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For nearly three years, Clive Tracy didn’t take a single day off. Side by side with his father Emmet at their medical supply store, they did everything they could to keep their clients stocked up on quickly depleting necessities while all around them the world did its best to implode.



Their hours went from eight a day to twelve, and often much longer. Sometimes the warehouses that brought in their stock didn’t have enough drivers, so Clive and Emmet would travel nearly four hundred miles in the after-hours to pick up everything they could fit into their truck and SUV, then make the same drive back and open up shop, one of them napping on the office couch while the other blearily took care of the business for a few hours until it was their turn to catch up on some sleep.



Through it all they endured hundreds of screaming customers demanding to know where the medical equipment they needed was at or when it would be in stock again. The work was grueling enough. The customers’ impossible demands nearly broke them. Neither were responsible for the world’s shortages but they both felt the weight on their shoulders.



Their home lives suffered for it, especially Clive’s. His girlfriend moved out in the first year. A second girlfriend – met at the store, because Clive could ill afford the time to have a social life – ghosted him a few months in, taking his television, tablet, and game systems with her. Emmet’s wife and Clive’s mother fell ill the second year, needing long-term care that left them separated for nearly a month. Both men fell on edge during that time, snapping at each other and barely keeping a rein on things at the store out of worry.



But all storms end, even theirs.



Slowly the supply issues eased. Client calls started to lessen. The world, though badly limping, moved again, and they found themselves able to take a small breath now and then. Maybe things would never really be the same again, but they would never find out.



One day Clive walked into the store to find a pair of men in suits talking to his father – very nice men, in very nice suits with a whole hell of a lot of money on the metaphorical table for the medical supply store. They were representatives from the largest hospital in the city, and wanted to buy out the last remaining independent equipment providers.



Clive and Emmet told them they’d like a week to think about it. In reality, they needed about ten minutes. They were exhausted both spiritually and physically, and they agreed the hospital could probably better manage their clients’ needs than they could, much as it pained Emmet to admit that.



When the checks cleared, both men suddenly found themselves millionaires, Emmet giving Clive the lion’s share despite his son’s protests. With the help of the business’s excellent accountant, they were introduced to money managers who would help their millions make lots of fat green babies.



Emmet and his wife planned to travel, to relax and see the world at their own pace. Clive, at just thirty-two, wanted something simpler. He wanted the peace of the ocean. He wanted cold drinks on a warm beach. He wanted to spend a few years relaxing and figuring out what was next, if anything.



He wanted paradise. And to his surprise, he found it.



* * *



Rumeur wasn’t particularly well known. The city officials pushed back on attempts to open resorts in the quiet island town, along with any attempts by major corporations at gaining a foothold there as a shipping lane. Some run-off in tourists from a neighboring, larger resort island kept things running. That was how most ex-pats came to the place, including Clive.



He spent a good chunk of six months on a lengthy, luxurious cruise first around South America and then out towards the Bahamas. Although he did plenty of the guided sightseeing early in the days of the cruise, he found more pleasure in exploring the locales on his own dime and time. A friendly couple on board the cruise told him good things about a town they called “Rumor.” When they neared the same-named island, Clive hopped on a small tour boat with them, enticed by their stories of its tranquility and beach bum attitude,



It took him all of about an hour to realize he found the place he wanted to live. The sun-washed, pastel-colored single-story houses, the sleepy narrow streets nearly devoid of traffic, the good food, they won him over. When they got back on board the yacht, he called up his money manager and asked for some feedback on retiring to the small town. The houses weren’t terribly priced and the cost of living was doable, if Clive didn’t mind doing without a lot of the luxuries of mainland living. Clive certainly didn’t, and within another month, sold or got rid of everything he owned, save for what would fit in a pair of old suitcases.



His home was a simple one-bedroom in need of some basic repairs, especially to its roof and bathroom. It was on the edge of town away from the beach, but that was okay. Rumeur was small enough that it was a pretty short bike ride to and from the water. He bought a banana-colored bike from a local shop, and was given a curious look when he asked about a lock.



“It’s Rumeur,” the owner explained carefully, as though he were telling this to a child. “If it gets stolen, all you have to do is ask who has the big yellow bike.”



“Fair enough,” Clive said.



His schedule was pretty laid back. After years of sleeplessness, his comfortable queen-sized bed was his great love affair, and he reveled in it every morning, often sleeping in as late as ten. That was damn near sinful in his book. Netting kept the worst of the bugs at bay, and a small fan cooled the warm nights. He rarely used the living room. TVs weren’t unheard of in Rumeur – it was quaint, but not that quaint – but Clive wasn’t much interested in it, and didn’t use the room for entertaining since he knew no one there.



He spent his mornings and early afternoons working on the roof until the sun drove him indoors, at which point he’d generally head for one of the local bars or restaurants and sip a beer or a gin and tonic. The locals pointedly ignored him, though they were happy enough to take his money.



One of the few who seemed friendly enough was Jamal, the tall, broad-shouldered proprietor and lead cook of a food trailer at the beach. Jamal was a thick man, muscular with some comfortable insulation to him. With a shaved head and intricate tattoos along the left side of his face, he was an intimidating figure, but his food was nothing short of amazing, and unlike just about every other local, Jamal always greeted Clive with a nod and a question. Some days, that was asking him how the home repairs were going. Another time it was what he liked to eat back home, with more than a few clicks and grunts of approval from the big man.



Once Clive sampled most the other food in town, he hit Jamal’s food trailer every couple days. The big man was a wizard with chicken. Undoubtedly the best thing on the menu was a shredded chicken vegetable medley served with a creole sauce over thick, fluffy rice or plantains.  Clive could have eaten that every day, and at just about four bucks for a heaping carton full of it, there was plenty to be had.



Jamal kept a few small tables and plastic chairs set outside his trailer. That was where Clive usually liked to eat, listening to Jamal’s odd mix of American and Japanese pop music piped through speakers hung in the corners of his trailer. At first, the two men only spoke to each other to say hello to and get the food situated, but more out of boredom than anything else, Jamal started to strike up some quick and easy conversations. Not exactly friends, then, but on friendly terms.



It was during one of these talks a month in that the local party bus showed up. Whenever a ferry came over to Rumeur, Rogeau, a local, busted out his old wheezy baby blue bus and offered up an alcohol-fueled taxiing service for the tourists. Clive was familiar with this, having taken one such tour when he came to live on the island. It amounted to a lazy afternoon spent bar-hopping, something he could have done on his own, but it gave him a better lay of the city and he had some fun.



Now, a crowd of older vacationers stumbled off the bus, laughing and looking for some good food. Jamal cursed under his breath.



“Trouble?” Clive asked.



“He’s early. I’ve got help coming in an hour.”



“I don’t know much about short-order cooking like you’ve got going on, but I can serve drinks and clean dishes. That do anything for you?”



“Ten bucks for the hour and I’ll give you a third the tips.”



Clive stood up, sure he could ask double that and get it, but he didn’t really care about the money. “Sure.”



He and Jamal stumbled all over each other that first time, often to Jamal’s not-so-quiet cursing. But as Jamal whipped out paper cartons stuffed with food and Clive took care of the drinks and dishes, they managed to keep the customers happy and the tips coming. By the time Rogeau beeped the horn on the bus, calling all the tourists to get on board, they made a solid hundred bucks in tips. Clive tried to wave the cash off, but Jamal carefully laid out the bills and insisted on him taking his share.



“You want more work, let me know,” he said.



Clive took Jamal up on that. When he finished with his house repairs each day, he spent his afternoons working at the food trailer. There was no talk about hours or benefits. Jamal paid him for whatever hours Clive worked out of the till or the tip jar and slung dinner his way every time he finished up in the early evening. Along with reading on the beach, it was as good a way to pass the time as Clive could have come up with. He liked the work. It was low-stress, low impact. Unlike the medical supply store, if they didn’t have something in, a customer got something different. No one was going to die from not having a Cubano that day. At worst, a customer or two got irritated at how long the food took to prepare. That wasn’t such a big deal.



The trailer looked out from the edge of one of the beach’s parking lots over the beach. During the slow hours, when all the cleaning was taken care of, Clive lost himself for long minutes staring out at the waves and the sand, still unable to believe he was here, and that this was not a dream. His life felt distinctly surreal, his mind as yet unable to process the fact that he didn’t need to sprint to keep up. Unwinding would be a lifelong process, but it was one he was greatly looking forward to.



The beach made for a hell of a peaceful atmosphere, and the pair of men caught some pretty great views of the many beautiful women frequenting the beach. Clive usually had his back turned as he prepped the food or washed dishes, so Jamal would elbow him or nudge him with his foot and they’d both glance out at the stunning women on display. A few days in, Clive realized something pretty funny. The number of women who frequented the trailer compared to men was astronomically higher, and it didn’t take long to realize why. After one black goddess practically hanging out of her peach bikini boosted herself up to give Jamal a kiss as a tip, Clive grinned sidelong at the other man.



“You’re popular.”



“Eh. Big dick.”



“Got the same problem myself.”



That startled a deep laugh out of Jamal.



The next morning, fresh off an uncomfortable work dream where he was back at the supply store taking calls from clients, Clive woke early and couldn’t get back to sleep. He decided to take a bike ride down to the beach. He rode with his shirt open, proud of the weight he lost. His diet nowadays was so much better, and all the bike-riding and swimming in the ocean left him with fine, well-defined muscles. He would never be a towering slab of muscle like Jamal, but he was content with his newfound slim, trim self.



The beach was quiet that morning, though a few surfers took to the early morning waves. Clive had yet to try anything more daring than boogie-boarding. He knew himself, and more importantly, his terrible sense of balance. There were some sports he was perfectly okay at admitting he probably wasn’t cut out for, and surfing was right at the top of the list.



That said, he found the way the surfers cut through the water hypnotic. One of them, a woman in a sleek black and neon blue one-piece rode a wave nearly all the way to the beach just as Clive pulled up on his bike and dropped the kickstand. She hopped off the board and grabbed it up, laughing at something one of the others said. She had a beautiful smile, wide with gleaming white teeth, made even more attractive by her sparkling dark eyes. Her brunette hair was streaked expertly with blonde, and hung halfway down her back. The swimsuit showed off some obvious curves and she had spectacular legs, long, toned, and deeply tanned, one of the few other white people on the island that weren’t tourists.



She saw Clive, and that caught the other surfers’ attention too. They turned. He raised a hand in greeting. The brunette did too, followed a moment later by the others. Clive realized he was probably being creepy just staring like that, but he had no idea what to say or how to introduce himself organically and finally rode on, feeling embarrassed and not entirely sure why.



* * *



He saw her again that night, right around sunset when the waves were at their peak and the food trailer was at its busiest. This time, she was joined by a dozen other surfers in ones and twos across the beach.



Clive helped fulfill orders that night. The big draw was the new special, fries drizzled with spicy melted cheese and topped in shredded pork or chicken and chopped green onion. They had a line twenty deep at one point, so both Clive and Jamal were throwing fries tout the serving window as fast as they could dish them into the paper boats.



Jamal elbowed him. “Hey. When you’re done staring at the poontang, mind helping a customer or two?”



Clive glanced at him as his hand went for the tongs for the fries. “Poontang? Did I get transported back to the nineties?”



“People don’t say poontang anymore?”



“Nope.”



Jamal pushed a messy sandwich at a customer and said to Clive, “Rumeur is so peaceful, we live three decades behind.”



“Yeaaah, that’s it.”



The beautiful surfer was back the next night, though this time the water was too choppy to do much surfing. There was another rush of people that night, but by the time she wandered up from the beach, things quieted to only a couple families and a pair of stragglers waiting at the window. She got in line, talking to a teenage girl.



Clive tried not to stare but up close she was even more beautiful, with a girl-next-door vibe to her warm face. Jamal nudged him again, and Clive took another round of orders. By the time he finished with the chicken and rice dishes, the woman was nearly to the counter. He passed out the cartons and she stepped up, the last of their customers for the moment.



“Who’s the new meat, Jamal?” she asked, her voice sweet and melodic.



“Don’t know. Washed up on the beach and felt sorry for him so I gave him a job. Now I can’t get rid of him.”



“That true?” she asked Clive, her eyes dancing.



“I’m like a barnacle,” he said. “I think I got the right term. Those cling to boats, don’t they?”



“Oh, he is fresh meat,” she said.



“Just caught,” Jamal agreed. “Says he has a big dick though.”



Clive shot him a look and the woman grinned. “Really?”



“Wasn’t exactly expecting him to share that,” Clive said.



Jamal snickered and nodded towards the beach. “No love today, huh?”



The surfer looked back at the rough waters and sighed. “No. Weather forecast was much better. Oh well.”



“Can’t trust the forecast, you know that,” Jamal said, pulling a bottle of iced tea from the cooler and cracking the lid. “Instinct.”



“Instinct,” she repeated, and turned her attention back to them. To Clive, she said, “I’m Nadia.”



“Clive.”



“You were the one redoing the roof, right? There can’t be that many new people in town.”



“I was,” he said. “Moved on to some interior projects. Ah. Anyways. What can I get you?”



“The special. I’ve got a tab.”



“Can’t imagine there are a lot of places in that outfit you could hide some cash.”



“No, not really.”



He busied himself with the order while she made small talk with Jamal. After years of dealing with customers at his father’s store, Clive felt like he should have been better at small talk, and usually was, though he supposed there was bound to be some rust after at least two years of a dry dating spell. In any case, he didn’t have the opportunity to chat her up again, as the teenager came back and got her attention.



Though when he handed over her cheese-drizzled fries, Clive imagined Nadia held his gaze a moment longer than maybe was strictly necessary. Was she checking him out? Wishful thinking.



* * *



The home repairs, at least as much as Clive could do on his own, were finished. Electricians were in short-order on the island so his dream of having more than three electrical outlets would have to wait a month. On top of that, he wouldn’t mind ripping out the bathtub and replacing it with a walk-in shower, and the toilet needed to be replaced at some point. The local plumber gave him an estimate of both cost and time that about made him choke, but that was all right. He had everything he needed for the moment.



 Clive decided to celebrate. First he stopped at Jamal’s trailer to see if he was needed for the day, but Jamal had other help and it was a sleepy day.



“What are you up to?” Jamal asked him.



“Finished with the cabinets today. Still need to figure out the electrical and get some of the bathroom work done, but that’s the last of the projects I can tackle myself, so I’m going to have a drink to celebrate. Come on by later.”



“I might.”



They talked bars for a while before Clive rode off on his bike. He settled on a beachside bar and grill not all that far from Jamal’s trailer. The interior was nice and modern, with big beach-facing doors and windows that were almost always open, save for when it was storming. Big fans overhead kept the interior nice and cool, and on a silent TV, a soccer game was playing. A few clusters of people sat around the restaurant’s small tables. A petite server with complex braids nodded when Clive pointed out to the patio area. He headed to the bar first, grabbed a beer, and sat out on the patio under a yellow umbrella, sighing with pleasure.



The question of what came next crossed his mind, but he didn’t entertain it for long. The truth was, Clive didn’t care much. He was content in the now, having done pretty much everything he needed to do. Maybe that was a luxury of the rich, and that came with some guilt, but he liked the idea that the next day, he could wake up and do precisely nothing. Or… everything. Maybe he’d go to the docks and finally take some scuba lessons, or rent out one of the jet skis. Maybe he’d go to the beach and read. Maybe he’d do just this, sitting, thinking, drinking.



“Drinking alone?”



He turned. Nadia had a glass of something amber in hand. She wore cutoffs as short as bathing suit bottoms and a pink crop top with decorative strings dangling from her plentiful cleavage. Her hair was silkier that day, hanging straight down with a glossy sheen.



“Um. No. Not if you want to join me.”



She smiled. “Thanks. I’m supposed to distract you for at least an hour.”



“Huh?”



“Jamal’s cousins are great with plumbing. They’re in your house right now looking at your bathroom. So you’re not surprised when you go home, I decided to tell you.”



“They’re in my house? But the locks…”



She took a seat next to him. “Word to the wise, install a deadbolt if you want some privacy in Rumeur. Most the houses around here, you only need a screwdriver or a pair of scissors to get in and out of.”



“I’ll remember that,” Clive said drily. “What are you drinking?”



“A brown derby.” At his questioning look, she added, “Bourbon, grapefruit juice, and honey. Here.”



She passed it over and he took a sip. It was good, and he said as much as he passed it back. The same server from earlier popped out to ask if they wanted menus.



“Have you tried the chilli hummus?” Nadia asked Clive. When he shook his head, she said, “We’ll have an order of that, Ella. Thank you.”



The server smiled and pressed a hand to Nadia’s shoulder, then disappeared back inside. They both watched her go, then Clive said, “You know everyone here?”



“Give it six months. So will you.”



“Ah, I’m not sure I’m all that popular.”



Nadia lifted her drink. “No one is when they first move here. Don’t worry about it. Rumeur is family, once you’ve been here a while.”



“You a transplant from the U.S. too?”



“California girl, originally. Newport.”



“What brought you all the way out here?”



After a long drink, Nadia set the glass down again and smiled faintly in the direction of the ocean. “I always loved the water since before I could walk. The beach, sailing, surfing, all of it. Any way I could get out there, I did it. I lived a thousand lives until I came out to the islands with a boyfriend. As it turned out, he wasn’t so friendly and I wound up alone here. Rumeur could have pushed me out, but I got a job on a tour boat and I’ve never looked back.”



There was a lot unsaid there, and Clive had a feeling it would remain that way. He didn’t pry. Instead, he took a drink and said, “A tour boat?”



“The Party Wave. She’s an old ferry my friend Cameron converted. We run sightseeing tours, animal watching, that sort of thing. We make a slow loop from the Florida Keys to St. Lucia.”



“That must be a hell of a lot of fun.”



“It is,” she said. “I love it. We have a loose schedule but nothing binding. We spend a day here, a day there. But Rumeur’s home and there’s nothing quite like it. How did you find it?”



“A cruise liner,” Clive said.



“Really?”



“Mm hm.” He told her the story of his lengthy cruise and how he wound up coming to the island the first time. She listened, her eyes never wavering from him even when their hummus and fresh drinks were brought out. He faltered a time or two staring into her eyes, and each time her lips quirked. Nadia knew what she was doing to him.



When Clive finished, she took a pita chip but didn’t run it through the hummus yet. Wistfully, she said, “Someday I’d love to be on the other side and take a long cruise like that. Somewhere new, somewhere different. Europe, maybe, or Alaska.”



“I’ve been to Alaska,” Clive said. “For two weeks after my senior year in high school. Beautiful. Maybe the most beautiful place I’ve ever been apart from here.”



“But cold.”



“Oh yeah. Great to visit, but I sure wouldn’t want to live there.”



They ate as they talked some about places they traveled and her job on the tour boat. She ran an odd schedule, usually home for a couple weeks, then off doing tours for about the same amount of time. The hummus was delicious, the spice balanced well with what he found out were plantains, which he should have guessed given the island’s love of them. The sweltering afternoon heat was too much to sit out longer, so they moved inside and took up stools at the bar. She switched to a light beer and they both got ice water to go with.



Nadia eyed him and said, “You told me how you got here, but not what brings a Nebraska boy to live on the island.”



He raised an eyebrow. “I never said I was from Nebraska. How’d you know?”



“I might have looked you up on Bottlegenie.”



“Ah, stalking me already. And here we’re just having our first date.”



“Mm, is that what we’re calling it?” Nadia asked, eyes crinkled.



“With you?” Clive eyed her up and down. “Even if I crash and burn, oh yes. I’m calling this a date. For my ego’s sake if nothing else. You’re beautiful and the most interesting woman I’ve met in years.”



“Well,” Nadia said, her hands folding together. “It’s a date then.”



Over the next ten minutes, Clive told her more of his story, about his father’s medical supply store and the long last few years. Her smile changed into a more sympathetic look, and at one point when he talked about running to the warehouses in the dead of night to pick up supplies, her hand fell on his and squeezed.



“The unsung heroes of the world,” she said.



“No, nothing like that,” he said hastily. “We were just a couple guys trying to hang on.”



“You might think so, but I don’t.” She squeezed his hand and let go. “And your father? Is he living the beach life too?”



“In a way, he did. He and my mom went on a long vacation all over the world. Now they’re living in a condo near Lake Placid. Not exactly the beach you’re talking about, but they’re water bums too.”



“How lovely. Enjoying the good life,” Nadia said. She drummed her fingers against the bartop. “And with that, I think I’ve kept you long enough the guys should know what they’re going to do to your bathroom. Pretend to be surprised. And pleased.”



“I will.” He stood as she did, and took her arm. “Nadia…”



“You geta kiss, the first date. Nothing more.”



“I’ll take it.”



He brought a hand up to the side of her face. That got a smile from her, one he’d remember forever as being warmer than the day outside. He leaned in and kissed her right there in the bar, a soft, gentle kiss that only lasted four or five seconds but seemed to stretch on for hours.



Finally, they broke apart, and Nadia pursed her lips and closed her eyes. When she opened them again, they were serene. “I can’t be held onto, Clive.”



“I’ll take whatever I can get. No pressure.”



She nodded and looked out the open beachside doors, then back at him. “There’s a party this Friday, a thing in a villa just outside of town. Jamal will know what I’m talking about. Come by. I have to leave the next day.”



 “All right.”



* * *



When Clive returned home, sure enough, three big bruisers crowded the door to his bathroom. Unlike the plumber who told hm the work would cost a fortune and couldn’t be done in months, these guys assured him they could get everything brought in and done in a couple weeks. When he asked about how much it would cost, one of them, a cousin of Jamal’s named Kelan, shook his head.



“You help out one of ours, we help you,” he said.



“You mean working at Jamal’s stand? He’s paying me for my time. It’s not like I’m volunteering,” Clive said.



“No. Jamal says you help. So we’re doing this,” another man, Jerry, said matter-of-factly as he tinkered with something behind Clive’s toilet.



And that was that. They wouldn’t hear another word about him paying, and promised they’d be back as soon as they could. After insisting they at least take the last six-pack of beer in the fridge, Clive walked them out and hopped on his bike to coast to the beach. Jamal was out front of his trailer, sitting with a beautiful woman in a light summery dress. The big man looked up at Clive as he approached and nodded. Clive, suddenly feeling deflated and strangely tired, nodded back.



“Thanks,” he said.



Jamal raised a bottle of tea. “Same.”



* * *



It had been years since Clive was last invited to a party. He was worried some that he would be the oldest there until Jamal told him everyone would be in their twenties and thirties and they would be squarely in the middle.



“It’s not like one of your frat boy parties,” Jamal said.



“I was never a frat boy,” Clive said, amused.



“But you wear polos. On purpose.”



“Good point.”



Despite the weather forecasters saying they were in for it Friday, Jamal was serene about the chances for rain. When they opened up shop early the morning of the party, he glanced up at the sky, nodded, and said, “Little rain this morning. It’ll blow off by noon.”



And sure enough, he was right. Clouds on the horizon darkened their doorstep by ten, but the light misting they got blew over in minutes, leaving clear skies and a nice cool breeze. It was a perfect Caribbean day.



Jamal’s friend from earlier that week, Chantella, showed up around noon in a bikini top and pedal-pushers that hugged her terrific taut butt. Her hair was done in short rows of intricate beaded braids. The small trio of hoops hanging from each ear were new, and Clive leaned over the counter to compliment her on them.



“I like the earrings,” he said, handing down a bottle of the tea she and Jamal both liked.



Chantella twisted her head to show them off and smiled almost shyly. “Thank you. You’re coming to the
 Party Wave
 tonight?”



“The party, yes, but sorry, the
 Party Wave
 ?”



“The name of Nadia and Cameron’s boat,” Jamal said. “He owns the villa. That’s where they berth the boat.”



Well, that couldn’t be good, Clive thought. He had money but not “boat and a villa” money.



“Jealous?” Chantella asked.



“What? No.” Clive caught their grins and made a pinching motion with his fingers to say “just a little.” “Anything I can bring?”



They talked about that for a while. When the lunch crowd hit, Chantella played waitress, sashaying to the music playing through the speakers. To that day, Clive had never seen Jamal so distracted, but his friend watched Chantella from the corner of his eye, often smiling to himself. 



When the lunch crowd finished up and Chantella disappeared to take a nap before the party, Clive said to Jamal, “You two seeing each other?”



“Frequently. You saw her too earlier.”



Clive rolled his eyes. “You know what I mean. You and her seem pretty friendly.”



“We have been friends a while. Maybe we are becoming something more. Or maybe she just likes teasing me in a bikini. Either way, I’m satisfied.”



Clive saw the way Chantella moved, never quite looking in Jamal’s direction as she danced or made a show of stretching or bending over a table to collect the customers’ detritus. That wasn’t just teasing.



They knocked off early that afternoon. Clive stopped by one of the bars, and not knowing what anyone liked to drink, bought a bottle of dark rum and ginger ale, one of his favorite cocktails there on the island. Back home, he showered, shaved, and eyed himself in his small bathroom mirror. Gone were the weight and exhaustion piled on through the last few years working with his father, and in their place stood a man who had never looked or felt better. Instead of his old slight double chin, the angles of his face were now well-defined. His sandy hair could do with a cut but he liked what the ocean air did to it, drying it some and giving it a certain curl that had never really been there before.



He showered, changed into a pair of khaki shorts and a linen shirt, and gave himself one more look in the mirror. Not bad, he decided. About then he heard a tinny honk outside. He slipped on a pair of boat shoes, grabbed the drinks, and headed out. Jamal waited in an old pastel blue golf cart, Chantella beside him.



“Figured you might want a ride,” Jamal said.



“It was my idea. I told him to come pick you up,” Chantella said.



Clive chuckled and kissed her cheek. “Thanks, Chantella.”



“Hop on back,” Jamal said.



“Nuh uh,” Chantella said. “He’s sitting next to you.”



“No, really, I can take the back,” Clive said, eying the rear of the cart.



“I’m not riding back there either,” she said, and slid over onto Jamal’s lap. The big man’s eyes widened and he cracked up, but he was quick to rope an arm around Chantella’s waist.



“Don’t know how I’m going to see around you,” Jamal groused, and she swatted him.



Clive slid in, and they took off. The cart might have wheezed and sputtered on some of the low, easy inclines, but it was a speedy thing and traffic was nearly nonexistent in Rumeur. They whizzed through the city, Chantella wiggling and whispering occasionally in Jamal’s ear. If it hadn’t been obvious before, now her intentions were laid out in plain sight.



The villa sat atop what could generously be called a hill. Four small buildings were surrounded by low decorative concrete walls covered in decorative vines. The buildings were strikingly modern, a sharp contrast from the rest of Rumeur in their square elegance and huge windows.  Sharp fronds accented an archway into the property. Three vehicles sat along the walls and they pulled in behind the last, a stubby convertible.



Before they stepped off, Jamal twisted Chantella towards him. Her smile dared him to do something and he did, pulling her head down with one hand to kiss her while his other roamed her lower back. Clive gave them the moment and slipped off the golf cart, drinks in hand.



They caught up to him at the gateway, Jamal’s hand now freely exploring Chantella’s tight ass. She giggled but didn’t try to stop him. Inside the villa, music that could best be described as ska mated to funky blues played from unseen speakers. The tangy scent of barbeque reached them and Clive’s mouth watered. Chicken and pork, he thought.



A handful of people wandered the villa’s stone sidewalks and its grassy lawns. Someone called Jamal’s name, and he and Chantella headed in that direction. Jamal turned and pointed towards one of the buildings.



“Throw your drinks in there,” he said.



“Have fun!” Chantella called.



Clive grinned back at her in acknowledgement and headed for the building. More people spilled out of it, wooden cups in hand. Clive recognized one of Jamal’s cousins from the other day, Jerry. He stood with a sexy, deliciously thick young woman in neon booty shorts and a white tank top. Jerry gave him a nod and a wave, and Clive responded in kind.



“What’d you bring?” Jerry called.



“Probably cliched, but rum and ginger ale.”



“Hey, it’ll get you drunk!” Jerry said, and his female friend laughed like it was the best joke she ever heard.



Clive found a makeshift bar inside at the kitchen’s island surrounded by a loose cluster of people grabbing drinks. When they saw he had more alcohol, they cleared a path for him. Several he knew from the food trailer, and they shook hands and clapped backs, the official Rumeur “you’re a friend” welcome. It warmed Clive up. Up until that day, Jamal was about the only one to do that to him.



“You serve food, but you ever bartend?” Paulo, a regular at the food trailer, asked.



“In my younger years. What are you drinking?”



There were good-natured cheers at that, and for ten minutes, Clive played bartender, pouring cocktails and doing his best to keep up with the demand. Pretty soon he had a line out both doors to the house right up until the point when Nadia came through with a tall, skinny man with his shirt tied off under his breasts. He had several piercings and half his body was covered in meticulously designed tattoos of sea creatures both real and mythological.



Nadia herself looked incredible in a short frilly dress. The thin shoulder straps could barely contain her breasts, emphasized with lace-like trim at her cleavage. She wore sandals with a little heel to them, giving her magnificent long legs lift she didn’t need but which was sorely appreciated by Clive’s long gaze.



“A bartender? In my house?” the man screeched. He whacked the shoulders of the two closest men. “You all get to serving yourselves and let this man party!”



Well-humored boos broke out along with a few laughs, and Nadia and the man – Cameron – broke through the crowd. Nadia’s warm smile soothed whatever nerves were left in Clive’s heart, and he found himself stilling, even in the midst of such delightful chaos.



“One last round from the bartender for the host and his beautiful partner?” he shouted over the noise.



“If it’s wet, I’ll drink it,” Cameron said.



“Rum and pineapple juice,” Nadia said. “Glad you came.”



“Thanks for the invite,” Clive said. To Cameron, he bobbed his head. “Hope you don’t mind me dropping in.”



“My house is Nadia’s house,” Cameron said, and in that moment, it finally hit Clive why he shouldn’t be jealous. Cameron wasn’t shy about checking him out.



Oh
 , he thought, wildly amused.



Clive grabbed the rum and poured some into two glasses. “Regardless, it’s appreciated,” he said.



“Have you had a chance to eat?” Nadia asked.



“Not yet. Got here, dropped off the booze, and got wrangled into this.”



She laughed and took one of the cups after he splashed in some pineapple juice. “Come on. We’ll show you the villa.”



He grabbed a bottle of dark beer for himself out of a cooler full of ice and followed, twisting his way between the partygoers. The crowd thinned outside, giving way to a spectacular view of the ocean and the pier. It slowed Clive as he stared.



“Wow. That is a terrific view,” he said.



“It’s why I bought this place,” Cameron said. “Too much house for me, but a view like that, it’s worth it.”



“Cameron!” someone called.



“And these parties are the cherry on top,” Cameron said. He slapped Clive on the shoulder. “A pleasure, my new friend.”



“The same,” Clive said.



Cameron strode away, screeching at the man who called him with a wave of his arm like he was doing kung-fu. Nadia chuckled. They wandered the grounds, looking over a bean-shaped swimming pool and a big stone-pit barbeque where three men were roasting chickens and slabs of pork. Neither were quite done yet, so Nadia walked Clive to the walls, where they sat and looked over the pier. A few smaller boats were berthed there, along with a bigger vessel that looked about like a bus or an RV on the water.



“She’s not much to look at, but she’s got us through some big storms,” Nadia said.



“Metaphorical or literal?”



Nadia smiled at that, but didn’t answer. Clive didn’t press. They sat and sipped, and his hand went to hers. She looked surprised at that, but didn’t pull away. She did, however, give him a sidelong look, soft and beautiful and maybe a little haunted.



“I leave in the morning, Clive.”



“I know.”



She squeezed his hand and looked back over at the party. The crowd shifted mostly outside, now that the evening was coming on and a breeze cooled things. People were starting to dance, and there in the middle were Jamal and Chantella, her ass to his groin, his arms roped around her again as she waved her arms in the air.



“Aw, they finally hooked up,” Nadia said. “They’ve been drifting towards each other ever since… well, I guess it isn’t a secret. She lost her husband a year ago.”



“Sorry to hear that. But… glad they’re together too. Jamal’s never seemed so happy.”



“Mm.” Nadia finally let go of Clive’s hand and looked at him again. “And he told me you might have been a little jealous of Cameron when you heard he was my partner.”



Clive chuckled. “Yeah, maybe a little.”



“Mm. He’s a great guy. More like a brother than a boss. He saved me.”



“How so?”



Clive didn’t think Nadia was going to answer, but she surprised him. “Marion, my ex, is his cousin. When Cameron found out he…” She took a breath. “…he hurt me, he led a bunch of friends to our doorstep. They got me to the hospital, and Marion… well, he’ll never come back to Rumeur again.”



“I’m sorry,” Clive said.



“I knew Marion was an illusion. There was something wrong with him under the surface. He always smiled but it never felt real. By the time I realized who he really was, we were living here and I couldn’t escape him. Or that’s what I thought. But Rumeur takes care of its own, and they made me one of them that night.”



“And I’m sure they’re better for it too.”



Nadia leaned up then and kissed Clive gently. It was not a passionate kiss, but a connection, a cap to the story. She trembled as she did it, and he felt it through her lips. His hand came up to her face again and hers went to his lap, stroking his hip as she looked him in the eyes.



“Can I pretend you’re a good man tonight?”



He nodded, unsure how to convince her he was. They kissed again, this time with more passion, and he thought he felt that tremor to her again. The laughter of the crowd behind them got their attention.



“Come on,” Nadia said.



She took his hand, and pulled him off the stone wall. They moved towards the partygoers, and instead of dancing to the beat, Nadia roped her arms around Clive’s neck and buried her head against his chest. They swayed, adrift but together.



* * *



A switch seemed to flick on inside Nadia, and another song in, she pulled Clive into a more boisterous dance, grinding up on him and laughing when she felt his hardness against her. They danced well into the night. Nadia didn’t leave Clive’s side and he didn’t want her to. It had been a while since he felt this sort of pure need for someone, physically and emotionally. Whatever this was, he wanted to ride it out until the wave crashed on the beach.



As dark came on, the party started to break apart into several distinct groups. Nadia and Clive found themselves seated around a campfire on an outlook just outside the property, right by a path leading to the beach. Someone had built a firepit there long ago and surrounded it in log benches well-worn by people’s butts over the years. A partygoer started a fire and it burned merrily, casting the group in a warm flickering glow.



Chantella, Jamal, and several other couples were there with them, passing around a couple bottles of rum and whiskey and telling stories. The other couples were just as lovely and handsome as Chantella and Jamal, and it didn’t escape Clive’s notice how one of the women kept rubbing her man’s cock through his shorts as he told them a story about a soccer victory in his early twenties.



“What about you?’ the man asked Clive. “How’d you come to the island?”



Clive, pleasantly buzzed by that point, shared his story. He tried to skip over the part where he worked every day for years on end, but Nadia slipped into his tale with ease and told the others what he did. The bottles of liquor were raised, and more importantly to Clive, Nadia leaned over and nibbled on his earlobe.



Chantella saw this, and without a word, she twisted over until she was on Jamal’s lap, grinding against him with long, rhythmic strokes of her hips. Clive instinctively tried to look away, but Nadia, still kissing and licking his ear and his neck, whispered to him, “Watch, baby. This is what a party wave is. Everyone rides. Everyone has fun.” She dropped a hand to his shorts and unzipped him. He drew in a breath as simultaneously Nadia’s hand gripped him and Jamal pulled down the cups of Chantella’s bikini top. Her breasts sprang free and one of the other women said something in a language Clive didn’t recognize. The others laughed at it, but there was a breathless anticipation as everyone zeroed in on their partners or the show.



Jamal leaned down to suck one of Chantella’s big nipples into his mouth, staring up at his newly minted girlfriend. His big hands splayed across her ass as he started to rock his hips back up against her. Chantella moaned and thrust her breasts at him. And all the while, Nadia stroked Clive, her breaths coming softer and faster against his ear. He twisted his head, and the need in her eyes glimmered in the firelight. He kissed her hard, his hand coming around to the back of her head as she moaned against his lips.



Lost in their kiss, he didn’t notice as Chantella rose up to pull down her short pants or Jamal working down his own. But he did hear Chantella’s cry of pleasure as she settled down on Jamal’s thick cock. All around the fire, people moved and shifted, hands caressing, lips meeting, moans freely given. Still staring into Nadia’s eyes, Clive knelt in the dirt and twisted, his feet nearly to the fire as he pulled the hem of Nadia’s dress up. She moaned softly as he pulled her flimsy bikini briefs down to her knees. Her legs spread and she leaned back as Clive dipped low to taste her slim, delicate pussy for the first time.



Nadia tasted like coconut and something softer. He ran his tongue through her depths as her fingers slipped through his hair over and over again. She brought her hips up to meet him each time he neared her clit until he sucked her little nub into his mouth, licking and flicking it.



“Yesss, Clive,” Nadia whispered.



He heard the slap of skin against skin, a slow rhythm as old as humankind. Chantella gasped and Jamal chuckled throatily. “You like that?” he asked.



“Mmm, mmm, ohhh yes,” Chantella said, her voice throaty and nearly growling at her man.



As Clive slipped back down to Nadia’s folds and ran his thumbs along her clit and her hood, another man across the fire said, “Suck it, that’s it, suck me…”



“Oh, ohhhhh,” Nadia said. Clive looked up at her and she had her head back, hair falling to her ass. Her fingers clutched his hair, gripped it hard as he licked her deeper, spearing her with his tongue and bringing it back to her clit again. “Oh, oh fuck, just like that, you’re going to make me come so fast…”



“Making us look bad,” Jamal said, and the other men chuckled and offered their agreement.



Clive ignored them and kept going just as Nadia told him, his tongue lapping up her wetness and flicking her clit. One of her hands went to his shoulder and dug into his skin through the material of his shirt. Her hips jumped, and she cried out, a wild “Yeaaa-huh!” She came so hard she nearly fell backwards, laughing as her hips kept jumping, and Clive kept going.



Nadia yanked at his shoulders and he shot up, hungry for her lips. She was just as desperate and clutched him to her, kissing him and tasting her wetness on his lips. In seconds she was pushing him back down onto the bench and sliding over him. Like Chantella was riding Jamal face to face, Nadia rode Clive, her tight pussy sliding down over his cock and gloving him to his balls.



“Oh fuck!” she cried out. She grabbed his shoulder and rode him hard, her hips rocking to a faster, wilder beat than Chantella. She still wore her dress and Clive nuzzled his head against the fabric over her breasts, sucking at her hardened nipples, his hands all over the bare skin of her ass and her lower back.



Their bodies made such lewd music it would have been funny under other circumstances, but everyone’s was. Chantella cried out with her own orgasm and Jamal took over the fucking for her, gripping her waist as he thrust up into her tight little body. Across from Clive, a woman was bent over her man, sucking him with loud slurps and “gwarks” as she took him deep and pulled back. Beside them at an angle, a man stood and gripped his woman’s head, face-fucking her as his bare ass rocked back and forth. And at the last seats, a woman was bent over, hands on the bench as she faced the fire, her man fucking into her hard and fast, the firelight dancing over the sweat gleaming on his chest.



It was as wild a scene as Clive had ever taken part in, and yet all he could focus on was the gorgeous woman on top of him, slamming her hips down onto him, crying out her passion over and over again. Nadia was so wild, so free, and it in turn set Clive free. She saw something in his face and smiled, a beatific look to her eyes before she drove down again and kissed him, their tongues eagerly seeking each other out.



Jamal grunted something, and Chantella gasped, “Yes, yes, come in me, come in me…” Jamal strained upwards and let out another grunt before burying his head against her tits again. At the sight, the man getting the blowjob tapped his partner’s head and she pulled off him, keeping her lips against the side of his cock as she jacked his tip until he spurted arcs up into the air and into the dirt.



Clive hung on. How, he didn’t know. It had been so long since he was with a woman, he should have come in minutes. Instead, he clung to the edge, desperate to make this night last forever, if need be. The man fucking the woman from behind was next, coming with a deep push inside her. That left the face-fucking man, Clive, and their partners. It was not a marathon. Clive didn’t once think to outlast the other man. He held on for Nadia, to live out what he feared would be a singular moment in time.



You can’t hold onto me.



But I can try.



Nadia cried out again, her weight shifting, going boneless on him. Clive held her up, driving up into her, staring her in her near-sightless eyes as he kept going, kept giving her all of him. “Cli-ive,” she whimpered, and kept right on trembling as he kept going and going.



The man across from them pulled out of his woman’s mouth and jacked himself hard. “Fuck,” he cried out, and came, though Clive couldn’t see it. They were the last two of the circle, and all eyes were on them. Neither Clive or Nadia noticed. There was only them and the fire.



“I’m close,” he finally said.



She held him tight, her eyes focusing, her hips griding against him.



“Nadia… n-no condom…”



“It’s okay,” she whispered, “it’s okay with you…”



She crushed her lips to his, her body jerking as she came one final time there at the campfire. He pushed up into her, her name on his lips again, ropes of his come filling her deep, giving her a promise. Nadia held him, and Clive held her, and without a word to any of the others, a few minutes later, they walked together down the path to the beach, arm in arm, listening to the gentle waves lap at the sands.



* * *



They woke together in the boat in a tiny crew compartment on the bottom deck. There wasn’t much more to it than a pair of beds, a closet built into the wall, and a small toilet in an adjoining room. The quarters were so tight Nadia had to sleep partially on top of Clive. He didn’t mind, especially when early in the morning she rolled completely on top of him and took his hardness back inside her.



They made love like that, her on top again, Clive staring up at Nadia in the early pinks and yellows of the breaking dawn. Her mussed hair spilled across her face and when he brushed it aside, she was smiling. She crested fast again, dropping until she was chest to chest with him, resting against him and taking long, deep breaths until she was ready to go again. Then Clive took over, easing her onto her back and showing her the love in him he didn’t understand but was powerless to ignore. He loved her. That was simply the truth. And though he couldn’t yet say it out loud, he made her feel it in his tenderness. He came again inside her, wondering if she was on the pill and not really minding either way.



Later, as they dressed, Nadia wouldn’t meet his eyes. Clive took her in his arms. Still she wouldn’t look at him.



“I know you can’t trust me on this,” he said softly, still holding her as she trembled. “But I’m not him. I’ll be here. Whenever you get back, Nadia, wherever you are in the world, I’ll be here. For you. Whatever you need from me, you’ll have. If you want it.”



She finally stopped trembling and turned her face slowly towards him. “I do. I should be scared. Shouldn’t I?”



“I think I should be too. But… maybe not.”



Nadia caressed Clive’s cheek. “Maybe we just… be together. Whatever that means.”



“When we can.”



She grinned. “When the waves push us together.”



 



* * * * *
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