Margot’s fingers and ran warm down my chin.

We gentled her down. Slow tongues. Still fingers.

I raised my head and looked over Masie’s body. I found Dad. He hadn’t moved from the helm seat. The wine sat forgotten in his hand, and even in the lantern light I could see his breathing had changed.

Then Margot and I turned to each other over Masie’s body and kissed. The taste of Masie passed between us — her cunt on my tongue, her cunt on Margot’s, the slick of her mixing in our mouths. Masie watched — her chest heaving, her hands on our thighs, her eyes bright.

“I want to taste both of you.”

“You will. After Dad fucks you.”

I looked at Dad. His cock was hard against his thigh, the head dark and wet, his hand resting beside it but not touching. A thread of precum had run from his slit down the shaft and caught the lantern light. He’d watched us love a woman who’d been alone for seven years, and he’d waited. Patient. Steady. The tension held in his shoulders and nowhere else.

“Come here, Daddy. Masie needs your cock. She’s not done being stretched.”

“I’ve wanted this all day—since you three drained me.”

“Are you full?”

“Plenty for all of you.”

He stood and crossed the cockpit in five steps. The lantern caught the dark hair below his navel and the ridge of his cock standing hard against his stomach.

I kneeled in front and slowly peeled his shorts down.

“My Dad’s cock. So fucking big.”

“I’m glad you—”

“One cock. Three homes.”

He smiled down. He understood my meaning — love, not lust.

Margot wrapped her hand around his shaft from behind and stroked — slow, root to tip. Every ridge of his circumcised cock exposed under her grip, the head bare and flushed dark, swollen past the rim.

My father’s slit wept a fresh bead of precum that Margot caught with her thumb and spread across the crown until it gleamed. She stroked Leo again, and the slick sound of her hand on his cock carried across the cockpit. Another bead welled from the slit before the first had dried — his body answering for him.

Masie looked up at his cock from the teak.

“It’s been a long time since I was fucked this many times.”

“We know.”

“No. I mean even when I was with someone. I never came this hard or was fucked this often.”

I guided my father down. He knelt between Masie’s thighs, and I held his cock — my hand around the shaft, the head positioned at her entrance, the heat of her radiating against my knuckles. Margot’s hand joined mine.

Two hands guiding our father’s cock into the woman we loved.

Masie lifted her hips.

He slid inside her.

The head spread her open — I watched it happen, the swollen crown stretching her wide lips apart, the dark hair parting around the shaft as it sank. Her breath left her in a rush. Her hands found his shoulders and gripped.

I held the base of his shaft and felt her cunt take him — the walls gripping tight, the slick resistance giving way, her body opening around his width with the deliberate surrender of a woman who’d been closed for seven years and was choosing not to be.

“Fuck her slowly, Dad.”

“I know.”

“Leave your shape inside our girlfriend.”

He buried himself in her with one long, careful stroke. I felt every inch pass through my fingers — the shaft sliding through my grip, slick with her arousal now, the vein on the underside thumping against my ring finger with each beat of his heart. Masie’s eyes closed. When they opened, she was looking at Leo with the expression of a woman who’d stopped believing this was coming and was now holding it in her body.

He fucked her slowly with deep, rolling strokes. His eyes on her face. Her hands on his back. I could hear it — the wet, thick sound of my Dad’s cock driving into Masie’s soaked cunt, the slick percussion of each stroke, the quiet catch in her throat every time his head hit deep.

I moved behind him.

Margot followed.

She gripped his ass cheeks and pulled them apart — her fingers pressing into the muscle, spreading him wide. The dark hair around his hole, the pucker clenched tight with the effort of each thrust. I leaned in and breathed against him first — hot, close — and felt the ring soften under the heat.

“Are you—”

“I want to, Dad. I want to help you cum hard inside her.”

I licked the ridges around his pucker. Slow circles with the flat of my tongue, tasting salt and clean sweat and the musk of his skin. His hips stuttered. Masie gasped beneath him — his rhythm had broken, his cock buried deep and still while my tongue circled his hole.

“Willow Mae—”

“Don’t stop fucking her.”

He drove his cock balls deep inside Masie again. Margot pried his anus open with clawing fingers, and I speared my tongue inside him. The ring clenched and yielded, the muscle gripping my tongue as it pushed past.

I felt his whole body shudder — the tremor running from his hole through his pelvis, his cock swelling harder inside Masie. She cried out. He was thicker now — I could hear it in the change of the wet sound between them, the stretch, Masie’s groan pitching higher.

“He’s fucking—”

“Enjoy it, Masie. This is Willow Mae’s gift to you.”

“I—I. Oh, god.”

Margot held him open for me while I fucked his anus with my tongue. Each time he drove forward into Masie, his hole pulled away from my mouth. Each time he drew back, he pushed onto my tongue. Two women at either end of his stroke — Masie’s cunt receiving him, my mouth claiming him.

“Jesus, Willow Mae.”

Dad’s voice cracked. The voice of bedtime stories and sail commands, cracking because his daughter’s tongue was inside his anus while he fucked the woman I knew he loved.

I pulled back. Kissed the base of his spine. Tasted him on my lips.

Margot and I moved to either side of them, our bodies pressed against Masie’s, our hands on her skin — her stomach, her breasts, her thighs. I kissed Masie’s mouth while Leo fucked her. She tasted different now — the wine gone, replaced by salt and breath and the raw, open taste of a woman being fucked. Margot kissed her neck. Three of us attending to one body, and the body was accepting all of it.

“Leo.”

“Masie.”

“I want your cum inside me.”

“Yes.”

“I really need it.”

“I know. I want it there too—inside all three of you.”

His rhythm changed and Dad fucked her deeper and harder. The cockpit sole creaked under his knees. Masie’s moans went low and open, her cunt flooding around his cock — I could see the slick mess of her arousal coating his shaft, catching the lantern light each time he pulled back, the wet sound of each stroke filling the anchorage.

He came with his forehead pressed against her shoulder. The sound he made was quiet — a held breath quickly released, his hips shuddering, his cock pulsing deep inside her. I felt the throb through the shaft where my hand still rested against his base — each pulse distinct, the shaft kicking against my fingers as he emptied into her.

Masie held my father. Her arms around his back, her legs wrapped around his waist. Tears ran from the corners of her eyes, but she didn’t wipe them.

“Stay inside me.”

“I’m here.”

“Stay.”

Dad stayed. His cock softened slowly inside her. His breathing steadied. His hands were on her face — the thumb on her cheekbone, the gesture I’d first felt when he was inside me under the stars.

Margot and I watched. My hand found hers behind Masie’s back, and we held on.

When he pulled out, his cum spilled from Masie’s cunt in a slow, warm rush — thick, white, pooling in the crease where her thighs met her lips. I leaned down and kissed her there. My mouth sealed over her swollen entrance.

The taste hit my tongue — Leo’s cum — salt and density and heat — mixed with Masie’s arousal, the two together richer than either alone. I sucked gently and felt his cum release from deeper inside her, drawn out onto my tongue in a warm tide. I swallowed. The sound was small and wet, and I didn’t care who heard it.

“My turn, Daddy.”

“I took a tablet. First time.”

“You have three women to fuck. It’s understandable.”

“I’ll buy more if you don’t mind.”

“As you wish, Daddy.”

His cock was half hard. I took him in my mouth — the taste immediate, Masie’s cunt and Dad’s cum together on the shaft, the musk of sex still warm on his skin. I sucked the head gently and felt him start to thicken, the spongy flesh filling against my tongue, the slit pulsing as blood returned. Margot stroked him while I sucked — her hand working the base, my mouth on the head — and Masie watched from the teak with her hand between her own thighs, Leo’s cum still leaking through her fingers.

He hardened. Not fast. The second erection of a forty-year-old man who’d just cum, built slowly by his daughter’s mouth and his girlfriend’s hand and the sight of a woman he’d just been inside touching herself with his cum.

The pill helped.

I lay back on the cockpit sole. The teak was warm against my shoulder blades. The Bordeaux stain was six inches from my head — the stain that had crossed an ocean, survived a yacht taxi, and outlasted every attempt to clean it. The first mark. The record of us.

“Fuck me, Daddy.”

He slid his cock inside my cunt, and the stretch was home. Not the burn of the first time — the deep, spreading fullness of a body that knew his shape. I felt the head pass my entrance, the rim dragging against the swollen tissue inside me, every ridge of his shaft registering against walls that had memorized him. He sank to the root, and the pressure at my cervix was blunt and warm and exactly where I needed him.

“Masie.”

“Yes, darling?”

“Sit on my face. I want to clean you.”

She straddled me — her knees on either side of my head, her thighs warm against my cheeks, the dark curls above me still matted with arousal and Leo’s cum. She lowered herself onto my mouth, and the taste hit my tongue before her cunt touched my lips. Salt and density and heat — Leo’s cum, thick and slow, releasing from inside her as her weight settled.

It ran onto my tongue in a warm tide filling my mouth. I swallowed and sucked gently against her entrance, drawing more out while her pubic hair rasped against my nose. She groaned above me and gripped the edge of the helm seat.

My father’s cum, fed to me from the cunt of the woman I’d just told I was falling in love with, while his cock filled me from below. Two of them inside my body at once — his cock in my cunt, their taste on my tongue.

He fucked me deep, steady. He had fucked me a hundred times since the Caribbean, and still he felt new. Each thrust pushed me upward into Masie’s cunt, my tongue driven deeper inside her with every stroke.

The friction of his shaft against my front wall sent heat spreading through my pelvis. Margot knelt behind his back, her arms around his chest, her mouth on his shoulder. Masie rocked above me, her hips rolling against my mouth, feeding me the last of Leo’s cum in slow, warm drops that I swallowed as they came.

I came with his name in my mouth — muffled against Masie’s cunt, the sound lost inside her body.

Then I felt it. A hot jet against my tongue — powerful, sharp, nothing like the slow release of cum. Masie’s thighs clamped against my cheeks and her whole body went rigid above me.

“I’m sorry — I can’t—”

I pulled my mouth back just enough to speak.

“Don’t hold it. Give me all of it.”

“Willow Mae, I—”

“All of it, Masie.”

She let go.

The next squirt hit my tongue in a controlled, three-second pulse — hot, thin, the taste clean and salt-sharp and nothing like arousal. It filled my mouth, and I swallowed and opened for more. The second came harder, longer, her muscles bearing down, her thighs trembling against my face.

I drank.

The third was weaker but lasted longer — a steady, hot stream that ran across my tongue, over my chin, down the sides of my neck and pooled warm on the teak beneath my head.

I could feel it soaking into my hair.

She was emptying herself into me. Every held-back year. Every night alone on the barge. Every morning she’d opened the shop and smiled at customers and carried her loneliness in a body that had forgotten what release meant.

I sealed my mouth over her cunt and sucked the last of it from her — the final drops, warm and thin, drawn from deep inside her with the gentle pressure of my lips. Her thighs shook. She made a sound I’d never heard from a woman — not a moan, not a cry. A sound like something breaking open that had been locked so long the hinges had rusted.

She dismounted my face and smiled at me shyly.

“That was so so good.”

I looked at my father.

“Daddy.”

It was the name I’d given him at orgasm. The name that meant the man I chose. His cock kicked, and the hot pulse hit the back of my cunt — I felt each jet, distinct, spreading warmth outward from my cervix — and I pulled him deeper, my heels locked behind his back, my cunt clenching around every drop, milking the shaft with muscles that knew exactly what to do with him.

He kissed my forehead. The same kiss from a thousand goodnights.

Then it was Margot’s turn.

She was last. She was always the bridge — the girl between us, the one who’d held my hair at a party when I was seventeen and held my father’s cock in her hand three months later, stroking it into my mouth. She loved us both so completely that the word jealousy had no grammar in her mouth.

Leo was slow to harden the third time. Masie and I took turns helping him — my mouth, her hand, my mouth again. He stiffened in increments, each pulse of blood thickening the shaft, the head flushing dark. Patient. We had time.

Twenty minutes later, he entered Margot from behind. She was on her hands and knees on the cockpit sole, her face turned toward me, her eyes open. I lay in front of her, my face inches from hers.

“Our Daddy’s cock is inside you.”

“I know.”

“Can you feel us?”

“I can feel everything.”

His thrusts were slower for the third time. The last of his reserves were being consumed. Margot pushed back against each stroke, working hard, milking him, her breath catching, her cunt tightening around him with the grip she’d learned to control.

I watched her face — her lips parting each time he drove in, her eyes losing focus and finding it again, the flush spreading from her chest to her throat. I kissed her. She tasted of wine and salt and the faint trace of Leo from when she’d stroked him hard.

Masie moved behind Leo. She leaned over his back, her breasts pressed against his spine, her mouth at his ear. I could see her hand between his cheeks — one finger circling the hole my tongue had opened.

“I’ll help you cum, Leo.”

“I never knew that would feel so nice.”

“Think of it as a prostate massage.”

“I don’t mind thinking of it as you finger fucking my ass.”

“Do you want two fingers, Leo?”

“You decide.”

She gave him two.

I watched them slide inside him — slow, deliberate, her knuckles disappearing past the ring. Leo’s back arched and his cock drove deeper into Margot. Margot gasped — she’d felt the difference, the sudden thickness of a man whose prostate was being pressed from inside, his cock swelling inside her with each stroke of Masie’s fingers.

Masie fucked his ass in time with his thrusts. Each time he pulled back from Margot’s cunt, he pushed onto Masie’s fingers. Each time he drove forward, her fingers dragged against his prostate and his whole body shuddered. The sound he made was low and broken — not the quiet, controlled Leo I knew. Something had come loose in him.

“Masie.”

 “I’m here.”

“Don’t stop.”

She didn’t stop fucking him.

Margot came. Her orgasm was sharp and brief — a single, hard contraction that pulled a sound from her throat, a sound I’d heard a hundred times and would never tire of. Leo followed — Masie’s fingers buried deep in his ass, her other hand gripping his hip — his hands on Margot’s hips, his jaw locked, the final pulse emptying the last of him into the last of us.

Masie pulled out of Dad. Dad pulled out of Margot and sat back against the helm seat. Spent. Done. His cock lay against his thigh, wet and soft, glistening with the mess of Margot’s arousal and his own cum, and his eyes were closed.

Three women.

Three bodies full of our father’s cum.

Masie crawled across the teak and lay her head on Leo’s thigh. Margot collapsed onto the cockpit sole, her cheek against the warm wood. I lay on my back and looked at the stars.

The anchor light burned white at the masthead. The kelp brushed the hull. The island was dark above us, and the channel between the headlands was black and still and held no other boats.

“Family.”

Masie said it. One word. Into the skin of Leo’s thigh.

Nobody needed to answer.


Chapter Eight

◆◆◆

We made love almost constantly. With four adults rotating through want like shifts on a watch, someone was always ready. Dad inside Masie while Margot slept with her face in my neck. Margot riding Dad in the salon while Masie and I dove the reef. Me on my back on the trampoline with Masie’s mouth on my cunt and Dad’s hand in her hair and Margot reading a paperback three feet away with her ankles crossed, waiting her turn.

It was paradise.

Not because of the sex.

Because nobody was pretending.

I woke at four. The owner’s cabin was a tangle of limbs and warmth — Margot’s knee between mine, Masie’s arm across Dad’s chest, Dad’s hand still resting on my hip where it had landed after the last time.

The queen berth was built for two. We’d discussed splitting into pairs across the two larger cabins. The conversation lasted thirty seconds. Separation wasn’t something any of us could sleep inside anymore.

I slid out from under Margot’s leg, found a fresh pair of panties in the locker, and stepped into them. Pulled on a tank top. Climbed the companionway steps barefoot, the fiberglass cool under my soles, and stood on deck.

The sky was gray-pink along the eastern horizon and black everywhere else. The water was flat. No wind. The boat sat perfectly still in the anchorage, her hulls dark against the lighter water, and the only sound was kelp brushing the rudder and something dripping from the bow cleat.

Dad’s cum settled warm and thick against my cotton panties. The evidence of the last round — his, from the small hours, when he’d fucked me from behind while Masie held my face and kissed me and Margot murmured something none of us heard. I hadn’t cleaned up.

Something large broke the surface twenty yards off the starboard bow. A dark back, a sickle of tail, then gone. Then another. And another — three, four, cutting the flat water in fast arcs that left no wake.

“Tuna.”

I spun around.

Masie stood at the companionway in Dad’s gray t-shirt — the one I’d worn yesterday, the one that smelled like him and salt and whichever daughter had claimed it last. White cotton panties. A dark stain spreading where mine was still warm.

Dad had branded us both with his seed.

She came and stood beside me at the lifeline. Her hair was loose, slept-on, the gray catching the first light.

“Watch the waterline, and you’ll see more of them.”

I looked down. In the pre-dawn glow, the hull below the surface was alive. Algae had begun to fur the antifouling paint overnight — a faint green bloom, barely visible, but enough. Around it, barnacle larvae and tiny crustaceans had found purchase on the waterline and the rudders, and their feeding had drawn the next link in the chain. Small silver fish — hundreds of them — schooled tight against the hull, picking at the growth, darting and reforming in the shadows beneath the boat.

“The hull becomes a reef overnight. Growth attracts grazers. Grazers attract baitfish. Baitfish attract —”

She nodded toward the surface disturbance off the bow.

“— tuna.”

I watched a yellowfin roll through the school. The baitfish scattered in a silver flash and reformed three seconds later, already forgetting.

“Skipjack?”

“Yellowfin. Look at the pectoral fins — longer, curved back. And the finlets are bright yellow, not dull. Skipjack are stockier, and they feed in tighter packs.”

“I haven’t seen anything like this.”

“On Sipadan, we’d anchor the dive boat on the wall and by morning the hull would be a full ecosystem. Fusiliers, surgeonfish, jacks — all stacked in layers, each feeding on whatever was below it in the chain. The tuna would come at dawn and pick off the edges. The barracuda came later. You could set your watch by it.”

I leaned on the lifeline. The metal was cold against my forearms. The tuna were still working the baitfish — quick, efficient, no wasted energy. Predators that understood economy.

“Do you miss it?”

“Not anymore.”

She disappeared into the salon. I heard the kettle click, cupboards opening, the rhythm of someone making coffee in a galley they’d memorized in less than a day. Two mugs appeared through the pass-through window.

She came outside, lifted them, and handed me one.

“I don’t miss it because I have the three of you, Uther, and Morgause.”

“Family?”

“Yes.”

“You said that last night. Into Dad’s thigh.”

Her smile changed. Softer. The smile of a woman hearing her own word handed back to her.

“I did.”

I set my mug on the cockpit coaming. Took hers and set it beside mine. Then I took her hands in both of mine and stepped closer — close enough to feel her warmth through Leo’s t-shirt against my skin, close enough to smell the coffee and the salt and the cum we both carried.

Close enough to kiss without kissing.

“We both have cum breath from your father, so I suppose a kiss would be appropriate.”

“Before that. I want to say something.”

“Say it first, darling.”

My bottom lip trembled. I watched her eyes drop to it — register it — then drop to my hands in hers, also trembling. Her fingers tightened around mine.

“I love you, Masie.”

The words came out cracked and certain. The way a wave breaks — messy, but committed.

Her eyes filled. Not spilling. Holding.

“I love you too, Willow Mae.”

I kissed her.

Her mouth was warm and tasted like Leo’s cock — the salt-musk residue of his cum underneath the coffee, the same flavor I carried on my own tongue. Our lips moved together slowly, her hands still in mine, and the kiss was tender in a way that had nothing to do with sex and everything to do with the words still hanging between us in the dawn air.

She pulled back. Her eyes were wet.

“Now I have cum breath from two of you.”

I laughed. The sound went across the flat water and came back.

“Masie.”

“Still here, darling.”

“What if it’s just me?”

“What if what’s just you?”

“Loving you. What if Dad and Margot don’t — what if they care about you and want you and enjoy you, but it doesn’t become love? What if I’m the only one who falls, and we end up with you as —”

I couldn’t finish it. She finished it.

“Another Reese?”

“Yeah.”

“Sex without love. A woman who’s welcome in the bed but not in the architecture.”

“I don’t want that for you… for us. I couldn’t bear it.”

She squeezed my hands. Her grip was firm — the hands of a woman who’d cleated dock lines and held regulators and run a dive center alone for six years.

“Willow Mae. Look at me.”

I looked.

“Your father held my face last night the way he holds yours. The thumb on the cheekbone. You saw it.”

“I saw it.”

“Margot kissed me at a bakery. Not because I was there. Because she couldn’t not.”

“I know.”

“Love doesn’t arrive on the same boat for everyone. It doesn’t have to. You and I got there first. That doesn’t mean they won’t get there. It means you’re brave and young, and your heart moves fast, and mine moved fast right back because I’ve been waiting seven years for someone to say what you just said to me.”

She lifted my hand and kissed my knuckles.

“One heart at a time, Willow Mae. That’s how families are built. Not all at once. Not by consensus. One person loves, and the others feel it, and then one day they look up and realize they’re already there and the word was just late arriving.”

“And if it doesn’t?”

“Then you and I love each other, and Leo and Margot love each other and you, and everyone loves Kai, and two dogs in yellow life preservers love whoever feeds them. That’s not Reese. That’s not compartments. That’s a family where one thread is stronger than the others, and the others are still strong enough to hold.”

A tuna broke the surface off the bow. Then another.

“I’m forty-three, Willow Mae. I’ve watched love come and go. It doesn’t scare me when it comes at different speeds. It scares me when people try to force it to match.”

“So we don’t force it?”

“We don’t force it. We live on this ridiculous boat, we dive, we cook, we raise a baby, and we make love until our bodies give out, and we let it become whatever it becomes.”

I leaned into her. Her arm came around my shoulders — warm, steady, the weight of someone who’d carried herself alone long enough to know what it felt like to stop.

“Okay.”

“Okay.”

The tuna worked the baitfish. The sky turned pink. The coffee had gone cold but neither of us cared.

I kissed her again. Deeper this time — my tongue finding hers, tasting Leo’s cum underneath the coffee, the taste of a man we both loved passing between our mouths. Her hands came up to my jaw and held me there. She cupped my face. Dad did that. Margot did that. The gesture belonged to all of us now.

I stepped back until my ass hit the lifeline. The wire pressed cold across my lower back. I hoisted myself up and sat on the rail — the top wire under my thighs, the stanchion solid against my hip, the anchorage twenty feet below me and the Pacific stretching out beyond the headlands into nothing.

I spread my legs wide apart.

“Is that an invitation, Willow Mae?”

“Are you hungry?”

“Always, for you.”

Masie’s eyes dropped. My cotton panties — white, stained dark with Leo’s cum — were the only thing I wore below the tank top. I hooked my thumb into the gusset and pulled it aside. The morning air hit my cunt, and I felt the slick cool against my inner lips. I was wet. Not from Leo — from her. From the words. From watching her eyes go wide and bright when I said what I said.

“Breakfast can wait.”

“You have something much tastier for me.”

Masie knelt on the cockpit sole.

Her mouth found my cunt without hesitation. Her tongue traced the seam of my lips from bottom to top — slow, deliberate, parting the folds the same way she checked a gear connection, thorough and unhurried. The flat of her tongue dragged through my slick, gathering the taste, and I felt the remnants of Leo’s cum from the night before mix with my own arousal on her tongue. She didn’t flinch.

She pressed deeper.

“I love your shaven pussy.”

“I love your hairy one. The pubes are soft and fine.”

“It’s easier to get my tongue inside you.”

“I can shave you this week — Margot will help, then Dad can fuck you straight after.”

“Shave him too.”

That landed with a shudder that ran through me.

Shave my Dad.

I would love to.

Her lips sealed over my throbbing, sticky clit. The hood peeled back under her suction, and the exposed nerve met the soft heat of Masie’s mouth, while my hands found the back of her head and pulled her closer.

“Masie.”

Her name in my mouth the way Dad’s name had been at the stern. Not a question. A declaration of my love.

She sucked my clit gently.

Her tongue circled the bud — patient, precise, the tongue of a woman who’d spent six years teaching divers to breathe and knew exactly how to control pressure and rhythm and timing. Her hands gripped my thighs, holding me steady on the rail.

The lifeline creaked under my shifting weight. Below us, the tuna were still working the baitfish, and above us the sky was turning pink, and her mouth was on my cunt, and I loved her, and she loved me, and the word was ten minutes old, and already it was in her tongue.

I heard the companionway.

Margot appeared at the top of the steps — sleep-crumpled, barefoot, wearing nothing but a pair of Leo’s boxers rolled at the waist. Her hair was a mess. Her eyes found us and went wide for one second, then narrowed into the grin I’d known since we were three years old.

She didn’t speak.

She didn’t need to.

She crossed the cockpit, knelt behind Masie, and lay down on her back on the teak. The warm wood against her shoulder blades, the morning light across her stomach. She wriggled underneath Masie — between her spread knees — until her face was directly below Masie’s cunt.

She reached up and hooked the gusset of Masie’s panties to one side. The dark curls, the swollen lips, the wet that had been building since my mouth met hers. Margot pulled Masie’s hips down and sealed her mouth over her cunt from below.

Masie gasped against my clit. The vibration traveled through her lips into my pelvis.

“Margot.”

“She’s busy.”

“Fuck yes. She’s hungry too.”

“You taste great, Masie.”

Margot’s words were muffled, spoken into the wet folds of a woman she’d kissed at a bakery and followed onto a boat, fucked repeatedly, and was now eating out on a cockpit sole at dawn.

Masie’s rhythm faltered. Her tongue lost its precision — the controlled, methodical strokes breaking into something messier, needier, as Margot’s mouth worked her from below. Her thighs spread wider, her knees sliding on the teak, opening herself to Margot’s tongue. I could hear the sounds — wet, layered.

Mouth on mouth.

Mouth on cunt.

Three women making love.

“Don’t stop.”

I didn’t know which of us said it. It didn’t matter. Nobody was stopping anything.

I heard footsteps on the companionway.

Dad appeared. Board shorts. No shirt. A morning erection tenting the fabric, the head visible against his thigh. He stood at the top of the steps and looked at the three of us — his daughter on the lifeline with her legs spread, the woman who loved her on her knees with her mouth on his daughter’s cunt, his girlfriend on her back underneath eating the woman who loved his daughter — and his face did the thing it always did. Not the expression past pride. A quieter one. The one that said the world had rearranged itself again and he wasn’t fighting the shape.

He crossed the cockpit.

He knelt carefully, behind Masie, spreading his knees wide apart to avoid Margot.

His hands found Masie’s hips from behind. His thumbs pressed into the hollows above her ass — the same grip, the same position, the first gesture his hands made when he was about to enter someone. Margot pulled her panties further aside. Masie shifted and let her, her mouth never leaving my cunt.

Daddy freed his cock from his shorts. Hard, thick, the head flushed dark in the early light. He positioned himself behind Masie and slid inside her.

“Make me wet so I can fuck Margot, darling.”

“This week — we’re shaving. The girls. You and me.”

“Good. I’ve always wanted that.”

He fucked her for a few strokes.

Masie’s moan went through my cunt like electricity. Her mouth opened against my clit and the sound escaped — low, broken, the sound of a woman being entered by a cock her body had learned three days ago and already recognized.

I watched my father’s shaft slide in and out of her from above — the swollen lips stretching around his girth, the slick coating the shaft, his balls swinging forward and grazing Margot’s forehead on the first stroke.

He gave her three more strokes. Deep, slow, and deliberate. Coating himself with her slick. I could see Masie’s arousal glazing his cock — thick, warm, the slick of a woman who’d been eating my cunt and having hers eaten simultaneously. Her walls gripped him on each pull-back, the tissue clinging to the shaft, reluctant to release.

He pulled out. Masie whimpered against my clit.

“Not yet. Margot needs to be fucked.”

He dropped lower — between Masie’s spread knees, over Margot. She was still on her back beneath Masie, her chin wet, her lips swollen, her eyes looking up through the frame of Masie’s thighs, catching glimpses of me.

Leo braced himself on his palms above Margot, his cock hanging heavy between her legs, glazed with Masie’s slick.

Margot reached down and guided him. Her fingers wrapped his shaft and pressed the head against her opening — the cum he’d left inside her hours ago still warm at the entrance, mixing now with Masie’s arousal and more cum coating his cock.

Evidence of one woman carried into another.

Dad slid his cock inside Margot.

Her back arched off the teak. Her breath caught. Masie’s cunt was six inches above her face — swollen, empty, pulsing from the loss of him. Margot’s mouth found it without looking. She sealed her lips over Masie’s clit and sucked while Dad’s cock filled her from below.

“Fuck.”

Margot’s voice was muffled, spoken into Masie’s cunt.

Dad fucked our girlfriend in long strokes, his arms locked, his weight suspended over the two of them. The wet sound of his cock driving into Margot filled the deck area — Masie’s slick and his cum and Margot’s own arousal. On every downstroke, his balls pressed against Margot’s ass.

We were four bodies stacked in the same square footage of cockpit sole.

Masie’s rhythm on my clit broke again. She couldn’t hold it — not with Margot’s tongue on her cunt and Dad’s body rocking against her from behind. Her mouth opened against me, and the sounds escaped. Low, wet, the sounds of a woman being eaten and watching the man who’d just been inside her fuck someone else six inches below her.

“Don’t stop licking me, Margot.”

“I won’t.”

Two words. Spoken upward into the folds of Masie’s cunt while Dad’s cock drove into her. I watched from the rail — my thighs framing Masie’s head, her breath hot and ragged against my clit, and below her the architecture of four people wanting the same thing at the same time.

Masie looked up at me.

“I want what I gave you last night, Willow Mae.”

“Are you sure? I’m full.”

“Give it all to me. Every drop.”

I came first.

The orgasm started behind my clit and detonated outward — sharp, bright, the kind a tongue pulls from you when your heart is open, and the word love is ten minutes old. My thighs clamped around Masie’s head. My hand gripped the lifeline and pulled Masie’s face harder against me with the other.

Her lips found my opening — not my clit, lower, the throbbing, leaking hole itself — and sealed around it — puckered tight. The suction pulled through my walls, and I felt everything release. The squirt hit her mouth in a hot, steady pulse — not the spray that catches air, the deep kind, the kind that pours.

Dad’s cum from last night came with it, thinned by my own arousal, warm and salt-bitter and thick on her tongue. Masie swallowed against my cunt. Her throat worked, and her lips stayed sealed, and she drank me through it — every contraction, every pulse, the cum, and the squirt, and whatever was left of my body’s ability to hold anything back from her.

I cried out across the anchorage, and nothing heard me but the tuna.

Masie came second.

Margot’s mouth had been working her through every stroke of Leo’s cock, and the loss of him had left her cunt aching and empty and desperate for the pressure Margot’s tongue was giving her. She came with her face pressed against my inner thigh, her body shaking, her cunt clenching around nothing while the real thing drove into Margot beneath her.

Margot came on Dad’s cock. The single hard cry that tightened her walls around his shaft and pulled his orgasm from him. I watched his back arch. His hips drove deep and held. The held exhale. The shudder through his shoulders.

“Cum inside her, Dad. All of it.”

My father emptied himself into Margot — thorough, total, the cum of a man whose body answered every demand made of it. Masie’s slick still coated his shaft. Three women’s arousal on one cock, and all of it ending inside the girl on the bottom.

Dad rolled off and lay on his back on the cockpit sole. His cock softened against his thigh, wet and spent, and his chest rose and fell in long, ragged breaths.

“Go to the trampoline, Dad. Get some sleep. We all need more fucking.”

My father didn’t argue. He stood, crossed the cockpit on unsteady legs, and lowered himself onto the trampoline between the bows. The mesh sagged under his weight. He was asleep in thirty seconds.

I looked at Masie. At Margot. Both flushed, both wet — Margot’s inner thighs shining with Leo’s cum, Masie’s cunt still swollen and slick, my own arousal drying on my thighs in the warming air.

Masie stood. She wiped her chin with the back of her hand. Her eyes had the focus I’d seen at the anchor set, at the dive check, at the helm in open water. The woman who ran things.

“Shall we make breakfast and feed Leo?”

“From the water?”

“Where else?”

She went below and came back with three masks, three sets of fins, three snorkels, and a large mesh catch bag. Margot and I each took a spear gun from the cockpit locker — the three-prong pole spears, simple ones with rubber slings. Masie took the net.

We stripped what was left. Margot’s boxers. My panties. Masie’s t-shirt and the panties she’d already pushed to her knees. Three naked women standing in a cockpit at dawn, salt-skinned, cum-stained, armed.

Masie went over the transom first. A clean entry, her feet together, making barely a splash. Margot followed. I looked back at the trampoline — at Dad, asleep on his back, one arm behind his head, his soft cock resting against his thigh, his face slack and peaceful and ten years younger than the man who’d arrived at berth forty-seven.

I went over the side.

The cold hit my cunt first — sixty-two degrees of Pacific, sharp against my swollen, sensitized skin. My body contracted and then opened, the way it always did, the shock becoming clarity in three breaths.

Masie was already ten feet down, kicking toward the kelp line, the net trailing behind her. Margot was beside me, spear gun in hand, her hair streaming upward in the green-gold light.

Three women. Hunting breakfast for the man they’d drained and the baby sleeping in the salon and two dogs in yellow life preservers who loved whoever fed them.

I dove.

We surfaced after a twenty-minute session with three calico bass and a sheephead Margot nailed on her second shot. Masie netted a handful of rock scallops from the reef face, prying them off with her dive knife while Margot and I held the net open. The water was cold and clear, the kelp swayed around us, nobody wore a stitch, and nobody cared.

Masie cleaned the fish on the swim platform. Three bass gutted and filleted in the time it took me to rinse the spear tips. The sheephead she scaled whole — running the blade against the grain, the iridescent scales catching the early light as they scattered into the water below.

“Margot, that sheephead was a very clean shot.”

“Masie taught me where to aim.”

“Behind the gill plate. Let the fish do the work.”

Margot grinned, blood on her fingers and salt in her hair. The spear gun rested across her bare thighs. She looked like someone I hadn’t met yet — the version of my best friend who killed her own breakfast and smiled about it.

I heated the skillet. Margot rinsed the fillets. Masie seared the scallops in butter she’d found in the galley — thirty seconds each side, no more, the edges caramelized and the centers still translucent.

We ate in the cockpit. Bass, scallops, lime, salt, the last of Masie’s sourdough from her marina bakery. Kai sat in his bouncer between Dad’s feet, gumming a crust Masie had softened in warm water. The dogs worked the perimeter, waiting for scraps that never came.

“Best fish I’ve ever eaten.”

“You say that every time, Dad.”

“It’s true every time.”

Masie ate cross-legged on the cockpit sole, her plate balanced on one knee, her wet hair drying in the sun. She’d put Dad’s t-shirt back on. Nothing else. The hem rode up when she shifted, and nobody looked away, and nobody needed to.

Saltwater had cleansed us.

We were ready for more.

We hauled anchor after lunch. The crossing back took five hours. The wind was on the beam and Willow Mae sailed herself for most of it, the autopilot holding course while Dad sat in the cockpit with Kai on his lap and Masie beside him and Margot and I stretched out on the trampoline with our faces in the sun.

The marina appeared around Point Loma in the late afternoon — the breakwater, the channel markers, the masts rising above the seawall. The fog had come in while we were gone and was sitting low over the water, turning the harbor gray and soft.

Berth forty-seven. C-dock. The teak boardwalk and the flower planters and the glass-fronted shop with the sandwich board.

Dad reversed Willow Mae into the slip. Masie handled the bow lines. I took the stern. Margot stood on the dock with Kai in his carrier and Morgause on a leash she’d been chewing since the channel.

We were tying off the spring lines when I saw the woman at the café.

She was sitting at one of the tables under the canvas shade sails with a folder in front of her. Business clothes — slacks, blouse, lanyard badge. She was watching the dock with the pinched attention of someone who’d been waiting too long.

Something cold moved through my stomach.

“Dad.”

He followed my eyes. His face didn’t change. His hands kept working the cleat.

“I see her.”

The woman stood as we walked up the boardwalk. She was mid-forties, sharp-featured, her badge clipped to a lanyard that read California Department of Social Services. She held the folder against her chest.

“Willow Harper?”

“Willow Mae Harper. Yes.”

“I’m Janet Bryce. I’m with child protective services. I’ve been assigned as your San Diego monitor for the guardianship of —” she checked the folder — “Kai Harper.”

“I know who my brother is.”

“I’ve been trying to reach you for two days.”

“We were at the Channel Islands. No cell service.”

She looked past me — at Dad, standing close. At Margot, with Kai in the carrier. At Masie, still in her deck shoes and salt-stiff hair, coiling a dock line over her shoulder.

“And this is the living situation?”

“This is my family.”

“I was told it was unusual.”

Her eyes moved across the four of us. She looked at Leo. At me. At the space between us — the space where his hand was resting on my lower back. The space that said everything the folder didn’t cover.

“I’ve received a letter of concern regarding the domestic environment.” She opened the folder. “It describes a relationship between yourself, your stepfather Leo Harper, and a third party —”

“Margot. My girlfriend. She’s standing right there.”

“— and raises questions about the suitability of this arrangement for raising a minor child.”

“The suitability?”

“Yes.”

I looked at Masie and smiled.

“I am also in love with this woman. So add a fourth name to my list of transgressions, Ms. Bryce. I am in love with all three of the people standing on this dock, and my brother is the luckiest baby in California because every one of them would die for him.”

She didn’t bat an eyelid.

“I’m required to follow up.”

“Then follow up. Ask me anything.”

She paused. Something shifted behind her eyes — not softening, but the recalculation of a woman who’d expected a girl and found someone else.

“You live on a boat?”

“A catamaran. Three cabins, two heads, a salon, a full galley. Kai has his own cabin with a cot and a bassinet.”

“With your stepfather?”

“With my family.”

“I understand your stepfather is also your —”

“Leo is the man who raised me since I was one year old. He found me in a hospital after my biological mother abandoned me at a fire station. He fought child services — your colleagues, Ms. Bryce — and won full custody of me. He gave me his name, his home, and his life. He is the best parent I’ve ever known, and yes, he is also the man I love and sleep with, along with two other women.”

My voice didn’t shake. My hands were still.

She wrote something in the folder. Her pen moved in short, efficient strokes, and her mouth was set in a line that wasn’t neutral. It was the expression of a woman who’d already formed an opinion and was documenting the evidence that confirmed it.

“And the child — Kai — is being raised in this environment.”

“Kai is loved. He’s fed, bathed, held, and cared for by four adults who would do anything for him. He sleeps through the night. He’s gained weight. He smiles when he hears Leo’s voice. What else would you like to know?”

“I’d like to know whether this is a stable home.”

Masie stepped forward. She placed her arm around my shoulders — firm, warm, the arm of a woman who’d spent the morning teaching someone to dive and the afternoon sailing a catamaran across open water and was now standing on a boardwalk in deck shoes with salt in her hair and absolutely no intention of letting a woman with a folder talk to her family this way.

“This is a stable home. The four of us are more than capable of raising a baby and a puppy.”

Janet Bryce looked at Masie.

“And who are you?”

“Masie. This is my place. I own the marina.”

The sentence landed on the boardwalk and lay there.

Janet Bryce looked at the café. At the shop. At the boardwalks and the berths and the boats and the restaurant with the canvas shade sails. She looked at Masie — at the salt-stiff hair and the deck shoes and the arm around a girl half her age — and recalculated again.

“Is there a lease agreement for this boat?” She looked again. “The Willow Mae.”

“There will be within the hour — an indefinite lease.”

“That’s good. And —”

“I am willing to offer a financial undertaking letter. Kai will want for nothing. Willow Mae is an excellent guardian and sister.”

I saw the woman recalculating quickly. Four smiling faces, a baby settled in a man’s chest harness. Two dogs.

A family.

“I’ll need to schedule a formal home visit.”

“You’re welcome any time. Knock on this hull or our other homes.”

“Which are?”

“The apartment above the marina complex — seven thousand, five hundred and eighty-two square feet. Eight bedrooms.”

“Or?”

Masie pointed to the end of the dock.

“Our Dutch barge. We have more space there.”

She looked at the Willow Mae, then at the Dutch barge, then at the apartment, more a penthouse with a view of the entire marina than anything else.

She looked at me and smiled.

“I’ll be in touch.”

She closed the folder. She walked to the parking lot without looking back. Her heels clicked on the concrete service road, and the sound got smaller, and then she was gone.

Nobody moved.

Margot placed a hand on Masie’s shoulder and turned her around.

“You own the marina?”

Masie laughed.

“I own a few things.”

“Since when?”

“Since I bought it. A year ago. Before you all came into my life.”

I looked at her — at the woman who’d been arranging ice bags the morning I met her, who’d served me croissants at six a.m. and walked her dachshund on the boardwalk and heard us through the hull and said nothing and waited and waited and waited until we knocked on her door.

“You let us think you worked here.”

“I do work here.”

“Masie. Come on. You know what I mean.”

“I’m the same as you. I don’t lead with what I own, Willow Mae. I lead with who I am. The rest is just infrastructure.”

Dad put his hand on the back of her neck. He didn’t say anything. He didn’t need to.

I took Kai from Margot’s carrier and held him against my shoulder. He found the strap of my tank top and gripped. His fist was warm and small and certain.

We sat in the cockpit until the fog burned off the harbor and the first stars appeared over Point Loma. Kai slept in the bassinet. Morgause and Uther curled together on the cushion. The Bordeaux stain was there — it would always be there — and beside it, the newer marks. Wine and salt and the evidence of bodies that had loved each other in this cockpit under every sky the boat had sailed beneath.

Masie made coffee. She knew where the mugs were. She knew black for Margot, black for Dad, oat milk splash for me. She’d been paying attention since the first morning. Leo did that. I did that. People do when they’ve decided someone matters.

Dad had his arm around her. Margot sat between my legs, her back against my chest, her hands on my knees. Four people on a boat in a marina in San Diego, with a baby and two dogs and a woman from child services who’d be back. A letter from Kentucky that Leo didn’t know about and a past Masie hadn’t finished telling and a world outside the breakwater that would keep asking questions none of us intended to answer on anyone’s terms but our own.

The boat held us. The dock held the boat. And the word family — the word Dad had placed in the air at the stern of this boat when we sailed for the islands, the word Masie had said into his thigh in the lantern light, the word I’d handed to a woman with a folder and a lanyard and an opinion that didn’t matter — held everything else.

I sipped my coffee.

“She’ll be back, Dad.”

“Let her come.”

He spoke quietly with the voice of a man who’d stood in front of a judge at twenty-six and said he’d fight for a girl until his dying breath. The voice of a man who’d done it and would do it again for every person sitting in this cockpit.

“We’re not hiding, Dad.”

“No, Willow Mae. We’re not.”

Masie kissed his jaw. Margot squeezed my knee.

The harbor was dark. The anchor lights of the boats around us burned white, steady, unmoving. The marina that Masie owned and the boat that Dad had given me and the family that none of us had planned sat together in the stillness, and the stillness asked nothing of us that we weren’t already giving.

I looked at the water.

Somewhere out there, past the breakwater and the channel markers and the Pacific that held every island we’d ever dived, the ocean went on. Open. Patient. Holding the boat the way it had always held us — without judgment, without opinion, without anything but the slow, reliable weight of something vast enough to carry whatever we put on it.

Getting smaller.

The two words from every departure — from the Caribbean, from the marina, from the islands. The land behind us shrinking in the wake.

But this time, nothing was getting smaller.

Everything was here. On this boat. In this cockpit. In the hands holding coffee and the bodies pressed together and the baby sleeping and the dogs curled on a cushion stained with wine from the night a girl came on her stepdad’s tongue and neither of them wanted it back on the other side.

We were home.
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