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Chapter 1

 

The jetty creaked under their weight. Six weathered planks wide, salt-bleached to the colour of old bone, it jutted out into water so clear Grant could see the sandy bottom four metres down. Small silver fish darted between the pylons. The sky had gone from black to indigo to a pale, blushing pink in the twenty minutes they had been standing here, and now the first gold edge of the sun broke the horizon line and threw a shimmering road of light across the lagoon.

Ashley Pemberton stood at the end of the jetty with her canvas tote slung over one shoulder and her big tortoiseshell sunglasses pushed up on top of her head. She wore a white linen sundress, loose and breezy, that stopped above her knees. Underneath it, the black straps of a bikini top crossed between her shoulder blades. Her dark brunette hair fell in a low loose braid down her back, a few wisps already escaping at her temples from the humidity. She had her arms folded, her head tilted, and she was watching her son climb the short metal ladder from the jetty onto Captain Taufa's boat.

The boat was small. White hull, blue trim, maybe twenty feet bow to stern. A glass panel set into the deck where passengers could look down at the reef. An outboard motor at the back. A canvas shade stretched over the middle section. Two wooden benches bolted to the deck on either side. The words Manu's Dream were painted in blue along the hull in letters that had faded unevenly.

Grant swung himself up and over the rail. Board shorts, a faded blue t-shirt soft from a hundred washes, the canvas backpack on his shoulders. His arms flexed as he pulled himself up and his t-shirt rode up for a moment, exposing the flat plane of his stomach. He landed on the deck with a solid thump.

Ashley watched every second of it.

"Darling." Her voice carried across the water, bright and musical and full of something she would have called pride. "Look at those shoulders going up that ladder. Honestly. Mummy's son could be on a postcard."

Grant turned back to her. The early light caught the sandy brown of his hair, bleached lighter at the tips. He rolled his eyes, but his mouth curved up at one corner. "Mum."

"What? What." She was already reaching for the ladder. "Mummy is allowed to notice, Grant. Mummy made you. I spent nine months building those shoulders from scratch. The credit is partly mine and I will take it."

The captain appeared at the rail above her. A small barrel-chested man, maybe five foot five, with white hair cropped close and a face that looked like it had been carved from teak and then left out in the weather for sixty years. His eyes were black and bright. He wore a faded rugby shirt and shorts and his bare feet on the deck were the colour of dark leather. He extended a broad, calloused hand down to her.

"Mrs. Pemberton."

"Just Ashley, please, Captain." She took his hand and climbed. Her sundress billowed for a moment and the linen pressed flat against her body. She was slim. Athletic in the way of a woman who did yoga six mornings a week without exception and had done so for fifteen years. The sundress caught against her waist, the slight flare of her hips, the taut curve of her backside as she stepped over the rail. Her legs were long and tanned, smooth, the muscles in her calves defined from a lifetime of good habits.

She landed on the deck and let go of the captain's hand and immediately crossed to the bench where Grant had sat down. She dropped her tote on the deck, settled beside him, threaded her arm through his, and leaned her head against his shoulder. Her braid fell across his chest. She smelled like coconut sunscreen and something floral underneath it.

"Darling." She tilted her face up to look at him. Her big brown eyes. That mouth. Full lips, a natural pout to them, the kind of mouth that looked like it was about to say something wicked even when it was saying something perfectly innocent. "Mummy is so excited. I have been looking forward to this for six months, my love. Six months. Just you and me and a boat and the sea." She squeezed his arm tighter. "Heaven. That is what this is. Heaven."

Grant looked down at her. His mother's face was six inches from his. He could see the gold flecks in her brown eyes, the tiny freckles across the bridge of her nose that had come up on the second day. She looked young. She always looked young. Thirty-one, maybe thirty-two, not thirty-nine.

"You said that about the resort when we arrived."

"Because it was heaven, darling. And now this is also heaven. Mummy is allowed multiple heavens." She turned back to the water, chin resting against his shoulder. "It is my holiday, Grant, and I will have as many heavens as I bloody well please."

Captain Taufa fired up the outboard. The engine coughed twice, turned over, settled into a low rattling hum. He untied the bowline from the jetty cleat, pushed off with one practiced shove of his foot, and the boat slid free. The gap between the hull and the jetty widened. One foot. Three. Ten.

The bow nosed out into the lagoon.

Ashley watched the main island recede. The row of thatched-roof bungalows along the shore. The palm trees leaning at their various angles. The thin white crescent of beach. It was a small resort. Twelve bungalows, a main house, a dive shop, a bar with no walls that opened straight onto the sand. They were the only guests this week. A mother and her son on a two-week trip through the Pacific islands, the kind of indulgent holiday she had been planning since her divorce four years ago and had finally, last winter, booked.

Grant leaned forward against the rail to look down at the water passing under the hull. The lagoon was shallow here, maybe two metres, the bottom all white sand and scattered coral heads. He rested his forearms on the wood and his t-shirt pulled across his back.

"Baby." Ashley's hand found his bare arm. "Careful of those shoulders, sweet pea. Mummy needs them in one piece for the rest of the holiday."

She heard herself say it and laughed. A small, private sound. The kind of laugh a woman gives when she catches herself doing something she does not want to examine too closely.

The captain, at the wheel, glanced back at them. A small amused smile played at the corners of his weathered mouth. He had been running tourist boats around these islands for forty years. He had seen every kind of couple. Every kind of family. Every kind of dynamic. He turned back to the water and said nothing.

The reef shelf began a quarter mile from shore. The bottom changed. Sand gave way to rocky outcrops, then to coral in patches, then to a continuous garden that spread out in every direction beneath the glass panel in the deck. Ashley knelt on the deck beside the panel and looked down. Grant knelt beside her.

Colour.

The coral was alive. Branching staghorn in pale purple. Brain coral the size of coffee tables, ridged and brown. Plate coral like enormous green dinner plates stacked at angles. Soft corals that swayed in the current, neon pink and electric blue, their polyps extended and feeding. Between them, through them, over them, fish. Hundreds. Thousands. Parrotfish in turquoise and green, their beaked mouths grazing on the coral. Bright yellow tangs in schools of thirty that turned as one. Tiny damsels, black with white spots, defending their patches of algae with furious aggression against fish ten times their size.

Ashley pressed both hands flat against the glass.

"Oh god. Oh my god, Grant. Look. Look at that one."

A clownfish. Bright orange with white bands. Nestled in the waving tentacles of a sea anemone directly below them. It darted out, darted back. Out. Back. Its tiny mouth opening and closing.

"Darling, it's Nemo. Grant. It's actual Nemo."

"Mum, you're thirty-nine."

"And Nemo is timeless, sweet pea, Nemo is for everyone."

Captain Taufa spoke from the wheel. His English was careful, deliberate, accented with the rounded vowels of Tongan. "This fish, the clownfish, he lives his whole life in that same anemone. Maybe sixty centimetres. His whole world." He paused. "They are all born male. When the female dies, the biggest male, he changes. Becomes the female."

Ashley looked up from the glass. "All of them? Every single one?"

"Every one. They start male. The sea decides what they become."

She turned back to the glass panel, her face six inches above it, and Grant watched the reflected light from the water play across his mother's features. The greenish shimmer moving over her cheekbones. Her lips parted in concentration. Her big brown eyes wide. She looked like a child at a window display.

He wanted to take a photo of her but he did not reach for his phone. Some things a photograph would ruin.

The boat moved slowly. The outboard at its lowest throttle, barely above idle. The captain guided them along the reef edge where the shelf dropped away into blue. They passed over a cluster of sea urchins, black and spiny. A moray eel half-hidden in a crevice, its green mouth opening and closing. Two squid, translucent, hovering in the water column beneath the glass and then jetting away in unison.

And then the ray.

It came gliding out of the blue. A spotted eagle ray, maybe a metre across, its wings rippling in slow undulations. Dark on top with white spots, white underneath, a long whip tail trailing behind it. It passed under the glass panel at a depth of maybe four metres, unhurried, ancient, indifferent to them.

Grant watched it. The effortless motion. The pattern of spots on its dark skin. The way it did not seem to swim so much as fly through the water.

"Beautiful," his mother whispered. Her hand found his on the glass. Her fingers closed over his. She did not look away from the ray. "Grant. Baby. Beautiful."

They knelt like that, side by side, watching the ray until it disappeared into the blue distance beyond the reef.

The sun climbed. The morning unfolded. The captain steered them along the outer edge of the first reef and then through a gap into a second lagoon, shallower, the coral here more colourful. A garden, he said. His private spot. He had found it thirty years ago and still brought his best clients here.

Ashley sat back on the bench. She had taken off her sunglasses and her eyes were bright. Her cheeks were flushed from the sun and the excitement. The white linen sundress had slipped off one shoulder, exposing the black bikini strap and the tanned skin beneath it, smooth and golden brown, the ridge of her collarbone catching the light.

Grant sat beside her. His faded blue t-shirt was damp with spray. His sandy hair had gone messy from the wind. He had pushed his sleeves up to his elbows and his forearms were already changing colour, the tan deepening even in a single morning.

Ashley grabbed his arm. Both hands. She squeezed.

"Did you see that, darling? The turtle? Did you see it? God, Grant. God." She ran one hand up his forearm. "And look at you. Look at this tan coming up. Mummy is going to come home with the most handsome son in all of London, I swear it."

"Mum. You say that every day."

"Yes, sweet pea. And one day I'm going to be right." She leaned over and pressed her lips to his bare shoulder, just below the sleeve of his t-shirt. A kiss that lingered one beat longer than it needed to. Her lips warm against his sun-heated skin. Her hand still wrapped around his forearm. "Until then," she murmured against his shoulder, "I'll keep practising."

The captain glanced back. That same small smile. He shook his head once, slightly, to himself, and turned his eyes forward.

The morning stretched on. They saw more. A green turtle surfacing to breathe, its ancient head breaking the water ten feet from the boat. A school of barracuda, silver and menacing, holding formation in the current like soldiers. A Napoleon wrasse the size of a labrador, its bulbous forehead making it look like a submarine. Ashley gasped at each one. She clutched Grant's arm, his hand, his shoulder. She squeezed his knee once without seeming to notice she had done it. She kept up a running commentary that was half narration, half performance, and entirely for him.

"Darling, look at that fish's face. That is the face of a fish who has seen some things."

"Mum."

"That is a fish who has been through a divorce, Grant. I know that expression. That fish and I understand each other."

Grant laughed. He could not help it. His mother was ridiculous. Ridiculous and lovely and incapable of letting a silence last longer than four seconds.

"Captain, does that fish have an ex-husband? Because I think that fish has an ex-husband."

Taufa chuckled. A low, warm sound from deep in his chest. "That fish, she eats her husband. After mating."

"Well." Ashley crossed her legs at the ankle, chin lifted. "Good for her."

Grant covered his face with his hand. "Mum. Please."

"What? Mummy is simply acknowledging a fellow survivor, darling." She patted his thigh. "Now be a good boy and look at the pretty fish."

The uninhabited motu appeared off the starboard side around noon. A teardrop of white sand and palm trees, maybe a hundred metres long, rising no more than three feet above the waterline. No buildings. No people. Just sand and palms and the turquoise water surrounding it like a jewel in a setting.

Taufa nosed the boat into the shallows and dropped the small anchor. The bow crunched softly against the sand bottom. Grant jumped over the rail into knee-deep water and turned to offer his mother a hand.

Ashley stood at the rail. The sun was behind her. The white sundress had gone slightly translucent in the light and he could see the silhouette of her body through it, the narrow cinch of her waist, the slight gap between her thighs, the black bikini underneath. Her braid had come half-undone. Dark strands framed her face.

She took his hand and jumped. The water splashed up her calves. She yelped. Laughed. Gripped his hand tighter.

"Cold. Darling, it is cold."

"It's like twenty-eight degrees, Mum."

"It is cold to Mummy." She pulled herself closer to him, her arm threading through his, hip bumping against his as they waded to shore. Her wet sundress clinging to her thighs. "Carry me."

"I'm not carrying you."

"Then walk faster, darling, my toes are in peril."

The picnic. Ashley had planned it with the precision of a woman who ran a wine programme at a Michelin-starred restaurant and brought that same attention to everything she touched. She unpacked the tote onto a flat rock under the shade of a leaning palm. Six bread rolls from the resort kitchen, wrapped in a cloth napkin. A wedge of hard cheese. Apples. Bananas. A knife. A small jar of mustard. And the bacon.

She held it up. A wax-paper package of streaky bacon she had begged from the resort's chef that morning.

"Darling. Do you know how long it has been since I ate bacon on a beach?"

Taufa was already gathering driftwood. Dry palm fronds. He built a small fire on the sand in a circle of stones with the ease of a man who had done it ten thousand times. He looked up. "How long?"

"I have never eaten bacon on a beach, Captain. This is a first for me. I am a bacon-on-a-beach virgin."

"Mum."

"What. It is a perfectly normal thing to say."

Taufa laughed. He set a flat piece of coral on the edge of the fire as a cooking surface. Grant opened the wax paper and laid the strips of bacon across it. Fat sizzled. The smell rose. Salt pork and wood smoke and the salt air. Ashley sat on the sand with her legs tucked to one side, the sundress pooling around her knees, and watched her son tend the fire. His t-shirt had dried in the heat. His jaw was set in concentration. She watched his hands. Big hands, long fingers, turning the bacon strips with a stick.

"You look like a proper castaway, darling."

"It's bacon, Mum, not a survival situation."

"Still. Rugged." She bit into a bread roll. Chewed. "Rugged and handsome. Mummy approves."

They ate. The bacon was perfect. Crispy at the edges, chewy in the middle. The bread was warm from the morning. The cheese was sharp and crumbly. Ashley ate two rolls, three strips of bacon, an apple, and licked the bacon grease from her fingers one by one while Grant watched the fire and tried not to watch his mother lick bacon grease from her fingers.

She caught him looking.

"What?"

"Nothing."

"Grant Pemberton. If you are judging Mummy for enjoying her bacon, I will push you in the sea."

"I'm not judging."

"Good." She licked her thumb. Slowly. Her tongue running the full length of it. She was not looking at him when she did it. "Because this is paradise and Mummy has no intention of behaving herself."

Taufa kicked sand over the embers. They packed the remains of the picnic. They waded back to the boat. Ashley took Grant's hand again climbing the ladder, her wet sundress sticking to the backs of her thighs, her foot slipping once on the metal rung so that she pressed against him for a moment, her hip against his chest, her hand gripping his shoulder.

"Sorry, baby."

"You're fine."

"Strong boy." She pulled herself up and over. Settled back on the bench. "My strong boy."

The boat moved on. Further from the main island now. The familiar shoreline had shrunk to a dark green smudge on the horizon behind them. Ahead, open water. The reef had dropped away and the sea beneath them was deep, a blue so saturated it was almost black.

Taufa pointed ahead. "Third lagoon. Twenty minutes. The manta rays, they come in the mornings to feed on the plankton. Sometimes four, five at one time. Very big. Very close."

Ashley clapped her hands together. A single sharp clap of pure delight, her palms meeting in front of her chin. "Manta rays. Grant. Manta rays."

He grinned. He could not help it. His mother's joy was infectious. It always had been. Even when he was a child, her enthusiasm for things, her capacity for wonder, had made the world feel bigger and brighter than it was. He had watched that dim slightly in the last few years. Since the divorce. Something in her had gone quiet. Not sad, exactly. Muted. Like a lamp turned low. And now, on this holiday, it was coming back. The brightness. The volume.

"Manta rays," he agreed.

Taufa pushed the throttle higher. The outboard roared. The bow lifted. Spray broke over the port side and Ashley shrieked and pulled her sundress higher on her thighs to keep it dry, her hands bunching the fabric above her knees, the white linen hiking up to show the full length of her long tanned legs and the black bikini bottoms underneath, just a flash, just a glimpse, before she let it drop and smoothed the fabric down again.

She caught Grant's eye.

"What? It's a nice dress, darling. I'm not ruining it."

"I didn't say anything."

"You looked at me."

"I'm looking at the sea."

"You are looking at Mummy's legs."

"Mum."

"Well, they are right here, darling, I can hardly put them away." She stretched them out in front of her, crossed at the ankle, and wiggled her bare toes. Her toenails were painted a deep wine red. She tanned olive, the colour deepening evenly, not a single tan line visible except where the bikini straps left their faint white traces. "Besides. Mummy has good legs. This is a fact, Grant. Ask anyone."

"I'm not asking anyone about your legs."

"Captain." She raised her voice over the engine. "Captain Taufa. Do I or do I not have good legs?"

The captain did not look back. "Mrs. Pemberton, I am sixty-three years old and I am driving a boat."

"That is not an answer."

"That is the only answer you will get from me."

Ashley laughed. She threw her head back and laughed and the sound of it carried across the water. She tucked her arm through Grant's and leaned against him and was still laughing when the captain's expression changed.



Taufa's eyes had moved to the east.

The laughter did not register for him anymore. His hands shifted on the wheel. His chin came up. His black eyes narrowed to slits against the sun and then widened.

Grant noticed it first. The captain's posture. The way his shoulders had squared.

"Captain?"

Taufa did not answer immediately. He was staring at the horizon line to the east. Grant followed his gaze.

A dark line. Low. Flat. Running across the horizon where the sea met the sky. It did not look like much. A smudge. A thumb-width strip of charcoal grey pressed between the blue of the water and the blue of the air.

"We go back now." The captain's voice had changed. The warmth had left it. What remained was flat. Professional. Taut. "We go back now, please."

Ashley straightened. "Captain? What is..."

"The storm. She should not be here for two more hours. My radio said two more hours this morning." He was already turning the wheel. The boat heeled. The outboard whined as he brought them around. "She is here now. We go back."

Grant looked east again. The dark line had grown. Not by much. But he could see texture in it now. Cloud. Low, dense, black-bellied cloud. It stretched across the horizon from north to south in an unbroken wall and it was moving. He could see it moving. The front edge boiling forward, eating the blue sky above it.

"How far are we from the island?"

"Forty minutes at this speed." Taufa pushed the throttle to its limit. The outboard screamed. The bow lifted higher. "Maybe thirty if the sea stays flat."

The sea did not stay flat.

The wind arrived first. A gust from the east that hit them broadside and made the boat lurch. Ashley grabbed the rail. The canvas shade above them snapped like a sail. Then nothing. Flat calm again. Three seconds. Five. Then a second gust, harder, sustained, and the surface of the ocean went from smooth to wrinkled to choppy in the space of a long breath.

"Grant." Ashley's hand found his. Her fingers laced through his fingers. Tight. Her nails biting into his skin. "Grant, baby."

"It's okay, Mum. It's just a squall."

"It is not a squall." Taufa did not look back. "Hold on to something."

The swells came. Not gradually. Not politely. They came like someone had turned a dial from zero to seven. The boat climbed the first one and Grant's stomach dropped as they crested. The bow pointed at the sky for a moment, then tipped, then they were sliding down the other side into the trough. Spray exploded over the rail. Ashley cried out. Not a scream. A sharp involuntary sound, punched out of her by the drop.

"Baby. Baby, do not let go of Mummy."

He had her. His arm around her shoulders. His other hand on the rail. The backpack was gone. He did not know when it had slid off his shoulders. It was somewhere on the deck. His mother's canvas tote was rolling back and forth under the opposite bench.

Taufa drove. That was all he did. Both hands on the wheel, feet braced wide on the deck, his small body absorbing the motion with his knees. He aimed the bow into the swells. That was the trick. Never let them hit you from the side. Always nose first. Rise. Crest. Drop. Rise again.

The rain came.

Not drops. Not a shower. A wall. A solid, grey, horizontal curtain of water that hit them from the east and reduced visibility to nothing. Grant could not see the bow. He could not see the captain five feet in front of him. He could see his mother's face, inches from his, her dark hair plastered to her skull, her brown eyes huge, her mouth open, the rain hitting her so hard she had to turn her head to breathe.

He pulled her in tighter. Her body against his side. She was shaking. Not from cold. From adrenaline, from terror, from the fundamental animal knowledge that they were very small and the ocean was very big and something had gone wrong.

The next swell was bigger. The boat climbed it and the engine note changed at the crest, the propeller lifting clear of the water for a moment, screaming in open air, then biting again as they plunged down the back side. The impact at the bottom of the trough threw Grant forward. His hip hit the bench in front of him. Pain lanced through his side. Ashley was flung against him. Her elbow hit his ribs. Her head cracked against his collarbone.

"Ow. Baby. Baby, I'm sorry."

"Mum, hold on. Hold the rail. Hold the rail."

She grabbed it. Both hands. White-knuckled. The linen sundress was soaked through. It clung to every line of her body, her breasts, her stomach, the jut of her hip bones, all of it rendered in clinging wet white fabric. She was not aware of it. She was not aware of anything except the rail and her son's arm around her and the next swell rising in front of them like a grey wall.

Thunder. Somewhere in the black sky behind them. A deep percussive crack that Grant felt in his chest. Then a second. A flash of lightning, gone before he could locate it, just a pulse of white that lit the rain for an instant and turned the spray to silver.

Taufa shouted something. Grant could not hear it over the engine and the wind and the rain and the breaking water. The captain pointed. Ahead. A dark line. Not cloud this time. Trees. Palms. The ragged silhouette of an atoll, barely visible through the rain.

Grant turned his head to his mother's ear.

"Land. Mum. Land ahead."

She nodded against his shoulder. Her lips were moving. He could not hear what she was saying. He bent closer.

"...please, please, please, please..."

Not to him. Not to anyone. To the sea. To the sky. To whatever was listening.

Taufa aimed for the lagoon entrance. Every atoll had one. A gap in the reef where the ocean could flow in and out with the tides. A channel. He could see it. Years of reading water, of understanding what the colour and texture of the surface told you about what was underneath. The lighter blue. The gap in the line of breaking white water on the reef. He aimed for it.

The boat was eighty metres out when the wave hit.

It came from the wrong angle. Not from ahead, where Taufa had been watching, where he had been keeping the bow pointed. From the side. A rogue swell, pushed sideways by the wind, steepened by the shallow reef shelf. It caught the boat on the port quarter.

The hull rose.

Grant felt it. The deck tipping under him. Not the controlled rise and fall of driving into a wave. A sideways lift, unnatural, the boat rolling onto its starboard side. His feet left the deck for a moment. He was holding the rail with one hand and his mother with the other and his feet were in the air.

The hull twisted.

The wave curled over them and the boat went with it, surfing sideways down the face, no longer a vessel under power, just a piece of debris caught in moving water. The outboard screamed. The propeller was clear of the sea. The bow swung. The stern followed.

The hull hit the reef.

The sound.

Not a bang. Not a crash. A crack. Deep. Structural. The sound of fibreglass delaminating, of the keel snapping, of the hull folding inward where it should not fold. Grant felt the impact through his entire body. Through his arm, his shoulder, his spine. His teeth slammed together. His vision went white.

Ashley screamed. One clean, sharp scream that cut through every other sound.

The boat stopped moving forward. The wave did not. Water broke over the stern, over the sides, over everything. Foam and spray and rain. The deck was suddenly at a thirty-degree angle, port side high, starboard side down, the hull wedged against the inner edge of the reef shelf. Another wave hit. The boat lurched further onto its side. Things slid. The tote. The backpack. The picnic bag. A coil of rope. A plastic bucket.

Grant was on the deck. He did not remember falling. He was on the deck and his mother was on the deck beside him and the world was noise. White noise. Water noise. The cracking, grinding sound of the hull against the coral. The engine had stopped. Or been swamped. Silence where the outboard had been and in its place the howl of wind and the percussion of rain on fibreglass.

The captain. Grant looked. Taufa was slumped against the wheel housing. His eyes were closed. A cut above his left eye leaked blood that mixed with the rain and ran pink down his weathered face. He had been thrown forward when the hull hit. His hands were still on the wheel. His feet had come out from under him.

"Captain!"

No answer.

Another wave hit the exposed hull. The boat groaned. Something cracked below the waterline.

Grant pulled his mother upright. Her hands were still on the rail. Her knuckles were bloodless. Her eyes were open but she was not looking at anything. Rain pounded her face. Her sundress was shredded at the hem where it had caught on something, a bolt, a splinter, and hung in ragged strips around her thighs.

"Mum. Mum, look at me."

She looked at him. Her pupils were huge. Her bottom lip was split. A thin line of blood ran from the corner of her mouth and the rain diluted it to nothing almost immediately.

"We're okay," he told her. He did not know if it was true. He told her anyway. "We're okay, Mum. Hold on. I've got you. Hold on."

The boat settled further. The reef held it. The next wave pushed it tighter against the coral rather than pulling it free. Water slopped over the low side. The deck was ankle deep. The foam was pink where it ran over the captain's face and the water was warm and the rain was warm and everything was warm and violent and loud.

Ashley's hand found his shirt. She fisted the wet fabric at his chest. Pulled herself against him.

"Baby." Her voice, small and raw and stripped of everything bright, everything flirty, everything warm. Just the word. Just the name. "Baby."

The thunder cracked again. The lightning lit the rain. The boat groaned on the reef and the water rose and the storm closed over them like a fist.

Chapter 2

 

The deck was wrong. That was the first thing. The angle of it. Ashley's palms pressed flat against fibreglass that sloped where it should not slope, and her knees slid on water that pooled in a long crescent along the starboard gunwale. She was on all fours. She did not remember getting there. Her ears rang with a high, clean tone that sat behind everything else, behind the crash of waves against the hull and the groan of the boat and the rain hammering the deck like gravel flung from a height.

Her hair was in her face. Dark ropes of it, plastered across her mouth, across her eyes. She spat hair. Blinked. Rainwater ran into her eyes and she blinked again, harder, and the world resolved itself in pieces. Grey sky. White spray. The rail, bent inward where something had struck it. Her own hands, tanned and small, fingers spread wide on the wet deck, a shallow cut across the back of her left hand she could not feel yet.

Her white sundress was soaked through. The cotton had gone translucent, clinging to her stomach, her breasts, the shape of her bra visible through it, the lace pattern printed on her skin by the wet fabric. The hem was torn. Ragged. One side hung lower than the other, nearly to her knee, while the other had ripped clean to mid thigh, exposing the long brown line of her leg. She did not notice any of it. She did not care about any of it. She was looking for her son.

Grant.

Her head came up. Her neck ached. Everything ached. Her lower back, her shoulders, the heels of her hands where she had caught herself against the deck. Her split lip throbbed. She could taste copper.

"Grant."

The boat lurched. A wave struck the exposed hull and the vessel shifted on the reef, the grinding sound deep and structural, the sound of things breaking that were not meant to break. Water slopped over the low side. Warm. Foamy. It ran across her knees and pooled against her left hand.

"Grant!"

He was slumped against the port side bench. His back against the seat, his legs stretched out in front of him on the sloping deck. His head was tipped back. His eyes were open but glassy. Unfocused. A cut on his right temple leaked blood that the rain diluted to a thin pink wash running down the side of his face, along his jaw, dripping from his chin onto his soaked t shirt. His hands were at his sides. His chest rose and fell. He was breathing. He was alive. He was alive.

"Grant. Baby. Baby, are you hurt?"

She crawled to him. Her knees slid on the wet deck and she caught herself, dug her toes against a cleat for traction, kept moving. The boat pitched. She grabbed the bench leg. Pulled herself the last two feet. Her hands found his face. Both hands. She cupped his jaw. Turned him toward her. His eyes rolled, then caught. Found her.

"Mum." His voice was thick. Slow. Like a man talking through a mouthful of cotton. "Mum, I'm all right. I'm all right."

"You're bleeding. Your head. Let me see."

"It's nothing. Just a scrape. I hit the bench. Mum, I'm fine."

She didn't believe him. She pushed his hair back from the cut. It was shallow. A two inch split in the skin above his right eyebrow, the edges clean, not deep enough to need stitches. The blood was already slowing. She held his face and looked into his eyes. His pupils were the same size. He was tracking her. He was lucid.

"How many fingers."

"Mum."

"How many fingers, Grant."

She held up three.

"Three. I'm fine. I promise."

She kissed his forehead. Hard. Pressed her lips against the wet skin above his left eye, the uninjured side, and held there for a second, two seconds, breathing him in. Rain and salt and the warm copper scent of blood that was not entirely his.

"Okay. Okay, baby. Okay."

She sat back on her heels. The rain pounded her shoulders, her back, her ruined dress. She wiped her face with the back of her hand and looked at the wreck they were sitting in.

The boat was finished. Even she could see that, and she knew nothing about boats beyond which wines paired well with a sailing club dinner. The bow sat high on the coral shelf, canted to starboard at something close to forty degrees. The hull beneath the waterline had been stoved in on the right side. She could not see the breach from where she knelt, but she could see the water level inside the boat rising steadily, lapping higher against the bench seats, higher against the engine housing, a slow dark tide creeping up the deck. The stern was still in the water. Waves broke over it. Each one pushed the vessel a few inches further onto the reef, and each push produced a crack, a groan, a shudder that ran through the fibreglass and up through her knees into her spine.

Beyond the wreck. Beyond it. She looked.

The atoll.

Fifty metres ahead. Maybe less. A white sand beach, narrow, curving away in both directions. Behind it, palm trees. Dozens of them. Their trunks bent sideways in the wind, fronds whipping, but they were upright. They were solid. They were land.

Another wave hit the hull. The boat shuddered and something let go below the waterline with a snap that she heard through the rain. The water inside rose two inches in the space of a breath.

"We need to move," Grant said. He was sitting up now. Alert. The dazed look gone from his eyes.

"The captain."

She turned.

Taufa was where she had last seen him, slumped against the wheel housing on the high side of the tilted deck. His body had shifted with the listing of the boat. He was lying on his side now, his left arm pinned beneath him, his right arm trailing in the water that pooled along the low gunwale. His face was turned away from her. The rain struck the back of his head, his broad shoulders, his faded blue polo shirt that was now black with water.

"Captain. Captain Taufa."

Ashley crawled to him. The deck was steeper here, closer to the bow, and she had to grip the rail to stop herself sliding into the pooled water on the starboard side. Her dress caught on something. A screw head protruding from a loose panel. She heard fabric tear and did not stop. She reached the captain and put her hand on his shoulder.

"Captain."

She rolled him gently. His weight resisted. He was a big man, broad and heavy, and the wet deck worked against her. She braced her knee against the wheel post and pulled. He turned onto his back.

The gash was on his left side. Below the ribs. Where the wheel post had caught him, or the edge of the instrument panel, or some piece of the boat that had become a weapon in the crash. The cut ran from his lower ribs to his hip. It was deep. The flesh was open, pinkish white at the edges, dark red at the centre, and blood ran freely from it, mixing with the rainwater on the deck to form a wide, diluted stain that spread and spread and would not stop spreading. His blue polo shirt was soaked with it. The fabric was heavy and dark and stuck to his skin, and when Ashley lifted the hem to see the wound better, the shirt peeled away with a wet sound.

Her face went pale.

Too much blood. Even diluted by the rain, even washed away by the water sloshing across the deck, there was too much. She could see the layers of tissue. The fat. The muscle beneath, dark red and raw and glistening. The cut was not clean. It was ragged, torn, the edges uneven. Something had punched through his side and dragged.

"Oh God. Oh no. Captain."

She pressed her hands against the wound. Both hands. She could feel the warmth of his blood against her palms, warmer than the rain, warmer than the seawater, a different kind of warm. Vital. Fading.

Grant was beside her. He had crossed the deck. She did not know when. He was pulling his t shirt over his head, the wet fabric fighting him, clinging, and then it was off and he was wadding it, folding it, pressing it to the captain's side with both hands. The white cotton turned red. Fast. A bloom of crimson spreading through the fabric.

"Press harder," Ashley said.

"I am."

"Harder, baby. You have to press harder."

Grant leaned his weight onto the wound. Taufa's body flinched. His eyes opened. Brown eyes, bloodshot, the whites gone pink. He looked up at them. At Ashley's face first, close above him, her dark hair dripping rain onto his chest. Then at Grant, shirtless, kneeling, hands red.

The captain's mouth moved. He coughed. A wet sound. A bad sound. Blood at the corner of his lips. He swallowed and tried again.

"The boat." His voice was quiet. Gravelly. The deep bass that had narrated their reef tour, that had pointed out the clownfish, the rays, the coral gardens, was now a whisper. "She is finished. You must get to the atoll."

"We're getting you to the atoll. Both of us. All three of us. We're going together."

"The emergency box." He did not seem to hear her. His eyes were fixed on a point somewhere above Ashley's left shoulder. "Under the bow bench. Red box. Take it. Take the food. The towels. Take it all. Go now. Before she goes under."

"Captain, listen to me." Ashley's voice was firm. She cupped his face with one bloodied hand. Turned him toward her. "We are not leaving you. We are taking you with us. The beach is right there. Fifty metres. We can carry you."

His head moved. A slow shake. Left, then right. His eyes found hers. She watched the focus come and go behind them, like a signal fading, strengthening, fading again.

"Madam." The word came out soft. Respectful. The way he had called her madam all morning, holding open the cooler for her, offering her a papaya slice, smiling when she called the coral beautiful. "I am dying. I am dying now."

"No."

"I am sorry."

"No. Captain, no. We'll stop the bleeding. Grant is pressing on it. We'll get you to shore. There must be something in the emergency box, bandages, something. We'll stop it."

"Madam." His hand came up. Slow. It found hers. His fingers were thick, calloused, the nails split and rough from years of rope and salt. They closed around hers. Not tight. He did not have tight left. "I am sorry. I should have turned back sooner. I saw the clouds. I should have turned."



"You couldn't have known. The storm came early. You said yourself it wasn't due until evening."

"I should have turned."

The rain ran down his face. Into the creases around his eyes. Into the deep lines that bracketed his mouth. He looked old. He looked older than he had looked at dawn, standing at the wheel, smiling, telling them about the eagle ray that lived under the second reef. That was hours ago. It could have been years.

Grant's hands were still pressed to the wound. The t shirt was saturated. Blood ran between his fingers, slow and steady, mixing with the rainwater that pooled beneath the captain's body. Ashley watched her son's face. His jaw was set. His eyes were bright. Not tears. Not yet. But close.

"Grant." The captain's voice, quieter still.

"I'm here, Captain."

"Take your hands away."

"No."

"Boy. Take them away. You are wasting your time and mine. I have so little of it left."

Grant looked at his mother. Ashley's lips pressed together. A thin line. She closed her eyes. Opened them. Nodded, once, small and terrible. Grant lifted his hands. The wadded t shirt stayed against the wound, stuck there by blood, but the pressure was gone. Nothing changed. The bleeding did not quicken. It did not slow. It continued at the same steady, inevitable pace. The body had already made its decision.

Taufa's hand found Grant's. The captain's grip closed around the boy's wrist. Blood and rain and salt between their skins.

"Listen." His eyes were clearer now. A final clarity, the kind that comes when the body stops fighting and the mind takes what is left. "Listen to me. My cousin. Sione. He fishes from my harbour. I keep my boat there, and Sione, he keeps an eye for me. He watches. If I don't come back, Sione notices."

"Okay."

"But Sione is not there. His brother is getting married. On Tongatapu. Sione went for the wedding. He will be gone three more days."

"Three days."

"When he comes back, he will see my boat is not at the mooring. He will wait a day, maybe, because sometimes I stay out overnight if the weather turns. But then he will worry. He will radio the coastguard. They know my routes. They have my charts. They will know where to look."

Ashley's hand tightened on his. She was calculating. Grant could see it in her eyes. Three days for Sione to return. One day of waiting. Then the coastguard. The search. The distance.

"How long," she said. "From when Sione radios. How long until they find us?"

"Depends. Depends on the weather. Depends on how fast they search. These atolls, there are many of them. They are small. It could take time." He coughed again. Less wet this time. Dryer. His breathing had changed. Shallower. Faster. His chest rising and falling in quick, tight movements. "Six days. Maybe seven. Maybe eight if the weather stays bad. But they will come. Do you understand? They will come."

"Six to eight days," Ashley repeated. Her voice was steady. Controlled. A sommelier's voice, the voice she used when a guest sent back a four hundred pound bottle of Burgundy. Calm. Professional. Crumbling underneath. "We can do that."

"You can."

"We will."

"There is a hut." Taufa's eyes drifted past them. Toward the atoll. Toward the palms bending in the wind. "Inland side. An old fisherman built it. Before my time. It has a roof. Tin. It will keep the rain off. And there is a spring. Up from the beach, twenty paces maybe, in the rock. Fresh water. It runs even in the dry season. The lagoon has fish. You have the hooks in the emergency box. You will manage."

Ashley nodded. Her chin dipped and rose and her dark hair fell forward around her face, around the captain's hand still clasped in hers. Rain dripped from the ends of her hair onto his chest. She did not wipe them away.

"We'll be ready. When they come, we'll be ready. We'll have a fire on the beach. A signal. Whatever it takes."

The captain smiled. Small. The left side of his mouth lifting half an inch. A private expression. Something meant for himself more than for them.

"Good. That is good."

Silence between them. Not real silence. The storm still raged. The boat still groaned on the reef. The rain still pounded. But between the three of them, on the tilted, flooding deck of a boat that was dying as surely as the man who had sailed it, a silence. A held breath.

"Boy."

Grant leaned closer. "I'm here."

"Look after your mother."

The words were very soft. Almost lost in the rain. Grant had to watch the captain's lips to be sure of what he'd said, and even then there was a second, half a second, where the sounds had to travel some great distance inside him before they landed.

"Yes, Captain. I will."

"She is a good woman. I can tell. She loves you very much. I can see it. All morning I could see it." The faintest warmth in his voice. The ghost of the man who had smiled at them over the wheel. "You are lucky. To be loved like that."

"I know."

Taufa's eyes moved to Ashley. He looked at her for a long time. Or what felt like a long time. In reality it might have been ten seconds. Twenty. His breathing was very shallow now. His chest barely moving.

"Madam."

"Ashley." Her voice cracked on the second syllable. "My name is Ashley."

"Ashley." He said it carefully. Like he was placing it somewhere safe. "You will be all right."

"Yes."

"You are strong. I can see this also."

"Thank you, Captain."

His eyes closed. His breathing changed again. A longer gap between the inhale and the exhale. Then a longer gap still. His fingers, curled around Ashley's hand, loosened. Not all at once. Gradually. The thumb first. Then the index finger. Then the rest, unfolding, his hand falling open like a flower.

Ashley watched his face. The rain fell on it. The blood from the cut above his eye had stopped flowing. It had dried in a dark line from his brow to his cheekbone, and the rain could not wash it away entirely, so it stayed, a faint reddish brown mark on his weathered skin. His mouth was slightly open. His chest was still.

She held his hand for a long time after it went slack.

Grant watched her. He was shirtless, kneeling on the flooded deck, rain running down his chest, his stomach, pooling in the waistband of his shorts. His hands were red. His mother's hands were red. The captain's shirt was red. The water on the deck was pink. Everything was red and pink and washed away.

Ashley lowered her head. Pressed her forehead to the captain's knuckles. Held it there. Her shoulders moved. A single tremor. Not a sob. She did not sob. She pressed her lips to his hand and breathed in and breathed out and was still.

"Thank you, Captain." Very quiet. Just above the rain. "Thank you for everything you showed us today. The reef. The fish. All of it. It was beautiful. You were right. It was the most beautiful thing I have ever seen."

She stayed like that. Grant did not move. He did not touch her. He knew, with a certainty he could not explain, that this was hers. This moment. This goodbye. He waited.

The boat lurched. A wave, larger than the last several, broke against the hull and the entire vessel shifted on the reef, sliding three or four inches toward the deeper water beyond the shelf. The grinding sound was louder. More urgent. Something gave way below decks. A thud. Then the sound of water rushing into a new space.

Ashley lifted her head. She laid the captain's hand across his chest. She arranged it there, carefully, the way she would arrange a napkin at a dinner service. Precise. Respectful. His other hand, the one Grant had held, she retrieved and placed beside the first. Crossed them. Smoothed the wet fabric of his shirt. Tucked a fold back into place.

Then she turned to her son.

Her face was composed. Not calm. Composed. The face of a woman who had decided, in the space of a held breath, that falling apart was not something she could afford. Her eyes were bright and wet and the rain ran down her cheeks and whether it was rain or tears was impossible to say, and she did not offer the clarification. Her split lip had stopped bleeding. Her dark hair hung in wet ropes around her face. The white sundress was plastered to her body, every line and curve defined by the soaked cotton, and she looked beautiful and wrecked and fierce in a way Grant had never seen her look before.

"Baby. Listen to me."

"I'm listening."

"We need to take the supplies. Everything he said. The red box, the food, the towels. Everything we can carry."

"I know."

"And we are taking him with us." Her voice did not waver. "We are not leaving him on this boat. When they come for us, they are taking him home too. He goes with us."

Grant looked at the captain's body. At the size of the man. At the distance to the beach. At his mother, five foot seven, a hundred and twenty five pounds, her hands still stained with a dead man's blood.

"Okay, Mum."

"Good." She wiped her hands on her ruined dress. Red smears on white cotton. "Get the supplies. I'll get him ready."

Grant moved. His body responded before his mind could argue. He crossed the tilted deck to the bow bench, bracing himself against the cant, one hand on the rail. The bench seat lifted on a hinge. Inside, secured with a bungee cord, a red plastic box the size of a large toolbox. He unhooked the cord and hauled the box out. It was heavy. Twenty pounds, maybe more. He set it on the bench.

The cooler bag was wedged under the opposite bench. He pulled it free. Inside, the remnants of their picnic. Bottles of water. Fruit. The clingfilm wrapped sandwiches Ashley had made at the resort. The bacon was gone, eaten on the motu, but there was cheese, bread, two apples, a bag of cashews. He zipped it shut and slung it over his shoulder.

The towels. Two large beach towels, rolled and tucked into the tote bag Ashley had brought aboard. The tote had slid to the stern and was half submerged. He waded to it. The water was thigh deep here, warm, and small things bumped against his legs in the murk. He grabbed the tote and pulled it free. Inside the towels, still dry in the centre of their rolls, still folded tight. Ashley's book, ruined. Her sunscreen. Her sunglasses case. He took it all.

He carried everything to the high side of the deck, where the rail was still above water. Stacked it. The red box. The cooler. The tote. He looked around for anything else. A length of rope, coiled on a hook. He took it. A plastic bucket, miraculously uncracked. He took that too. A tarpaulin, folded under the engine housing, one corner trailing in the water. He pulled it free. It was heavy with water but intact. He draped it over his arm.

Behind him, Ashley was kneeling beside the captain. She had pulled his shirt down over the wound. Smoothed it flat. She had wiped his face with her hand, clearing the blood, the rain, the salt. She had closed his mouth, pressing gently upward on his chin until his jaw rested shut. She was speaking to him. Grant could not hear the words over the rain and the surf and the grinding of the hull. He did not need to hear them. He knew what they were.

"Mum. We need to go. She's breaking up."

Ashley looked up. The boat shuddered beneath them as if to confirm it. A long, structural groan that ran from stem to stern, and then a crack, sharp and final, and the deck shifted another three degrees toward the water.

"Help me with him."

They lowered themselves over the high side rail. The leeward side, where the reef broke the worst of the waves. The water here was waist deep on Grant, chest deep on Ashley. The bottom was coral and sand, uneven, sharp in places, smooth in others. Grant felt the edges of the reef under his feet and moved carefully, testing each step before committing his weight.

He handed the supplies down first. The red box, floating, buoyant. He pushed it toward the beach. The cooler bag, waterproof, bobbing alongside it. The tote, the rope, the tarp, the bucket. He gathered them in the crook of his arm and braced himself against the hull.

Then the captain.

They lowered him together. Grant took his shoulders. Ashley took his legs. The body was heavy, waterlogged, difficult to manage in the surge. Twice Grant lost his footing. Once Ashley went under, her head dipping below the surface, and she came up gasping, spitting salt water, her hair in her face, but she did not let go. She did not let go of the captain's legs. She held on and found her footing and kept moving.

The fifty metres took a long time. Longer than it should have. The current pulled at them, sideways, trying to drag them along the reef toward the pass. The waves came in sets, three or four in succession, each one pushing them shoreward and then sucking at their legs as it withdrew. The rain made it hard to see. The wind made it hard to hear. They did not speak. They did not need to. They waded in tandem, step by step, the captain between them, the supplies bumping along in the shallows beside them.

The sand rose under Grant's feet. Firm. Level. He walked out of the water and onto the beach and the sensation of solid ground was so unexpected and so welcome that his knees buckled. He caught himself. Adjusted his grip on the captain's shoulders. Kept walking.

They carried him up the beach to the tree line. The palms were bent and creaking in the wind but the canopy, such as it was, offered shelter from the worst of the rain. Grant found a flat spot between two trunks where the sand was packed firm and the fronds overhead formed a rough ceiling. They laid the captain down. Gently. Grant supporting his head until it rested on the sand.

Ashley knelt beside him. She was breathing hard. Her chest heaving beneath the soaked, translucent dress that stuck to every part of her. Her nipples were visible through the wet cotton, dark against the white fabric, and her chest rose and fell and rose and fell as she caught her breath. Her hair hung in dark curtains around her face. Her mascara had run. Twin dark tracks down her cheeks that the rain was slowly erasing.

She reached out and closed the captain's eyes. They had drifted open during the carry, half lidded, the whites showing. She drew her fingertips down over his eyelids, one, then the other, and they stayed closed. His face, in the grey half light of the storm, looked peaceful. Younger. The lines smoothed. The tension gone.

"Goodbye, Captain." Her voice was soft. Steady. "Sleep well."

She stayed on her knees in the wet sand for a moment. Her hands on her thighs. Her head bowed. The rain fell on the back of her neck, on her shoulders, on the ruined white dress that covered almost nothing now and hid even less. She breathed. In, out. In, out. A deliberate rhythm. Centering herself. Calling back the woman she needed to be for the next six days, seven days, eight days, however many it took.

She stood. Her legs were unsteady. She locked her knees. Straightened her spine. Pushed her hair back from her face with both hands, a gesture so familiar, so daily, so normal, that it hurt to see it here, on this beach, in this rain, with a dead man at her feet and a wrecked boat groaning on the reef behind her.

She turned to her son.

Grant stood three feet away. Shirtless. His chest bare, tanned from the morning on the boat, sand and salt on his skin. His shorts clung to his hips, heavy with water. The cut on his temple had stopped bleeding. He was watching her with an expression she could not read. Not quite fear. Not quite sadness. Something older. Something that belonged to a man who has just learned what a promise costs.

She walked to him. Closed the distance in two steps. Put her arms around him. Pulled him against her. Hard. Her face pressed to his bare shoulder, his bare chest, and his skin was warm, impossibly warm, in the rain and the wind and the grey wreck of the afternoon. She held him and he held her and neither of them moved.

The wet dress pressed between them. The thin cotton was nothing. Less than nothing. She could feel his heartbeat through it, strong and fast against her breasts, and he could feel her, the full length of her body against his, the warmth of her stomach against his stomach, her hands flat against his bare back, gripping.

"Baby." Against his shoulder. Her breath hot on his skin. "We are going to be all right."

"I know, Mum."

"I mean it. I mean it, baby. Mummy is going to look after you. We have six days. Maybe seven, maybe eight. We have a hut. We have water. We have food. We have everything we need."

"I know."

"We're going to build a fire. We're going to find the spring. We're going to set up in the hut and we're going to wait and they're going to come for us and everything is going to be fine."

"Yes, Mum. We're going to be fine."

She held him tighter. Her fingers dug into his back. She could feel the muscles there, the lean hard planes of a swimmer's body, and she held on like the solid fact of him was the only real thing left. He wrapped his arms around her and his chin rested on the top of her head and they stood like that, the two of them, on the white sand beach of an unnamed atoll in the South Pacific, in the rain, in the wreckage of everything.

Behind them, the captain's small white and blue boat settled deeper on the reef. The hull cracked. The stern dipped below the water. A wave broke over the bow and the vessel shifted, groaned, began its long slow slide into the lagoon. They did not turn to watch it. They did not need to.

The rain eased. Not all at once but gradually, the hammering giving way to a steady fall and then a lighter fall and then something close to mist. The wind dropped a knot, then two. The thunder moved east, the intervals between flash and sound growing longer, the storm walking away across the ocean on its long grey legs.

A crack of blue showed in the eastern sky. Small. Narrow. A tear in the grey. The light that came through it was warm and golden and it fell across the beach in a single bright stripe that touched the sand and the water and the bent tops of the palms.

Ashley's arms stayed around her son. Her face stayed pressed to his shoulder. Her eyes were open. She was looking past him, past the beach, past the wreck, at the strip of blue sky widening above the horizon. She breathed in. Salt air. Warm rain. His skin. She breathed out.

Chapter 3

 

The sun came back like it had never left. That was the cruelty of the tropics. An hour after the storm had nearly killed them, the sky stretched clean and blue in every direction, the clouds pushed east to a thin grey line on the horizon, and the beach steamed gently in the heat. The sand was white again. The lagoon was turquoise again. The palm fronds dripped fat drops of warm water that caught the light and fell like small bright jewels into the sand. A bird called from somewhere inland. Then another. The whole atoll coming back to life, shaking itself off, carrying on, as if nothing had happened.

As if a man had not died.

Grant stood at the waterline looking at the body. Taufa lay where they had dragged him, above the tideline, on a flat stretch of wet sand in the shade of a leaning coconut palm. His arms were at his sides. His eyes were closed. Ashley had closed them. The wet sarong across his middle was dark with seawater and blood, though the blood had stopped now. Stopped because there was none left to give. His face looked younger than it had on the boat. Smoother. Whatever pain had pulled his features tight in those last minutes had let go, and what remained was just a broad, brown, Pacific face, still and quiet under the palms.

Ashley's hand found Grant's elbow.

"We should do it now, baby. Before it gets too hot."

He nodded. His throat was tight. He did not trust his voice.

They chose a clearing twenty metres from the beach, back among the thicker palms where the sand mixed with dark soil and the roots of the trees made a kind of low wall on three sides. A sheltered spot. A private spot. Grant found a piece of the boat's hull planking, splintered at one end but flat enough to work with, and he started to dig. The sand came up easily for the first foot, soft and pale and full of fragments of shell and coral. Below that it packed tighter, darker, wetter, and his arms burned with the effort.



Ashley knelt beside him and dug with her hands. Her fingers scooped the sand in steady handfuls, her nails breaking, her knuckles scraping against buried root ends and small stones. She did not complain. Her hair was still damp and it fell forward across her face and she pushed it back with her wrist and kept going. Her torn sundress was drying fast in the heat, stiff with salt, clinging to her body in patches where the fabric still held moisture. A long rip ran from the hem to her left hip, showing the black bikini beneath and the tanned skin of her upper thigh. She worked on her knees, leaning forward into the grave, her breathing steady.

Grant watched her hands. Brown and slim and capable. The nails that were always perfect, always painted, now ragged and caked with dark sand. She caught him looking and gave him a small smile.

"Mummy used to garden, darling. Before you were born. I had an allotment in Chiswick. Tomatoes, mostly. They never grew."

"I didn't know that."

"There are many things you don't know about me, sweet pea." She scooped another handful. "I was also briefly a vegetarian. Three weeks. Your father took me to Hawksmoor and that was the end of it."

He wanted to laugh. The sound that came out was closer to a cough. She reached across the half dug grave and squeezed his hand once, quick and firm, and went back to digging.

The grave took forty minutes. Not deep. Three feet, maybe a little more. Enough. Grant's shoulders ached and his forearms were red and scratched from the roots. Ashley's sundress was filthy. They sat on their heels and looked at the rectangular hole in the ground and neither of them spoke for a while.

Carrying him was the hardest part. Not the weight, though Taufa was a big man, broad across the chest and heavy in the limbs. The hardest part was the feel of him. The way his head lolled. The way his arms swung. The way the body, which had been so alive that morning, so full of laughter and stories about his cousin and the reef and the manta rays, was now just mass. Just weight. Just a thing to be carried from one place to another.

Grant took the shoulders. Ashley took the ankles. They walked slowly, carefully, up the gentle slope from the beach into the palms. Grant walked backward, watching his footing, and Ashley guided him with small quiet words. "Left a bit, baby. Watch the root. That's it. That's it, darling."

They lowered him in. Gently. Grant climbed down into the grave and arranged the captain's arms at his sides and straightened the sarong and climbed back out. His hands were shaking. Not from the effort.

Ashley stood at the edge. Her hair was drying now, curling at the ends in the humidity. The torn sundress moved in the small warm breeze that came through the palms. She looked down at the captain's face for a long time.

Then she closed her eyes. Bowed her head. Pressed her palms together in front of her chest.

"Thank you, Captain Taufa. For our morning. For the reef and the fish and the beautiful lagoon. For telling us about the hut and the water. For asking my son to look after me. Which he will." She paused. Her lips pressed together. "I am sorry we could not do more. I am sorry we could not save you. Sleep well. Sleep well, Captain."

Grant stood beside her, head bowed, his t shirt back on but still wet, the fabric dark across his chest and shoulders. His eyes were closed. His jaw worked.

Ashley opened her eyes. She bent down and picked up a small palm frond from the ground, green and fresh, torn free by the storm. She laid it on the mound of sand above the captain's chest.

"Sleep well."

She turned to her son. Took his hand. Laced her fingers through his. Their palms were both raw and sandy and warm.

They walked back to the beach in silence.

The hut was exactly where Taufa had said it would be. Back from the sand, thirty metres inland, tucked into a grove of palms and pandanus where the ground rose slightly and the vegetation thickened. Grant almost walked past it. The palm thatch roof had gone green with moss and the bamboo walls were weathered to a silver grey that blended with the tree trunks. A vine had grown up one side and across part of the roof. The door was a single panel of woven bamboo, weathered nearly white, hanging on rope hinges from a frame made of two thick branches lashed together.

A wooden latch. Not locked. Just a peg through a loop of cord.

Grant lifted the peg and pushed the door open. The rope hinges groaned. The door swung inward and a rectangle of bright tropical light fell across the floor of a small dim room.

He stepped inside. The air was cooler. The palm thatch roof kept out the worst of the sun, and the bamboo walls, though they had gaps between the slats where light came through in thin bright lines, blocked the breeze enough to make the space feel enclosed. Sheltered. Real.

Ashley came in behind him. She stopped in the doorway. Her hand went to her mouth.

"Oh, baby." Her voice cracked and then lifted, bright and sudden. "Oh, look. Look at this. We have a roof, darling. We have an actual, genuine roof."

The room was small. Ten feet by twelve, perhaps. A single room with a packed earth floor swept clean by some long ago occupant. Against the far wall, a bed frame made of bamboo poles lashed with cord, and on it a mattress of woven palm leaves, thick and surprisingly even, the leaves layered and interlocked in a pattern that spoke of care, of practice, of someone who had done this before and done it well. The mattress was dry. The roof had held.

Ashley crossed the room and sat on it. Experimentally. She bounced once, twice, her palms flat on the woven surface. The leaves compressed and gave, compressed and gave, with a soft rustling sound.

"Darling, it's not bad." She bounced again. Her eyes were bright for the first time since the wreck. "It is not bad at all. It is, you know, a touch on the firm side, but Mummy has slept on worse. Your grandmother's spare room in Dorset, for instance. That mattress was filled with, I believe, compressed malice."

Grant leaned against the door frame and watched her. The light from outside caught the side of her face, the line of her jaw, the curve of her neck. She was filthy. Sand in her hair, salt on her skin, her sundress torn and stained. She looked like a castaway in a film. She looked, he thought, and then he stopped thinking it.

"Come and look at this, darling."

She was pointing at a small wooden table against the wall opposite the bed. Two chairs, roughly made, with seats of woven pandanus leaf. The table's surface was smooth and worn, the wood polished by years of hands and plates and cups. A clay water jug sat on it, glazed dark red, with a wooden stopper. Empty. Dusty. But intact.

Grant explored the room. Not much to explore. The walls. The floor. The bed. The table. The chairs. The door. But in the corner, behind the bed frame, half hidden by a fold of the palm leaf mattress, he found something.

A woven basket. Tightly made, with a fitted lid. He pulled it out and set it on the table and opened it.

Ashley came to stand beside him. Her shoulder touched his arm. She peered in.

The machete came out first. Short blade, wooden handle wrapped in cord, the steel dark with age but sharp. Grant tested the edge with his thumb and a thin red line appeared.

"Careful, baby."

A coil of fishing line, thick and strong, wound around a piece of bamboo. A small axe head, heavy in the palm, no handle, the steel pitted but solid. A flint and steel wrapped together in a scrap of cloth. And at the bottom, wrapped in oilcloth that was still supple and waxy to the touch, a small cast iron skillet, black and smooth, the kind of thing that had been seasoned over years and would last for decades more.

Grant laid each item out on the table. The machete. The fishing line. The axe head. The flint and steel. The skillet.

Ashley touched the skillet with her fingertips. Ran them across the smooth black surface.

"Someone loved this pan, darling. You can tell. This is a pan that has cooked ten thousand fish." She picked it up. Hefted it. Set it back down. "We are going to be all right, baby. We are going to be more than all right."

Grant went back to the beach for the supplies. Two trips. The red emergency box, heavy with its contents, sand grinding against his bare feet as he walked. Then back for the cooler bag and the loose items he had pulled from the boat before it went under. The tarpaulin, folded into a rough square. The coil of rope. The two towels, which had been white that morning and were now grey with seawater and grit.

He brought everything into the hut and set it on the floor. Ashley pulled the table to the centre of the room, positioned both chairs, and sat down on one side. She gestured to the other chair.

"Right, darling. Sit. We are going to do this properly."

She opened the emergency box. Lifted the lid and began removing items one by one, placing each on the table in a neat row. She opened the cooler bag. Did the same. Her hands were steady. Her face was focused. He had seen this face before. This was her restaurant face. This was the face she wore when a wine delivery came in wrong and she had to rebuild a pairings list for a tasting menu in forty minutes. Calm. Precise. Operational.

The bread rolls came out first. Six of them, in a clear plastic bag. Already soft, the crusts losing their shape in the tropical humidity, the bag fogged with condensation. She pressed one gently between her fingers.

"A day, maybe two, and these are done. So we eat them first."

The hard cheese. A wedge of cheddar, still in its wax paper, surprisingly firm. She set it beside the bread.

The bacon. A vacuum sealed pack, six rashers, still cool from the cooler bag's ice packs, though the ice was long gone. She held the packet up to the light from the doorway and examined it.

"The bacon is cold still. Not for long. This is the priority, darling. This needs to be cooked or eaten in the next twelve hours."

Four bananas, still in a small bunch, slightly green, which was good. Two apples, one red, one green, both unmarked. She placed them in a row.

Then the tins. She lined them up like soldiers. Beans. Beans. Beans. Corned beef. Tomatoes. Peaches.

"Three tins of beans. Who packs three tins of beans, darling? What kind of man says, yes, I shall bring three tins of beans to sea?" She paused. "God bless him. God bless Captain Taufa and his three tins of beans."

The bottled water. Four one litre bottles, sealed, the plastic warm to the touch. She lined them up behind the tins.

From the emergency box, the rest. The flare gun, orange plastic, compact, surprisingly heavy for its size. Three flares in a cardboard sleeve. A box of waterproof matches in a tin. A first aid kit, red nylon pouch, zipped. She opened it. Antiseptic wipes. Plasters. A small roll of gauze. A tube of antibiotic cream. Ibuprofen, twenty tablets. Paracetamol, twenty tablets. A pair of scissors. Surgical tape. Two thermal blankets, still in their foil packets.

Grant pulled a thermal blanket out and unfolded it. The foil crinkled and caught the slatted light. It was surprisingly large. He folded it back up and set it aside.

She counted the towels. Two. She set them beside the blankets. Added the knife from the box. A folding blade, black handle, sharp. She laid it beside the machete.

Then she sat back and looked at the table. Everything in rows. Everything counted. Her eyes moved across the spread, left to right, and her lips moved silently as she calculated.

"Right, darling." She picked up a bread roll and tapped it against the table once. A tiny puff of flour. "We have six to eight days before Sione notices the boat and alerts the coastguard. It could be ten before anyone gets here, and that is if things go well. We plan for ten."

She pointed to the tins. "Dinner only. One tin a night, shared between us. That gives us six dinners. After that, we fish."

She pointed to the bread and cheese. "Lunch for the next two days. After that, coconut."

The fruit. "Emergencies. Or if one of us feels faint."

The bacon. She held the packet up. "This, we save."

"For when?"

"For the last night. When Mummy knows they are coming. We cook this on that beautiful little pan with whatever we have, and we eat it on the beach, and it is going to be the best meal either of us has ever had."

Grant looked at the small pile of food on the table. Six tins. Six rolls of bread. A wedge of cheese. Four bananas. Two apples. A pack of bacon. For ten days, for two people. It was not enough. He knew it and she knew it.

"We need the spring," he said. "And the coconuts. And I need to fish."

"You do. You are going to be a wonderful fisherman, darling. Mummy has full confidence. But first, water. The captain said fifty metres up the slope. Take the jug."

She picked up the clay jug from the table and held it out to him. Their fingers touched when he took it. Her hand was warm and dry and he could feel the calluses on her palm from the digging.

"Go find our water, baby. Mummy will sort out the hut."

***

The slope behind the hut was gentle, overgrown with ferns and low scrub, the ground a mix of sandy soil and dark volcanic rock. Grant climbed it barefoot, the jug under one arm, pushing through leaves that were still wet from the storm and left bright streaks of water across his forearms and chest. His t shirt, soaked through and heavy, clung to his torso and rode up with every step. He pulled it off and slung it over his shoulder. The air was thick and warm and smelled of wet earth and crushed green things.

Fifty metres. Taufa had said fifty metres. Grant counted his steps and lost count and started again and lost count again. The undergrowth thickened. The palms gave way to smaller trees he could not name, their trunks wrapped in moss, their branches hung with some kind of creeping vine that brushed his face and shoulders as he pushed through.

Then he heard it.

Water. A thin, high sound. Not a rush. Not a stream. A trickle, steady and clear, like someone running a tap at the lowest setting.

He pushed through a screen of broad leaves and found it. A natural pool, carved into a shelf of dark stone, no bigger than a bathtub. The stone was smooth, worn by centuries of water, and the pool was perhaps a foot deep, the water so clear that every pebble on the bottom was visible, sharp edged and distinct, in shades of grey and brown and rust. Above the pool, the rock face rose to twice his height, and from a crack in the stone, a thin stream of water fell. Not much. A pencil's width. But steady. Constant. The sort of trickle that never stops because it comes from deep in the rock, from some underground reservoir that the rain fed and the stone filtered and the sun never touched.

Grant knelt beside the pool. Cupped his hands. Dipped them in.

Cold. Not cool. Cold. Shocking in the tropical heat. His palms filled and he lifted them to his mouth and drank.

Clean. Sweet. No salt, no mineral taste, no tang of rot or vegetation. Just water. Cold, clean, fresh water. He drank again. And again. The water ran down his chin and his neck and his bare chest and he did not care.

He grinned. Alone in the green shade of the overgrown hillside, kneeling by a stone pool with cold water running through his fingers, he grinned until his face ached.

He filled the jug. The clay was porous and cool and the water level rose slowly, the trickle from the rock face replenishing the pool as fast as he scooped from it. He stoppered the jug with the wooden plug and hefted it. Heavy. Five litres, maybe more. He stood, jug under his arm, and picked his way back down the slope.

Ashley was standing in the doorway of the hut. She saw him coming through the palms and her face opened. Not just smiled. Opened. The whole architecture of her features rearranging, the worry lines dissolving, the tight set of her mouth softening, her eyes going wide and bright.

He walked up to her and held out the jug. She took it with both hands. Pulled the stopper. Tipped it against her lips and drank. A long swallow. Water ran from the corners of her mouth, down her chin, down the column of her throat, and he watched it trace a line along her collarbone and disappear into the neckline of the torn sundress.

She lowered the jug. Her lips were wet.

"Darling." Her voice was different. Lighter. Almost giddy. "You are the most marvellous man. You really, truly are. Where was it? How far?"

"Hundred yards. Stone pool. There's a trickle from the rock. Looks like it runs all the time."

"Cold?"

"Freezing."

"Oh, baby. Oh, I could kiss you." She pressed the jug to her chest, cradling it like something precious, and her eyes shone. "Go find me coconuts, darling. Go find me coconuts and Mummy will make you king of this island."

A flush crept up the back of his neck. He turned before she could see it, pulling the machete from the table as he passed through the hut. The weight of it was good in his hand. Real. Useful.

"Grant?"

He turned in the doorway. She was still holding the jug. The light from outside caught her, the white sundress, the dark hair, the tanned skin, the water still glistening on her throat.

"Be careful, please. Mummy needs you in one piece."

He nodded. Went out into the sun.

***

Ashley waited until his footsteps faded. Until the sound of him pushing through the undergrowth dissolved into the general hum of the insects and the birds and the distant lap of the lagoon against the sand. Then she set the jug on the table and stood in the middle of the hut and did not move for a long time.

The dress had to come off. It was ruined. The tear ran from hem to hip, the fabric was stiff with dried salt and sand, and it smelled of seawater and sweat and something faintly metallic that she chose not to think about. Captain Taufa's blood. On her dress. On her hands. She would wash them later. She would wash everything later, in the pool, in the cold clean water Grant had found. But for now, the dress had to come off.

She reached behind her neck and unhooked the single button at the top of the zipper. The zip was gritty with sand and it caught twice before it gave. She worked it down her back, reaching, and the dress loosened around her torso and she shrugged the straps off her shoulders and let it fall.

It pooled around her feet. She stepped out of it and picked it up and shook it once, hard, and a shower of fine white sand scattered across the floor.

She stood in the small dim room in the black bikini. The triangles of fabric across her breasts, the thin strings over her hips. That was all. The bikini she had put on that morning in the hotel room, standing in front of the full length mirror while Grant waited on the balcony, tying the side strings and adjusting the top and turning this way and that to check the fit. She had chosen it carefully. Not the one piece. Not the sensible racer back. The black triangle bikini with the gold rings at the hips and the thin straps that crossed low on her back. She had told herself it was because she wanted to tan evenly.

A slat of sunlight came through the bamboo wall and fell across the floor and caught her arm. She held it there. Looked at it. The tan was deep already, golden brown, even. Two weeks in French Polynesia. Yoga every morning on the hotel terrace before Grant woke up, her body moving through the poses while the sun came up over the lagoon. She was lean. She was fit. She was, at thirty nine, in the best shape of her life, and she knew it in the same distant, clinical way she knew the wine list at the restaurant. A fact. An inventory.

Slim waist. Flat stomach. The slight definition of muscle along her sides from the planks and the chaturangas. Her breasts, small and high in the bikini top, the sun brown skin of the upper swell visible above the black fabric. Long legs, toned from the yoga, tanned to the same even brown. Her arms, slim and defined.



She looked good. She knew she looked good. She had looked good at twenty five and she looked good now, perhaps better, the softness of her twenties replaced by something leaner, something carved.

Her mind drifted.

Grant's hands. On the beach. Carrying the supplies. The muscles in his forearms as he lifted the red box. The way his wet shirt had clung to his chest. The flat stomach visible through the transparent fabric. The line of his shoulders, broad, wider than she remembered, when had he gotten so broad, his body changing from boy to man in the years she had been too close to notice. The way he had carried the captain's body, strong and careful and gentle, his face set, his jaw tight.

She blinked. Pushed the thought away. It went. It always went. She was very good at pushing.

She draped the sundress over the back of one of the chairs, smoothing the fabric, arranging it so the torn side hung free to dry. She pulled one of the thermal blanket packets from the pile of supplies and tore it open. The foil crinkled loudly in the quiet hut. She unfolded it and wrapped it around her shoulders, pulling it close, the material cool and slippery against her bare skin. It covered her from shoulder to knee and she was grateful for it.

She sat on the edge of the bed. The woven palm leaves rustled beneath her weight. She pulled her knees up and wrapped her arms around them, the blanket tenting around her body, and she sat like that, very still, in the dim green light of the hut, listening to the birds and the wind and the distant sound of the ocean.

Thinking of nothing.

Thinking of everything.

***

She heard him before she saw him. The crack of a machete against wood, somewhere out among the palms. Then his footsteps in the sand. Then his voice, calling out, half laughing.

"Mum. Mum, open the door."

She pulled the blanket tighter and went to the doorway and pushed the bamboo panel open and the sun hit her full in the face, bright and blinding after the dim interior, and when her vision cleared he was there.

Grant crossed the white sand toward her. Five coconuts cradled against his chest, stacked in the crook of both arms, the green husks bright against his skin. His shirt was gone again, slung through the waistband of his board shorts, and the sun was on his shoulders, on his chest, on the planes of his stomach. Sweat ran in thin lines down the centre of his torso and along his ribs. His hair was damp and pushed back from his face and his skin had gone from the morning's tan to something deeper, something gold, the colour of honey held up to light. He walked barefoot across the sand, easy and loose, the coconuts shifting in his arms with each step, and the sun was behind him and it outlined every line of his body in a bright warm edge.

Ashley held the door frame. Her fingers curled around the weathered bamboo. She held it for one second. Two. Three. Her eyes on her son, walking toward her, golden and bare in the afternoon sun with coconuts in his arms like some kind of ridiculous, beautiful, sweat sheened island god.

Four seconds. Her fingers tightened on the bamboo.

She let go.

"Oh, darling, look at you." Bright. The voice she used for everything, the warm, teasing, flirtatious instrument that had never once, in twenty years, failed her. "Mummy is going to put you on Instagram when we get home, sweet pea. You and your coconuts. Every woman in London will weep."

Grant laughed. His teeth were white against his tanned face. He walked up the sand toward her, shifting the coconuts in his arms.

"Where do you want these?"

"Table, darling. Inside. Mind the supplies."

He edged past her through the doorway. His bare arm brushed her shoulder as he passed and the skin was hot from the sun and damp with sweat and she felt the contact move through her like a small electrical pulse, quick and bright and gone. She did not step back to give him more room. She told herself it was because the doorway was narrow.

He set the coconuts on the table with a series of solid thumps. Straightened. Wiped his forehead with the back of his wrist. Looked at her. Looked at the blanket. Looked at the bare legs beneath it. Looked away.

"Your dress is drying?"

"Mmhm. Mummy is fashioning a new look. Desert island castaway chic. Foil blanket, black bikini, nothing else. Very editorial. Very Vogue, darling."

He smiled. "It works."

"Does it?" She tilted her head. A strand of dark hair fell across her cheek. "Well, that is very sweet of you, baby. Now, are we going to open one of those or shall we sit here admiring them?"

He picked up the machete. Chose the largest coconut. Set it on the table and struck the top with the blade, three quick blows, rotating the nut a quarter turn between each. The husk split with a fibrous crack. He peeled it back and struck the inner shell twice more and a fissure opened and clear liquid welled up through it.

"Hold this."

Ashley cupped her hands beneath the coconut and he tilted it and the milk ran out into her palms, cool and sweet, and she lifted her hands to her mouth and drank from them and it ran down her wrists and her forearms and dripped from her elbows onto the packed earth floor.

"Oh, God. Oh, darling. Oh, that is heaven."

He took the shell and drank from it himself, a long deep pull, and then he held it out to her and she took it and drank again and handed it back and they passed it between them, back and forth, until the shell was empty and the coconut milk was gone and Ashley's chin was wet and she was laughing.

"More?"

"Save them. We've got five. One a day."

"My marvellous, practical son." She set the empty shell on the table and sat down in one of the wooden chairs and pulled the blanket around her shoulders and looked at him. He sat in the other chair. The small table between them, covered with their supplies, the machete, the empty coconut shell. Through the doorway, the beach. White sand. The lagoon, glass flat now, turquoise, the colour so vivid it looked painted. The sky blue and clear all the way to the horizon. No clouds. No storm. No wreck visible. Nothing but water and sky and sand.

"Darling. You are amazing. You really are." She watched him across the small table. His face in the warm light from the doorway. The cut on his temple, darkening now to a bruise, the blood cleaned away. His green eyes. His jaw. "Mummy is so proud of you. I mean that. The way you carried him. The way you found the water. The way you just went out there and got coconuts like it was the most natural thing in the world. You are extraordinary, Grant. You really are."

A flush crept up his neck. He looked down at his hands. Turned the empty shell between his palms.

"Mum. We're going to be fine."

"Yes, baby." She smiled at him. Held his gaze. The warm, bright, devastating smile that had nothing to do with being stranded on a desert island and everything to do with the particular architecture of her face, the full lips, the dark eyes, the way her whole expression gathered into something that was not quite maternal and not quite anything else and was, had always been, the most dangerous thing about her. She held his eye for one second. Two. Three.

She looked away first.

The lagoon. The sand. The empty blue sky.

Her voice, when it came, was smaller. "Mummy is going to have a bit of a rest, darling. Mummy is exhausted. Will you be all right out here for a bit?"

"Course, Mum. I'll set up the rest of the stuff. Maybe try the fishing line."

"You are wonderful." She stood. The blanket slipped from one shoulder and she caught it and pulled it back up. "Do not go in the water without telling me. Do not cut yourself with the machete. Do not climb any trees."

"Mum."

"Do not give me that look, Grant Pemberton. Mummy worries. It is what Mummy does."

She walked into the hut. The bamboo door swung closed behind her with a soft creak of rope hinges. The slat of light from the doorway narrowed to a line and then disappeared and the room went dim and green and quiet.

She stood in the middle of the floor. The blanket around her shoulders. The black bikini beneath it. The packed earth cool under her bare feet.

She walked to the bed. Sat on the edge. The woven palm leaves shifted and rustled. She pulled the blanket tighter, wrapping it around herself, covering the bikini, covering her arms and her legs and her shoulders and as much of her skin as the foil sheet would allow.

She closed her eyes.

The sounds of the island came through the bamboo walls. Birds. Wind in the palms. The soft rhythmic hiss of the lagoon on the sand. And somewhere outside, the sound of her son, moving around, setting things up, the quiet purposeful sounds of a young man making order out of chaos.

She sat on the edge of the bed with her eyes closed and her arms wrapped around herself and she breathed in and breathed out and waited for the thoughts to stop.

They did not stop.

His chest. The sweat on his ribs. The way the board shorts sat low on his hips. The line of muscle that ran from his hip down into the waistband, the line she had noticed on the beach and then un noticed and then noticed again when he came through the palms with the coconuts in his arms and the sun on his skin.

Push. Push it away. Mummy pushes. Mummy has always pushed. Mummy is a professional pusher of inappropriate thoughts about inappropriate things and this is no different. This is just the stress. The shock. The grief. The adrenaline and the fear and the sun and the fact that she had not been touched, properly touched, by a man in four years, and her body was confused, and that was all, that was all, that was all it was.

Chapter 4

 

The sky bled peach. Not the watered down version, not the polite English sunset Ashley knew from London rooftops and restaurant terraces. This was obscene. The whole western horizon had split open and poured colour across the lagoon, turning the still water into something that looked edible, warm, ripe. The kind of colour that belonged on a plate at the restaurant, not smeared across half the visible world.

Ashley stood at the door of the hut with the thermal blanket pulled around her shoulders and watched the sun sink into the Pacific. The air had cooled. Not cold. Not even close. But the vicious midday heat had softened into something that moved over the skin like warm breath.

She had slept for three hours. Maybe four. On the woven palm mattress in the dim green light of the hut, curled on her side with the blanket pulled up to her chin, her mind cycling through the same useless loop until exhaustion won. Taufa. The boat. The reef. The blood. Grant carrying the captain's body through the shallows. Grant digging the grave. Grant coming back through the palms with coconuts in his arms and sweat running in clean lines down the muscles of his stomach.

She pulled the blanket tighter.

Something sat in her chest that she could not name. Not grief. Grief she understood. Grief was clean and directional and she had grieved properly for her marriage and for her old life and she knew the shape of it. Not fear, either. Fear was sharp and immediate and useful. Whatever this was had a different quality. Soft. Warm. Dangerous in the way that things which feel good are dangerous. A current running underneath the surface of everything. She had been aware of it all afternoon, even in sleep, even in the dark behind her closed eyes. A hum in the blood. A low persistent pull toward something she was not going to think about.

The lagoon turned gold. Deepened to amber. The palm shadows stretched across the white sand like dark fingers reaching for the water.

Behind her, at the fire pit Grant had cleared that afternoon, a ring of stones arranged in a neat circle on the sand, she heard the scratch of flint on steel. Scratch. Scratch. Then the soft crackle of dry palm frond catching. The glow of it warming the sand at the entrance to the hut, orange light mixing with the last of the sunset.

She turned.

Grant knelt by the fire pit. Shirtless. The board shorts low on his hips, the drawstring hanging loose. He cupped his hands around the small flame and blew. Gentle. Steady. His cheeks hollowed. The fire caught, grew, licked up through the kindling he had stacked, palm fibre and dry twigs and the thin bark strips he had shaved off a dead branch with the machete. His face in the new light was gold and shadow. The bruise on his temple had darkened to plum.

He blew again. The fire responded, climbing, filling the stone ring with warmth. He sat back on his heels and watched it and his face was calm and focused and he looked, in that moment, like someone she did not quite recognise. Not the boy who had come home from Bristol at Easter with a rucksack full of dirty laundry and a sheepish grin about the broken relationship. Someone else. Someone with capable hands and quiet confidence and the kind of shoulders that caught firelight in a way that made her throat tighten.

"Look at you, darling."

Her voice came out warm. Bright. The particular register she used when she was being deliberately charming, the sommelier voice, the voice that sold three hundred pound bottles of Burgundy to hedge fund managers on a Tuesday night. She heard it and could not stop it.

"You are a proper man of the wild now, my love. Mummy might keep you."

Grant looked up. Grinned. The grin split his face open, boyish and pleased and a bit embarrassed, and the firelight caught his teeth and the green of his eyes and the line of his jaw and Ashley felt something roll over low in her belly, slow and heavy and warm.

"Mum. I learned this at scouts."

She laughed. The sound surprised her. It was real. Not forced, not the bright careful thing she had been doing all day. A genuine laugh, low in her chest, the kind that crinkled the corners of her eyes and made her bite her lower lip afterward.

"Scouts." She shook her head. "Of course. Scouts. And here I was thinking you were some kind of natural born survivalist."

"Badger patrol. Three years."

"Stop it."

She walked to the fire. Crouched beside him. Close. Her shoulder pressed against his bare arm. His skin was warm from the sun and the fire and she could feel the texture of him, the fine hair on his forearm, the firm muscle underneath, and she let herself lean into the contact for one second. Two. Three.

She pulled away.

"Right." She clapped her hands together. "Dinner. Mummy is starving. What have we got?"

Grant stood. Moved to the small wooden table inside the hut where they had laid out the supplies that afternoon. Ashley stayed by the fire. Watched the flames. Pressed her palms together between her knees and felt her pulse in her fingertips and told herself, firmly, calmly, in the private silence of her own skull: Stop.

He came back with the tin of beans, two bread rolls, the small wedge of hard cheese, a banana, and the clay jug of water. He set it all down on the flat stone he had dragged to the fire to use as a table. The two coconut shells he had scrubbed clean with sand and salt water sat beside the fire, already waiting.

"Darling, you have thought of everything."

"Just organised it a bit."

"You organised it beautifully." She picked up the tin of beans. Turned it in her hands. "Heinz. God bless Captain Taufa. A man of impeccable taste."

The silence that followed was not awkward. It was heavy with something. They both sat with it.

Grant had the small multi tool from the red emergency box. He took the tin from her, worked the opener around the rim, peeled back the lid. He set the open tin on one of the flat stones that ringed the fire. The beans began to bubble. The small domestic sound of it, the soft liquid popping, filled the space between them.

Ashley split the bread rolls. Tore the cheese into two roughly equal pieces. Peeled the banana and snapped it in half. She placed Grant's portions on the broader of the two coconut shells and her own on the smaller one and she looked at the arrangement and said, quietly, "A tasting menu for two. No wine pairing, sadly. Mummy would murder someone for a glass of Chablis."

"I'd settle for a Coke."

"Philistine."

He laughed. She laughed. The fire crackled between them.

Grant pulled the beans off the heat. Poured half into Ashley's coconut shell, the other half into his own. The bread rolls served as scoops. The cheese was hard and salty and perfect. The banana was still firm, not yet overripe, sweet and starchy.

They ate sitting cross legged on the sand in front of the fire. Their knees almost touching. The blanket had slipped from Ashley's left shoulder and she let it hang, the thermal foil pooling in her lap, her bare shoulder and the strap of her black bikini top in the firelight. She ate slowly. Small bites. The bread dipped into the warm beans. The cheese crumbled between her fingers.

Grant ate the way twenty year old men eat. Fast. Efficient. He finished his beans before she was halfway through hers and mopped the shell with the last of his bread and she watched him do it and smiled and said nothing.

He filled both coconut shells with water from the clay jug. Handed her one. Their fingers brushed. She looked at the water. Drank. Cold and clean and sweet from the volcanic rock it filtered through. She closed her eyes and let it fill her mouth and swallowed and opened her eyes and found Grant looking at her.

"What, darling?"

"Nothing." He looked away. "Just. This is weird, isn't it."

"It is very weird."

"We're on a desert island."

"We are on a desert island."

"Eating beans."

"Eating beans." She smiled. Licked a smear of tomato sauce from her thumb. "It could be worse, baby. We could be eating beans alone."

The sky had been darkening while they ate. The peach faded through rose into violet into a deep, ink blue that crept from the east and swallowed the last light in the west. The fire threw a circle of warmth and orange glow around them. Beyond it, the beach went silver in the rising moonlight, and the lagoon lay flat and black and still.

Stars appeared. One. Then three. Then dozens. Then hundreds.

They finished eating. Ashley set her shell aside. Drew her knees up to her chest. Wrapped her arms around her shins. The blanket fell fully from her shoulders now and she sat in just the black bikini, her dark hair loose down her back, the firelight on her collarbones and the swell of her breasts above the bikini top and the flat plane of her stomach and the delicate architecture of her ribcage when she breathed.

"Baby."

"Mm."

"Are you all right? Properly all right? It has been a hard day. Mummy needs to know."

A long pause. The fire popped. A coal split and sent a swirl of sparks upward into the dark.

"Mum. It has." Grant's voice was lower than usual. Rougher at the edges. He sat with his forearms on his knees and his hands hanging loose and he looked at the fire and not at her. "The captain. I keep thinking about the captain."

"I know, darling."

"The way he just. He was talking to us. And then he wasn't."

"I know."

"And his stomach. Mum, when I was trying to stop the bleeding, I could feel. I could feel it inside. Under my hands. It was."

"Grant."

"It was really bad, Mum."

She reached across the small space between them. Put her hand on his bare forearm. His skin was warm under her palm. She could feel the tendons, the muscle, the fine hair. She wrapped her fingers around his arm. Held.

"Darling. Listen to me. We did the right thing for him. We were with him. He was not alone. He went peacefully and he told us what we needed to know and he gave us this." She gestured with her other hand at the hut behind them, the fire, the spring somewhere up the slope in the dark. "We are going to be all right because of him. And when we get home, we are going to find his family and we are going to tell them what he did for us. That he saved our lives. Because that is what he did."



Grant's jaw worked. He nodded. Did not speak.

She squeezed his arm. Let her thumb move in a slow circle on the inside of his wrist. She felt his pulse. Steady and strong. Alive.

"I am so proud of you." Her voice was very soft now. Almost a whisper. "The way you handled it. The way you handled all of it. Any mother would be proud but I am. I am so proud of you I could burst, darling."

He turned his head. Looked at her. His green eyes in the firelight were dark and bright at the same time. He didn't say anything. He didn't need to. She saw it in his face, the grief and the fear and the gratitude and the thing he could not name any more than she could, the strange raw openness that being stripped of everything, of phones and screens and routines and the comfortable buffer of civilisation, had put between them. There was nowhere to look except at each other.

She let go of his arm. Slowly. Her fingertips trailed across his skin. She pulled her hand back to her own lap. Clasped her fingers together.

The fire settled. The coals pulsed. Somewhere beyond the lagoon, the surf broke on the outer reef, a deep rhythmic percussion that never stopped, the island's heartbeat.

They sat in the long quiet that followed. The stars multiplied. The sky deepened. The Milky Way emerged, not the faint smudge Ashley had seen on walking holidays in Scotland, but the full uncut spectacle. A river of light so dense and bright it threw faint shadows on the white sand. Every star she had ever read about and ten million more she had not. The whole turning mechanism of the galaxy, visible, immediate, so close it felt personal.

Grant looked up.

"Mum. Look at the sky."

She looked up.

"Oh, baby. Oh."

Her lips parted. Her breath left her in a rush. The stars filled her vision. Horizon to horizon. No light pollution within a thousand miles. She could see depth in the sky, layers and dimensions and the yawning infinite distance between the near stars and the far ones and the faint cloudy smear of galaxies so distant they were ghosts.

"Oh, Grant."

"Yeah."

"I have never. In my whole life. I have never seen anything like this."

"Me neither."

They sat with their heads tilted back and the firelight forgotten. The sky pressed down on them. Ashley felt the scale of it in her bones, the absurdity of being two small warm bodies on a strip of coral and sand in the middle of an ocean on a planet spinning through all of that. Her eyes stung. She blinked.

She looked at her son.

He was still looking up. His throat long and exposed in the firelight. The muscles of his neck. The hard line of his jaw. His bare chest rising and falling. The firelight gilded the ridges of his stomach, the cut of muscle at his hips, the hollow of his collarbones. He sat with his arms behind him, leaning back on his palms, and the position opened his body to the sky, chest broad, shoulders wide, and Ashley looked at him and the thing in her chest, the thing she had spent all afternoon pushing down, pushed back.

Not pushed. Surged.

Her mouth went dry.

She was looking at her son's body. She was cataloguing it the way she catalogued a wine, the structure, the balance, the weight, the finish. His shoulders. The width of them. The lean tapering to his waist. The way the board shorts sat on his hips, low, loose, the elastic pulling away from his stomach to reveal a strip of paler skin. The line of dark hair that ran from his navel downward. His thighs. Long, muscled, spread casually on the sand. His hands, the knuckles, the wrists, the veins.

She was doing this. She was sitting on a beach with her son and she was doing this.

And she was, very faintly, unmistakably, in a way that could not be attributed to the heat or the humidity or the salt on her skin, wet.

Her bikini bottoms. The fabric. The warmth there. Not much. A whisper. The barest slick of it. But enough. Enough that she knew, and the knowing landed in her like a stone dropped into still water, and the ripples spread, and she sat very still on the white sand and felt them move through her.

No.

She closed her eyes.

Ashley. Ashley, you are tired. You are in shock. You buried a man today. You almost died. Your body is confused. You are confused. This is adrenaline. This is cortisol. This is the human stress response misfiring. You are not having these thoughts. You are not.

Her nipples had stiffened under the bikini top. The fabric was thin. She could feel it against them. She kept her eyes closed.

Stop. Stop it. You are his mother. He is your son. He is twenty years old. He trusts you. He depends on you. You are disgusting. You are. Stop.

But she could feel it. The warm current running through her. Pooling. The slow insistent throb between her legs that she had not felt in so long, so long, and her body remembered it the way a body remembers a language it learned young, instantly, fluently, with no effort at all. She was wet. She was wet sitting next to her own son on a beach and the stars were above them and the fire was beside them and he was right there, warm, alive, beautiful, and she was.

She opened her eyes.

"Right, darling."

Her voice came out bright. Too bright. The forced cheerful register she used at work when a customer sent back a two hundred pound bottle of Pomerol because it was "a bit earthy." She heard the falseness of it and powered through.

"Mummy is going to bed. We have an early start tomorrow. Lots to do. We need to make this place properly liveable. There is a whole list in my head. Mummy has been planning."

Grant looked at her. "You okay, Mum?"

"I am fine, darling. Tired. It has been, as we have established, a hard day." She smiled at him. Her best smile. The one that had closed a hundred wine sales and charmed a hundred men and never once, not once in thirty nine years, let anyone see what was behind it. "Come on. Bed."

She stood. Brushed sand from her legs. Gathered the blanket around her shoulders again. Covered herself. Covered the bikini and the skin and the treacherous body underneath it all.

Grant kicked sand over the fire. The flames hissed and died. Smoke rose white against the dark sky. The stars blazed brighter without the competition.

They walked to the hut. Five steps. Ashley went in first. The interior was dark. Completely dark. The moonlight through the bamboo slats threw thin silver lines across the floor and the walls and the bed but everything between was black.

"Darling." She turned to face him in the doorway. His silhouette against the moonlit beach. Broad shoulders. Narrow waist. She looked at the floor. "There is only one bed. We are going to have to share, my love. We will, you know, top and tail, that kind of thing. Mummy does not mind. Do you mind, sweetheart?"

A beat.

"Mum. Of course not. It is fine."

"Lovely. Lovely." She was repeating herself. She knew she was repeating herself. She could not stop. "Mummy will use the towel as a sheet. We will be perfectly comfortable. We have slept in worse. Remember that hotel in Crete? With the cockroach?"

"That cockroach was massive."

"It was enormous. This is a palace compared to that. An absolute palace."

She turned away from him. Moved through the dark to the bed. Her shins found the edge. She spread the towel over the woven palm leaves, smoothing it with her hands, a small domestic action that steadied her. The rough cotton under her fingers. Something normal. Something she could control.

She lay down on her side at the head of the bed. Pulled the thermal blanket up to her shoulder. Turned her back to the wall. Drew her knees up. Made herself small.

Grant's feet on the packed earth floor. The rustle of the other blanket. The mattress shifted under his weight. He lay down at the opposite end, his head at the foot of the bed, facing the other wall. She felt his weight settle. The mattress was narrow enough that she could feel the warmth of his legs near hers, the proximity of another body, the particular presence of a man. Not a man. Her son. Her son.

Silence.

The hut creaked. Palm fronds rustled on the thatch roof. The surf on the reef. The lagoon on the sand. Insects, somewhere in the undergrowth, a high thin chorus.

"Goodnight, baby."

"Night, Mum."

His voice in the dark. Close. Intimate. The particular quality of a voice in a small dark room, stripped of visual cues, reduced to pure sound. Low. Warm. Male.

She stared at the thatch above her. The silver lines of moonlight moved across it as the palm fronds shifted in the breeze. A pattern that never repeated. She counted her breaths. In. Out. In. Out. Steady. Calm. Normal.

She listened.

Grant shifted. The mattress moved. He was getting comfortable. Adjusting position. Finding the least lumpy arrangement of woven palm leaves. She heard the rasp of his board shorts against the mattress. The soft exhalation as he settled.

His feet were close to hers. She could feel them. Not touching. But close enough that she could feel the warmth radiating from his skin. She curled her toes. Pulled her feet back half an inch.

The sounds of the island. The wind. The water. The insects. The slow metronome of her own breathing.

She waited.

His breathing changed. Gradually. The conscious control of it loosened. The rhythm deepened. The exhales grew longer, heavier, the particular cadence of a body surrendering to sleep. Young bodies did this quickly. She remembered. She had listened to him sleep when he was a baby, standing over the cot in the dark nursery, her hand on his tiny back, counting breaths, waiting for each one, terrified of the silence between them. Twenty years ago. A different kind of listening. A different kind of fear.

He was asleep.

She knew because the last tension in the mattress released. His body went heavy. The small unconscious movements, the twitches and adjustments of a waking body, stopped. He was still. His breathing was deep and even and she lay in the dark and listened to it and the sound of it was the loneliest thing she had ever heard.

Because it meant she was alone with herself.

Her hand moved. She was not aware of deciding to move it. It simply moved. From where it rested on the mattress beside her hip, it drifted up to her chest. She pressed her palm flat against her sternum. Felt her own heartbeat. Fast. Too fast for a woman lying still in a dark room.

Her fingers moved. Down. Over the fabric of the bikini top. Across the flat of her chest. She could feel her own body heat through the thin material. Her ribs. Her stomach. The muscles there, tight from the yoga, tight from the tension of the day, tight from the thing she was not going to do.

Her fingertips grazed the waistband of the bikini bottoms. The elastic. The edge where fabric met skin. Her stomach was flat and warm and her fingers rested there and her son was asleep six inches away and she could hear him breathing and she could feel the heat of him and she was wet, properly wet now, the thin fabric between her legs damp and warm and her body was asking, begging, screaming for something.

No.

Her fingers stopped.

No, Ashley. No.

She lay still. Her fingertips on her stomach. The elastic of her bikini bottoms under the pad of her index finger. One movement. One small downward slide and she would be touching herself. In the dark. Next to her sleeping son. Like some kind of. Like the worst kind of.

No.

She pulled her hand back up to her chest. Pressed both palms flat against her sternum. Laced her fingers together. Locked them. Gripped her own hands the way she would grip the hand of someone standing on a ledge.

Her breath came in quiet controlled pulls. In through the nose. Out through the mouth. Slow. Measured. The technique the yoga instructor had taught her, the one for stress, the one for moments when the world became too much. She had used it during the divorce. She had used it during the long nights after the divorce when the silence of the empty flat had pressed in on her and her body had ached and her hands had wanted to reach for her phone, for the contacts list, for the numbers of men she had known before, men who would have come, men who would have given her what she needed, what she was desperate for.

She had not called them. She had gripped her own hands. She had breathed.

She gripped her own hands now.

The mattress beneath her was rough and warm. The blanket over her shoulder smelled of salt and sweat and the faint metallic tang of the thermal foil. Her bikini clung to her skin. The night air moved through the gaps in the bamboo walls and touched her bare arms and legs and the parts of her face and neck that the blanket did not cover and it was warm, warm like breath, and every sensation was amplified in the dark, every sound, every texture, every small shift of the air.

Grant breathed. Slow. Deep. Steady.

She lay on her side with her hands clasped over her heart and her knees drawn up and her eyes open in the dark and she did not move. The moonlight shifted on the ceiling. The wind moved through the palms outside. The surf broke and broke and broke on the distant reef.

Time passed. She did not know how much. The moon moved. The silver lines on the thatch crawled leftward. An hour. Maybe two. Her body remained taut, coiled, electric. Her bikini bottoms remained damp. The ache between her legs pulsed with her heartbeat, insistent, stupid, relentless. She ignored it the way she had ignored it for four years, with discipline, with the iron control that had carried her through wine service and divorce proceedings and the long empty nights of single motherhood.

Grant murmured something in his sleep. A sound. Not a word. Just a soft exhalation with shape to it, a vowel, a breath. He shifted. The mattress moved. She felt his foot brush against hers, the briefest contact, skin on skin, warm, and then gone.

She pressed her clasped hands harder against her sternum.

Go to sleep, Ashley. Go to sleep.

She closed her eyes. The dark behind her eyelids was the same as the dark in front of them. She focused on the sound of the water. The distant reef. The gentle lap of the lagoon on the sand. A rhythm to follow. To match her breathing to. To use.

Her body, slowly, degree by degree, began to unclench. Her jaw loosened. Her shoulders dropped. The grip of her laced fingers softened.

She was on a tropical island. She was alive. Her son was alive. They had water and food and shelter and a timeline for rescue. They were going to be fine.

She was not going to think about the rest of it.

She was not going to think about the dampness between her legs or the ache in her belly or the way his skin had felt against her fingertips when she touched his arm by the fire.

She was not.

The surf. The wind. The breathing of her sleeping son.

Ashley Pemberton lay in the dark hut on a coral atoll in the middle of the Pacific Ocean with her hands clasped together over her heart and her jaw set and her knees drawn up and her body humming like a wire in a gale. She kept her eyes closed. She kept her hands where they were. She kept still.

Sometime past midnight, the tension won and lost at the same time. Her body surrendered not to pleasure but to exhaustion. Sleep came sideways. Not a decision. A collapse. One breath she was awake and burning. The next she was sliding under, the sounds of the island blurring into a single low hum, and her last conscious thought was not of Captain Taufa or the boat or the reef or the rescue that would come in six days or eight days or however many days.

Her last conscious thought was of the line of muscle that ran from her son's hip down into his waistband. The line she had seen on the beach. The line she had tried to unsee. The line that was burned into the back of her eyelids like the afterimage of a bright light.

She slept.

The stars turned overhead. The moon tracked its arc across the Pacific sky. The tide crept up the white sand and then retreated and the hut stood small and dark among the palms and inside it a mother and her son lay top to tail on a narrow woven mattress, their thermal blankets pulled to their shoulders, their breathing synchronized in sleep, their bare feet nearly touching in the warm dark space between them.

Chapter 5

 

Light came through the slats in thin gold bars. They striped the sandy floor of the hut and climbed the far wall and lay across the foot of the bed where Grant slept on his side with one arm folded under his head.

Ashley opened her eyes.

She did not move. She lay on her back with her hands still clasped loosely over her sternum, the thermal blanket bunched around her waist, and she looked down the narrow bed to where her son lay curled at the other end. His sandy hair fell across his forehead in thick disordered pieces, sun bleached at the tips, darkened with sweat at the roots. His mouth was slightly open. His bare chest rose and fell in a rhythm so slow it looked deliberate, each breath drawing his ribs apart and letting them settle, the skin taut over the lean architecture of him. One shoulder blade caught a bar of gold light and held it.

She looked at him.

One second. Two. Three.

The light moved on his skin. A muscle in his forearm twitched in sleep. His lips parted on an exhale and closed again and his eyelashes, thick and dark and unfairly long, lay still against his cheekbones. He looked younger when he slept. He looked like the boy she had carried home from hospital wrapped in a blue blanket. He looked like the teenager who had sat at her kitchen table doing maths homework whilst she poured wine for couples she would never see again. He looked like the young man who had hauled a dead captain through chest deep water in a storm.

He looked beautiful.

Ashley closed her eyes. Opened them. Closed them again.

Stop it.

She peeled herself off the mattress one muscle at a time. Rolled to her side. Planted one foot on the sandy floor, then the other. The thermal blanket fell away and the warm air found her skin and she stood in her black bikini in the dim hut and stretched her arms above her head. Her shoulders popped. Her lower back cracked. Everything ached from the crash and the digging and the sleeping on woven palm leaves.

She padded to the doorway. Paused. Glanced back.

Grant had not moved. His chest rose. Fell.

She stepped outside.

The sand was cool still, the sun too new to have baked it. It slid between her toes, silky and dry, and she stood on the narrow path that led from the hut to the beach and let the morning land on her all at once. The lagoon stretched before her in a flat pink mirror, the sunrise bleeding through a low bank of cloud on the eastern horizon, colouring the water in shades of coral and salmon and soft bruised mauve. Not a ripple. Not a breath of wind. The palms stood motionless. A white bird she could not name circled high above the reef, banked, circled again.

Paradise, if you forgot the wreck. If you forgot the grave behind the palms.

She walked to the water. Her feet left shallow prints in the damp sand at the tideline and the lagoon reached for her, warm even now, the first tiny waves lapping at her ankles with the soft insistence of a cat. She waded in. Her calves. Her knees. The water came to the middle of her thighs and stopped, clear enough to see every grain of sand on the bottom, the pale shadow of her feet distorted and wavering.

She cupped water in both hands and splashed it on her face. Once. Twice. Three times. The salt stung the cut on her lip. Good. Wake up. Pay attention. Be here.

She stood in the lagoon with the pink sunrise on her face and the water dripping from her jaw and her hands hanging loose at her sides and she said, very quietly, to the empty morning, "Get a grip, Ashley."

The lagoon did not reply.



She said it again. Softer. "Get. A. Grip."

A small fish, silver and fast, darted between her ankles and vanished.

She stood there until the pink bled out of the sky and the blue came in, proper tropical blue, the blue that postcards try to capture and never quite manage. Then she waded out and walked back up the beach to the hut, her wet footprints evaporating behind her in the warming sand.

Grant was awake. She heard him before she saw him. The shuffle of movement inside the hut. A yawn. A stretch. The particular sound of a tall person standing up in a short room and forgetting the ceiling.

"Ow."

"Morning, darling."

He appeared in the doorway, rubbing the top of his head, squinting into the light. Board shorts and bare chest and sleep still clinging to his face. He blinked at her.

"Morning, Mum."

"Bumped your head?"

"Ceiling's lower than I thought."

"It is a hut, my love. Not a penthouse."

He grinned. Scratched his stomach. Yawned again, huge and unself conscious, and she watched the yawn travel through his whole body, his arms above his head, his back arching, his ribs fanning out, the muscles in his abdomen pulling flat and tight and then releasing. She looked at the lagoon instead. Kept her voice bright.

"I've been thinking about today. Come sit. We'll make a plan."

She got the fire going. It took her four attempts with the flint and steel and a small pile of dried palm fibre that Grant had gathered the previous evening. She cursed on the third attempt. He offered to take over. She waved him off with the back of her hand and struck the steel again and a spark caught and she nursed it into a flame with small puffs of breath, crouched over it like a woman praying, her dark hair falling forward around her face.

"There."

"Impressive, Mum."

"Darling, I have been lighting fires at dinner tables for fifteen years. This is just a bigger candle."

She filled the small tin can from the red emergency box with water from the clay jug and balanced it on two rocks at the edge of the fire. They sat on the sand and waited for it to heat. When it was warm she poured it into two coconut shell halves and handed him one.

"Pretend it's coffee."

"That's a stretch."

"Everything on this island is a stretch, sweetheart. Drink your not coffee."

He drank. She drank. The warm water tasted of tin and woodsmoke and nothing else, but it filled her stomach and the heat of it in her hands was comforting, a small domestic ritual in a place that had none. She wrapped both hands around the shell and pulled her knees up and rested her chin on them and looked at her son across the small fire pit.

"Right. We need a plan for the day. And for every day until someone comes for us."

"Okay."

"You're going to fish. The line from the hut, the hooks. The lagoon should be full of reef fish. Small ones. We only need a few each day."

He nodded.

"And water. The jug needs to be filled every morning. First thing. Before the heat. It's a steep walk and I don't want you doing it in the middle of the day."

"I can handle it, Mum."

"I know you can handle it, baby, I'm saying I'd rather you didn't have to handle it whilst sweating to death. Also." She held up a finger. "Rainwater. It rained last night, did you hear it? We need to catch it when it happens. You said you could build a rack from the bamboo behind the hut."

"Yeah. I can lash some poles together. Tilt them, use the coconut shells as catchments."

"Brilliant."

"What about you?"

"Me?" She took a sip of the warm water. "I'm managing the fire. I'm managing the food. And I'm going to try to weave a basket."

"A basket."

"From palm fronds. I did a course once."

"When?"

"On a hen weekend in Cornwall. I was very drunk and it was hideous, darling, but I remember the basic principle."

"You went to Cornwall and did basket weaving."

"It was that or axe throwing, and I was in heels."

He laughed. A proper laugh. It broke open the morning and she saw his teeth and the way his eyes creased and the sound of it bounced off the water and came back to her and she thought, that's the best sound on this island, that's the best sound in the Pacific Ocean, and I need to stop looking at his stomach when he laughs.

She looked at his stomach when he laughed. The muscles contracted and released. She took another sip of warm water and burned her tongue and used the pain as a reset.

"Right. Finish your not coffee. We start in ten."

Grant went to fish.

She gave him the line and the hooks from the basket in the hut and watched him walk down the beach with them, tall and unhurried, his bare feet leaving deep prints in the sand. He carried the line looped over one shoulder. The sun was climbing now, burning the last of the pink out of the sky, and it caught the bleached tips of his hair and turned them white gold.

He waded in. She watched him wade in. The water climbed his legs. His calves, thick and defined. His thighs. His waist. The board shorts darkened and clung to him and the water reached the small of his back and she could see the two dimples above his waistband and the broad plane of his shoulders and the way the muscles in his back shifted when he moved his arms to cast the line. He stood hip deep in the lagoon with the sun on his bare back and the water flat and brilliant around him and he looked, she thought, like something carved. Like something sculpted by a man who understood proportion and light and the exact ratio of shoulder to waist that made a woman's mouth go dry.

She was supposed to be arranging coconut shells.

She had the split halves Grant had prepared the previous day. Eight of them, lined up on the sand near the bamboo rack he had started. She picked one up. Turned it over. Set it down. Picked up another. Turned that one over too.

Out in the lagoon, Grant drew his arm back and cast the line in a long clean arc. It caught the light, a thin silver thread against the blue, and landed on the water with the softest sound.

Ashley set the coconut shell down.

She looked at his back. The line of his spine. The way the muscle ran in long ridges from his shoulders to his waist, tapering, the skin tanned gold already, two days of Pacific sun doing in forty eight hours what an English summer could not manage in three months. His lats were wide and flat, fanning from his spine like wings. When he shifted his weight from one leg to the other, everything moved. Everything connected. The body of a swimmer, which he was. Three years on the Bristol team. She had been to meets. She had sat in the gallery and watched him cut through water in a way she had told herself was maternal pride and which, she now understood with a clarity that made her jaw tighten, had been something more complicated than that.

She forced her eyes back to the coconut shells.

She arranged three on the bamboo rack. Adjusted their angle. Adjusted it again. Looked up.

He had turned slightly. She could see his profile now. The sharp jaw. The straight nose. The way his wet hair stuck to his forehead. He was concentrating on the water, watching for fish, the line held loose between his fingers, and his concentration made his face serious in a way that aged him. He looked twenty. He looked like a man.

Her eyes dropped to the water line on his hips. The board shorts. The V of muscle that ran from his hip bones downward. She had seen it yesterday on the beach and had tried very hard to unsee it and now here it was again, half submerged, half visible, the water lapping at it, and her mouth did something she could not control.

She picked up a coconut shell. Set it down.

The voice came out of her before she had made a decision to speak. Bright. Musical. Pitched to carry across the sand.

"Darling, you look edible out there, my love. Mommy is just saying."

He didn't turn. The line twitched in his fingers and he watched it.

"Mum, you say that about everything."

"Yes, sweet pea, but Mommy means it about you."

He laughed. Still didn't turn. She watched his shoulders move when he laughed. She stared at the coconut shell in her hands and realised she had been holding it for two minutes and had done nothing with it. She placed it on the rack. Moved it half an inch to the left. Half an inch back.

You are thirty nine years old, Ashley. You are a professional woman. You have a career. You have opinions about Burgundy that have been published in decanter. You are sitting on a beach holding a coconut shell and staring at your son's arse like a woman who has not been fucked in four years.

Which, to be fair, she had not.

The shells were arranged. She had nothing to do with her hands. She tried the basket weaving. She gathered palm fronds from behind the hut, long green ones, pliable, and sat cross legged on the sand in the shade with the fronds in her lap and tried to remember what the instructor in Cornwall had taught her. Over, under, twist. Over, under, twist. The pattern was simple in theory. In practice, the fronds were thick and slippery and her fingers fumbled and the basket looked like something a toddler might produce in art therapy.

She worked at it. Pulled it apart. Started again. Her eyes kept lifting.

Grant, in the lagoon. Standing still now. Patient. The line taut between his fingers and the water.

She dropped her gaze to the fronds. Over, under, twist. Over. Under. Twist.

His back. The muscle. The way the sun fell on his wet skin.

Over. Under.

She pulled the frond too hard. It split. She swore under her breath and started again.

He caught the first fish at about nine. She heard the splash, the sudden quick movement, and looked up. He had the line pulled tight and was backing toward the shore, feet finding purchase on the sandy bottom, the fish thrashing silver at the end of it. Small. A reef fish, turquoise and yellow, frantic in the air when he lifted it clear of the water. He grinned at her across the beach, boyish, delighted, the fish spinning and flashing in the sun.

"First one!"

"Oh, well done, darling!"

He dealt with it. She did not watch that part. She heard the sound and kept her eyes on the palm fronds and by the time she looked up again the fish was still and he was wading back in, resetting the hook, casting again.

The second fish came fast. Then a gap, twenty minutes, thirty. She lost track. The basket was a disaster. She abandoned it and busied herself with the fire instead, feeding it small sticks, adjusting the rocks, doing nothing that needed doing but doing it with her hands, keeping them occupied. The sun climbed. The heat built. The sand around the fire pit radiated warmth that she could feel on her bare shins and she shifted back into the shade and watched her son fish from there.

She watched him catch the third.

He waded out of the lagoon with three fish strung through the gills on a length of fishing line, dripping, his board shorts plastered to his thighs, water streaming down his chest and stomach. He walked up the beach to where she sat in the shade with the ruined palm fronds and the badly arranged coconut shells and he held up the fish with one hand, grinning, proud.

"Mum. Lunch. Real lunch."

"Darling." Her voice came out a fraction too high. She cleared her throat. "Darling, you are a marvel. You really are."

She stood up. Brushed sand from her knees. Reached for the fish.

"Mommy is so impressed. Genuinely. My provider."

His grin widened. He held the fish out. She took them, her fingers wrapping around the wet line, and in the transfer his hand brushed hers. The back of his knuckles against her palm. Wet, warm skin. She registered every callus.

She pulled her hand away. Too fast. She saw him notice. She turned before he could ask and walked to the fire pit with the fish swinging from the line and her heart doing something behind her ribs that she was going to ignore.

"Right. Lunch. Give me twenty minutes."

She gutted the fish with the machete on a flat rock near the fire. This she knew how to do. Fifteen years in kitchens, watching chefs prep, picking up technique through proximity and flirtation and genuine interest. She split each belly, scooped the guts, rinsed the flesh with a splash from the jug. Three small reef fish, cleaned and butterflied and laid side by side on the cast iron skillet that Captain Taufa's hut had gifted them. She set the skillet over the fire and listened to the flesh pop and spit.

She had torn her ruined white sundress into strips that morning and tied the largest piece around her hips like a sarong. It was damp from where she had rinsed it in the lagoon and the thin cotton clung to her, translucent in places, the black bikini visible beneath it. She had not thought about this when she put it on. She was thinking about it now.

Grant came and sat across from her. He had towelled off his chest with one of the thin emergency towels and his skin was dry but his hair was still wet, pushed back from his forehead, darker when wet, and he sat with his legs crossed and his elbows on his knees and watched her cook.

She turned the fish with the flat of the machete blade. The undersides were golden, crisp, the skin blistered. The smell was extraordinary. Fresh reef fish on hot iron, the fat rendering, a fragrance so clean and sharp and savoury that her stomach cramped.

"God, that smells good."

"Doesn't it."

She divided the fish between two coconut shells. Added half a bread roll each, the bread going stale now, dense and dry, but still bread. A small piece of cheese, soft in the heat, beginning to sweat. She cracked a coconut on the rock and poured the milk into two halves and handed him his share.

They ate with their fingers. No cutlery on the island. No napkins. The fish fell apart at the touch, flaky and sweet, and she ate it in small bites and licked the oil from her fingertips and did not think about how long it had been since she had eaten a meal this good. The bread she tore into pieces and used to soak up the fish fat on the skillet. The cheese she ate in one bite, eyes closed, the salt and cream of it filling her mouth.

Grant ate like a man who had not expected to eat well. Quickly, with focus. He held the fish in both hands and pulled it apart and put it in his mouth and chewed and his eyes were half closed and he made a sound, a low satisfied hum, and she looked at the fire instead.

He licked his fingers. One at a time. Index finger between his lips, pulled out clean. Middle finger. Ring finger. His tongue moving over the pads. Slow and thorough and entirely unconscious.

Ashley looked at the lagoon.

She looked at the fire.

She looked at the palm tree behind his head.

She looked at his mouth.

Away.

"More coconut, darling?"

"Please."

She poured. Handed him the shell. Kept her fingers well clear of his.

The heat of the afternoon arrived like something physical. It lay on the island like a weight, pressing down on the sand, the trees, the water, flattening everything. The air shimmered above the beach. The lagoon turned from blue to white in the glare. Ashley could feel the sweat on her lower back, between her breasts, at her hairline, a thin persistent film that no amount of fanning could shift.

They retreated to the shade behind the hut. A wide canopied palm threw a circle of shadow on the sand large enough for both of them and they settled into it, backs against their respective tree trunks, two feet of sand between them. Grant sat with his legs stretched out. Ashley sat with her knees up, the damp sarong pooling around her hips.

"God, it's hot."

"Mum, it's the tropics."

"I am aware, darling. I am also aware that my body is not designed for this."

"You're literally the most tanned person I know."

"That's the Italian in me, sweet pea. The English half is suffering."

He smiled. Closed his eyes. Leaned his head back against the trunk.

She watched him for a moment. His chest, dry now, the skin glowing gold, the fine hair on his sternum catching the filtered light. His stomach, flat, rising and falling with each slow breath. The waistband of his shorts sat low on his hips. The muscle line. That line. The V that started at his hip bones and ran downward, two ridges of sinew and lean muscle converging toward a point she was not going to think about.

She closed her own eyes.

Pretended to nap.

Behind her eyelids, her mind was a war room. She lay on the warm sand with her hands on her knees and her eyes shut and her breathing slow and measured and inside her skull the arguments raged.

He is your son.

Obviously.

He is your twenty year old son.

Yes, Ashley. Thank you.

What you are doing, this thing with your eyes, this thing where you look at him and your body responds, is not normal. It is not maternal. It is not a stress response. It is what it is and you know what it is.

She tightened her jaw.

Four years. Four years you've been good. Four years since Marcus left and you decided you were done with it. Done with the need. The hunger. The stupid aching ridiculous hunger that ran your twenties and your thirties and nearly ruined your marriage. You locked it in a room and you threw away the key and it has been fine. It has been manageable. You have been strong and controlled and you have not needed anyone and now you are on a fucking island with the one person on earth you cannot want and your body is staging a coup.

The sand was warm beneath her. Her bikini bottoms were damp. Not from the lagoon. From her. From the constant low thrum between her legs that had started the previous night and had not, she realised, stopped. Not once. Not in sleep. Not in the morning lagoon. Not during the planning or the basket weaving or the fish gutting. It had been there the entire time, a bass note, subsonic, persistent. Her body humming like a plucked string.

She focused on her breathing. In through the nose. Four counts. Out through the mouth. Six counts. The yoga discipline. The same technique she had used to get through wine service when a particularly attractive sommelier from Bordeaux had leaned too close at a tasting and she had wanted to climb him like a tree and had instead discussed malo lactic fermentation in a voice so controlled it could have cooled a furnace.

You are good at this, Ashley. You have practice. This is just another version of the same test.

Except it was not.

The sommelier from Bordeaux had been a stranger. This was her son. Her boy. The person she had made and raised and loved and driven to school and helped with homework and held when he cried at nine years old because his father had missed his birthday. This was Grant. And the heat that pooled in her belly when she looked at him was not a test she had ever taken before.

The palm fronds rustled. A bird called. Somewhere on the reef, a wave broke.

She lay still. She kept her eyes closed. She endured.

Grant moved. She heard the sand shift. Felt the change in the air.

"Mum, I'm going to get water."

She did not open her eyes. "Good idea, darling. Take the jug."

She heard him stand. Heard him move to the hut. Heard the ceramic clink of the jug. Heard his bare feet on the packed sand of the path that led upslope through the palms to the spring. The sound faded. Grew faint. Disappeared.

She was alone.

She opened her eyes.

The patch of sand where he had been sitting was pressed with the shape of his body. A long shallow impression. His back, his legs, the scooped indent where his backside had rested. The sand there was still warm. Still held the shape.

Ashley looked at it.

She sat up. Looked over her shoulder. The path was empty. No sound except the birds and the surf and her own breathing.

She lay down.

Not where she had been. Where he had been.

She rolled onto her side and pressed her body into the depression in the sand, her cheek against the warm grains, her hip fitting into the hollow his hip had made, her ribs against the place where his ribs had pressed. The sand was warm. His warmth. His body heat, trapped in the grains, radiating upward into her skin.



She closed her eyes. Pressed her face into the sand. Breathed in.

Once. Slowly.

What she expected, she did not know. The sand smelled of sand. Of heat and salt and coral dust and nothing else. But the shape of him was there, underneath her, and her body responded to it in a way that had nothing to do with scent and everything to do with proximity and deprivation and the four long sexless years that had reduced her to this. A grown woman lying in the sand where her son's body had been, breathing in, looking for something she could not name and would not admit to wanting.

She sat bolt upright.

Her hands were shaking.

Ashley.

She brushed sand from her face.

Ashley, what the fuck are you doing.

She stood up. Brushed sand from her ribs, her hip, her thighs. Walked three steps away from the spot and then three more. Her heart hammered. Her face burned, not from the sun but from something under the skin, a heat that came from deeper.

What the fuck are you doing.

She stood in the dappled shade behind the hut with sand in her hair and her pulse in her throat and she pressed her palms flat against her stomach and breathed. In. Out. In. Out.

Nobody saw. Nobody knew. It had lasted three seconds. Five at most. It meant nothing.

She was lying.

She went to the hut and got the ruined palm fronds from the morning and brought them outside and sat down and started weaving again. Her fingers moved. Over, under, twist. Over, under, twist. The fronds split. She started over. She would get this right if it killed her.

Grant came back. She heard his footsteps on the path and looked up and smiled, bright, normal, the face of a mother pleased to see her son.

"How's the spring?"

"Still running. Cold. I filled the jug and had a drink while I was up there."

"Clever boy."

He set the full jug inside the hut and came back out and stood in front of her, towelling sweat from his neck. She looked at his feet. His toes in the sand. Very safe, toes.

"Want to help me finish this rack? I've been thinking about the angle, and I think if we lash a cross brace halfway up it'll hold the shells better."

"Sure, Mum."

They built. She helped him cut bamboo poles with the machete and lash them together with strips torn from the thermal blanket she would no longer need in this heat. She held the poles steady while he tied the knots. She asked him about university.

"Tell me about your dissertation."

"It's not a dissertation, Mum, it's a second year project."

"Tell me about your second year project then, darling."

He talked. Coastal erosion. Sediment transport. The morphology of barrier islands. She listened. He was good at explaining things, clear and engaged, his hands moving when he described processes, chopping at the air to illustrate wave energy dissipation. She watched his hands. She watched his mouth. The shape of words on his lips. The way his jaw moved.

She looked at the bamboo pole she was holding.

She looked back at his mouth.

Away.

"That's really fascinating, sweet pea."

"You're not even listening."

"I am listening. You said something about sediment. And longshore drift. And I am genuinely riveted."

He laughed. "You're being polite."

"I'm being polite and also riveted. Both things can be true."

She held the pole steady. He tied the last knot. Their fingers were close on the bamboo, inches apart, and she watched his fingers work the strip of blanket into a tight binding, deft and sure, and she did not move her hand closer and she did not move it away.

"There," he said. "Done."

"Done." She let go of the pole. Stepped back. The rack stood upright, waist high, six coconut shell halves arranged in two rows of three, angled to catch rain. It looked competent. It looked like something a person who knew what they were doing might build. She told him so. She watched his face open with pleasure at the compliment and she looked away before the pleasure in his face could become something else in her chest.

The afternoon wore on. She swept the hut with a palm branch. She rearranged the food supplies. She counted the remaining tins, the bread rolls growing stale in their paper bag, the cheese sweating in its waxed cloth. She checked the fresh water in the jug. She fed the fire. She did everything a castaway mother should do and she did it in her bikini and the damp sarong with her dark hair tied up off her neck and her body running at a temperature that had nothing to do with the tropical heat and everything to do with the fact that every time she turned around, her son was there. Shirtless. Tanned. Beautiful.

She found her eyes on him again and again.

Looking. Catching herself. Forcing them away.

Looking again.

He was splitting coconuts for the rack, the machete coming down in clean even strokes, and each stroke tensed the muscles in his forearm and across his shoulders and down his back and she stood in the doorway of the hut with a palm branch in her hand and watched and did not move.

She watched his mouth when he talked. He was telling her about his flatmate in Bristol, a chemistry student who had set his curtains on fire making a bong out of lab equipment, and the story was funny and she laughed at the right places and she watched his lips form words and she thought about those lips.

She looked away.

She looked back.

It hit her all at once, standing at the fire at the end of the day, that she was exhausted. Properly, bones deep exhausted. Not from the physical work. From the watching. The not watching. The constant surveillance of her own attention, the catching and correcting, the looking and looking away. She had not, in two years, paid this much attention to anything. Not a wine. Not a menu. Not a man across a restaurant table. Her entire consciousness had been absorbed for an entire day by the effort of not staring at her own son, and the effort had hollowed her out.

She sat on the sand in front of the fire and pressed the heels of her hands against her eyes and breathed.

Grant built the fire up for the evening. She let him. She sat and watched the flames and did not watch him and the flames blurred and danced and she was, she understood, in trouble. Real trouble. The kind she had not been in since before her marriage.

Dinner was cold. Half a tin of beans each, spooned from the tin with a broken piece of coconut shell, and a bread roll that was going hard at the edges. She ate slowly. He ate beside her. The fire popped and spat. The sun dropped behind the western horizon and the sky went through its nightly performance, gold to orange to crimson to deep purple, and the first stars punched through the dark and multiplied.

She set her empty shell down.

"Darling."

"Yeah?"

"Mommy is going to have a wash in the spring pool before bed. Will you be all right here for half an hour with the fire?"

He looked up at her. Firelight on his face. His green eyes warm and soft.

"Of course, Mum. Take your time."

"You're a good boy."

She stood. She picked up the thin towel from the hut. She tucked it under her arm and stood in the sand in front of the fire in her bikini and the sarong tied at her hip and she looked down at her son and smiled.

"Half an hour. Keep the fire going."

"I will."

She turned. She walked up the slope behind the hut, bare feet on the sandy path, the palms closing overhead, the dusk thickening around her, the sound of the lagoon fading behind her as the sound of the spring grew ahead, a thin musical trickle of water over stone.

Her body moved. Her mind ran a different track.

Wash. Just a wash. Just a wash, Ashley.

Her feet carried her uphill. The ferns brushed her calves. The air cooled fractionally under the canopy, still warm but moving now, a soft circulation of breeze through the palms that touched her damp skin and raised goosebumps on her arms.

You are going to the spring. You are going to wash. You are going to come back and go to bed and sleep and in the morning you are going to do this whole thing again and you are going to be fine.

The spring appeared through the trees. The stone pool, natural, carved by centuries of water, the size of a large bathtub, fed by a steady stream from a crack in the volcanic rock above. The water ran clear over dark stone and collected in the pool and overflowed in a thin sheet that vanished into the ferns.

She stood at the edge of the pool with the towel in her hands and the last of the daylight coming through the canopy in scattered coins.

Wash. Just a wash.

She was, somewhere underneath that, lying to herself.

Chapter 6

 

The spring pool sat in a shallow depression between two volcanic outcrops, ringed by ferns that grew thick and wild from the moisture. Water fed into it from a crack in the dark stone above, a thin stream that caught the last of the daylight and turned it into something liquid and pink before it hit the surface. The pool was small. Three metres across, maybe four. Knee deep at the edges, waist deep in the centre where the stone had been worn smooth by centuries of patient water. The surface was still. Glass. A mirror laid flat in the jungle floor, reflecting the sky above in perfect reverse, the palms framing it like dark fingers against the fading pink.

Ashley stood at the edge and looked at it. Looked around. The ferns. The palms. The volcanic rock, black and porous, warm under her feet from the day's heat. No sound but the trickle of the spring and the distant murmur of the lagoon through the trees and her own breathing.

She was alone.

She had not been properly alone in two days. Not once. Not for a single minute that she had not filled with work or conversation or the deliberate, grinding effort of keeping her eyes where they belonged. Now she stood in the green half light of the jungle canopy with the sky going soft above and the pool at her feet and no one watching and nothing to do but wash and the silence pressed against her ears like hands cupped over them.

Her fingers found the knot of the sarong at her hip. Cotton. Salt stiff. She worked the knot loose and the fabric slid down her left leg and pooled on the stone. She stood in her bikini. Black. Simple. The same one she had put on two mornings ago in the hotel room in Rarotonga, standing in front of the mirror, turning sideways, sucking in her stomach out of habit even though her stomach was flat, thinking this is fine, this is age appropriate, this is what a mother wears on a boat trip with her son.

She reached behind her back and unhooked the clasp.

The bikini top loosened. She caught it against her chest with one hand, held it there for a moment. Her breasts were small and firm, C cups that had not changed much in twenty years, sun kissed across the upper swell from two days of island sun, the nipples dark and already stiffening in the cooling air. She let the top fall. Dropped it on the stone beside the sarong.

Her thumbs hooked into the waistband of the bottoms.

She paused. A bird called somewhere in the canopy. High, thin, fading. She slid the bottoms down over her hips, down her thighs, down her calves, and stepped out of them. Stood naked on the warm stone.

She was thirty nine years old. Her body was lean and tanned and held together by six mornings a week of yoga and the genetic luck of good bones. Her legs were long. Her waist narrow. The small dark triangle between her thighs was neatly trimmed, a habit she had maintained for years without asking herself who she was maintaining it for. She stood in the dusk and the air moved over her skin and she felt, for the first time in two days, something other than watchful.

She stepped into the pool.

The water was cool. Not cold. Fed by the spring from somewhere deep in the volcanic rock, it carried a mineral chill that bit at her ankles, then her calves, then her thighs. She breathed in sharply through her teeth as it climbed her body. Each step on the smooth stone floor took her deeper. The water reached her hips. Her stomach. The underside of her breasts. She waded to the centre of the pool where the stone floor dipped and she sank down until the water lapped at her collarbones and her hair floated out behind her like dark weed on the surface.

Cool. God, it was good. Two days of salt and sweat and grime lifted from her skin and the water held her and the stone was smooth under her feet and the sky above was going from pink to lavender and the first bats were cutting black lines against the cloud.

She tipped her head back. Wet her hair. Let the water take it, the weight of it pulling her scalp gently, her throat exposed, the underside of her jaw pale against the darkening sky. She closed her eyes.

Silence.

The spring trickled. The ferns rustled in a breath of wind that did not reach the surface of the pool. Her own pulse in her ears, steady, persistent, the kind of sound you only hear when everything else stops.

She breathed out. Long. Slow. The breath shuddered near the end, caught on something in her chest she did not want to look at.

"All right." Barely a whisper. Her lips moved against the surface of the water. "All right, Ashley. Just for a minute. Just for one minute. Then you stop. Then you go back."

Her right hand moved under the water. Down her ribs. Over the flat plane of her stomach. Slow. The kind of slow that is not lazy but purposeful. The fingers spread. Her palm pressed flat against her lower belly, just above the bone, and rested there.

Eight months. She had not touched herself in eight months. Before the island. Before the boat. Eight months since the last time she had lain in her bed in her flat in Clapham at two in the morning with her hand between her legs and the shame of it keeping her quiet and the ceiling staring down at her like a disapproving eye. She had cum that night, alone, into her own fist, and afterward she had turned on her side and pulled the duvet up and told herself that was the last time because she was not that woman anymore. She was a mother. She was a professional. She was someone who had control.

Eight months.

Her fingers slid lower. Through the neat trim of hair. Between her thighs.

The contrast hit her brain like a slap. The water was cool, almost cold against her skin, but between her legs she was burning. Slick. Swollen. The kind of wet that even water could not disguise. Her fingertips found her clit and a jolt went through her that made her shoulders jerk and her teeth catch her lower lip and a small, broken sound escape her throat.

"Oh."

The word left her mouth before she could catch it. Small. Surprised. Like she had found something she had lost under the sofa cushions, except what she had found was herself.

Oh, Ashley. Oh, you poor sad thing. Oh, you stupid, stupid woman.

Her fingers pressed. Circled. The sensation crackled up her spine, sharp and sweet and so overwhelming after so long that her eyes stung.

Mommy has not been a person for two years. Mommy has not even noticed.

She let her head fall back against the smooth stone edge of the pool. The rock was worn down to a gentle curve, warm from the day, and it cradled the back of her skull. She settled her shoulders against it. Her legs floated open slightly, weightless in the water, and her hand found a rhythm between them. Slow. Slow circles with two fingers over her clit, the kind of touch she used to need every single day, sometimes twice, the kind that she had once been unable to go without for more than forty eight hours.

She thought about who she had been.

Not Ashley Pemberton. Sommelier. Mother. Divorcee. Not the version who smiled at customers and selected Burgundies and drove Grant to school and went to yoga and ate salads and went to bed alone and slept and woke and did it again.

Before.

Ashley Lacey. Twenty two, fresh out of a catering diploma, working front of house at a wine bar in Notting Hill, living in a flat share with three other girls. Ashley Lacey who lost her virginity at seventeen and by twenty had slept with eleven men and by twenty two had stopped counting. Not because she was ashamed. She was never ashamed. Because the number stopped mattering. What mattered was the need. The deep, terrible, gorgeous, animal need that had run through her body from the moment she discovered what an orgasm was. She was a woman who needed to be fucked. Properly. Thoroughly. Pushed up against walls and bent over tables and held down and filled and used and taken apart. She needed it the way other people needed food. She thought about it constantly. Planned for it. Arranged her life around access to it. Between twenty two and twenty eight she had maintained a rotation of lovers, three, sometimes four, men who could be called at short notice, men who knew what she wanted, men who did not ask questions and did not stay the night.

She had been, in her own private estimation, the worst slut in West London.

Her fingers moved faster in the water. Her hips rolled against her hand, a slow undulation that sent ripples across the still surface of the pool.

She had met David at twenty eight. Married him at thirty. Grant arrived when she was thirty one. And something, she told herself, shifted. The need did not disappear. It never disappeared. But she channeled it into David. Only David. And David was adequate. Kind. Gentle. Boring. Predictable. Missionary on Saturdays, a hand job if she asked nicely on Wednesdays. She had supplemented with toys and with her own hand and with fantasies she never shared with him, and she had told herself this was what married people did, and she had survived.

Until the divorce four years ago. And then. Nothing.

Four years. Two of them with nothing. No man. No toy. No hand in the dark. Eight months since she had even allowed herself the relief of her own fingers.

You thought you buried her. You thought she was dead. That stupid, needy, desperate girl from Notting Hill.

Her middle finger slid inside herself and her back arched off the stone and her mouth opened and no sound came out.

She was never dead. She was just waiting.

She was so wet it was obscene. Her finger moved inside her, then two, curling forward, the heel of her palm grinding against her clit. Her thighs clenched around her own hand and the water sloshed gently and her breath came in short, sharp pulls through her nose and she stared up at the sky through half closed eyes and the sky was going purple, going dark, and the first pinprick stars were appearing and she thought about her son.

The thought landed like a dropped glass. Sudden. Shattering.

She thought about Grant fishing in the lagoon that morning. Standing thigh deep in the clear water, the rod improvised from bamboo, his back to her. The long line of his spine. The broad sweep of his shoulders. The way the muscles in his back moved under the skin when he cast. The way the water ran off his body when he turned and waded toward shore, the sun behind him, his board shorts low on his hips, the V of muscle at his pelvis pointing down, the dark trail of hair below his navel.

Her hand moved faster.

She thought about lunch. The two of them sitting in the shade, eating fish with their fingers. The way his hand had reached for a piece of mango at the same time as hers and their fingers touched and he laughed and pulled away and she laughed too and held the mango out to him and he took it from her fingers and she watched his mouth close around the fruit and the juice ran down his chin.

She thought about the afternoon. The heat. Grant crouching at the rainwater rack they were building, lashing bamboo with strips of palm leaf. His board shorts riding low. The waistband gaping as he bent forward. The hollow of his lower back. The sweat that had collected there, a thin film that caught the light. The sweat running down his throat into the notch between his collarbones.



Her fingers worked between her thighs. Her hips lifted off the stone floor of the pool. The water rippled out from her body in concentric circles that lapped at the edges and came back.

Oh god.

"Oh god," she whispered. The sound was tiny, fragile, lost in the empty jungle. "Oh god, Ashley. No."

Her hand did not stop. Could not stop. Faster. The heel of her palm grinding, her fingers curled inside herself, the orgasm building from somewhere deep in her pelvis, spreading outward like heat from a stone. She could feel it gathering. The tightness in her lower belly. The trembling in her thighs. The way her toes curled against the smooth rock beneath the water.

She was close. Too close, too fast. Two days of staring and not staring, of looking and looking away, of watching her own son's body move through light and water and telling herself she was not seeing what she was seeing, and now, alone in the pool with her hand between her legs, the dam had broken and everything she had held back was pouring through and she could not stop it.

Her left hand gripped the stone edge of the pool. Her knuckles went white. She bit down on her lip, the same lip that had been split two days ago in the wreck, and the pain was sharp and bright and did nothing at all to slow the building wave.

She was going to cum. Thirty metres through the palms from where her son sat tending a fire. She was going to cum with his name in her head and his body behind her eyes and she was going to cum hard and she was going to bite her lip until it bled to keep from making a sound.

"Nngh." Through her teeth. Small. Desperate.

Her thighs locked. Her stomach pulled tight. Her fingers pressed deep and her palm ground down and she was right there, right on the edge, the orgasm coiled and ready and.

Footsteps.

Somewhere behind her. On the slope. The soft crunch of bare feet on volcanic grit and fallen palm fronds. Getting closer.

Ashley's hand froze between her thighs. Her eyes flew open. The purple sky wheeled above her.

"Mum?"

Grant's voice. Thirty feet away. Coming through the palms.

"Mum, I thought I'd come up for a wash too. I'm caked in salt. Is that okay?"

Her heart was slamming against her ribs. Not from the orgasm she had almost had. From something else. Something worse. She could feel her pulse in her fingertips, the ones that were still pressed between her thighs, still slick, still touching herself. She pulled her hand away under the water and pressed both palms flat against her thighs and swallowed and the swallow was audible, a thick click in her throat, and she arranged her face into something that she prayed looked normal.

"Yes, darling." Too bright. Too fast. She heard it in her own voice, the pitch wrong, the cheerfulness manic. She swallowed again and tried to lower it. "Yes, of course. Come in. The water is gorgeous."

The palms rustled. He came through the last of the ferns and stopped at the edge of the pool.

Grant in the dusk. Tall. Lean. The last light catching the planes of his face, the line of his jaw, the green of his eyes. He wore his board shorts and nothing else. His chest and stomach were dusted with sand. Salt crystals glinted on his shoulders. His hair was stiff with dried sea water, sticking up at odd angles, and he looked, standing there in the fading light with the ferns around his ankles and the pool at his feet, like something from a painting she would have stared at too long in a gallery.

"Oh, lovely." He looked at the pool. The water. The steam rising faintly from the surface. "This is brilliant, Mum."

He hooked his thumbs into his board shorts and pushed them down.

It was nothing. They had done this. He was her son and they had been camping together since he was four, swimming in lakes in Cumbria, sharing changing rooms at public pools, tramping through caravan parks in Wales. He had no modesty around her because she had raised him not to have any. It was normal. It was family.

He pushed his shorts down over his hips and stepped out of them and kicked them to one side.

Ashley watched.

She could not help it. There was no energy left for the looking away. She had spent it all. Every reserve, every drop of discipline, burned through in twelve hours of constant vigilance, and now she was empty, running on nothing, and she watched her son undress three metres away from her in the half light and she did not look away.

His body. God, his body. The long torso, narrow at the waist, wider at the shoulders. The defined stomach, not gym built, not vain, but sculpted by swimming and youth and good genes. The ridge of his hip bones. The V of muscle that pointed down. The dark trail of hair below his navel that thickened and led to his cock.

His cock.

She had not seen it in years. Not since he was a boy. Not since it was nothing, a child's anatomy, irrelevant, maternal. Now. Her son's cock hung between his thighs, thick, heavy, soft but substantial, the kind of cock that even at rest made a statement. She looked at it for exactly two seconds. Two seconds in the purple dusk with the water lapping at her collarbones and her pussy still throbbing from the orgasm she had not quite had.

She looked away. At the sky. At the ferns. At a bat cutting through the air above the canopy.

"Come in, baby. Before you catch cold."

He stepped into the pool. One foot, then the other. The water received him with a quiet splash, climbing his shins, his knees, his thighs. He sucked air through his teeth.

"Oh, Christ. That's cold."

"Only for a second. Then it's lovely."

He waded in. The water rose up his body. Past his hips. His waist. He sank down on the far side of the pool, his back against the stone, and the water came up to his chest and his head tipped back and his eyes closed and he let out a long, ragged breath.

"Oh, god, Mum. That is. That is heaven." His voice was thick with relief. "Thank you. Thank you for finding this."

She watched him from across the pool. Three metres of dark, cool water between them. His face was slack with pleasure, the tension of the day dissolving out of his muscles, his shoulders dropping, his jaw unclenching. He looked, for the first time since the wreck, like a twenty year old boy instead of a man carrying the weight of survival.

Her hand drifted back between her thighs.

She did not decide to do it. That was the truth she would tell herself later, in the dark, in the hut, trying to sleep. She did not decide. Her hand moved on its own. Back to the warm, swollen place between her legs, her fingers finding her clit with the ease of long practice, and she pressed gently, and the orgasm that had been building before he arrived was still there. Waiting. Patient. Like a wave held behind a wall.

She could not stop.

Her fingers circled. Slow. Her eyes fixed on Grant's face across the pool. His eyes were closed. He did not know. He was floating in relief, in cool water, in the simple animal pleasure of being clean, and he had no idea that his mother was three metres away touching herself while she watched him.

"You're welcome, darling." Her voice came out smaller than she intended. Thinner. A thread of sound.

He smiled. Eyes still closed. "We should do this every night. This is the best thing on this island."

"Mm."

She could not form words. Her hand moved under the water. Slow circles. The orgasm was climbing again, rebuilding from the base, and she could feel it in her thighs, in her stomach, in the tightening of her nipples under the surface. She bit the inside of her cheek. Her toes curled against the stone. Her left hand gripped the edge of the pool behind her.

Grant opened his eyes and looked up at the sky. "The stars are coming out."

"Mm hm."

"Are you all right, Mum? You sound funny."

"Fine, darling. Just. Relaxing."

He closed his eyes again. He sank a little deeper. The water lapped at his chin. He looked peaceful. Beautiful. Her son, her baby, her beautiful boy, naked in the water with her, and she was touching herself and she could feel the orgasm getting closer and she was going to cum, she was going to cum in this pool with her son in it, and the knowledge of that, the wrongness of it, the absolute sickening wrongness of it, did not slow her hand down at all. It made it faster.

Her breath came in small sips. Controlled. Quiet. She kept her face still, her body still, everything above the water motionless. Beneath the surface her hand worked in tight, focused circles, her middle finger and ring finger pressed flat against her clit, the rhythm steady and insistent.

Close. So close.

She watched his chest rise and fall. The water moved with his breathing. Ripples spread from his body and crossed the pool and touched her body and spread back.

She was going to cum. She was going to cum and she was going to lose control of her voice and her face and he was going to open his eyes and know.

Stop. Ashley, stop. Pull your hand away and stop.

She did not stop.

You are his mother.

She did not stop.

You are sick. You are broken. You are everything you swore you would never be.

Her hand moved faster. Her hips tilted forward under the water, pressing herself against her own palm, her clit hard and swollen under her fingers. She stared at Grant across the pool and the dusk was thickening and his face was going soft in the fading light and she could see the shape of his body under the water, the long pale blur of him, and she opened her mouth to breathe and a small sound escaped, barely a whisper, "nnh," and she clamped her jaw shut.

And then she stopped fighting.

Not her hand. Her hand had never stopped. She stopped fighting the other thing. The larger thing. The thing that had been building not for two days but for months, maybe years, the tidal force that she had held back with yoga and celibacy and professional discipline and the careful, studied, practiced art of not looking at what was right in front of her.

She stopped fighting. She let it in. All of it.

"Grant."

Her voice came out low. Not her voice. Something older and deeper, pulled up from a place she had bricked over years ago. The voice of the woman from Notting Hill. The voice of Ashley Lacey, twenty four, three lovers on rotation, a need so deep it ran through her like a second spine.

"Baby."

His eyes opened. Slowly. He lifted his head from the stone edge and looked across the pool at her. His brow creased.

"Mum?"

"Open your eyes, baby. All the way. Look at Mommy."

He blinked. The crease in his brow deepened. His eyes found her face in the dusk, searched it, and something in his expression shifted. Not understanding. Not yet. Something closer to the edge of a cliff.

"Mum, what are you. What's."

"Mommy is touching herself, darling."

The words fell into the pool like stones. She heard them hit. She watched them sink. She did not take them back.

Grant went still. Not the stillness of relaxation. The stillness of a deer that has heard a branch snap.

"Mommy has not done this in a long time." Her voice was steady. Quiet. The voice of a woman explaining a wine to a table of bankers, controlled and warm and certain, except underneath it her body was shaking and her hand was moving between her thighs in tight wet circles and her clit was throbbing and she was so close she could taste it. "Mommy needs to, baby. Mommy has needed to for a long time and she has not let herself and she cannot. She cannot wait anymore."

She paused. Breathed. Let a soft sound escape through her lips, a sound she did not try to hide this time.

"Ah."

"Mum, I." His voice cracked. Low. Rough. He swallowed and she watched his throat move. "I don't. What."

"Mommy wants you to watch, baby."

His mouth opened. Closed. His hands, which had been resting on the stone edge behind him, gripped it. His knuckles went pale.

"Just watch." She kept her eyes on his. Brown locked on green across three metres of darkening water. "Just watch Mommy. That's all. Can you do that for me, darling? Can my baby do that for Mommy?"

He did not answer.

He did not look away.

She let the last of it go. Her head fell back against the stone edge. Her back arched, her breasts lifting above the surface of the water, nipples dark and hard in the cooling air. Her right hand worked between her thighs in quick, precise strokes. Her left hand gripped the stone behind her. Her mouth opened and she stared at the sky and then tilted her chin back down and looked at her son through her lashes.

He had not moved. Had not spoken. His body was still, locked in the water, his eyes fixed on her face. She could see his chest rising and falling. Faster now. She could see, in the deepening dark, something shifting in his expression. Horror. Confusion. And underneath those, something else. Something she recognized because she had spent her entire adult life looking for it in the faces of men.

Want.

"Good boy," she breathed. "Good boy. Keep watching."

Her fingers pressed hard. Her hips rolled. The water sloshed against the stone edges of the pool and the sound was obscene in the silence, wet and rhythmic. She did not care. She stared at her son across the water and her hand moved between her legs and the orgasm that had been building for eight months, for two years, for four years, for her entire broken celibate fraudulent second act of a life, rose up through her body like something volcanic.

"Oh." Small. Bright. "Oh."

She felt it start in her toes. A tingling. A numbness. It climbed her calves, her thighs, and then it hit her core and detonated. Her back arched hard. Her hand clamped between her thighs. Her mouth opened and a sound came out that was not a word, not a moan, something between a gasp and a sob, "aah, aaah, f, fuck," and her pussy clenched around her own fingers, rhythmic, pulsing, wave after wave, and she bit down on her lip and tasted blood and her vision went white at the edges and she came. She came hard and long and messy, her body shaking in the water, ripples spreading out from her in rings that washed against the stones and against Grant's chest and came back and washed over her again.

She came with her son's eyes on her.

It lasted. God, it lasted. The contractions kept rolling through her, each one pulling a small sound from her throat, each one sending another ripple across the pool, and she rode her own hand in the water and stared at Grant and he stared back and neither of them blinked and the world reduced to the two of them in the pool in the dark.

When it stopped, when the last tremor faded and her body went slack against the stone, she lay there. Eyes half open. Lips parted. Her hand still between her thighs, still cupping herself, the aftershocks pulsing faintly against her palm. She breathed. In. Out. In. The air was cool on her wet face.

"Thank you, baby."

Her voice was wrecked. Hoarse and small. The voice of someone who had just broken something that could not be put back together.

"Thank you for watching Mommy. Mommy needed that."

Silence.

The spring trickled. The ferns rustled. Somewhere in the distance, through the trees, the lagoon murmured against the reef. These were the sounds of the island. They had not changed. Everything else had.

Grant breathed out. Long. Slow. Controlled. She watched his ribcage contract. Watched his shoulders drop. Watched his hands release the stone edge of the pool, the knuckles going from white back to pink.

He did not speak.

He looked at his mother. She looked at her son. The water between them was dark now, the last of the sky's pink gone from its surface, replaced by the deep blue of early night. His face was in shadow. She could see the green of his eyes, still fixed on her. She could see his mouth, slightly open. She could not read his expression. She did not want to read it. She wanted this moment, this exact moment, the one where he had seen her and not turned away, to last.

She held his eye.

He held hers.

The dusk thickened. The purple sky went indigo at the edges. The frogs in the undergrowth started their evening chorus, a high insistent piping that rose and fell and rose again. Above the palms, above the pool, above the two of them in the water, the first star appeared. A single bright point in the darkening sky, sharp and clean and impossibly far away.

Neither of them moved.

Chapter 7

 

The pool was quiet.

Not silent. The spring still fed its steady trickle down the mossy rock face, and the frogs still sang their shrill chorus from the ferns, and somewhere below them the lagoon still pushed against the reef in its long slow rhythm. But the quiet between Ashley and Grant was a different thing. A held breath. A room after a door has closed and before anyone decides what to do next.

Ashley rested against her stone. The water covered her to the collarbone. Her skin was flushed from the orgasm, a heat that refused to fade, prickling across her chest and throat and the tops of her breasts where they sat just below the waterline. Her nipples were still hard. Her thighs still tingled. Between her legs, a faint pulse, aftershock, the last embers of something that had burned through her like a grass fire.

She looked at her son across the pool.

Grant sat against the far edge. His back pressed flat to the wet stone. His arms were at his sides, hands gripping the rock ledge behind him, knuckles pale. His chest rose and fell. The water sat at his navel, and above it his stomach muscles were tight, drawn in, the kind of tension a body holds when the mind is working very hard to process something it was not built to process. His sandy hair was wet, darker now, pushed back from his forehead. His jaw was set.

His green eyes were on her.

They had not left her. Not once. Not during the sounds she had made, the way her body had moved, the way she had thanked him. Not after. He watched her the way a man watches something he cannot look away from and does not want to and is terrified by and grateful for all at the same time.

Ashley's gaze drifted down through the water.

His cock was hard. Fully, visibly, unmistakably hard beneath the surface. The water was clear enough that she could see it, the length of him standing thick against his stomach, the head just visible, and even through the distortion of the pool and the failing light she could tell. She could tell what her son was carrying between his legs and her stomach dropped and her mouth went dry and a small, involuntary sound escaped her lips.

Oh.

Oh.

That was not a boy's cock. That was not the equipment of the child she had raised and bathed and tucked into bed and driven to school. That was something else. That was the cock of a man who could ruin a woman and not even know he was doing it. Thick. Long. The shaft curved very slightly to the left, a detail that made it somehow more real, more human, more his than if it had been some perfect textbook thing. A vein ran the length of the underside. She could see it through the water, blue and prominent. His balls sat heavy beneath, drawn up tight.

He was aching. She could see it in the way his hips were tilted, angled up off the stone, his body straining toward something it needed and did not know how to ask for.

Her breathing changed. Deeper. Slower. The sommelier in her, the woman who had spent twenty years learning to read a room, to sense what a table wanted before they knew they wanted it, that woman catalogued everything. The tension in his arms. The flutter of a muscle in his jaw. The way his cock twitched, a single visible pulse beneath the water, and then again. His body was begging. His mouth was not.

Good boy.

The thought arrived clean and clear and she did not push it away.

Good boy. Good, sweet, patient boy.

Ashley released her stone. Her fingers uncurled from the rock edge and her hands floated free in the water at her sides. She felt the buoyancy take her, her body lifting slightly, her toes leaving the sandy bottom. The water was cool against her overheated skin. She took a breath. Let it go. Took another.



She pushed off.

One slow stroke. Her arms moved beneath the surface, parting the water ahead of her with barely a sound, her body gliding forward. Two strokes. The pool was small, perhaps four metres across, and she covered half the distance with the first movement and most of the rest with the second. She felt the water change temperature as she left her warm eddy and crossed into the cooler middle, the spring's source, and then warmed again as she reached his side. His body heat. His skin radiating into the pool around him.

She surfaced in front of him.

Close. Very close. Her knees touched the stone between his spread thighs. Her hands found the rock ledge on either side of his hips, steadying herself. The water was shallower here, at the pool's edge, and it sat at the middle of her ribs, leaving her shoulders and collarbones bare, the tops of her breasts just breaking the surface. Droplets clung to her skin. Her dark hair was slicked back, wet and heavy against her skull, and without it framing her face she looked younger, stripped back, her cheekbones sharper, her brown eyes larger.

She could feel his breath on her face. Warm. Fast. Uneven. His chest was centimetres from hers. She could feel the heat coming off him through the water between them, a physical warmth that had nothing to do with the tropical air.

"Baby."

Low. Calm. The voice of a woman who had made a decision and was not going to unmake it.

"Mommy is going to do something for you now."

Grant's eyes widened. His lips parted. He said nothing.

"Mommy is not going to ask permission. Mommy is going to tell. Do you understand the difference, darling?"

His throat moved. An audible swallow.

"Mommy is going to put her hands on you. Mommy is going to wrap her fingers around her baby's cock in this pool and Mommy is going to stroke you until you make the biggest mess Mommy has ever seen. And you are going to let her. And you are going to watch her face while she does it. And when you cum, you are going to cum for Mommy. Not for some girl at university. Not into your own hand in the shower. For Mommy. Do you understand, sweet boy?"

The frogs sang. The spring trickled. The last light bled out of the sky above the palms and the pool went from dark blue to black at the edges. Grant's face was half in shadow now, half lit by the remnants of dusk, and she could see every detail of him. The wet lashes. The open mouth. The way his pupils had blown so wide his green eyes looked almost black.

"Mum." His voice broke on the word. Not a question. An answer. "Mum, yes."

Ashley smiled.

Not her flirty sommelier smile, the one she wore like armour at wine dinners and tastings and across tables from men who wanted to fuck her. Not the bright maternal grin she had worn for twenty years, every school gate, every parents' evening, every kiss goodnight. This was different. This was something from before. From the woman she had been in her twenties, in bedrooms across West London, in the back of cars, in bathrooms at parties, in hotel rooms with married men and single men and men whose names she never learned and never wanted to. The smile of a woman who was about to take what she wanted and enjoy every second of it.

She placed her hands flat on his chest.

Underwater. Her palms against his pectorals, her fingers spread wide. His skin was hot under the cool water, taut, the muscle firm beneath. She felt his heart. Quick. Thudding. A strong hard rhythm that pushed against her palm and she pressed into it, feeling each beat, counting them. His body jerked at the contact, a small involuntary spasm, his shoulders pulling back against the stone.

"Shh." Barely a whisper. "Shh, baby. Let Mommy."

Her hands moved down. Slow. Deliberate. She mapped him with her fingers, following the lines of his body like she was reading braille. The ridge of his collarbones. The swell of his chest. The small tight circles of his nipples, hardened in the water, and she let her thumbs brush across them and he sucked air through his teeth and she filed that away for later. The corrugation of his ribs. His stomach, flat, ridged, the muscles jumping under her touch.

She reached the waterline at his navel. Her right hand continued. Down. Below the surface. Her left stayed on his stomach, fingers splayed wide, feeling the muscles flex and release beneath her palm.

Her right hand found the trail of hair below his navel. Followed it.

Found him.

Her fingers touched the base of his cock first. The root. Where the thick shaft met his body. And she paused there, her fingertips resting against him, feeling him, feeling the heat of him even in the warm water, the hardness, the way his cock pulsed against her fingers like a second heartbeat, and she wrapped her hand around the base.

Her fingers did not meet.

"Oh."

The word came out of her before she could stop it. Small. Bright. The sound of genuine surprise. Her fingers stretched around the shaft and the gap between her thumb and middle finger was wide, an inch at least, and the girth of him in her small hand was obscene. She squeezed. Gently. An exploratory pressure, learning him. His cock throbbed in her grip.

"Oh, baby." Her voice had changed. Thicker. Rougher at the edges. "Oh my god, darling. Oh, Grant."

She squeezed again. Felt him pulse. Felt the shaft swell in her grip and then settle, taut, iron hard, alive. She moved her hand up an inch. Two inches. The skin of his cock was smooth under the water, hot, silk over steel, and the vein she had seen from across the pool pressed against her palm like a cable. She reached the midpoint and there was still more. Still so much more of him above her fist, rising up through the water.

"Baby. My god. How long have you been walking around with this and not telling Mommy?"

His hips shifted. His hands gripped the stone behind him harder. His breathing came in short sharp pulls, his chest rising and falling, the muscles in his stomach clenching each time her hand moved even slightly.

"Look at me."

He did. Green eyes, black in the centre, fixed on her face.

"Look at Mommy, sweet boy."

Her left hand slid up from his stomach. Along his chest. Up the side of his neck. Her fingers came to rest at the base of his throat, just above the notch of his collarbone, where she could feel his pulse hammering against her fingertips. Fast. Wild. The pulse of a man on the edge of something enormous and terrifying and wanted.

She held him there. One hand on his throat. One hand on his cock.

And she started to stroke.

Slow. Long. From the root to just below the head, her grip firm, her wrist turning slightly at the peak of each pass, and then back down. The water moved with her hand, a gentle current between them, warm and displaced. She watched his face. Every flicker. Every twitch. The way his jaw clenched on the upstroke and released on the down. The way his nostrils flared. The way his eyes kept trying to close and kept pulling open again because she had told him to look at her and he was trying. He was trying so hard.

"Good." Barely a breath. "Good boy. Eyes on Mommy."

Her thumb grazed the underside of his cockhead on the next stroke. The ridge there, swollen, sensitive. He made a sound. Not a word. A punched out "nnh" that started in his chest and died in his throat, and his hips lifted off the stone, just a fraction, his body chasing her hand as she pulled back.

She let him. Let him thrust up into her fist, one slow involuntary roll, and she tightened her grip to meet it, and his head tipped back half an inch and then snapped forward because she was watching and he was supposed to watch and he did.

"Mommy has been so lonely, darling."

Her hand moved. Up. Down. Up. The rhythm steady. Patient. A rhythm she had perfected over years and years, in beds and on sofas and in the passenger seats of cars, a rhythm that was designed to drive a man out of his mind without letting him get where he needed to go. Not yet.

"Mommy did not know how lonely until these last two days. Until Mommy watched you on the beach. Carrying wood. Building fires. Standing in the water with the sun on your shoulders." Her grip tightened on the upstroke. His cock flexed in her hand. "Mommy has been staring at you, baby. Mommy has been watching you move and watching you work and watching the way your body looks in the light and Mommy has been getting wet, darling. Soaking wet. All day. Both days. Every time you turned around, every time you bent over, every time you stood up with the water running down your chest, Mommy was clenching her thighs together and trying not to think about what Mommy is holding in her hand right now."

"Mum."

"Shh. Mommy is talking."

Her hand slowed. He groaned. Low. Desperate. She smiled at the sound.

"Mommy is going to milk her baby in this pool. Mommy is going to take her time. Mommy is going to watch your face while you fall apart. And when you cum, and you will cum, baby, you will cum so hard, Mommy wants to see it. Mommy wants to see the mess. Mommy wants to see what her good boy has been saving up."

Her left hand shifted from his throat. Down. Across his chest. Under the water. She let go of his cock for a single second, just long enough for his body to jerk forward, chasing, a sound of protest escaping him, and then she took him again with her right hand, gripping tighter, higher, her thumb settling in the groove beneath the head where the skin was thinnest and the nerves clustered.

Her left hand went lower. Past his shaft. She cupped his balls.

Full. Heavy. Drawn up tight against his body. She cradled them in her palm, her fingers gentle, and rolled them. A slow, careful motion, the pads of her fingers working the tender skin, pressing and releasing. His whole body went rigid. Not rigid. Something beyond rigid. Every tendon in his neck stood out. His hands released the stone behind him and his fingers clenched into fists and then opened and then clenched again, searching for something to hold, something to anchor him, and finding nothing.

"Yes, baby." Soft. Almost tender. "Yes. That's it. Show Mommy."

His hips rose. Not a fraction now. A full lift, his pelvis rising off the submerged stone, driving his cock up through her fist, and his balls pressed heavy into her palm, and his mouth opened and a sound came out that she would remember for the rest of her life.

"Aah. Fuck. Mum."

"Show Mommy how much you want it." Her hand kept stroking. Her left hand kept rolling. The dual sensation, the pull and the cradle, the grip and the gentle pressure, and she knew what she was doing. She had always known. This was what she was good at. This was the thing she had buried and denied and pretended did not exist, the animal knowledge of a man's body, the instinct for where to touch and how hard and how long, the ability to read a cock in her hand the way she read a wine on her palate, every twitch and swell and throb a note in a composition she could play better than anyone he would ever meet. "Show Mommy how much you have been thinking about Mommy too."

His eyes. On hers. Green and black and wild.

"You have been thinking about Mommy, haven't you, darling."

"Yes." Barely audible. Wrecked.

"How long?"

"Mum. Mum, I..."

Her thumb circled the head of his cock. Slow. Wet. She found the slit at the tip and pressed, gently, and he bucked into her hand.

"How long, baby."

"Two years."

"Two years," she repeated. Her hand stilled on his shaft. He whimpered. She held him. Let him throb in her grip.

"Two years." She closed her eyes. Opened them. "You have been thinking about Mommy for two years."

"Yes, Mum. Since... I don't know. Since you started wearing the... the grey thing. The dress. The one you wear when you cook. Without a..." His voice cracked. He looked away for the first time. "Mum, I'm sorry."

"Look at me."

He looked.

"Don't you dare apologize to me."

Her hand started moving again. Faster. Her grip firmer. Her wrist twisting on each upstroke, a sharp quarter turn that pulled the skin taut over the head and then released it. His pre cum leaked under the water, she could feel it, a slickness at the tip that was different from the pool water, hotter, thicker, and she spread it down his shaft with her thumb on the next pass and the change in friction made him gasp.

"Two years. My sweet, patient, beautiful boy. Two years of wanting and not telling and walking around that flat pretending you weren't hard for Mommy."

"Mum..."

"Mommy wore that grey dress without a bra because Mommy liked the way you looked at her when she did."

Silence. His eyes went wide.

"Mommy didn't know that's why she did it. Mommy told herself it was comfortable. Mommy told herself the fabric was soft and the kitchen was warm and there was no reason to wear a bra in her own home. But Mommy knew, baby. Somewhere in the back of Mommy's head, in the dark little room where Mommy keeps the things she does not look at, Mommy knew she was walking around in front of her son with her tits out because she liked the way he stared."

Her hand twisted. He jerked. His cock swelled in her grip, a surge of blood that made the shaft even thicker, and she felt it and squeezed and he made a sound like he had been punched.

"Two years, baby. Mommy wasted two years. Mommy is so sorry." Her voice went soft. Wet. The voice of a woman on the verge of tears or laughter or both. "Mommy is going to make it up to you. Starting now. Starting with this. Mommy is going to take care of her baby properly for the rest of the time we are on this island. Do you understand what that means, darling?"

"Mum. Yes. Please."

"It means Mommy is going to be the woman Mommy was before Daddy. The woman Mommy buried when she got married and played nice and pretended she did not need a cock inside her every single day. It means Mommy is going to be Mommy's baby's slut. It means when you wake up hard, Mommy's hand will be there. When you need to cum, Mommy's mouth will be there. When you want to fuck, Mommy will be there. Bent over. Open. Wet. Begging."

"Fuck."

"Mommy wants a mess now, baby."

Her hand moved faster. Not frantic. Controlled. Rhythmic. Each stroke from root to tip, her thumb pressing the underside of his cockhead on the way up, sliding through the slickness gathering there, and then back down, tight, firm, her fingers gripping, her palm hot against the vein that ran the length of him. Her left hand rolled his balls in time with the strokes, a counter rhythm, squeeze and release, squeeze and release. The water churned between them. Small waves lapping at the stone edges of the pool.

"Mommy wants her sweet boy to make her a big mess in this water. Mommy wants to see it. Mommy wants to see what two years looks like, darling. Show Mommy how much. Show Mommy how big."

His breathing fractured. Short, hitched gulps. His stomach muscles clenched in a visible wave, rolling from his navel to his chest and back. His cock throbbed in her hand, harder now, stiffer, the head swollen fat and slippery. She could feel the tremor building in the shaft, a vibration, like a wire pulled too tight, and she knew. She could always tell. She could tell when a man was ten strokes away and five strokes away and three and one. She had mapped the territory of the male orgasm with the same obsessive precision she brought to wine, the same palette of textures and temperatures and pressures, and she knew that her son was close.

"Mum." His hand shot underwater. Found her hip. Gripped. His fingers dug into the soft flesh above her hipbone, hard enough to bruise, and she let him. Let him hold her. Let him anchor himself to her body. "Mum, I'm close. Mum. I'm going to..."

"Yes, baby."

"Mum, please."

"On Mommy's hand, darling. In the water. Cum for Mommy."

Her grip tightened. Her pace held. Steady. Relentless. His hips drove up, once, twice, three times, fucking her fist, the water sloshing between them, and she watched his face.

"Cum for Mommy now, sweet boy."

Grant broke.

His hips slammed up. His hand on her hip pulled her forward and his other hand came out of the water and grabbed the back of her neck, wet fingers in her hair, and his head tipped back and hit the stone behind him and his throat bared, the tendons standing out like cables, and his mouth opened.

"Aah, oh fuck, Mum, oh fuck, oh f..."

His cock swelled enormous in her hand. One more pulse, one final surge of blood and pressure, and then he came. The first rope fired against her wrist underwater, hot, thick, a physical force she felt against her skin. She kept stroking. The second came, and the third, long heavy pulses, his cock jerking in her grip with each one, his whole body shaking, and the cum spread through the pool around her hand in pale white ribbons that caught the last of the light from the sky. She watched it. Watched it bloom in the dark water, swirl and eddy between their bodies, drift against her stomach, her breasts, the undersides of her arms. There was so much of it. Rope after rope, each one pulling another sound from him, ungh, ungh, fuck, Mum, ungh, and his fingers in her hair tightened and his body convulsed and she milked him through it, her hand slowing but not stopping, drawing each pulse out, coaxing, pulling, taking every last drop.

"Oh." Her voice shook. A tremor she could not control. "Oh, baby. Oh, look at that."

The cum clouded the water between them. Thick white trails hanging suspended in the dark pool, drifting slowly outward, brushing against the stones, catching in the current from the spring. She looked down at it. At the sheer volume of it. At the mess her son had made for her.

"Look at that mess, darling." Almost reverent. Almost worshipful. "Oh, my sweet boy. Look how much. Look how much you had for Mommy."

His body still shook. Aftershocks rolling through him, each one punctuated by a small jerk of his hips, a faint pulse of his cock in her hand. She slowed her stroking. Slower. Slower. Her grip loosened from firm to gentle, her fingers relaxing around the shaft, cradling him now rather than gripping, letting the last tremors pass through him and into her palm. She felt each one. Catalogued each one. Treasured each one.

She stopped.

Her hand stayed. Wrapped gently around the base of him in the water. His cock softened fractionally in her grip but stayed thick, stayed warm, a weight in her palm that she did not want to release. His hand was still on the back of her neck, fingers tangled in her wet hair. His other hand still gripped her hip. His breathing came in long ragged pulls, his chest heaving, his ribs expanding and contracting. His eyes, when he lifted his head from the stone and looked at her, were glazed. Wet. Destroyed.

Ashley floated closer. Her knees bumped his thighs. Her breasts pressed against his chest, the water between them warm now, thick with what he had given her. She could feel it on her skin. His cum. Against her stomach. Between her breasts. On her forearms. In the water all around them.

She leaned forward.

Her lips touched his.

Soft. The gentlest pressure. The lightest brush. She kissed the corner of his mouth first, the place where his lips met, and tasted the salt water on his skin and beneath it something else, something warm, something Grant. She moved to the centre. Pressed her lips to his. Full and slow and open and soft. Not a mother's kiss. Not a peck on the forehead or a quick press to the cheek. A woman's kiss. The kiss she had been saving for four years. Her lips parted against his and she breathed into his mouth and his lips parted too and she kissed him. Deeply. Slowly. Her hand at the base of his cock and her body against his body and his hand in her hair and the dark water of the pool around them and the sound of the frogs and the spring and the ocean far below and the stars beginning to show through the palm canopy overhead.



She pulled back. Just far enough to see his eyes. Her lips grazed his when she spoke.

"Thank you, baby." A whisper against his mouth. "Thank you for the mess. Mommy loved it. Mommy loved every drop."

His breath hitched. His fingers tightened in her hair.

"Mommy is going to take care of you. The whole time we are here. Every morning. Every night. Whenever you need it. However you need it. Do you understand, sweet boy? Mommy is yours now."

"Yes, Mum." Rough. Broken. The voice of a man who had been taken apart and was not sure how to put himself back together and did not want to try.

She smiled against his lips.

She kissed him again. Slower this time, if that was possible. Her tongue touched his lower lip and his mouth opened for her and she tasted him and he tasted clean and young and like the island and like hers. Her hand stayed gentle around his cock in the water. Her body stayed pressed to his chest. His hand stayed in her hair. His fingers curled and uncurled against her scalp, a reflexive motion, the motion of a man who has been given something he did not know how to want and is holding it as carefully as he can.

The pool settled around them. The white clouds of cum dispersed slowly in the current from the spring, thinning, spreading, dissolving into the dark water until there was nothing left but the two of them. Mother and son. In the cool dusk water of the spring pool. Holding each other.

The first stars burned above the palms.

Ashley held her son and did not let go.

Chapter 8

 

Grant sat at the edge of the fire pit and blew on the embers until they glowed orange. A thin curl of smoke climbed through the still air and vanished into the canopy. He fed it a handful of dried palm fibre, then two thin sticks, then a thicker one. The flame caught. Small and tentative at first, then steady. He sat back on his heels and watched it grow.

Behind him, through the open doorway of the hut, his mother slept.

He could hear her breathing. Slow and deep and even, the sound carrying through the quiet morning air with a clarity that made the hut feel closer than it was. She lay on her side with her back to the door, the sarong twisted around her waist, one bare shoulder visible above the thermal blanket she had pulled up sometime in the small hours. Her hair fanned across the woven mat. Dark against the pale fibre. He had watched that hair for most of the night.

Sleep had not found him until the sky began to lighten. He had lain on the narrow bed with her body curled against his back, her forehead pressed between his shoulder blades, her breath warm and rhythmic on his skin, her hand resting on his hip. He had stared at the bamboo wall six inches from his face and listened to the frogs and the ocean and his own heart and had not slept. His mind would not stop. It circled and circled and came back to the same place every time, the same images, the same sounds, the same questions, and then it circled again.

Her hand on his cock. Her voice in his ear. The way her body had arched out of the water in the moonlight. The way she had kissed him on the mouth afterward. The way she had said Mommy.

He had finally dropped off when the first birds started. Two hours. Maybe three. His body had woken him anyway, stiff and alert, and he had eased out from under her arm and off the bed and out into the grey predawn without disturbing her. His cock had been hard. It had been hard most of the night. He ignored it. He had become good at ignoring it over the past two days but last night made it different. Last night made everything different.

The fire crackled and popped. Grant added another stick.

He stood. Stretched. His shoulders ached from the bamboo construction yesterday and the digging the day before that. His arms ached from fishing. His back ached from the narrow bed. Good aches. The aches of a body being used. He rolled his neck and heard it crack and looked out through the palm trunks at the lagoon.

The water was glass. Pale turquoise fading to deep blue at the reef line, the surface so flat and still that the reflected palms looked more real than the actual ones. Not a breath of wind. The sky above the horizon was pale gold, warming toward yellow where the sun would come. The air was already warm. It would be hot by mid morning.

Grant walked down to the water's edge. He stood in the wet sand and let the tiny waves lap over his feet. Warm. Bath warm. He looked left toward the near end of the atoll where the sand curved around to the reef. He looked right toward the far end, where the beach stretched maybe four hundred metres before disappearing around a bend into a cluster of taller palms he had not explored yet. He had been meaning to. There might be more coconut palms there. Different fruit trees. Something useful.

He turned right and started walking.

The sand was firm near the waterline, compacted by the tide, and his bare feet left shallow prints that the next small wave erased. The lagoon moved on his left, gentle and rhythmic, the water so clear he could see the sandy bottom rippling with light patterns even from shore. On his right the tree line stood thick and green, pandanus and coconut palms and the occasional ironwood, their roots tangled in the sandy soil, fronds rustling faintly though he could feel no breeze. Crabs scattered at his approach, sideways and frantic, disappearing into holes in the sand. A white tern flew low over the water ahead of him, banked, flew back.

He walked slowly. No rush. Nowhere to be. Nobody waiting for him except his sleeping mother in the hut behind him and the thoughts in his head that he could not outpace no matter how far he walked.

The beach narrowed where a section of reef came close to shore, forcing the tree line down to within a few metres of the waterline. He picked his way over a patch of coral rubble, careful of his bare feet, and came around the gentle bend. The far end of the atoll opened before him.

The cluster of taller palms stood perhaps fifty metres ahead. Seven or eight of them, grouped close together in a rough semicircle around a patch of white sand. They were older than the palms near the hut, their trunks thicker, their fronds broader, casting a deeper shade. Between them the undergrowth grew thin, just a scattering of low ferns and a single pandanus with a twisted trunk. The sand beneath was clean and white and soft looking.

Grant walked into the cluster and stopped.

Quiet. The word arrived in his head and stayed there. This place was quiet in a way the rest of the atoll was not. The ocean sounds were muffled here, absorbed by the thick trunks and dense canopy overhead. The bird calls seemed farther away. Even the light was different, filtered through the overlapping fronds into a green gold dapple that shifted on the sand in slow patterns. The air was cooler by a degree or two, the shade deep and genuine rather than the thin intermittent shade of the younger palms near the hut.

He looked up. Coconuts. A dozen of them clustered at the crown of the largest palm, green and heavy. Three or four looked ready.

He looked at the trunk. Tall. Too tall to climb, at least for him. But the machete handle on a long stick might work. He had done it before, at the palms near the hut. Knocked them down with a hard throw.

He turned and walked back to the hut.

His mother had not moved. He could see her through the doorway, still curled on her side, the blanket pulled up to her chin now. She must have reached for it in her sleep after he left. Reached for the warmth his body had been providing. He looked at her for three seconds and then looked away and went to the table by the fire pit where they kept the tools.

The machete was where he had left it, blade wrapped in a piece of cloth. He unwrapped it and tested the edge with his thumb. Still sharp. Taufa had kept it well. He found a long bamboo pole leaning against the side of the hut, one he had cut two days ago for the rain collector frame. He lashed the machete handle to the end of the pole with a length of fishing line, wrapping it tight, testing the join with a firm shake. Solid enough.

He walked back down the beach.

The palms waited for him. He stood beneath the largest and looked up at the cluster of coconuts, gauging the distance. Maybe five metres above his head. He braced his feet in the sand, gripped the pole, and swung it upward in a long arc. The machete handle struck the base of a coconut with a solid thunk. The coconut did not fall. He swung again. Thunk. A crack this time. He swung a third time and the coconut came free and dropped, turning end over end, and landed in the sand two metres to his left with a heavy thud.

One.

He repositioned. Found another target. Two more swings. Another coconut fell.

Two.

His shoulders burned. Sweat ran down his spine and soaked the waistband of his shorts. The morning heat was building even here in the shade and the effort of swinging the long pole overhead was considerable. He wiped his forehead with the back of his arm. Aimed again. Three solid strikes before the third coconut let go and tumbled down, bouncing off the trunk on the way, landing near the first two.

Three. Enough.

Grant lowered the pole and leaned it against the trunk. He gathered the three coconuts and carried them to the base of the largest palm and set them down in a row. Then he sat in the sand beside them, his back against the rough bark of the trunk, his legs stretched out in front of him, and rested.

He was breathing hard. His arms trembled slightly from the exertion. He picked up the first coconut and turned it in his hands, found the softest eye, and drove the tip of the machete through it. He tilted the coconut to his mouth and drank. The water was cool and sweet, not cold but cooler than the air, and it ran down his chin and dripped onto his chest and he did not wipe it away. He drank until the coconut was empty and then he set it down in the sand beside his hip.

The cluster of palms stood around him in their quiet semicircle. The dappled light moved on the sand. The ferns shifted in some current of air too faint to feel. From somewhere far away came the sound of the reef, the low constant murmur of waves breaking on coral, and beneath that the tick and rustle of the island itself, insects and lizards and settling fronds.

Grant looked at the sand between his bare feet.

His mother.

The word sat in his chest like a stone. Not a bad stone. Not a good one. Just heavy. Present. Impossible to ignore.

Last night.

He closed his eyes.

Her hand under the water, finding him, wrapping around him. The shock of it. The raw physical jolt that had gone through his entire body when her fingers closed. His own mother's fingers. On his cock. Gripping. Stroking. Her voice, low and steady and completely sure of itself, talking to him while she did it, telling him things he had never imagined hearing from her mouth, words that belonged in a different universe from the woman who had packed his school lunches and driven him to swimming practice and kissed his forehead goodnight for eighteen years.

She had told him she was his slut.

His mother had told him she was his slut.

Grant opened his eyes and stared at the sand and his pulse thudded in his throat.

She had told him she had been attracted to him for two years. That the clothes she wore at home, the short skirts and the low tops and the yoga pants that clung to every curve of her arse, all of it had been for him. Two years. Since he turned eighteen. Since he came home from his first year at Bristol broader and taller and different and she had looked at him and something had shifted in her and never shifted back.

Two years she had carried that. Alone. In silence. In the house they shared during his holidays, cooking for him and doing his laundry and asking about his courses and his friends and his girlfriends while something hot and wrong burned behind her ribs and she told no one. Not a soul.

And then the island. The wreck. The proximity. The two of them alone on a strip of sand in the middle of the Pacific with no one watching and nowhere to hide and nothing between them but air and the thin fabric of their clothes and the fiction that they were only mother and son and nothing else.

The spring pool.

He replayed it. Could not stop replaying it. Her body rising from the dark water, moonlight on her wet skin, her breasts bare, her head thrown back, her mouth open, one hand between her legs while she touched herself in front of him and told him to watch. Told him. Not asked. Told. And then afterward, swimming across to him, putting her hands on his chest, sliding them down. The certainty in her touch. The absence of hesitation. She had not fumbled or apologized or asked permission. She had taken hold of him and stroked him and talked him through it and made him cum in the water while she watched his face and smiled.

And then the kiss.

Grant pressed the heels of his hands into his eye sockets.

The kiss. Her lips on his. Not a peck. Not a brush. A real kiss, open mouthed and deep, her tongue touching his, her body against his in the warm water, her hand still wrapped around his softening cock. She had kissed him like a lover kisses. Like a woman kisses a man she has been wanting to kiss for a long time and has finally allowed herself to.

Afterward she had taken his hand and led him out of the pool. They had dried off in silence, not looking at each other, and she had wrapped her sarong around her body and he had pulled on his shorts and they had walked back to the hut along the dark path through the trees. She held his hand the entire way. Her fingers laced through his. Small and warm and firm. Neither of them spoke.

At the hut she had climbed onto the bed and patted the space beside her and said, "Come here, sweet boy." He had lain down facing the wall and she had pressed herself against his back and wrapped her arm around his waist and put her lips against the knob of his spine at the base of his neck and whispered, "Thank you, darling. Sleep now." And then she had fallen asleep in under five minutes. He had felt her body soften against his, felt her breathing slow and deepen, felt her arm grow heavy across his ribs, and he had lain there, staring at the bamboo wall, for the rest of the night.

Grant lowered his hands from his face.

A small bright lizard darted across the sand in front of him, paused, flicked its tongue, and vanished into the ferns.

Guilt. That was the stone in his chest. He recognized it now, turned it over, examined its edges. Guilt. Not for what they had done, although that too, but for something older. Something that predated the island and the spring pool and his mother's hand on his cock by eight years.

He thought about his father.

Edward Pemberton. Tall. Sandy hair, the same shade as Grant's own, going grey at the temples in the years before the cancer ate him from the inside out. Green eyes that Grant had inherited. A geography teacher at a comprehensive in Bath who coached the rugby team on Saturdays and built model ships in the garage and loved his wife with a quiet, steady, uncomplicated devotion that Grant had not fully understood or appreciated until the man was gone.

Dead at forty one. Pancreatic. Diagnosed in March, gone by September. Six months of watching his father shrink and yellow and lose the ability to climb the stairs and then lose the ability to sit up and then lose the ability to open his eyes. His mother had nursed him at home until the last two weeks. She had not let Grant see the worst of it. She had closed the bedroom door and gone in alone and come out with red eyes and a straight back and made dinner and helped Grant with his homework and been, in every visible way, fine.

She had not been fine. Grant understood that now in a way he had not understood it then. She had been breaking apart, and she had done it privately, in silence, because she was Ashley Pemberton and that was what Ashley Pemberton did. She held things down. She smiled. She coped.

Grant had been twelve when his father died. He remembered the funeral. The church in Bath with its cold stone floor and the vicar who had not known his father well enough to say anything true about him. His mother in black, holding Grant's hand, her grip so tight his fingers went white. He remembered looking up at her face during the service and seeing something that frightened him. Not tears. Something worse than tears. An absence. A blankness. Like someone had reached inside her and switched something off.

He had made himself a promise that day. Standing in the churchyard after, his father's coffin lowered into the ground, his mother's hand still crushing his, the September wind pulling at his tie. He had promised himself, with the fierce wordless conviction of a twelve year old boy who has just lost the most important man in his world, that he would look after her. Forever. That he would be the man his father could no longer be. That he would protect her and care for her and never, ever let her down.

Grant looked at the sand between his bare feet.

Last night, in the spring pool, his mother had wrapped her hand around his cock and stroked him until he came and told him she was his slut and kissed him on the mouth.

Was this looking after her?

Was this what his father would have wanted?

The thought landed like a fist in his solar plexus and he bent forward slightly, his forearms on his knees, his head hanging. The guilt flared white hot. His father's face swam behind his closed eyelids. Not the dying face, not the yellow hollowed face from the last weeks, but the real face, the alive face, the face from before. Smiling. Warm. Trusting. Trusting Grant to do the right thing.

What was the right thing?

The breeze moved through the palms above him.

Grant did not know he was going to look up until he did.

Something in the air had changed. Not the temperature. Not the light. Something else. Something he could not name but which pulled his attention upward and to the right, toward the second palm in the cluster, three metres away. The fronds shifted. The dappled light played across the sand at the base of the trunk in a pattern that was almost, not quite, the shape of a man sitting against the bark.

Grant blinked.

The pattern did not dissolve. It sharpened. It gathered itself. Light and shadow resolved into form, into solidity, into a figure leaning against the trunk of the palm in the way a man leans against something when he has been there for a while and is comfortable. Long legs stretched out in the sand. Arms folded loosely across his chest. Faded grey t shirt. Bare feet. Sandy hair, not quite grey, longer than Grant remembered, pushed back from a broad forehead. Green eyes.

His father's eyes.

His father's face.

Edward Pemberton sat in the shade of the next palm and looked at his son with an expression that Grant remembered from a thousand homework questions and rugby matches and bedtime stories. Patient. Warm. Gently amused.

"Son." A voice. Grant heard it. Could not tell if he heard it with his ears or somewhere deeper, somewhere behind his ears, in the place where memory lives. "Hello."

Grant went still.

Every muscle locked. His hands gripped his own forearms. His breathing stopped. His heart did something complex and painful that he could not have described. He stared at the figure three metres away and the figure stared back and the palms rustled overhead and the distant reef murmured and the world continued to exist around them both in its ordinary tropical way, as though nothing extraordinary was happening in this small circle of shade.

"Dad?"

The word came out cracked. A boy's word in a man's voice.

The figure smiled wider. The crow's feet deepened at the corners of his eyes. The same crow's feet. The same smile. Grant's hands shook.



"It is all right, son. You are not going mad." A pause. The smile flickered, turned wry. "Or maybe you are. Either way. It is all right."

Grant could not move. Could not blink. His father, his dead father, his eight years dead father, sat in the sand three metres away in a faded grey t shirt and looked at him with green eyes that were identical to his own and spoke to him in a voice that Grant had not heard since he was twelve years old and had spent every year since trying to remember and failing.

Edward looked away. Turned his head and looked through the gap between the palms, down the long white curve of the beach, toward the distant hut half hidden among the trees at the far end. His expression changed. Something moved across his face that Grant could not read. Not sadness. Not anger. Something more complicated.

"Son. Your mother." He looked back at Grant. "Your mother is in trouble."

Grant's throat closed.

"I know what happened last night." Gentle. No accusation. No disgust. Just a man stating a fact. "And I know what you are feeling right now. The guilt. I can see it on you. You wore it the same way when you were nine and broke the kitchen window with the cricket ball. All over your face."

Grant's vision blurred. He blinked hard.

"Listen to me, son. This is important." Edward uncrossed his arms and put his hands flat on the sand beside his hips, leaning forward slightly, the way he used to lean forward when he was explaining something at the kitchen table, something about rivers or plate tectonics or the way the world worked. Patient. Clear. Methodical.

"Your mother has been holding something down for two years. Maybe longer. She did it for you. She did not want to frighten you. She did not want to embarrass herself. She has been a good mother to you, Grant. A very good mother. And she has been a very lonely woman."

The breeze moved through the fronds. The dappled light shifted on the sand between them.

"Before me, son, she was a different woman. She has not been that woman in twenty two years. She packed her away. She put her in a box and closed the lid and sat on it and never opened it again because that was what being a wife and a mother required, and your mother, son, your mother does what is required. Always. Even when it costs her."

Grant's hands loosened on his forearms. He was gripping so hard his fingers ached.

"The island has taken the lid off. I do not know how. I do not know why. Grief, maybe. Fear. The two of you alone together without the walls and the schedules and the other people to hide behind. Whatever it is, the lid is off now, and it is not going back on. Not while you are here. Not while it is just the two of you."

Edward's eyes held his. Green on green. Father to son.

"Your mother is going to need something over the next few days. Something she cannot give herself. Something nobody else on this island can give her." A beat. "There is nobody else on this island, son. There is only you."

Grant's chest rose and fell. He could hear his own breathing, ragged and loud in the quiet of the palm cluster.

"I am not telling you to," Edward said. "I want you to hear that. I am not telling you to do anything. I am telling you that you can. There is a difference, son. A big one."

Grant opened his mouth. Closed it. Opened it again.

"What happens if..." He swallowed. "What happens if I don't?"

His father looked at him for a long moment. The smile faded. Not gone, but thinner. Sadder.

"She goes quietly mad. She holds it down again. She puts the lid back on and sits on it and smiles and copes and you both go home and she goes back to the house in Bath and lives the rest of her life in the same silence she has been living in for the past four years. Eight years, really. Since I died. Alone. Functioning. Fine."

Fine. The word hung in the air.

"She deserves more than fine, son."

Silence. The reef. The frogs. A bird, somewhere high.

"And if I do?"

"She goes home a different woman. A better one. Happier. She opens the box she closed twenty two years ago and she finds the woman inside it and she brings her back to life and she lives the rest of her life as that woman instead of the one she has been pretending to be."

Grant stared at the figure of his father.

"She loved you, son. She loves you. More than anything in this world or any other. What she did last night in the pool, what she said to you, that was not madness. That was the most honest she has been in twenty two years. That was the real her. The one she buried when she married me. The one she buried deeper when she had you. The one she has been suffocating, day by day, year by year, smile by smile, since you were born."

A coconut fell somewhere in the distance. The thud echoed through the trees.

"Go and look after her, Grant. That is all I ever asked you to do. That is all I am asking you now."

Grant's eyes burned.

"Dad. Is this real?" His voice broke on the second word. "Is this you?"

Edward Pemberton looked at his son across three metres of white sand and dappled shade. He smiled. The slow smile. The one Grant remembered from Sunday mornings and car journeys and the last time, the very last time, when Grant was twelve and his father's hand was bone thin and cool on his cheek and his green eyes were the only part of him that still looked alive.

"Does it matter, son?"

Grant could not answer.

"It might be your head. It might be me. It might be both. I do not know. I have been dead eight years. I am not sure the rules are clear on this sort of thing." The smile deepened. The wry edge returned. "Either way. The thing your mother needs is the same. Go and look after her."

Grant blinked.

The light shifted.

He blinked again.

The figure of his father thinned. The edges softened. The faded grey t shirt became grey light became grey shadow became the grey bark of the palm trunk and the green of the fronds and the white of the sand and the gold of the morning sun moving through the canopy in slow patterns. The green eyes held longest. They stayed, two points of colour in the dissolving shape, watching him, and then they too were gone and there was nothing under the second palm but shade and sand and a single fallen frond and the sound of the wind.

Grant sat in the sand at the base of his palm and stared at the empty space where his father had been.

His heart hammered. His hands trembled on his forearms. His face was wet. Tears. He had not felt them come. They ran down his cheeks and dripped from his jaw and fell into the sand between his knees and made small dark circles that the dry white grains absorbed in seconds.

He sat there.

The frogs sang. The reef breathed. The sun climbed higher and the angle of the dappled light changed and the shadows under the palms shortened and the air grew warmer and Grant sat in the sand at the far end of the atoll and did not move.

His father. His dead father. Either a vision or a hallucination or a grief induced psychotic break or something else, something without a name, something the island had produced from the same place it had produced the thing in his mother's eyes and the thing in the spring pool and the thing that was happening between them that had no word in any language he knew.

Does it matter?

He wiped his face with the backs of his hands.

He breathed.

He thought about his mother asleep in the hut. Her body curled on the narrow bed. Her dark hair on the mat. Her bare shoulder above the blanket. Her face in sleep, unguarded, the lines around her eyes smoothed out, the tension in her jaw released, looking younger than she looked when she was awake. Looking, in sleep, like the woman his father had described. The one she had buried. The one the island had dug up.

He thought about her hand on his cock in the dark water.

He thought about her voice. Mommy is going to take care of you.

He thought about the way she had kissed him. Slow and deep and open and real.

He thought about his father's words. She deserves more than fine.

Grant sat in the sand for a long time. The sun moved. The shadows moved. The birds called and were quiet and called again. He lost track of the minutes. They folded into each other and became something else, a stretch of time without edges, filled with his father's voice and his mother's face and the sound of the ocean and the weight of what was being asked of him.

He stood.

His knees cracked. His back ached. He had been sitting too long. He stretched, rolled his shoulders, bent and picked up the three coconuts. Tucked two under his left arm. Held the third in his right hand. The machete on the bamboo pole he left leaning against the trunk. He would come back for it.

He walked.

The beach unspooled before him, white and long, the lagoon glittering on his left. His footprints from the walk out were already gone, erased by the tide. He made new ones. Steady. Even. One foot in front of the other. The sand firm under his soles. The warm shallow water washing over his feet with each small wave.

The hut appeared through the trees ahead. Small and brown against the green. Smoke from the fire pit rose in a thin grey line.

She was in the doorway.

He saw her from a hundred metres away. Leaning against the bamboo frame with her arms folded beneath her breasts, one bare foot crossed over the other. She wore her sarong tied loose at her chest, the fabric falling to her mid thigh, the knot sitting in the valley between her breasts. Her dark brunette hair was down and damp, freshly washed at the spring, hanging past her shoulders in heavy wet waves that dripped onto the sarong and left dark spots on the fabric. Her skin was golden from two days of sun. Her legs were bare and long and toned.

She watched him come.

He saw the moment she spotted him. Her posture changed. Her weight shifted. She unfolded her arms and one hand came up to push a strand of wet hair behind her ear and her chin lifted and something happened to her face that he could see even from this distance. A softening. A brightening. Relief and hunger and tenderness and something predatory all mixed together in the set of her mouth and the way her eyes tracked him as he walked toward her along the curve of the beach.

He was close enough to see the colour of her eyes when she smiled.

"Morning, darling." Her voice carried across the warm air between them. Soft. Warm. Teasing. "Mommy thought you had run away from her."

Chapter 9

 

Grant set the three coconuts down beside the fire pit. One rolled against the ring of stones he had built two days ago and stopped there, rocking gently. He straightened. Brushed the sand from his forearms. Turned to face her.

She stood in the doorway of the hut with one hip cocked against the bamboo frame, that damp dark hair falling in thick ropes over her bare shoulders, the sarong knotted between her breasts in a way that looked careless but probably was not. No makeup. No jewellery. No shoes. Just tanned skin and the faint constellation of freckles across the bridge of her nose that the sun had drawn out over the past two days. Her eyes were warm and dark and fixed on him with a quality he could not have named a week ago but which he now recognised with perfect clarity.

She looked nothing like a mother. She looked like a woman who had been waiting.

Grant took her in. The narrow waist. The long brown legs below the sarong's hem. The faint hollow at the base of her throat where a pulse beat. The way the wet fabric clung to her body in patches, translucent where the water from her hair had soaked through, revealing the shadow of skin beneath. The swell of her breasts pushed the knot outward. Her collarbones caught the morning light.

He breathed.

He had spent the walk back along the beach deciding. Or maybe he had decided at the tree line when his father's ghost dissolved into the dappled shade. Or maybe he had decided in the pool last night when she wrapped her fingers around him and whispered the word Mommy against the corner of his mouth. It did not matter when. The decision sat in his chest now, solid and warm and irreversible, and he let it fill him.

"Mum."

Her head tilted. The motion sent a rivulet of water sliding from behind her ear down the slope of her neck and into the knot of the sarong, vanishing between her breasts.

"Yes, darling?"

"I've been thinking."

Her lips parted. She did not move from the doorway. Did not uncross her ankles or shift her weight or do any of the things a person does when they are preparing to respond. She went still the way an animal goes still. Every part of her focused on him.

"About last night," he said. His voice came out quieter than he intended. Steadier, too. "About what we did. About you."

The birdsong in the canopy above them seemed to grow louder in the silence between his sentences. A hermit crab dragged its borrowed shell across the sand near his left foot.

"I've been thinking about you, Mum."

She waited. He saw her throat work. A swallow she could not quite hide.

"I want to help you."

The words landed between them on the warm still air and sat there. Ashley did not move. Did not blink. The hand resting on her forearm tightened, her own fingers pressing into the soft skin above her elbow, and that was the only sign she gave. The breeze shifted the sarong against her thighs and the palm fronds rustled overhead and the world went on doing all its small ordinary things while his mother stood frozen in the doorway of a hut on an atoll in the middle of nowhere and processed what her son had just said to her.

"Darling." Her voice was very small. Soft in a way he had never heard. Not her sommelier voice, not her doting mother voice, not her flirty dinner party voice. Something underneath all of those. "What do you mean."

He held her gaze. "Mum. I know you've been lonely. I've seen it. Two years I've watched you and I didn't know how to. I didn't know what to do about it. I couldn't figure out what you needed and I think part of me knew and just couldn't. Couldn't let myself know."

A bird called from somewhere deeper in the trees. A long falling note.

"I don't want to see you lonely anymore. Not while we're here." He paused. Swallowed. "Not after, either. If you don't want to be."

Her hand came up to her mouth. Fingers pressed against her lips, knuckles white. Her eyes glistened. The morning sun fell across her face through the gap in the palm canopy and lit the brown of her irises to amber and he could see every thought she was having written in the slight tremble of her chin and the way her chest rose and fell and the brightness pooling along her lower lashes.

"Baby."

The word came out broken. Two syllables that barely made it past her fingers.

She stepped out of the doorway. Bare feet on the sand. One step, two, three, four. She stopped in front of him close enough that he could smell the fresh water from the spring on her skin, clean and mineral, mixed with something underneath that was just her. Just his mother. Coconut oil and warm skin and the faint sweet sharpness that he had been cataloguing for two days without admitting he was doing it.

She tilted her face up to his. The height difference between them was almost ridiculous. She was five seven in heels. He was six two in bare feet. She had to crane her neck to find his eyes and the motion exposed the length of her throat and the delicate architecture of her jaw and the pulse that hammered visibly at the side of her neck.

"Darling." Her voice shook. "Mommy needs you to be very sure."

She pressed her palms flat against his chest. He felt the heat of her hands through his t shirt. Ten small points of pressure where her fingertips dug in slightly.

"Mommy is not made of stone. You know that now. You saw that last night. And I need you to understand what that means, baby, because once this. Once Mommy lets herself. I won't be able to put this back in a box. I have tried. God, darling, I have tried so hard and it doesn't. It doesn't go back in. Do you understand?"

Her eyes searched his face with a desperate thoroughness that hurt to receive. She was looking for doubt. For hesitation. For the polite retreat of a good son who had been caught up in something and was now, in the sober light of morning, preparing to be gentle about his refusal.

She was looking for the thing she expected. The kindness of a boy letting his mother down easy.

Grant took her face in both hands. His palms covered her cheeks. His fingers threaded into the wet hair at her temples. Her skin was warm and soft and slightly damp and her jaw fit into the curve of his hands like it had been measured for them. He felt her breath catch. Felt the small involuntary press of her face into his palms, the way she leaned into his touch before she could stop herself.

"Mum. I'm sure."

He bent to her.

The kiss was nothing like the one in the pool. That had been shock and adrenaline and the dark water and the madness of what she had just done with her hand wrapped around his cock. This was morning. This was daylight. This was his mother's face in his hands and his mouth finding hers with a slow deliberate certainty that left no room for accident or ambiguity.

Her lips were soft. Plush. The lower one was still faintly swollen from the split she had taken when the boat crashed, three days ago or a lifetime ago, and he felt the small rough patch of healing skin beneath his mouth. He kissed her gently at first. A press. A question. Then her mouth opened under his and the question became an answer and the answer became something else, something slow and deep and searching, his tongue touching hers, her breath flooding warm into his mouth.

She gasped.

The sound vibrated against his lips and went through him like electricity. Her fists clenched in the front of his t shirt. Twisted the fabric. Pulled. Her body curved toward his, the sarong pressing thin and damp between them, and he felt the shape of her through it. The slight give of her breasts against his chest. The flat plane of her stomach. The jut of her hip bones. She rose onto her toes and pressed closer and made a sound into his mouth that was not a word but which contained more information than any sentence she had ever spoken to him.

He kissed her for a long time. The birds sang. The waves lapped. The fire pit crackled with the embers from last night's coals. The world continued its business and paid no attention to the woman melting into her son's body on a patch of white sand beneath the palms.

When they broke apart her eyes were wet. Not crying. Something past crying. Something that had been locked in a room for years and was now standing in the light, blinking, overwhelmed, unsure of what to do with all the space.

"Baby." Her thumbs traced circles on his chest through the t shirt. "Come inside."

She took his hand. Laced her fingers through his. Her hand was small and warm and slightly rough at the fingertips from the grit of sand and the work she had done with the fire. She tugged, gently, and he followed.

The hut was dim and cool. The palm thatch filtered the morning sun into bands of green gold light that fell across the dirt floor and the narrow bed and the small bamboo table where the emergency supplies sat in their neat rows. Ashley's meticulous organisation. Tins labelled and stacked. The clay jug of water. The machete. The flint and steel. The evidence of her competence and her care, laid out like a still life in the half darkness.

She let go of his hand. Turned to face him. Reached up with both hands to the knot of the sarong between her breasts.

She paused. Held his eyes.

Then she pulled.

The fabric fell. One long whisper of cotton sliding down her body to puddle on the dirt floor around her bare feet. She stood naked in the dim light of the hut and let him look at her.



Grant looked.

Her body was slim and tanned and real. Not the body of a photograph or a fantasy. The body of a woman who had lived in it for thirty nine years, who had carried a child in it and fed him from it and broken it in yoga classes and rebuilt it, morning after morning, into something extraordinary. Small high breasts, a full C cup that sat perfectly on her narrow ribcage, golden brown from the sun with the faintest paler shadow where her bikini top had been, though even that was fading. Her nipples were dusky pink and stiff in the cool air of the hut. Her waist curved inward and her hips curved out, not dramatically, not a pinup exaggeration, but with the natural graceful proportion of a body that had been sculpted by discipline and genetics in equal measure. A faint tan line at her hips where the bikini bottoms had been, already softening after another day of island sun. Her stomach was flat with the barest feminine roundness below her navel. Her legs were long and lean and toned, the muscles in her thighs defined, calves shaped by a thousand sun salutations.

She was beautiful. Not in the way he had been trying not to notice for two years. In a new way. In a way that included everything. The small silvery stretch marks on her inner hips. The tiny mole below her left breast. The way her collarbones stood out above the swell of her chest. All of it. Every mark and line and curve the evidence of a woman who had been something extraordinary before her marriage and who had buried it and who was now, in this small dim hut on an atoll nobody would find for days, digging it back up with her bare hands.

She walked to the bed. Sat on its edge. The woven palm leaf mattress compressed under her weight. She crossed one leg over the other, then uncrossed it. Pressed her knees together. A flicker of something on her face. Not shyness. Ashley Pemberton had not been shy about her body since she was nineteen years old. Vulnerability, maybe. The last thin membrane of the thing that had protected her.

She looked up at her son.

"Baby." Her voice was quiet. Steady now in a way it had not been outside. "Before we do anything more. Mommy needs to say something."

He waited.

"I've been on the coil since the divorce, darling. Four years now." She said it plainly. No drama. No flinch. "Mommy is not going to get pregnant. I want you to know that. I want it out of the way so you don't have to worry. So it's not a thought in your head when you should be thinking about other things." A pause. Her lips curved. "So you can just enjoy your Mommy."

The last four words hung in the air of the hut like smoke.

Grant stood in the doorway and felt the earth shift under his feet. Not dramatically. Not seismically. A small quiet tectonic rearrangement that moved everything six inches to the left and made the world look the same but different. His mother was sitting naked on a bed talking about contraception in a voice that made it sound like she was recommending a Burgundy and the light from the palm thatch was painting gold stripes across her bare shoulders and this was happening. This was his life now.

He smiled. Could not help it.

"Mum. Thank you for telling me."

He crossed the small space to the bed. Lowered himself to the dirt floor. Knelt between her thighs. The position put his face level with her sternum, his eyes tilted up to hers, and from this angle she was monumental. The underside of her breasts. The line of her jaw. Her dark eyes looking down at him with something that made his chest feel like it was full of warm water.

"Mum. I love you."

She blinked.

"Do you know that? Properly. Not the way I've always said it. Not goodbye on the phone, love you Mum, see you Sunday. I love you."

Her hand found his hair. Fingers threading through the sun bleached strands at his temples. Her thumb traced the shell of his ear. She trembled. He could feel it in her fingertips against his scalp.

"Yes, baby." Her voice cracked on the second word. "Mommy knows."

Her other hand cupped his cheek. Tilted his face so the light caught his eyes and she could see whatever she was looking for in them.

"Mommy loves her sweet boy too. Properly. Mommy has loved you a different way since you were born, baby, and I didn't. I didn't even understand what it was. I thought I was just a good mother. I thought that's what it felt like. Just being close to you and wanting to be closer and thinking about you and wanting your hands on me and telling myself that was normal. That all mothers felt that." A short, rough laugh. "They don't. I know that now. I have known it for a while."

Her thumb swept across his cheekbone.

"Baby. Come here."

She laid back on the bed. The woven mat rustled beneath her. Her dark hair fanned out around her head in damp waves, stark against the pale palm leaf. She held her arms open. Her breasts shifted with the motion, settling into the soft natural shapes of gravity, nipples pointing at the thatched ceiling.

"Come to Mommy."

He did not move. Not because he did not want to. Because he wanted to remember this. Her body stretched out on the narrow bed with her arms open and her legs slightly parted and the gold light from the thatch painting stripes across her stomach and the look on her face. That look. Hunger and tenderness braided together so tightly that separating them would destroy both.

"Mommy has been wanting this. I didn't even let myself know how much, darling, and now that I've let myself know I can feel all of it and it's. God. It's a lot. It's everything." Her fingers curled in the air, beckoning. "Mommy is going to take such good care of her sweet boy. Mommy is going to make her baby feel so good. You have no idea, darling. You have no idea what Mommy can do."

Her voice was bright and ruined. A sommelier recommending the wine that would end the world.

"Come here, my love. Come to Mommy."

Grant stood. Stepped back from the bed. His hands found the hem of his t shirt and he pulled it over his head in one motion and dropped it on the dirt floor beside her sarong. The morning air touched his bare chest and stomach. He was tanned gold from the island sun, lean, the muscles of his torso defined from two days of hauling coconuts and chopping bamboo and swimming. He reached for the waistband of his board shorts. Unbuttoned them. Pushed them down over his hips and stepped out of them.

He stood naked in the doorway of the hut. Light behind him. His mother before him.

He had been naked in front of her in the pool but that had been different. Darkness and water and the unreality of what was happening. This was daylight filtering through palm thatch. This was deliberate. This was him choosing to stand here with his cock thickening between his thighs, heavy, already half hard from the kiss and the sarong falling and the sound of her voice saying come to Mommy, and letting her see all of it.

Ashley drew in a breath. Long and slow and controlled, the kind of breath she took before tasting a wine she already knew was going to change her opinion about everything. Her eyes moved down his body. Chest. Stomach. The line of muscle at his hip. Lower.

She saw his cock and her composure fractured.

"Oh, baby."

Her voice came out small and bright and trembling. She pushed herself up on her elbows. Her breasts swayed with the motion. Her eyes were fixed between his legs with an intensity that made the air in the hut feel ten degrees warmer.

"Oh my god, baby."

He was growing harder under her gaze. He could feel it happening, the blood rushing south, the weight of himself increasing, his cock lifting away from his thigh in a slow thickening arc. Her eyes tracked the motion the way they tracked a pour. Professional. Devoted. Starving.

"Come here." She sat up fully. Swung her legs over the edge of the bed. Planted her feet on the dirt floor. Reached for him. "Come here, darling. Mommy needs to. I need."

She licked her lips. An unconscious motion. The tip of her tongue swept across her lower lip and caught the swollen patch where it had split in the wreck and her eyes never left his cock and her hands reached for him, fingers opening, and the composed witty brilliant woman who ran the wine programme at a Michelin starred restaurant in London was gone. Replaced by something older and simpler and more honest. A woman who had not had a cock in four years and who was looking at one now, a big one, her son's, nine inches and thick and still not fully hard and already bigger than anything she had taken before, and she wanted it so badly her hands shook.

"Mommy needs to put her mouth on you first." The words tumbled out of her. "I've been thinking about it since last night. Since I had you in my hand in the water and you were so thick I couldn't close my fingers around you and I've been thinking about what you'd taste like and I can't wait, darling. I can't. Mommy needs it. Please."

Her fingers closed around his wrist and pulled.

Chapter 10

 

Ashley sat up on the bed. The woven palm leaves compressed beneath her weight, a dry whisper against her bare skin. Morning light fell through the gaps in the thatch roof and painted her body in warm stripes, catching the curve of her waist, the soft undersides of her breasts, the faint tan line across her hips where her bikini bottoms had been. Her dark hair fell in damp tangles past her shoulders and she pushed it back with one hand and looked at Grant standing naked in front of her and her eyes were enormous and wet and full of something that had been locked in a room for four years and had just kicked the door off its hinges.

Her hands found his hips. Small hands, soft, the nails cut short because she worked with wine bottles and corkscrews all day and long nails were a liability. Her fingers spread across the hard jut of his hipbones and she pulled him toward her, gentle but certain, the way she would guide a glass under a decanter.

"Sit on the edge of the bed for Mommy, baby."

Her voice was sweet. Bright. Fractured underneath like fine crystal tapped too hard.

"Let Mommy kneel for her sweet boy." She looked up at him. Her chin tilted. Her brown eyes caught the light and held it. "Mommy wants to do this properly."

Grant sat. The woven mattress dipped under him and the bamboo frame creaked. His thighs parted. His cock stood between them, thick, flushed dark, the head swollen and smooth. A single clear bead of precum had gathered at the slit and caught the light like a tiny jewel. He could feel his own pulse in it. Could feel every heartbeat translated into a faint throb that seemed to radiate outward through his whole body.

Ashley looked at him. Sitting on the edge of the bed. His mother's son. Twenty years old with his father's jaw and his mother's mouth and a cock that made her hands look like a child's when she wrapped them around it. She took a breath. Another. Her chest rose and fell and her nipples were hard, small and pink and tight, and her lips were parted and her eyes were glassy.

She slid off the bed.

Her knees found the dirt floor. Cool earth against her shins. She settled between his thighs and looked up at him, and from this angle she could see the underside of his jaw and the cords of his throat and the way his chest moved with each breath and below all of that, filling her vision, the full hard length of him.

"Oh, baby."

Her voice had gone small. Awed. A woman at a tasting who had been poured something she did not expect and could not believe.

"Oh, look at you."

She reached up and touched his thigh. Drew her fingertips along the inner muscle, tracing the line from his knee toward his groin. His leg twitched under her touch. She smiled. A small, private, devastating smile.

"Oh, my god, baby."

Her other hand came up. Both hands on his thighs now, spreading him wider, her thumbs pressing into the firm muscle. She stared at his cock the way she stared at a first growth Bordeaux in good light. Reverent. Hungry. Patient. Her tongue touched her lower lip again and this time it was not unconscious. This time she knew what she was doing.

"Mommy is going to take such good care of you."

She leaned forward.

Her mouth stopped an inch from the base of his cock. He could feel her breath, warm and damp, ghosting across his skin. His stomach muscles clenched. His hands gripped the edge of the mattress, the rough weave cutting into his palms.

"Such good care of her sweet, sweet boy."

She pressed her tongue flat against the base of him.

The sensation rocketed through him like current. Her tongue was soft and wet and impossibly warm and she held it there, pressed flat against the root of his cock where it met his body, and she let out a long low moan that vibrated through him. Then she moved. Dragged the flat of her tongue upward. Slow. Agonizing. Following the thick vein that ran along the underside of his shaft, tracing it like a road on a map, her eyes fluttering closed, her moan deepening into something guttural and raw.

The flat of her tongue caught every ridge. Every vein. The slight leftward curve of him. The way the shaft widened toward the middle and narrowed again below the head. She catalogued all of it with her mouth the way she catalogued a wine with her palate, tasting everything, finding the notes, the structure, the finish.

She reached the head. Dragged her tongue over the flared ridge and across the tip and collected the bead of precum that had been sitting there, and she pulled back and opened her eyes and looked up at him and her pupils were blown so wide there was almost no brown left.

"Oh, baby." Her voice came out thick and slurred. "Oh, you taste so good, darling."

She licked her lips. The taste of him. Salt and skin and something clean underneath.

"Oh, sweet boy."

She did it again. Dropped her mouth to the base. Pressed her tongue flat. Drew it up the full length of him, slower this time, her neck craning to accommodate the angle, her hands gripping his thighs for balance. When she reached the head she swirled her tongue around it once, twice, and he felt his toes curl against the dirt floor.

Again. Base to tip. Flat tongue. Her moan against him louder now, longer, a sound that came from somewhere deep in her chest and resonated through his cock like a tuning fork. She was not performing. Grant could tell. This was not a woman doing something she thought she should do. This was a woman doing something she had starved for, and every lick fed the hunger and made it worse at the same time.

She kissed the head. Soft. Her lips pressed against the swollen tip, closed and gentle, the way she kissed his forehead when he was a boy. Then her lips parted. She kissed the left side of his shaft, halfway down. Then the right. Then the underside, pressing her lips against the fat vein. Then back up to the head.

"My beautiful boy," she whispered against his skin. "My beautiful, beautiful boy."

Her mouth opened.

She took the head of his cock between her lips. The warmth engulfed him. Wet silk heat that made his breath catch and his spine straighten and his hands go white on the edge of the mattress. Her tongue worked the underside of the head, pressing up against the sensitive band of tissue just below the ridge, and she held him there. Just the head. Her lips stretched around the girth of him, her cheeks hollowed slightly, her tongue circling and pressing and flicking in patterns that felt random and devastating.

She slid down.

Her lips traveled along his shaft. Four inches disappeared into her mouth and her tongue flattened against the underside and her jaw opened wider to accommodate the thickness of him. She made a small sound in the back of her throat. Not a gag. A hum. A sound of deep and genuine satisfaction, the sound she made when a wine hit every note.

Six inches. Her eyes watered. Her hands tightened on his thighs. She breathed through her nose, quick controlled breaths, and kept going.

Eight inches. Her lips were stretched wide and her throat convulsed once, a gentle gag, and she did not pull off. She held him there. The head of his cock pressed against the back of her throat and her eyes were shut and tears leaked from the corners and tracked down her cheeks through the remnants of yesterday's mascara, leaving grey smudges on her tanned skin. She breathed through it. Swallowed around him. The muscles of her throat working against the head of his cock in rhythmic pulses that made his vision blur.

She held. Held. Her fingers dug into his thighs hard enough to leave marks. Her chest was still, breath suspended, everything focused on the thick presence filling her mouth and pressing at her throat. Then she swallowed again and pushed forward another fraction of an inch and her nose brushed the skin of his lower stomach and she moaned around him, a vibration that traveled the full length of his cock and settled somewhere at the base of his spine.

She was remembering. He could feel it. The way her tongue shifted position. The way her jaw relaxed by degrees. The way her throat opened and closed around him in patterns that grew more confident, more deliberate. A muscle memory returning. A skill she had honed through years and years of practice before marriage and motherhood had sealed it away. She was a woman who had not had a cock in her mouth in two years, and the last time before that had been six years ago, and before that she had been, by her own estimation, the worst slut in West London, and every one of those hours was coming back to her now in this bamboo hut on this empty atoll with her son's cock lodged in her throat.

She pulled off. Slow. Agonizing. Her lips dragged along his shaft, tight and wet, and when she reached the head a long strand of spit connected her lower lip to the tip of him. It caught the light. Stretched. Broke. Fell across her chin.

She looked up at him.

Her face was a ruin. Mascara tracked down both cheeks in grey rivulets. Saliva coated her chin and her lower lip was swollen and slick and her eyes were red rimmed and streaming and completely, ferociously alive.

"Oh, baby."

The small bright voice. As if she had just tasted something extraordinary at a dinner party and wanted everyone to know.

"Oh, sweet boy. Mommy is making such a mess on her good boy."

She wrapped her hand around the base of his cock. Her fingers could not close. She squeezed gently and watched another bead of precum well up from the slit.

"Look how big you are." Her voice had dropped into a whisper. "Look how big her baby is."

She pressed her thumb against the underside of the head, right where the vein met the ridge, and rubbed in a slow circle. Grant's hip jerked. She smiled. The smile of a woman who had found the pressure point and intended to use it.

"Mommy did not know." She rubbed again. His breath came out in a rush. "Mommy did not know her sweet boy was hiding this for her."

Her mouth dropped back onto him.

What followed was not a blowjob. Grant had received blowjobs before. Two girlfriends. Both enthusiastic, neither experienced, both treating his cock like a task to be completed rather than a thing to be savored. What his mother did on her knees on the dirt floor of a dead fisherman's hut on an uninhabited atoll in the South Pacific was worship. Pure, focused, joyful worship from a woman who had been separated from her religion for four years and had just found her church again.

She worked the upper half with her mouth, lips sealed tight, cheeks hollowed, her head bobbing in long slow strokes. Her hand covered what her mouth could not, gripping the base, her wrist rotating in counter to the motion of her head. The coordination was effortless. Practiced. The work of a woman who had done this hundreds of times and who had, in her previous life, prided herself on it.



"Mommy is your slut, darling."

She pulled off just long enough to say it. Her hand kept moving. Wet with spit, gliding over him, her grip firm and her rhythm steady.

"Mommy is your filthy little slut."

Back down. Deeper this time. Her throat opened and she took seven inches and held him and swallowed and her eyes rolled up and found his.

She pulled off. Gasped. Licked a trail of spit from the corner of her mouth.

"Mommy is so glad we are on this island."

Her tongue flicked the tip of his cock. Quick. Light. A tease.

"Mommy is so glad Mommy gets to do this."

She kissed the head. Open mouthed. Her tongue swirling against the slit, collecting the steady flow of precum that leaked from him now.

"Mommy has been needing your taste, baby. Do you know that? Do you know how long Mommy has needed something in her mouth?"

She did not wait for an answer. She swallowed him again, fast, taking him to the back of her throat in one motion and holding him there and humming, the vibration starting in her chest and traveling through her tongue and into his cock. His hand found her hair. His fingers tangled in the damp dark strands and he gripped, not pulling, just holding, and she moaned around him louder.

"Mmmmph."

She pulled back to the tip. Let him slip from her mouth with a wet pop. Strings of saliva connected them. She looked up through them, blinking, mascara tears still tracking down her face.

"Mommy has been needing your cock in her mouth." The words came out raw and honest. No polish. No sommelier charm. Just a woman on her knees telling the truth. "Mommy is going to drink her sweet boy when he is ready."

Her hand twisted around the head. Tight. Her palm smearing saliva and precum together, the slick sounds loud in the quiet hut.

"Mommy wants every drop, baby."

She stroked him. Long and slow. Her other hand cupped his balls, rolling them gently, weighing them, her thumb rubbing the sensitive skin behind them.

"Mommy wants a big fucking load."

Grant's head fell back. His hand tightened in her hair. His stomach muscles were rigid, his thighs trembling, his breath coming in short sharp pulls that he could not slow down. She was everywhere. Her mouth, her hands, her voice. The sweet maternal tone wrapping around the filthiest words he had ever heard, and the combination should not have worked, should have repulsed him, should have done anything other than what it was doing, which was bringing him closer to the edge of orgasm than he had ever been in his life.

But he held. A small private gift of youth and good genes and the quiet stubborn determination he had inherited from his father. He held because she wanted this. Because the sounds she was making, the moans and the wet gasps and the little whimpers when she took him deep, told him that this was not a favour. This was her need. And if he could give her more time, he would give her more time.

She took him deep again. Eight inches. Nine. The head of his cock pushed past the resistance of her throat and she gagged, not gently this time, a full body convulsion that rippled through her. She did not pull off. Her eyes streamed. Spit ran down her chin and dripped onto her breasts. She held him in her throat and swallowed, swallowed, swallowed, her neck muscles working, her chest heaving for air through her nose.

When she finally pulled back she was wrecked. Saliva everywhere. Her chin glistening. Her cheeks streaked grey and wet. Her hair wild from his grip, tangled and falling across her face. She pushed it back with a trembling hand and laughed. A real laugh. Bright and broken and delighted.

"Oh god. Oh, baby. I have missed this. I have missed this so much."

Not Mommy now. Just Ashley. Just a woman who loved having a cock in her mouth and who had denied herself for so long that the return of it was making her giddy.

She shifted her technique. Mouth on the upper half, slow and languorous, her tongue swirling the head on each upstroke. Her hand at the base, gripping firm, not moving, just holding, providing a root for her mouth to work against. She found a rhythm and kept it. Patient. Thorough. Each bob of her head ending with a pause at the tip where she tongued the sensitive underside.

Then she changed. Pulled off entirely. Dipped her head lower. Her mouth found his balls and she took the left one between her lips, gentle, rolling it with her tongue, and her hand wrapped around his shaft and stroked. Long, slow pulls from base to tip, her grip loose enough to tease, tight enough to maintain the heat building in his gut. She sucked gently on one ball, then the other, then pressed her face against them and breathed him in and made a noise that belonged in a bedroom at midnight, not a hut at midmorning. A moan that was half groan and half sob and came from a place so deep inside her that he doubted she knew it existed.

"Mommy could do this all day, baby."

Her lips moved against the skin of his inner thigh. Her hand kept stroking. Twist at the top. Squeeze at the base. Unhurried. Devastating.

"Mommy could die here doing this, sweet boy."

She mouthed her way back up the shaft. Kissed the side. Kissed the vein. Ran her tongue along it, base to tip, and when she reached the head she paused. Her tongue found a single spot just below the ridge on the underside. The spot where the nerve endings gathered. The spot that made his vision go white when she pressed against it.

She stayed there.

Her tongue worked that single spot. Small, precise movements. Circling. Flicking. Pressing flat and holding. Then circling again. Her hand around the shaft, motionless now, just holding him steady so her tongue could find the exact right angle and maintain it. She was methodical. Clinical. The focus of a woman who tasted wine for a living and who could isolate a single flavour note in a complex blend and name it, and who was now applying that same relentless specificity to the underside of her son's cock.

A full minute. Grant counted it in breaths. Each one harder to take than the last. His hand in her hair was gripping now, pulling, and she moaned against him and pressed her tongue harder and he felt his balls tighten and his cock throb and he was close, close, so close.

She pulled away. Grinned up at him. Spit on her chin. Eyes sparkling through the mess on her face.

"Not yet, darling. Mommy is not finished."

She dove down. Took him deep. Held him in her throat. Pulled off with a long wet drag that made a sound like a seal breaking. Dove down again. Gagged. Did not stop. Her hands gripped his hips for leverage and she fucked her own throat on him, fast and deep and sloppy, spit flying, the wet choking sounds filling the hut and echoing off the bamboo walls.

She pulled off. Gasped for air. A strand of saliva a foot long stretched from her lip to the head of his cock and broke against her breast. She laughed again, that bright wrecked laugh, and wiped her chin with the back of her hand.

"God. Baby. You fill up Mommy's whole mouth. You fill up Mommy's whole throat. Do you have any idea what that feels like? To be this full of your own son?"

She did not wait for an answer. Never waited. The question was for her, not for him.

Her mouth found the spot under the head again. Tongue pressing. Circling. Then she sucked the head between her lips and hollowed her cheeks and applied a steady pulling pressure that made his stomach clench and his toes dig grooves in the dirt. Her hand wrapped around the shaft and stroked, fast now, matching the rhythm of her mouth, and the coordination was flawless, mouth and hand working as a single instrument, and Grant understood that this was a woman who had spent fifteen years before her marriage perfecting this particular art and who was, despite the four year absence, still a master of it.

The sounds in the hut were obscene. Wet. Rhythmic. The slick friction of her hand on spit soaked skin. The muffled moans around his cock. The pop each time she pulled off the head. The gag each time she went deep. His breathing, ragged and raw.

Outside, the lagoon lapped at the shore. A bird called somewhere in the palms. The fire pit from the previous night sent a thin curl of smoke into the blue sky. The world continued, indifferent and beautiful, while Ashley Pemberton knelt in the dirt and worshipped her son's cock with everything she had.

Her hand moved to his balls again. Cupped them. Rolled them. She could feel them drawing up, tightening, pulling closer to his body. She knew what that meant. She smiled around the cock in her mouth.

She pulled off. Looked up.

"Oh, baby."

The sweet bright voice. Wrecked and ragged but still sweet. Still bright. Still hers.

"Oh, are you close, sweet boy?"

Her hand stroked him. Slow. Deliberate. Her thumb rubbing circles over the head on each upstroke, spreading the constant flow of precum that wept from him.

"Are you going to give Mommy her treat?"

She leaned forward and pressed her lips against the tip. Spoke against it, her breath warm on the sensitive skin.

"Mommy has been waiting. Mommy has been very patient."

Her tongue darted out. Licked the slit. Collected the fresh bead of precum.

"Show Mommy." Her hand tightened. Her pace increased. "Show Mommy what her good boy has."

She opened her mouth wide and sank down on him.

Deep. Past the gag. Into her throat. Her nose pressed against his stomach and her chin pressed against his balls and she held him there, buried in her, every inch of him enveloped in the tight wet heat of his mother's mouth and throat. Her eyes were open. Looking up at him. Streaming tears that cut fresh tracks through the mascara. Shining. Fierce. Proud. A woman who had found what she needed and was not going to let it go.

She swallowed around him. Once. Twice. Her throat milked the head of his cock in rhythmic contractions. Her tongue pressed up against the underside of the shaft. Her hands gripped his hips, nails biting crescents into his skin.

Grant's hand fisted in her hair. His other hand braced against the bed. His hips lifted, a sharp involuntary thrust, pushing himself deeper into her throat by a fraction of an inch that should not have been possible. Every muscle in his body pulled tight. His stomach, his thighs, his jaw, his chest. Everything contracting inward toward a single point of white hot pressure building behind his balls.

"Mum." His voice came out shattered. "Mum, I'm going to."

She moaned. The vibration nearly ended him.

"Mum. In your mouth."

Her eyes locked onto his. Brown and wet and fierce and full of something he had no word for. She moaned again, louder, a deliberate sound, her way of answering without releasing him. Yes. Here. Now. Give it to me. Give Mommy everything.

He came.

The first rope hit the back of her throat and she swallowed it before it landed. The second was longer, thicker, and she swallowed that too, her throat working in fast rhythmic pulses, her eyes never leaving his. The third made her moan again, the sound vibrating through his cock and drawing out a fourth and a fifth, long heavy spurts that filled her mouth and she swallowed them all, every one, her throat bobbing with each pulse. His hips jerked. His hand pulled her hair. His back bowed and his chest lifted off his knees and still she held him there, nine inches buried in her mouth and throat, swallowing and swallowing and swallowing while he emptied himself into her.

Six pulses. Seven. Eight. Each one weaker than the last but still substantial, still enough to feel, and she milked every one of them with her throat and her tongue. She did not pull off. She did not gag. She worked him through every twitch, every aftershock, every fading throb, the muscles of her mouth and throat moving in slow deliberate patterns that drew the orgasm out far beyond where it should have ended.

The last pulse. Barely a pulse. A final tremor. She held him. Swallowed once more. Waited.

When she was certain he was finished, she slid off him. Slow. Her lips tight around the shaft, dragging, applying gentle suction the whole way up, cleaning him as she went. The head slipped from between her lips with a soft wet sound and she sat back on her heels and took a breath.

She licked her lips. A careful, thorough motion, her tongue sweeping across her upper lip and then her lower, catching a smear of cum at the corner of her mouth and drawing it in.

She kissed the head of his cock once. A soft closed lip press. Tender. A thank you and a promise.

She sat back on her heels.

Grant looked at her. His mother. Kneeling on the dirt floor of a bamboo hut. Naked. Cum on her chin, a thin white trail that she had missed. Mascara streaked down both cheeks in grey rivulets. Her hair a tangled dark mess, wild from his grip, falling across one eye. Her lips swollen and red and slick. Her eyes shining. Not crying. Glowing.

She was the most beautiful thing he had ever seen.

She looked up at her son. She smiled. Wide and bright and genuine and utterly ruined and not ashamed of any of it.

"Oh, baby."

Her voice was hoarse. Fucked raw. Still sweet.

"Oh, my god, baby."

She pressed her hand against her chest. Over her heart. Her fingers spread across her breastbone and he could see the tremor in them.

"Mommy did not know it could taste that good."

She closed her eyes. Opened them. The smile widened into something radiant and wrecked and beautiful.

"Thank you, sweet boy. Thank you for letting Mommy have that."

The hut was quiet. The sounds of the morning filtered in. Waves on sand. Wind in thatch. A low hiss from the dying fire pit outside. The air was warm and close and smelled of sweat and sex and salt water and the dry grass scent of palm leaves.

Ashley stayed on her knees. Looking up at him. Her chest rising and falling, her breaths deep and shaky. She brought her hand down from her chest to her stomach. Then lower. Her fingertips brushed the skin below her navel and her hips shifted, a small involuntary roll, and she bit her swollen lower lip.

A long beat. Her eyes on his. Something building behind them. Something that the blowjob had not satisfied but had instead ignited, like a backfire that jumps the road.

She looked up at him. Her smile changed. Softer. Hungrier. Her thighs pressed together and she shifted on her heels and her breath caught and Grant saw her nipples, already hard, tighten further, the small pink tips puckering into rigid points.

"Baby."

Her voice was quiet. Thick with something new.

"Now."

She pressed her palms flat on his thighs. Pushed herself up from her knees to standing. Her body unfolded before him. Dirt on her shins. Cum on her chin. Mascara tears. Hair everywhere. Every inch of her trembling and alive.

"Now Mommy needs to cum."

She reached down and touched his jaw. Tilted his face up. Her thumb brushed across his lower lip, leaving a faint trace of spit and the ghost of his own taste.

"Lay down on the bed, sweet boy."

Her eyes were enormous. Dark. Desperate.

"Mommy is going to sit on her good boy's face."

Chapter 11

 

Grant lay back on the woven palm leaf mattress and let his head find the small stuffed pillow. The fibres scratched against his neck. His arms went to his sides, palms flat on the rough weave, fingers spread. His chest still rose and fell from what she had done to him on her knees. His cock lay against his thigh, softening, wet, spent. His green eyes tracked upward.

Ashley stood at the foot of the bed.

She wiped the corner of her mouth with the back of her wrist. A slow, deliberate motion. She inspected the smear on her skin. Smiled at it. Looked at him.

"Mommy has been waiting for this part, baby."

Her voice was still raw. Still fucked. Still sweet underneath, the way a bruised peach is still sweet. She put one knee on the edge of the mattress and the whole frame creaked under her weight.

"Mommy is going to be a little selfish now."

She climbed onto the bed. Her body moved with the liquid economy of a woman who had stretched and bent and folded herself six days a week for fifteen years, every yoga class a rehearsal for something she never named. She settled on her knees beside him. Her hip brushed his ribcage. The heat of her skin pressed against his side and he could feel the fine tremor running through her thigh muscle, that involuntary vibration of a body held too long at the edge.

She looked down at him. Her dark hair fell over both shoulders, the tips brushing against his chest. Mascara still tracked her cheeks. Her lips, swollen and flushed and shining, parted.

She swung one leg over his face.

Slow. Deliberate. Her tanned thigh crossed his field of vision and he watched the muscle flex under her skin as she settled her weight onto her knees. The mattress dipped on either side of his skull. Her shins pressed against the weave. Her knees bracketed his ears. She adjusted herself, small movements, finding her balance, and the bed shifted and creaked beneath both of them.

Her hands went flat against the bamboo wall above the head of the bed. Her fingers spread wide. Her arms straightened, locking at the elbows, and the position drew her torso upward so that when Grant looked up he saw the full architecture of her body suspended above him. Her stomach, taut and concave, the shadow of her lower ribs visible with each breath. Her small high breasts hanging in the filtered light, the nipples tight and dark. The column of her throat. The underside of her jaw. Her dark hair swinging forward like a curtain, the tips nearly touching his forehead.

And between her thighs, an inch above his mouth, her pussy.

Grant stared.

He had seen women before. Two girlfriends. Fumbled encounters in Bristol bedrooms with fairy lights on the walls and empty wine bottles on the desk. He had gone down on Sarah once, briefly, and on Megan twice, and both times he had been nervous and eager and vaguely aware he was not doing it right.

This was different.

His mother was open. Swollen. The inner lips flushed a deep pink, darker than the tanned skin around them, puffy and glistening. A thin strand of wetness connected her to herself, stretching and breaking as she shifted. The whole of her was slick. Gleaming. Coated in something rich and clear that caught the light coming through the gaps in the bamboo walls.

"Mum."

His voice came out small. Cracked.

"Mum, you are."

He swallowed. His throat clicked.

"Mum, you are dripping."

Above him, Ashley laughed. The sound vibrated through her body and into the mattress and into his skull. A soft, low, ruined laugh. The laugh of a woman who had swallowed her son's cum on her knees and was not finished.

"Yes, baby."

A drop formed between her lips. Gathered. Hung. Fell. It landed on his chin. Warm. Slick.

"Mommy has been like this since she went down on her sweet boy."

Her hips rocked forward. A fraction of an inch. The movement was unconscious, a reflex, her body rolling toward the heat of his breath.

"Sucking that big cock made Mommy so wet, darling. Do you understand? Having her baby in her throat, tasting him, feeling him cum. That made Mommy drip like this."

Another drop. This one landed on his lower lip. He tasted her. Faintly sweet. Salt. Musk. Something elemental. His tongue moved on its own, touching his lip, collecting her.

Ashley watched him do it. Her fingers curled against the bamboo wall.

"Mommy is going to drown her good boy."

Her voice had dropped. Lower now. Thicker. Each word deliberate.

"Mommy is going to grind on her baby's face. Mommy is going to use her sweet boy until Mommy is finished."

She looked down between her own arms at him. Her dark eyes enormous. Her pupils blown so wide that almost no brown remained.

"Do you understand, Grant."



Not a question. A statement framed as one. His name, spoken from above him, spoken with her pussy an inch from his lips, carried a gravity that pinned him to the mattress more firmly than her weight ever could.

He nodded. His chin brushed the inside of her thigh and she flinched. A full body twitch. Her stomach muscles clenched and her fingers scraped the bamboo.

"Good boy."

Soft. Bright. Warm.

"Good boy."

She lowered herself.

The descent took forever. She controlled it with her thighs, the yoga strength holding her steady, letting gravity do the work in millimetres. Grant watched her come down. The glistening folds. The pink, the dark pink, the deeper colour inside. The pearl of her clit, swollen and prominent, emerging from its hood. Her wetness, now close enough that he could feel the heat of it on his mouth before they made contact.

She pressed herself down onto his lips.

Warm. Wet. Soft beyond anything he had imagined. The texture of her against his mouth was silk over heat, slippery and yielding, and she was so wet that his entire lower face was coated in the first second of contact. She settled onto him with a sigh that came from deep in her chest, a long low exhalation that was not a moan but something older and more fundamental, the sound of a woman getting what she needed.

Grant lifted his tongue.

He pressed it flat and wide against her. Dragged upward. A single slow stroke from the bottom of her opening to the hood of her clit, gathering the wetness that had pooled there, tasting the full concentrated flavour of his mother.

Ashley's reaction was immediate.

Her hands slammed flat against the wall. Not a press. A strike. The bamboo rattled. Her spine went rigid. Her thighs clamped against the sides of his head, the muscles seizing hard enough to muffle the sounds of the world outside, and her hips bucked forward once, a sharp involuntary jolt that ground her clit against the bridge of his nose.

"Oh."

Small.

"Oh, baby."

Smaller.

"Oh, my fucking god."

Not small at all. Her voice cracked open on the last word and her head dropped forward between her locked arms and her dark hair cascaded down around both of them, blocking the light, creating a private space that contained only the two of them. Her breath came fast and ragged against the bamboo.

Grant licked again. The same stroke. Bottom to top. Slow. Learning her geography by feel alone. The soft yielding entrance. The ridged texture of the inner lips. The slight dip before her clit. The hard swollen bud itself. The way she jolted when he reached it.

He circled. Clockwise. Experimental. Her thigh muscles twitched.

Counterclockwise. Her breath hitched.

He pressed his tongue flat against her clit and held it there, applying pressure, and she made a sound he had never heard from any woman. High and broken and grateful.

"Yes."

Her hips began to move. Rocking forward. Rocking back. Setting a rhythm against his tongue.

"Yes, baby. Yes."

She reached down with one hand and grabbed a fistful of his hair. Not gently. She pulled his face harder into her, tilting his head, adjusting the angle, using his hair like a handle.

"There. Right there."

He focused. The spot she wanted was just below the tip of her clit, a fraction to the left. He pressed his tongue against it and felt her entire body respond, a ripple of tension that ran from her thighs through her stomach through her ribs and out through her fingertips on the wall.

"Right there, sweet boy. Use your tongue. Just. Yes. Just like that."

Grant sealed his lips around her clit and sucked gently. Her hand in his hair pulled so hard that his scalp stung. He sucked again, flicking his tongue at the same time, and Ashley's rocking became grinding, her hips pushing down onto his face with real weight, real force.

"Oh, fuck."

He was not expert. He knew this. Sarah had politely said "that's nice" and Megan had redirected his mouth three times before giving up and using her own fingers. But neither Sarah nor Megan had been dripping wet before he started. Neither of them had been wound tight for two days. Neither of them had cum once in a spring pool and then spent an hour on their knees with a cock in their throat, stoking a fire that the blowjob could not put out.

His mother needed almost nothing from him. She needed a surface. A warm, wet, willing surface. She needed his mouth open and his tongue moving and his face between her legs and she would do the rest.

So he gave her that. He lay still and kept his mouth open and moved his tongue in the pattern she responded to and let her ride his face. He listened. To her breathing. To her small gasps. To the wet sounds of her pussy sliding against his mouth. He followed her rhythm when it changed, sped up when she sped up, pressed harder when she pressed down, eased back when her thighs loosened.

He learned her fast.

She tasted different from the two women he had been with. Richer. Stronger. A complex flavour, like something from the wines she spent her life cataloguing. Layers to it. The initial sweetness giving way to something earthier, headier, something that coated his tongue and filled his mouth and made him want to lick deeper, harder.

"Oh, baby. Oh, sweet boy."

Her first orgasm came quick.

It built in her thighs. He felt it happening. The muscles tightened incrementally, her legs drawing inward, squeezing his head, and her grinding became less rhythmic and more desperate, her hips jerking in small uncoordinated movements. Her breathing climbed. Faster. Shorter. Her hand in his hair twisted. Her other hand left the wall and slapped down onto it again. The bamboo shook.

"Oh, baby."

Higher.

"Oh, sweet boy."

Higher still. Thin. Strung out. Her body drew taut above him like a wire being tuned.

"Oh, oh, oh, oh."

Each one a pulse. Each one accompanied by a grind of her hips. She was chasing it with her body, her pussy sliding wet and frantic across his mouth, smearing him from chin to nose, and his entire lower face was glazed and dripping and she didn't care. She was past caring.

She came.

Her thighs clamped. Hard. His ears rang. Her hips locked in a forward position, her clit pressed firmly against his tongue, and her entire body seized above him. Her stomach muscles stood out in rigid definition. Her back curved into a deep arch, her head thrown back, her dark hair sweeping down her spine. A sound came out of her that started as a cry and dissolved into breathless laughter.

"Yes, baby. Yes. Drink Mommy."

Her pussy pulsed against his mouth. He could feel the contractions, the rhythmic clenching and releasing, and wetness flooded over his tongue, more than before, a rush of it that he swallowed and swallowed again.

"Drink Mommy. Oh, fuck. Oh fuck oh fuck oh fuck."

Her words ran together. Lost their edges. She was babbling now, her face pressed against the bamboo wall, her body shaking, riding the wave of it, her hips still moving in small helpless circles on his mouth.

Grant did not stop.

He gripped her hips. Both hands. His fingers pressing into the flesh above her hip bones, the skin yielding under his grip, soft and firm. He pulled her down. Pulled her more firmly onto his face. His tongue kept moving. Through the aftershocks. Through her trembling. Through the small whimpering sounds she made when his tongue crossed her oversensitive clit.

She flinched. "Baby."

He held her. Pulled her back.

She flinched again. "Baby, I'm. It's. Oh god."

He circled her clit with the tip of his tongue, feather light, barely a whisper of contact, and even that was almost too much. Her body twitched and jumped. But she didn't pull away. She looked down at him between her arms, her face flushed dark, her eyes glazed, her mouth open and panting.

"Again."

One word. Broken. Begging.

"Mommy wants again."

She swallowed. Her throat bobbed.

"Do not stop, sweet boy. Mommy is going to cum on her baby's face again."

He did not stop.

He changed his approach. Broader strokes. Less direct pressure on her clit. Long flat licks up and down her entire length, dipping his tongue inside her briefly and then dragging it back up. She was so wet that the sounds were obscene, liquid and thick, and the woven mattress under his head was soaked through. Her slick ran down his chin, down the sides of his neck, pooling in the hollow of his throat.

She moaned above him. A real moan. Not the performative sounds he had heard in porn, the exaggerated gasps and squeals. This was guttural and low, pulled from somewhere in her chest, the sound of a body overwhelmed. Her grinding resumed. Slower this time. Deeper. Rolling rather than rocking, her hips moving in figure eights against his mouth.

He found her clit again. Gentle this time. Nursing at it with soft lips and a careful tongue. The same spot she had shown him before, just below the tip, slightly left. He returned to it and her whole body melted.

"Oh."

Different this time. Not sharp. Liquid.

"Oh, baby."

He had her. He knew he had her. Her rhythm told him. The way her hips moved faster without her seeming to choose it. The way her breathing climbed. The way her hand in his hair loosened and then tightened again, loosened and tightened, a reflexive grasping.

The second orgasm took four minutes.

It built differently. No sudden peak. A long, rolling crescendo, her body gathering itself in layers, each wave of pleasure stacking on the one before. Her grinding became urgent. Her moans stretched out into long vowels that filled the small hut. Her thighs trembled against his ears.

And then it broke.

Not a crash. A flood. She crested and her entire body softened and tightened at the same time, a paradox of release, her muscles simultaneously going slack and clenching down. Her pussy flooded his mouth. Her head fell forward, her forehead pressing against the bamboo wall, and the sound she made was long and wavering and belonged to no word in any language.

"Oh god."

Whispered. Wrecked.

"Oh god, baby."

She rode it. Her hips moved in slow, deep rolls, each one pressing her clit against his tongue, each one sending another aftershock through her body. Her thighs shook violently. Her stomach muscles fluttered.

"Oh god, sweet boy."

She was crying. He could hear it. Not sobbing. Just tears. Her voice had that thickness, that crack in it, the sound of someone feeling more than their body could contain.

"Oh, you are. Oh, you are so good for Mommy."

A long, ragged breath.

"Oh, you are. Oh."

She collapsed. She couldn't hold herself up. Her weight came down on his face and for a moment Grant couldn't breathe, his mouth and nose sealed against her soaking pussy, her thighs pressing in from both sides. He didn't panic. He turned his head slightly, found air through the gap between her thigh and the mattress, took a breath, and went back to her.

She managed to push herself upright on shaking arms.

"Sorry, baby. Sorry. Mommy's legs don't work."

A breathless, tearful laugh. She braced herself against the wall again. Looked down at him with streaming eyes and a smile so wide it split her face.

"One more."

She said it like she was surprised by herself. Like the words came out before she could consider them.

"One more, sweet boy. Please. Mommy needs one more. Then Mommy is done."

Grant's jaw ached. His tongue was tired. Every muscle in his mouth felt overworked, the specific fatigue of sustained effort in muscles that never normally sustained anything. His face was a mask of her wetness, his chin, his cheeks, his nose, even his eyelids were slick.

He tightened his grip on her hips. Pulled her down. Opened his mouth. Got back to work.

The third time, he went after her. No waiting for her rhythm. No gentle approach. He pointed his tongue and pressed it directly against her clit and licked in fast, firm circles, the kind of unsubtle direct stimulation that would have been too much at the start but was exactly right now, when she was swollen and open and her nerve endings were singing and her body had already cum twice and was primed for a third like a cannon loaded and cocked.

Ashley screamed.

Not a gasp. Not a moan. A scream. Short, sharp, torn from her throat. Her hips slammed down onto his face. Her hands left the wall and grabbed her own hair, pulling it back from her face, her elbows pointed at the ceiling, her back bowed, her mouth open in a perfect O.

"Oh fuck. Oh fuck, baby. Oh fuck, oh fuck, oh fuck."

She came again. The third orgasm was violent. Her body convulsed above him. Her hips jerked in sharp, staccato movements, slamming her pussy against his mouth with enough force to split his lip against his teeth. He tasted copper and salt and her. Her thighs clamped so tight he heard his own pulse in his ears. Her stomach muscles locked. Her arms fell to her sides, useless, and her full weight came down on his face again and this time she didn't apologize, she just ground down and rode it out.

Long. Longer than the first two. Waves of it rolling through her, each one visible in the way her body jerked, the way her breath caught, the way her fingers clawed at the mattress on either side of his body.

When it ended, she was shaking. Everywhere. Fingers, thighs, stomach, jaw. Shaking like she had been pulled from cold water. Her breathing came in great heaving gulps and her eyes were closed and tears ran freely down both cheeks, cutting channels through the smeared mascara.

She lifted herself off him.

The motion was graceless. She swung one trembling leg over and collapsed beside him on the mattress, landing on her back, her body splayed out, her arms flung wide. She stared at the palm thatch ceiling. Her chest heaved. Her ribcage expanded and contracted in great bellows. Her legs lay open, her thighs still twitching, her pussy swollen and flushed and glistening.

For a while she didn't speak. She lay there and shook and breathed and let the tears run from the corners of her eyes into her hair. The hut was dim and warm around them. Wind moved through the bamboo walls in soft gusts, carrying the sound of the lagoon, the distant break of waves on reef.

She turned her head.

She reached out with one unsteady hand and found his jaw. Her fingertips slid through the wet mess on his chin and she turned his face toward hers. Her palm settled against his cheek, warm and damp.

She looked at him.

His face. Her son's face. Chin coated and shining. Lips swollen and red. The skin around his mouth and nose glazed with her. A thin smear across one cheek where she had ground down too hard. His green eyes bright and clear, looking back at her through the mess, through everything, steady and sure and his.

Her bottom lip trembled.

"Oh, baby."

Soft. Broken open. Awed.

"Look at you."

She traced his jawline with her thumb. Drew a line through her own wetness on his skin.

"Look at my sweet boy's pretty face."

Her voice cracked. Not from sorrow. From something she could not hold inside. Something too large. She pulled his face to hers.

She kissed him.

Open mouth. Tongue. She licked her own taste from his lips, from the corners of his mouth, from his tongue when it met hers. She kissed him deep and slow and thorough, cleaning him and tasting herself and making soft sounds against his mouth that were not quite moans and not quite sobs and not quite laughter but all three braided together. Her hand stayed on his jaw, holding him still, keeping him close. She kissed him until she had to breathe and then she pulled back just enough to speak, her lips still brushing his when she formed the words.

"Mommy is going to keep you."

A whisper.

"Mommy is going to keep her good boy forever, sweet boy."

She kissed the corner of his mouth. The hinge of his jaw. The wet, slick line of his chin.

"Mommy is going to do this every day for the rest of Mommy's life."

She said it like a vow. Like something spoken in a church, on knees, before something holy. Her eyes were closed. Her eyelashes dark and wet against her cheeks.

She laid her head on his shoulder. Her damp hair spread across his chest. One arm draped over his ribs. One leg hooked over his thigh, her knee resting against his hip, possessive and tired and warm. Her palm settled over his heart and she pressed it there, feeling the beat under his ribs, counting it.

Her breathing slowed. The trembling in her body eased by degrees, the vibrations becoming finer, fainter, until they were just the occasional twitch of an overtaxed muscle remembering its recent effort. Her weight settled into him. The curve of her body fit against the line of his. Her breast pressed soft and warm against his side.

A long sigh. Her breath washed across his collarbone.

"My baby."

Barely a sound. A shape made by tired lips.

"My good, good boy."

She slept.

It happened fast. One moment she was warm and present against him, her thumb making tiny circles on his chest. The next, her hand stilled. Her breathing evened into something deep and slow and rhythmic. Her mouth went slack against his shoulder. Her body went heavy with sleep, the full boneless weight of a woman who had wrung herself empty and had nothing left to keep her upright.

Grant lay very still.

He held his mother on his chest and stared up at the palm thatch ceiling. The woven leaves overlapped in patterns made by some fisherman's hands years ago, practical and tight, designed to shed rain. Light came through in thin golden lines, striping the air above him. Dust motes floated through the stripes. The air smelled of sweat and sex and salt water and the warm green scent of living plants.

His jaw ached. A good ache. The ache of work done well. His lip stung where it had split against his teeth. His tongue felt thick and tired. His entire face was still damp, drying now in the warm air, tightening slightly on his skin.

On his chest, Ashley's breathing was slow and even. In. Out. In. Out. Her ribs expanded and contracted against his side. Her heartbeat pulsed faintly through the skin of her breast where it touched him. Her fingers, even in sleep, curled loosely against his chest, holding on.

Grant looked at the ceiling.

He thought about the spring pool. About her standing in the hut doorway. About the sound she made when she first settled onto his mouth. About the way she said "good boy" like it was the most important phrase in the English language.

He thought about his father. Standing in the dappled light. Dissolving into nothing.

A grin spread across his face. Slow. Starting at one corner of his mouth and travelling to the other. Wide and real and private. The grin of a twenty year old man lying in a bamboo hut on a deserted atoll in the South Pacific with his mother asleep on his chest and her taste still on his lips.

Thanks, Dad.

The thought was quiet. Fond. He didn't know if the figure in the palm grove had been real or hallucination or sunstroke or grief. It didn't matter. What mattered was the woman breathing on his chest. What mattered was that she had stopped shaking.

Wind moved through the thatch. A palm frond scratched against the outside wall, a gentle persistent scraping. Somewhere outside, a bird called, one sharp note repeated three times, then silence.

Grant closed his eyes.

He held his mother close and listened to her breathe and did not sleep. He lay there in the golden light and the warm air and he held her and he grinned at the ceiling and he did not sleep for a long, long time.

Chapter 12

 

Light moved across the thatch ceiling in slow golden bars. The sun had climbed enough to push through the gaps in the weave, laying warm stripes across the bed, across Grant's bare chest, across Ashley's face where it rested in the hollow beneath his collarbone.



She opened her eyes.

Not all the way. Just a crack. The world swam in amber and shadow. Her cheek pressed against warm skin. Under her ear, a heartbeat. Slow. Steady. The rhythm of deep sleep. Her left hand was curled on his stomach, fingers loosely spread, rising and falling with each breath he took.

She looked up.

His jaw. The underside of it, shadowed with two days of stubble, golden brown where the light caught the grain. His lips were parted. His throat moved when he swallowed in his sleep. His eyelashes, longer than any boy deserved, lay still against his cheeks. Sandy hair fell across his forehead in a mess the sun had bleached almost white at the tips.

Ashley smiled.

Not a thinking smile. Not a careful one. The kind that arrives before the brain catches up, pulled from somewhere below the ribs, from the gut, from wherever it is that the body stores its simplest truths. She smiled at the underside of her son's jaw and felt the warmth of his skin under her cheek and listened to his heart and did not think about anything at all.

She closed her eyes.

The world went amber again behind her lids. His heartbeat filled her ear. Her body was still naked against his side, one leg thrown over his thigh, her breast compressed softly against his ribs. She could feel the fine grain of his skin under her fingertips where they rested on his stomach. Smooth. Warm. The faintest trail of hair below his navel, she could feel that too, the edge of it against her little finger.

She drifted.

Not proper sleep. Something shallower. Something sweet and warm and suspended, like floating in bathwater, like the last few minutes of a Sunday morning before the alarm. She was aware of him. The rise and fall of his breathing. The heat of his body along the length of hers. The occasional micro twitch of a muscle in his stomach as he dreamed. She was aware of herself too. The ache between her legs, dull and pleasant, the residual soreness of muscles worked hard the day before. Her lips were swollen. She could feel that. Puffy and tender.

She drifted there for a long time. Could have been five minutes. Could have been twenty. The light shifted on the ceiling. The golden bars moved an inch to the left. A bird called outside, three sharp notes, the same one from last night. She breathed in and breathed out and floated and held onto her son and did not move.

When she woke properly, the light had changed. Fuller. Brighter. The air in the hut had warmed. She could hear the lagoon now, the soft lapping of water on sand that meant the tide had come in while she slept. The stripes on the ceiling had moved to the far wall.

Ashley slid off Grant's chest with care. Slowly. Peeling herself away from his skin by degrees, lifting her leg from his thigh, rolling her weight off his ribs, drawing her hand from his stomach. She moved like a woman disarming something delicate. He didn't stir. His breathing stayed slow and even. His hand, which had been resting on her hip in his sleep, fell to the mattress and lay palm up, fingers loosely curled.

She sat on the edge of the bed.

The woven palm mattress creaked. She put her feet on the packed earth floor of the hut. Cool. Gritty. The earth was still damp from the previous day's humidity. She pressed her toes into it and sat still and looked at him in the dim light.

His body stretched the full length of the small bed. One arm flung above his head, the other at his side where she'd left it, palm up. His board shorts sat low on his hips. His stomach was flat, defined, the lean musculature of a swimmer arranged in clean lines that the low light traced with gold and shadow. His chest rose and fell. His ribs moved. The skin across his pectorals was tanned deep gold, darker than the pale strip below his waistband where the sun hadn't reached.

Ashley looked at her son.

She looked at his face. His mouth. The bruise on his cheekbone from the wreck, fading now to yellow at the edges. The stubble that made him look twenty five, thirty, older than he was.

She looked at his chest. The width of it. The way it tapered to his waist.

She looked at his stomach. The muscles there, arranged in pairs, moving gently as he breathed.

She looked at his shorts. At what they contained. At the shape beneath the fabric, heavy and obvious even soft, resting against his left thigh.

Oh, you beautiful thing.

The thought arrived in a bright, clear voice. Her own voice, but younger. Lighter. A voice she hadn't heard inside her own head for years. A voice from her twenties. From her single days. From the years before Edward, before marriage, before she'd learned to keep that voice quiet.

Oh, look what Mommy has.

She sat on the edge of the bed and looked at her sleeping son and the voice sang inside her chest like a bell struck once in a quiet room. It rang and rang and rang.

She stood up.

Naked. That was still new. The air of the hut touched all of her. Her breasts, her stomach, the insides of her thighs, the curve of her lower back. She'd slept naked against him. She'd fallen asleep naked on his chest after he'd eaten her out until she screamed three times and cried and begged and called him things a mother should never call her son.

She walked to the doorway of the hut.

The morning hit her like a hand. The lagoon lay before her in a sweep of impossible blue, turquoise at the shallows, deepening to sapphire where the reef dropped off. The sun sat two hands above the horizon, not yet at the height where it burned, still gentle and gold and warm on her bare skin. White sand. Bright as flour. The palm trees threw long shadows that stretched from the treeline to the water's edge, dark green on white. The fire pit Grant had built sat twenty metres ahead, a circle of stones with ash and charcoal in its centre, the bamboo drying rack beside it with three coconut shell halves arranged at intervals along the crossbar.

Ashley stood in the doorway. Naked. Hands at her sides. Feet planted on the bamboo threshold. The sun touched her face, her collarbone, the tanned slopes of her breasts. The breeze from the lagoon stirred her hair, still tangled and salt stiff from the day before, still unwashed. She could feel it moving across her stomach. Across her thighs. Between her legs.

She tilted her head back and closed her eyes and let the sun warm her eyelids.

Something in her chest had changed. She could feel it the way you feel a key turn in a lock, that small precise mechanical click, the alignment of something internal that had been jammed for years. Not a big thing. Not a dramatic thing. Just a click. Just an unlocking.

Lightness. That was the word. She stood in the doorway and felt light. Light in her chest. Light in her legs. Light in her throat. The weight she'd carried for four years, the compression in her ribcage, the tightness behind her sternum that she'd managed with yoga and wine and professionalism and doting on her son from a safe distance, all of it had gone sometime in the night while she slept on his chest. She'd gone to sleep with it and woken up without it and now she stood in the doorway of a bamboo hut on a tiny atoll in the South Pacific and she felt, for the first time since her divorce, like she might be okay.

Not okay.

Better than okay.

Hungry. That was the other word. She felt hungry. Not for food. Hungry in a way she'd spent four years pretending she wasn't. Hungry in the way she'd been at twenty two, at twenty five, at twenty eight. Hungry for skin. For weight. For hands on her body. For a cock inside her. For the feeling of being full and stretched and used and wanted and pinned down and fucked until she couldn't think.

She'd had that. She'd had it for years before Edward. She'd had a version of it with Edward in the early days, before the marriage went stale, before she learned to manage her appetites, before she convinced herself she was a different kind of woman than the one she actually was.

And now.

Joy. That was the third word. She felt joyful. Standing naked in the doorway with the sun on her skin and her son asleep behind her and the lagoon stretching out in front of her like a promise. Joyful in a way that had nothing to do with rescue or survival or getting off this island. Joyful because she had touched him and tasted him and cum with his mouth on her pussy and he had looked at her afterward like she was the most important thing he had ever seen.

She pressed her palm against the bamboo doorframe. The wood was smooth under her hand. Warm from the sun.

Right then.

She stepped out of the hut.

The fire needed relighting. The coals from last night were dead, grey ash over grey charcoal. She knelt at the pit, her knees in the warm sand, and gathered kindling from the pile Grant had built up near the tree line. Dry palm fronds. Thin strips of coconut husk. She arranged them over the ash and struck the flint and steel from Captain Taufa's basket, once, twice, three times. Sparks jumped on the fourth strike. The husk caught. She blew on it, gentle and steady, the way Grant had shown her, and the flame grew.

Naked. Kneeling. Tending a fire on a beach. Her breasts swayed when she leaned forward to blow on the flames. Sand stuck to her shins and the tops of her feet. She didn't care. She didn't think about it. She was a naked woman on an island building a fire and she was fine with that. She was more than fine.

She checked the water rack. The night had been clear, no rain, but the dew had collected in the coconut shell halves on the bamboo crossbar. Three of them held water. Not much. A centimetre each, maybe. She poured all three into the clay jug and set it beside the fire to warm. She'd send Grant to the spring later.

Breakfast. She opened the red emergency box and took stock. Four tins left. Bread gone since the day before yesterday. Cheese gone. The bacon she'd saved for their last night, wrapped in cloth, still cool in the shade of the box. Bananas, three remaining, spotted brown. One coconut from yesterday's haul, already cracked. She peeled two bananas and set them on the bamboo cutting board. She split the coconut and scraped meat into a shell.

She hummed while she worked.

She didn't notice she was doing it at first. The tune came up from somewhere below her conscious mind, climbing her throat and sitting on her lips before she caught it. An old song. Something from university. Something she'd listened to in a flat in Hammersmith when she was twenty three, getting ready to go out, standing in front of a mirror in her underwear, choosing which dress would do the most damage.

She hummed it and sliced banana with the machete and arranged the pieces on the cutting board and she felt like herself. Not the self she'd presented to the world for the last twenty two years, the poised and charming sommelier, the devoted mother, the woman who wore appropriate necklines and touched men only on the arm and kept her true appetites locked in a vault beneath her sternum. The other self. The real one. The one who'd come before all that.

She was still humming when the sound of feet on packed earth came from behind her.

She didn't turn around. She kept her eyes on the fire. Kept humming. Kept her back to the hut doorway. She knew he was there. She could feel him looking. She could feel his eyes on the bare curve of her back, the narrowing of her waist, the swell of her hips, the round of her small bottom, the lines of her long legs folded beneath her in the sand.

She let him look.

She arranged banana slices. She scraped more coconut meat. She added a piece of dried fish from the day before to the board. She hummed. She let the sun warm her back and she let her son stand in the doorway and stare at his naked mother kneeling by the fire and she did not cover herself, did not reach for a sarong, did not hunch her shoulders or cross her arms or do any of the things she had trained herself to do for twenty two years when she caught a man looking at her body.

She let him look because she wanted him to look. Because his looking made her wet. Because his eyes on her skin felt like sunlight, like warmth, like being alive.

"Mum."

His voice was rough with sleep. She could hear the smile in it.

"Are you going to wear anything today?"

Ashley turned.

He stood in the hut doorway. Board shorts low on his hips. Bare chest. Hair a disaster. Squinting in the morning light. Smiling. One hand braced on the doorframe, leaning, his body a long diagonal line of muscle and golden skin.

She beamed at him.

Not a careful smile. Not a flirtatious half smile. A full beam, the kind that crinkled her eyes and showed her teeth and made her look, in the golden morning light, ten years younger than thirty nine. The kind of smile that had made every man she'd ever worked with fall a little bit in love with her.

"No, baby." She turned her whole body to face him, kneeling in the sand, arms at her sides, breasts bare, stomach bare, everything bare. "Mommy has decided. No clothes. We are on an island. Mommy is free."

She watched his eyes travel down her body. Her throat. Her collarbones. The tanned slopes of her breasts, small and firm and high, her nipples hard in the morning air. Her stomach, flat, the faint lines of muscle from six years of yoga. Her navel. The narrow strip of dark hair below it. Her thighs, parted slightly where she knelt. He took all of it in and his smile widened and his eyes came back to hers and he shook his head once, slowly, the way a man shakes his head at something he cannot believe is happening to him.

"Come and eat, sweet boy."

They sat on the sand by the fire and ate banana and coconut meat and dried fish. Grant in his board shorts, legs stretched out, ankles crossed. Ashley cross legged beside him, naked, the fire warm on her skin. The lagoon sparkled. The palms rustled. A white bird, something like a tern, circled above the reef and dove.

She caught him.

Every few seconds. His eyes sliding from the lagoon, from the food in his hand, from the fire, to her body. Her legs. Her stomach. Her breasts. The dark triangle between her thighs. He tried to be subtle about it. He wasn't. She caught him every time and every time she caught him she beamed at him. A wide, radiant, delighted smile that said yes, baby, look, it's yours, look as much as you want, Mommy wants you to look.

He caught her catching him and laughed. Shook his head again. Looked at the lagoon. His eyes came back to her within ten seconds.

Ashley set down her coconut shell. She leaned across the space between them. She put her hand on the side of his face. His stubble scraped her palm.

She kissed him. Slow. On the mouth. No urgency in it. No heat. Just her lips on his, soft and warm and tasting of coconut, pressing and holding and then pulling back a millimetre and pressing again. She kissed him the way you kiss someone when you have all the time in the world and nowhere to be and nothing to prove.

She pulled back. Her hand stayed on his face.

"Just because Mommy can, baby."

His eyes. Dark green and wide and full of something that made her stomach drop.

She kissed him again. Shorter this time. A press. A promise. Then she sat back and picked up her coconut shell and took a sip of the warm water and looked out at the lagoon and felt the sun on her bare skin and smiled at nothing.

They finished breakfast. Grant got up to wash the shells and the cutting board in the shallow water. Ashley watched him walk to the lagoon. Watched his back. The way his shoulder blades moved under his skin. The way his shorts hung from his hips. The V of muscle that disappeared beneath the waistband.

Mine.

The word arrived in that same bright internal voice. Clear and simple and possessive.

Mine mine mine.

The late morning came on slow and warm. The sun climbed. The shadows shortened. The breeze from the lagoon carried salt and the smell of warm rock and the distant sound of waves breaking on the outer reef.

Ashley sat in the sand at the base of a palm. The trunk was smooth against her bare back, warm where the sun hit it, cool in the shade. She'd pulled her hair over one shoulder and was working the tangles out with her fingers, patient, methodical, the way she worked through a difficult wine list, section by section.

Grant came and lay down beside her. He put his head in her lap.

His skull settled in the soft space between her thighs. She felt the weight of him. His hair, sun warm and gritty with salt, spread across her bare skin. He closed his eyes. His face was tipped up toward the palm canopy, dappled light moving across his features, shadow and gold, shadow and gold.

She stroked his hair.

Long, slow movements. Her fingers started at his hairline, above his forehead, and drew back through the full length, sandy brown threaded with blonde, to the nape of his neck where the strands curled slightly from salt and sweat. She gathered the hair between her fingers and let it fall. Started again. Forehead to nape. Forehead to nape.

His breathing slowed. His face went slack.

She looked down at him. His head in her lap. Her naked thighs framing his face. His eyes closed. His lips parted. His throat exposed. The trust in that posture. The total, unguarded surrender of it.

She stroked his hair and felt the words building in her chest. They'd been building all morning, she realised. Since she woke. Since the doorway. Since the bright voice sang look what Mommy has.

"Baby."

"Mm."

"Mommy wants to tell you something."

His eyes stayed closed. His hand found her knee and rested there. "Okay."

"Mommy was a different woman before Mommy married your father."

She said it quietly. Not whispering. Just quiet. The kind of voice you use when you're saying something true and you don't want to dress it up.

"Mommy was, you know." She paused. Stroked his hair. "A bit of a slut, darling."

His eyes opened. Dark green. Looking up at her from her lap.

"Mommy was not nice. Mommy was not the woman you have known." She kept stroking. Slow, steady movements. "Mommy had a lot of men. Mommy was. I don't know how to say it properly. Mommy was hungry. All the time. Mommy couldn't get enough. And then Mommy met your father and Mommy loved your father very much and Mommy stopped being that woman."

A bird called. The same three notes. The palms rustled.

"Mommy thought she was done with her. That woman. Mommy was wrong, baby."

She looked down at him. Her fingers stilled in his hair.

"Mommy is sorry, sweet boy. I'm going to be her again for a few days here. On this island. It's already happening. I can feel it. I feel like I did at twenty three."

She searched his face.

"Will you be all right with that?"

Grant looked up at her. His head in her naked lap. His mother's dark brown eyes looking down at him, worried and hopeful and bright with something fierce underneath. Her hair fell around her face. Her lips were bitten. Her hand in his hair had gone still but her fingers trembled.

"Mum." He smiled. "Yes. Yes, I will be all right with that."

She let out a breath. A long one. Her chest dropped. Her shoulders dropped. Something behind her eyes went soft.

"Because it might be, you know." She started stroking his hair again. "A lot. Mommy might be a lot. Mommy doesn't know where the off switch is anymore. Mommy is not sure there ever was one."

"Good."

She laughed. Surprised by it. A real laugh, bright and sudden, her head tipping back against the palm trunk, her throat arching, her breasts lifting. She laughed at the palm canopy and the blue sky beyond it and when she looked back down her eyes were wet.

"Oh, you darling. You gorgeous, lovely darling."

She bent and kissed his forehead. Let her lips rest there. Breathed against his skin.

"Mommy is going to ruin you, baby."



"Promise?"

She laughed again. Softer this time. Against his forehead.

"Oh, I promise."

The afternoon came on like a slow fire. The sun reached the top of its arc and the air thickened. The lagoon went still, flat as glass, turquoise darkening where clouds moved across it. The sand between the palms held the heat and gave it back. Even the birds went quiet.

They retreated to the shade behind the hut. A patch of cool sand beneath two overlapping palms, sheltered from the direct sun, the ground carpeted with fallen fronds that Grant had cleared and rearranged into a rough nest.

Ashley climbed into his lap.

She did it the way she did everything now. Without hesitation. Without asking. She straddled his thighs where he sat with his back against a palm trunk, her knees in the sand on either side of his hips, and settled her weight onto him. Her arms went around his neck. Her head tucked into the space beneath his jaw, her forehead against his throat.

His arms came around her. One across her lower back, his forearm warm against her skin. The other higher, between her shoulder blades, his hand spread wide, palm flat, holding her against him.

She could feel him under her. Through the thin fabric of his board shorts. His cock, thick and warm, pressed against the inside of her thigh. She settled more firmly onto it. Rocked once, a tiny movement, a fraction of an inch, just to feel it shift against her. She felt it twitch.

But she didn't chase it. That wasn't what this was.

This was contact. This was the simple primate need for skin on skin. This was holding and being held. This was his heartbeat under her cheek and his hands on her back and his breath in her hair and the warm solid reality of another human body against hers.

She closed her eyes.

She thought about the last four years. The king sized bed in her flat in Kensington. The empty side of it. The way she'd trained herself to sleep on the left, always the left, to leave room for a man who wasn't there. The way she'd stopped touching people. The way she'd stopped being touched. The way she'd filled the gap with wine and work and yoga and the carefully calibrated affection she poured onto her son, all the love she had compressed into a form she told herself was maternal, was normal, was fine.

It wasn't fine. It was never fine. She had been starving and calling it dieting.

"Mommy is happy, baby."

Against his throat. The words vibrated against his skin.

"Mommy is so happy."

His arms tightened. His chin rested on the top of her head.

"Mommy did not know Mommy could be this happy."

She could feel his pulse under her lips. Fast. Warm. She pressed a kiss there. Another. Soft, open mouthed, the faintest touch of tongue, and then she just rested her lips against his throat and breathed.

He held her. She held him. The afternoon crept past in degrees. The shadows moved. The air shifted. A gecko chirped somewhere in the thatch of the hut. The lagoon lapped at the shore and retreated and lapped again, the ancient rhythm of water on sand, endless and patient.

She dozed against him. Woke. Dozed again. Felt his hands adjust on her back, his fingers tracing idle patterns on her skin, and she pressed tighter against him, her bare breasts flattened against his chest, and she didn't think about rescue or the coastguard or Sione or the real world or what would happen when they left this island.

She just thought about his hands on her back.

His cock against her thigh. Warm and patient and there.

Sometime around four, the heat broke. A breeze came in from the west, cooler than before, carrying something new. Ashley stirred.

Grant kissed the top of her head. "I should fish."

"Mm."

"Before it gets dark."

She lifted her head from his throat. Looked at him. His face was close. His green eyes. The stubble. That mouth.

She kissed him. Not soft this time. She took his lower lip between hers and pulled it gently and let it go and licked her own lips.

"Go fish, baby. Mommy will be here."

He lifted her off his lap. Set her on the sand. She watched him walk to the lagoon, grab the fishing line from the rock where he kept it, and wade into the shallow water. She watched his back. His shoulders. The way the water rose around his calves, his knees, his thighs.

She sat in the shade and watched him and rested her hand on her own thigh and drummed her fingers lightly against her skin and thought about what she was going to do to him later.

Then she stopped watching Grant and looked up.

The sky above was blue. Deep, faultless blue, the color of clean glass. The sun sat in the west, dropping toward the horizon, painting the clouds there in shades of amber and rose. But in the east.

In the east.

A line. Low on the horizon. Dark. Thin but growing. A smudge of charcoal laid across the bottom edge of the sky, stretching from one end of the visible horizon to the other. The kind of line that would be easy to miss if you weren't looking for it. The kind of line that a sailor would see and begin tying things down.

Ashley studied it. Her eyes narrowed. Her head tilted.

She'd seen a line like that four days ago. From the deck of Captain Taufa's boat. An hour before the wind came. Two hours before the sea rose. Three hours before the boat hit the reef and the captain's stomach was opened by a broken spar and everything that had happened since was set in motion.

A storm.

Coming from the east. Coming tonight. Coming fast, maybe, or slow, maybe, but coming.

She looked at the dark line and a sensation moved through her body. Not fear. Not dread. Not the panic she should have felt, the sensible woman's panic at the thought of another storm on this tiny atoll with nothing but a bamboo hut for shelter.

What she felt was a thrill.

A small, bright, private thrill that started in her stomach and climbed to her chest and sat there like a struck match. She felt it and she smiled and she knew exactly what the storm meant and what it would do and what it would let her do.

Rain. Hard, warm, tropical rain. Darkness. Wind. The world reduced to water and noise and the hut and the bed and her son.

She thought about the woman she had been at twenty three. The woman who used to go out in thunderstorms in nothing but a coat and heels. The woman who had once fucked a stranger against the wall of a pub car park in the pouring rain and cum so hard she couldn't walk straight for an hour afterward. The woman she had locked away for twenty two years and promised herself she would never be again.

That woman looked at the dark line on the horizon and licked her lips.

Ashley sat in the sand and watched the storm coming and touched her own thigh and smiled at the sky.

Grant came back at five.

He walked up the beach with three reef fish on the line, silver and red, their scales catching the low sun. He was wet from the waist down. His board shorts clung to his thighs. Water ran from his shins into the sand, leaving dark tracks behind him.

He stopped. His head turned. He looked at the sky.

"Mum." His voice changed. "Mum, look at that. Storm coming."

Ashley stood in the doorway of the hut. Naked. Her arms raised above her head, hands braced on the bamboo frame, her body stretched into a long line, ribs visible beneath the tanned skin, her small breasts lifted. She looked at him. She smiled.

"Yes, baby. Mommy saw it. Mommy is excited."

Grant blinked. The fish hung from his hand, dripping, forgotten.

She laughed. Bright. Musical. The laugh of a woman who has just told a joke that only she understands.

"Mommy will explain later. Cook your fish, sweet boy."

He cooked the fish. Cleaned them. Gutted them on the flat stone by the fire pit. Laid them in the cast iron skillet over the rebuilt flames. The fat popped and spat. The smell of cooking fish drifted across the beach, rich and clean. Ashley sat nearby, naked, cross legged, eating pieces from the pan with her fingers when they were cool enough to touch, licking the oil from her thumb with a small deliberate flick of tongue that Grant tried not to watch and failed.

They ate. The sun went down. The sky in the west turned orange, then red, then purple, then black. The stars came out. But not all of them. Not like the night before, when the sky had been an unbroken sheet of light. Tonight the stars were patchy. Bright in the west, dimming in the east, where the dark line had climbed. Had thickened. Had become a wall.

The wind picked up around seven.

It came in gusts at first. Short, sharp bursts that rattled the palm fronds and sent ash swirling from the fire pit. The gusts carried warmth. Wet warmth. The smell of rain that hadn't arrived yet.

By eight the sky in the east was gone. Black. Total black. No stars, no horizon, no distinction between sea and sky. The wall had swallowed everything. The wind was constant now, steady and building, pressing the palms into diagonal angles, their crowns streaming like green flags.

The fire guttered. Flickered. Guttered again. Grant kicked sand over it and they retreated to the hut.

The first crack of thunder came at half past. Not distant. Not a rumble. A crack. Sharp and close and violent, like a cannon fired directly overhead. The bamboo walls of the hut shook. A piece of thatch lifted at the corner of the roof and flapped.

Ashley sat on the edge of the bed. Naked. Her hands on her bare thighs. She watched the rain start through the doorway.

It came all at once. Not a build. Not a patter to a pour. One moment the sand outside was dry and white in the last light. The next, water fell from the sky in sheets, solid curtains of it, drumming the sand flat, turning it dark, pooling in the hollows, running in rivers toward the lagoon. The noise was enormous. A roar. Not like rain at all. Like standing under a waterfall. Like being inside a drum.

Lightning bleached the world white. The beach, the palms, the lagoon, all of it frozen for a split second in blue white light, every detail sharp, every shadow burned away. Then gone. Darkness. The afterimage floating green and purple behind her eyelids.

Thunder followed. Not a crack this time. A rolling boom that vibrated in her chest cavity and went on and on and on.

Ashley watched the rain hammer the white sand. She watched the palm trees bow and thrash. She felt the mist of spray that made it through the doorway, fine droplets on her face and bare chest, warm as bathwater.

Her eyes were bright.

"Baby."

Grant sat behind her on the bed, back against the bamboo wall, watching the storm over her shoulder.

"Mommy is going outside." She said it in a voice that was small and bright and certain. "Mommy wants to dance, sweet boy. Mommy wants to dance in the storm."

A beat of silence. Just the rain.

"Mum. You will get soaked."

She turned to him.

The lightning flashed again. Her face lit up. White light on dark brown eyes, on wet lips, on high cheekbones, on a smile that was not maternal, was not warm, was not safe. A smile that belonged to the woman she had been at twenty three. The woman who went out in thunderstorms. The woman who fucked strangers in the rain. The woman she had just told her son about that morning in the quiet shade of a palm tree.

That woman looked at Grant from the edge of the bed, naked and smiling, her eyes alive.

"Yes, baby. Mommy will."

Chapter 13

 

She stood.

The sarong lay puddled on the bamboo floor where it had fallen, and Ashley walked past it, through the doorway, barefoot, naked, into the rain.

The first step took her from the dry packed earth beneath the hut's overhang onto wet sand. Warm sand. The rain had heated it, or the sand had heated the rain, or the storm had turned the whole island into something tropical and alive, and the granules pushed between her toes, soft and giving, each footprint filling with water the instant she lifted her foot.

The second step took her fully out.

The rain hit her scalp first. Heavy. Not English rain, not mist or drizzle or any polite thing. This was equatorial rain, thick and body warm, each drop the size of a marble. It struck her head and ran in rivers down her face, down her neck, down the channel of her spine. It plastered her dark hair to her skull in an instant, the long glossy strands clinging to her shoulders and upper back like wet silk, the ends dripping against the small of her waist.

Three steps from the hut. Four. Five.

The sand changed texture underfoot. Firmer where the rain pounded it flat, then softer again where it dipped toward the lagoon. Water pooled around her ankles. Ran between her feet. She kept walking.

The rain covered her. Every inch. It streamed over the tanned olive skin of her shoulders, rolling in sheets across her collarbones, gathering in the hollow at the base of her throat before spilling in a single rivulet between her breasts. Her nipples peaked from the contact, small and dark, the water splitting around them and rejoining beneath the swell of each breast to cascade down her flat stomach. Droplets caught in the dark thatch of hair between her thighs. Ran down her legs. Pooled around her feet on the white sand.

She stopped walking.

The beach opened before her. Flat white sand running fifty metres to the lagoon's edge, where the water churned and heaved, nothing like the glass surface they had watched for three days. The palms behind the hut thrashed in the wind, their crowns whipping sideways, fronds peeling off and cartwheeling into darkness. The outer reef boomed. Each wave that struck it sent a deep percussive thud through the sand, up through the soles of her feet, into her chest. Boom. Boom. Boom.

Ashley tilted her head back.

Her face turned straight up into the rain. The water hit her closed eyelids, her cheeks, the bridge of her nose. It pooled in the hollows beneath her eyes and overflowed. It ran into her ears and made a rushing sound, like the sea inside a shell, muffling the roar of the wind. Her mouth opened. Not wide. Just slightly. Just enough. The rain fell onto her tongue, fat and warm, and she drank it. Tasted nothing. Tasted clean. Tasted the sky.

Her arms rose.

Not fast. Slow. A gradual unfolding, palms up, fingers spread, lifting from her sides to shoulder height and then above, her biceps brushing her ears, her wrists crossing high over her head, her fingertips touching. The rain ran down the underside of each arm, pooling in the hollows of her armpits, running in rivulets down her ribs.

Thunder.

Not close. Somewhere over the ocean, rolling, low and long, a deep growl that took ten seconds to cross the sky. The vibration of it settled in Ashley's breastbone, and she held it there like a note played on an instrument.

The wind gusted. Warm and wet and constant now, pressing the rain sideways so it lashed her body from the left, each drop stinging her hip, her ribs, the outside of her left breast. Her hair flew out to the right, a dark wet flag streaming from her skull. She swayed with the force of it. Caught her balance. Swayed again.

Her eyes stayed closed.

The lagoon's surface was unrecognizable. Whitecaps churned across water that had been turquoise and still that morning. Foam raced along the sand at the waterline, yellow and churning. The outer reef continued its percussion. Another wave struck. The boom transmitted through the earth itself.

Lightning.

The first bolt struck somewhere over the reef, a single jagged white line that split the darkness vertically and turned the entire world into a photograph. The sand blazed white. The lagoon turned silver. Every raindrop became a frozen crystal, caught mid fall, suspended in light, a billion tiny diamonds between Ashley and the sky.

And in the centre of the photograph, a woman.

Naked. Dark haired. Arms above her head, wrists crossed, fingers touching. Head back, throat exposed, mouth open, rain streaming from every surface of her body. Small high breasts pointing at the sky, nipples dark and tight from the cold. The narrow curve of her waist flaring to slim hips. The dark triangle between her thighs visible, water running from it. Long legs planted in the sand, feet apart, calves taut. Olive skin gleaming.

Darkness again. The afterimage burned green and white on nothing.

Thunder followed, closer now. Three seconds between flash and sound.

Ashley's hips moved.

Not a decision. Not a thought. Her hips moved the way hips move when they are connected to a body that has remembered, after years, what it is for. A small roll to the left. A small roll to the right. Her weight shifting from one foot to the other. The wet sand yielding beneath her soles. Her arms still above her head, still crossed, still touching.

The roll became a sway.

Slow. Like water. Like the movement of kelp in a current, responding not to will but to force, the pull of tide, the push of wave. Her torso followed her hips, a half second behind, her rib cage tilting gently, her shoulders tracing their own slow circles. Her head came forward, her chin dropping to her chest, her wet hair falling across her face.

Rain pounded the sand. Wind raked the palms. The reef boomed. Ashley danced.

This was not a dance anyone would recognize from a London club, from a party, from the small hours of a bar. This was not performance. This was a woman whose body had been locked away, stored in a careful glass case labelled MOTHER and SOMMELIER and DIVORCEE and GOOD WOMAN, and the case had cracked in a storm five days ago on a reef, and cracked again in a spring pool, and cracked again on a bamboo bed, and now the last piece of glass fell away and the woman inside stepped free.

Her hips rolled deeper. Wider. Her hands dropped from above her head to touch her own body, palms sliding down her neck, over her collarbones, down between her breasts. She cupped them. Brief. Her thumbs grazed her nipples. Her hands continued down, over her stomach, over her hips, down the outside of her thighs, and then up again, her spine curving backward, chest lifting to the rain, her fingers tracing back up her inner thighs, not touching between her legs, not yet, tracing up across her belly, up to her throat.

Her mouth opened wider. Rain fell in.

She turned. A slow rotation on the wet sand, her feet drawing half circles, her body spiraling. Her back to the hut now. The long line of her spine visible, each vertebra, the dimples at the base of her back above her arse, the tight small swell of it, the rain running in a stream down the cleft. She leaned forward, her hands on her knees, her hair hanging, water pouring from it. She rolled her spine upward, vertebra by vertebra, until she stood straight, arms rising again, hips still moving, the rotation continuing, her face coming back toward the hut.

Lightning.

The second bolt was closer. It struck the sea between the reef and the shore, and the flash turned the rain into a white wall, solid, glowing, and Ashley inside it, a dark figure wreathed in water and light. Her head thrown back. Her throat a long arc. Her breasts lifting with a deep inhalation. Her stomach muscles taut. Her hips mid roll, weight on her left foot, right hip pushed out, the dark wet hair between her thighs catching the flash, every detail visible for a fraction of a second.

She looked, in that flash, like something that belonged to the storm. Something the ocean had thrown onto this sand. Something older than guilt or shame or the careful constructed architecture of a respectable life in West London. Something that had been dancing on beaches in storms since long before anyone had names for what it meant or rules for who could do it.

Thunder cracked. Close. The pressure wave pushed against her chest.

She laughed.

The sound tore from her throat and vanished into the storm, swallowed by wind and rain, but she did not care if anyone heard it. She laughed with her head back and her arms spread and the rain hammering her naked body and she felt, for the first time in two years, like a woman who had not made a single mistake.



At the hut, Grant stood in the doorway.

The rain fell in sheets past the overhang, a curtain of water, and through it he watched his mother on the beach. A dark shape against darker water, moving slowly, arms rising and falling, hips tracing circles in the air. He watched the lightning flash and saw her frozen in white light, every line of her body exposed, and the image stayed behind his eyelids when the dark returned.

His board shorts sat low on his hips. Rain spray misted through the doorway and dotted his chest, his stomach. He wiped water from his face with the back of his hand and kept watching.

The thunder cracked again. Ashley spun on the sand, her hair whipping around her, and even from the hut he could see her mouth was open, could see the dark flash of her teeth, could see she was smiling or laughing or both.

His mother. On a beach. Naked in a storm. Dancing like something unhinged and gorgeous and free.

His cock was hard. Had been since she walked out the door. The fabric of his board shorts pressed against it, damp from the spray, clinging to the shape of him. He ignored it. Then stopped ignoring it.

Grant reached down. His fingers found the knot at his waistband. The cord was wet, difficult, and he worked it loose with both hands, tugging the knot free. The fabric loosened around his hips. He pushed the shorts down. They caught on his erection, and he pushed harder, and they dropped to his ankles, and he stepped out of them, and he stood naked in the doorway of the hut, the rain hitting his shins, his mother dancing on the beach below him.

One step. Two. Three.

The rain found him the same way it had found her. Total. Immediate. A wall of warm water that hit his scalp and poured down his body, plastering his sandy brown hair flat, running over his shoulders, streaming down the hard flat plane of his stomach. His cock stood out from his body, thick and rigid, and the rain cascaded over it, dripping from the tip. He did not cover himself. He did not hesitate.

He walked down the sand toward his mother.

The beach was thirty metres wide between the hut and the waterline, and he crossed half of it before she felt him. Some shift in the air. Some vibration in the sand beneath her feet. Some maternal sense, or animal sense, or something between the two.

Ashley stopped dancing.

Her arms fell to her sides. Her hips stilled. She stood in the rain, facing the lagoon, breathing hard, and then she turned.

She turned slowly. Her head came around first, her dark hair swinging, water spraying from the ends. Her shoulders followed. Her body.

She saw him.

Grant walked toward her through the rain. The storm at his back, the lagoon booming, lightning forking somewhere behind the clouds, the light diffused and sourceless. He was lean and golden and water ran from every surface of his body, from the hard angles of his shoulders, from the muscles of his chest, from the hollow of his hips. His green eyes were locked on her brown ones and they did not waver. His cock swung with each step, heavy, hard, the thick shaft glistening with rain.

Ashley's lips parted.

She watched him come. Ten metres. Eight. Five. The rain hammered them both. The wind pushed his hair across his forehead. His jaw was set, not hard but certain. Decided.

She lifted her right hand.

Slow. Her arm rose from her side, palm open, fingers slightly spread, and she held it out to him. Not a wave. Not a beckon. An invitation. A hand extended across the last three metres of wet sand between them, offered in a storm, on a beach, in the middle of nowhere, to the only person alive who knew where she was.

Grant took it.

His fingers closed around hers. Warm skin despite the rain. His hand was bigger, wider, and it engulfed hers, and she felt the pressure of each finger, the calluses on his palm from three days of coconut husking and fire building. She squeezed. He squeezed back.

She drew him in.

A small pull. Not forceful. She tugged his hand and he stepped forward and the three metres became one metre and then none. Their bodies met.

The contact was a shock even though she expected it. His chest against her breasts, warm and hard and slick, the rain between them acting like oil. His stomach against hers. His cock pressing against her lower belly, rigid, the length of it lying against her skin, the heat of it staggering against the warm rain. Her nipples pressed into the hard muscle below his collarbones. His thighs touched hers.

Ashley's free hand came up and found the back of his neck. Her fingers slid into his wet hair, gripping. His hands found her hips. The same hips he had watched rolling in the lightning, the same hips he had cupped in the spring pool, and his fingers dug into the smooth wet skin, finding the bone, the muscle beneath, pulling her closer.

They stood in the rain.

Her forehead pressed against his collarbone. His chin rested on the top of her head. The storm raged around them and they stood still, his hands on her hips, her hand in his hair, his cock trapped between their bodies, pulsing against her stomach.

She moved first.

A small shift. Her hips rolled left, the same motion she had been making alone on the beach, but now with his body against hers, his hands guiding her, the movement was different. Heavier. Fuller. His right hip moved with her left, a slow counterweight, and then her hips rolled right, and his followed, and they were moving together, their weight shifting in unison on the wet sand.

Not dancing. Dancing is too deliberate a word, too structured, too much about arms and feet and timing. What they did had no structure. It was gravity. Two bodies in proximity, responding to the same pull, leaning where the other leaned, pressing where the other pulled away. A slow exchange of weight. A tide between two shores.

Her arms wound around his neck. Both of them now. She rose slightly on her toes, her wet breasts sliding up his chest, her face level with his jaw. His hands spread wider on her hips, one sliding to the small of her back, his fingers finding the twin dimples above her arse, pressing into them. His other hand climbed her side, over her ribs, where the ridges of bone gave way to the soft swell of her breast, and he held her there. Not grabbing. Holding. The way you hold something that is finally, after years, in the right place.

Thunder split the sky directly above them.

The sound was physical. It pushed down on them like a hand, like the flat of a palm pressed on their skulls, a pressure wave that hit the sand and bounced up through their feet. Ashley's fingers tightened in Grant's hair. His grip on her waist pulled her closer. Their hips stilled for one beat. Two. The thunder rolled away across the lagoon. Their hips moved again.

Lightning lit them. White flash, both their bodies caught in it, her dark hair plastered to his shoulder, his hand spread across her back, their hips locked together, his cock trapped between them, the rain a frozen crystal curtain around two people who had stopped pretending the world had any rules.

Dark again.

They turned slowly on the sand. Half a revolution. A full one. His feet planted and she orbited him, then he moved and she was the centre, and then neither of them was the centre and they were just two points circling each other, their bodies never separating, his chest sliding against her breasts, her thigh slipping between his, the rain pouring between them and running off in streams.

"Baby."

Her voice against his neck. Small. Bright. Swallowed by the storm but he heard it because her lips were on his skin, and the vibration of the word transmitted through his flesh.

"Baby, do you feel it."

His hands tightened on her. His hips pressed forward. His cock ground against her stomach, a thick ridge of heat, and she made a sound into his throat, a sound the storm stole.

"Do you feel how alive Mommy is."

He did. He felt her heartbeat through her chest, rapid and hard, drumming against his sternum. He felt the heat of her skin beneath the rain, furnace hot, as if the storm could not cool what was burning inside her. He felt her breath against his neck, fast and shallow, and the small involuntary roll of her hips against him that was not dancing anymore. That was need.

"Mommy has not been alive for two years, baby. Two years. Two years of being so good. So careful. So dead."

Her fingers in his hair pulled his head down. Her forehead touched his. Their eyes met from inches away, brown and green, rain running between their faces, dripping from noses and chins.

"I feel it, Mum."

His voice was low and rough and certain. The wind tore at it but she caught every word because his mouth was close enough to taste, close enough to feel the movement of his lips.

"I feel it."

Her smile. God. Her smile in the rain with the lightning flashing and the thunder rolling. Not the doting smile she gave him over breakfast in their London kitchen. Not the professional smile she wore at the restaurant, charming clients, describing terroir and vintage. This was the smile of the woman she had buried at twenty five. The woman who came before Ashley Pemberton, mother, sommelier, ex wife. The woman who had no name because she existed before names mattered.

That woman's mouth opened against his jaw, and her teeth grazed his skin, and her tongue tasted the rain on him, and she whispered, "Then take Mommy down."

His hands stilled on her back.

"Now, sweet boy. Right here. On the sand."

She kissed below his ear. Her tongue traced the line of his jaw. Her hips rocked against his cock, deliberate now, not circling but grinding, the wet folds of her pussy sliding along the underside of his shaft, and the heat of that contact, even in the warm rain, made his breath catch.

"Mommy is not making it back to the hut."

Their mouths found each other.

Ashley pulled him down by the back of his neck, both hands fisted in his hair, and kissed him. Not gentle. Not slow. She kissed him with her whole body, pressing up on her toes, her wet breasts crushed against his chest, her hips grinding, her mouth open and hungry, her tongue pushing past his lips, finding his, the rain running between their sealed mouths so they tasted salt and sky and each other.

Grant's hands dropped to her arse. Cupped both cheeks. Lifted her slightly so her feet left the sand and her full weight hung in his grip, and she moaned into his mouth, a raw sound, a sound she had not made in years, and wrapped her legs around his right thigh.

The kiss went on. Rain poured over their faces, into the gaps between their lips, and they drank it, drank each other, the kiss deepening until Ashley could not breathe and broke away, gasping, her forehead against his, her eyes wild.

"Baby." Panting. "Mommy is yours. Come and have Mommy."

He put her down gently. Her feet found the sand. She stepped back one step, her hand trailing from his neck down his chest, her fingertips catching on his nipple, tracing down the hard ridge of his stomach, brushing the base of his cock, and she looked at him from arm's length, the rain sheeting over her, her dark eyes enormous.

She lowered herself.

Not collapsing. Not falling. Controlled. She bent her knees and her arse touched the sand and she leaned back on her hands and then further, until her back met the beach, until she lay flat, her shoulder blades pressing into the wet white surface, the warm rain hammering her front. Her hair fanned around her head, dark strands spreading in the shallow water that pooled in the sand, forming a corona. Her knees bent. Her feet flat. Her thighs fell open.

The rain pooled in the hollow of her navel. Ran in rivulets between her breasts. Streamed from her nipples. Gathered in the creases where her thighs met her hips and ran down, over the swollen pink folds of her pussy, dripping into the sand beneath her.

Her arms opened.

Wide. Her hands palm up in the wet sand, her fingers slightly curled, her elbows out, an invitation as old and clear as the storm itself. Her chest rose and fell, breasts lifting and dropping with each rapid breath. Her stomach muscles flickered beneath the rain. Her eyes, looking up at her son standing above her in the lightning, were the brightest things on the island.

Lightning struck the reef. The world turned white. Ashley lay on the wet white sand in the white light, naked and open, her dark hair fanned, her arms spread, her thighs apart, her eyes shining, the rain hammering every inch of her body, and she looked up at her son with a smile that would burn a hole through four years of celibacy, through two decades of repression, through every quiet evening she had spent alone in her Fulham flat telling herself she was fine.

The dark returned. Thunder rolled. The rain intensified, if that was possible, falling harder, thicker, warmer.

"Come here, baby."

Her voice cut through the storm. Small and bright and certain. The same voice she had used in the hut doorway. The same voice she had used at the spring pool. The voice of the woman who had decided.

"Come and fuck Mommy in the storm."

Grant stood above her in the rain, naked, his cock so hard it ached, the thick shaft gleaming with water, pointing at her, and he looked down at his mother on the white sand with her hair spread and her arms open and her thighs apart and the storm crashing around them, and he grinned.

Slow. Easy. The grin of a man who had stopped fighting something that was always going to win.

Lightning flashed again. His face caught in it. Green eyes. Sharp jaw. Sandy hair plastered dark to his skull. Rain streaming from his chin.

He lowered himself onto her.

Chapter 14

 

The sand was warm and wet beneath his knees, packed firm by the rain that fell in thick vertical ropes from a sky that had turned the colour of bruised plums. Water pooled in every hollow of the beach, ran in miniature rivers between his spread knees, collected in the creases where Ashley's hips met her thighs. The lagoon threw itself against the reef twenty metres behind them, a constant low roar under the higher pitch of the rain, and the palms bent and whipped overhead, fronds tearing loose and spinning away into the dark.

He looked down at her.

She lay on the white sand with her hair fanned around her head in dark ropes, each strand heavy with water, spreading outward like something alive. Her eyes were enormous. Brown, almost black in this light, the whites bright against her tanned skin. Rain struck her face and she did not blink. It ran from her forehead into her temples, pooled in the hollows of her collarbones, streamed between her breasts, filled her navel and overflowed in a thin line down to the trimmed dark strip of hair between her legs. Her nipples stood peaked and dark from the rain. Her ribs moved with each breath. Her stomach muscles twitched. Her thighs, open around his hips, gleamed wet and golden brown even in the near darkness.

She looked up at him.

Her son. Kneeling between her legs on a beach at the edge of the world, his chest heaving, his cock heavy and thick between them, the rain running down his face and off the point of his jaw in a steady stream. Lightning sheeted across the eastern sky and his body went white for a full second, every muscle carved sharp, the water on his skin glowing, and she stared at him with her lips parted and her arms open and her thighs spread and thought: this is the most beautiful man I have ever seen and he is mine and he came from me and I want him inside me so badly I might die from it.

Thunder cracked. Close. The boom rolled across the lagoon and shook the sand beneath her back.

"Now, baby." Small. Bright. Certain. Her voice cutting through the storm the way it always cut through everything. "Now."

Grant leaned forward. Put his left hand in the sand beside her ribs. His right hand found his cock, gripped the base, angled it down. The tip brushed her inner thigh first, wet on wet, and her whole body jerked. He dragged it higher. Found the hot slick centre of her. Nudged.

Ashley's mouth fell open.

He pressed into her. One long, slow, continuous push. No pause. No hesitation. Just forward, steady, the thick head of his cock spreading her open, and then the shaft following, inch by inch, filling her, stretching her, and Ashley's spine curved up off the sand, her shoulder blades digging into the wet beach, her stomach hollowing, her ribs standing out sharp beneath her breasts, her mouth opening wider and wider as he went deeper, as she took more of him, as her body remembered what it was built to do after four years of forgetting.

He bottomed out.

His pelvis pressed flat against hers. The full length of him buried inside her. Nine inches. All of it. His balls resting heavy against her arse. His weight settling over her, his chest above her chest, his face above her face, the rain falling on his back and running off him onto her, their bodies slotted together on the wet white sand like two halves of something that had been broken apart and put back together.

"Oh, baby."

Her voice cracked. Tears or rain or both. Her hands flew to his back, nails biting into the muscle between his shoulder blades. Her thighs clamped around his hips, ankles crossing behind him, pulling him tighter, pulling him deeper, trying to get more of him when there was no more to take.

"Oh, sweet boy. Oh."

He did not move. He stayed buried to the root, letting her feel it, letting her adjust, letting the reality of what they were doing settle over them like the rain itself. His forehead pressed against hers. Their noses touched. Rain pooled in the tiny gap between their mouths.

"Oh, oh, oh."

Each word smaller than the last. Her body pulsing around his cock, squeezing, releasing, squeezing, the involuntary contractions of a woman who had gone four years without being filled and could not quite believe it was over. Her eyes, looking up into his from two inches away, were wet and shining and completely gone.

Lightning split the sky directly overhead. The world went white. Grant saw his mother's face in perfect clarity for one frozen instant, her lips parted, her eyes huge, her cheeks wet, her expression so open and raw and grateful that something cracked in his chest. The light died. The thunder came a half second later, a concussive boom that shook the sand, shook the palms, shook their joined bodies on the beach.

Grant pulled his hips back. Slow. Half the length of his cock sliding free, and Ashley made a sound, a desperate whimper, her nails dragging down his back. He pushed forward again. One long deep stroke that ended with his pelvis grinding against her clit, and the sound she made this time was lower, throatier, a sound pulled from somewhere deep in her stomach.

The storm and the sex became the same thing.

His first proper thrust landed with the next roll of thunder. A slow, deep drive of his hips that pressed her into the sand, that pushed the air from her lungs, that made the muscles in her thighs shake against his ribs. She gasped, and lightning answered, a bright blue fork stabbing into the sea beyond the reef, the light catching her face, catching the rain on her eyelashes, catching the O of her open mouth.

The wind picked up. It tore through the palm canopy in a low sustained howl, and Grant matched it, his rhythm finding its pace, long and slow, each stroke beginning with a full withdrawal that left her almost empty and ending with a deep grinding thrust that buried him to the hilt. The sand moved beneath them. Wet white grains displacing under Ashley's back with each push, forming a shallow impression of her body, her shoulders, her spine, her arse.

The rain on her face. Her own tears. Indistinguishable. Streaming from the corners of her eyes, from her hairline, mixing with the warm tropical downpour, running down her temples into the sand, and she did not know which was which and did not care.



"Yes, baby." Her voice low and raw. Her nails raking his shoulders. Her hips rolling up to meet each thrust, finding his rhythm, matching it. "Yes, sweet boy. Like that. Just like that."

He ground into her. Held himself there. His cock so deep she could feel the pressure against her cervix, a dull sweet ache that made her toes curl. She rocked against him, working herself on the last inch of him, and her clit dragged against the hard plane of his pelvis and a sound tore out of her that was lost in the wind.

"Oh god." Her head fell back. Throat exposed to the rain. "Oh god, baby, you are inside Mommy."

The words did something to him. His cock twitched inside her. She felt it, the involuntary pulse, and a smile spread across her face, wide and wicked and wet.

"Mommy is full of her sweet boy." She lifted her head, found his eyes, held them. Her hand came up to cup his jaw, her thumb on his cheekbone, rain running between her fingers. "Full, baby. All the way full. In the storm. Mommy is full of you in the storm."

Grant pulled back and drove into her hard. Harder than before. Ashley's whole body rocked on the sand, her breasts bouncing from the impact, and she cried out, sharp and bright, and then laughed. Laughed with her son's cock buried inside her on a beach in the middle of the Pacific in a storm.

"Yes," she breathed. "Yes. That. More of that."

He gave her more.

The pace climbed. Steady, inevitable, like the storm itself building toward its peak. His hips moved faster, each thrust shorter but firmer, his cock never fully leaving her, the wet sounds of their fucking joining the percussion of the rain on the sand and the crash of the lagoon on the reef. His breathing changed, ragged panting through his open mouth, air and water mixing on his tongue. His stomach muscles burned. His arms, braced in the sand on either side of her head, trembled with the effort of holding himself above her.

Ashley's sounds climbed too. Her gasps getting higher, sharper, more frequent, each exhale carrying a fragment of word or just raw noise, sounds she had not made in years, sounds she had forgotten she knew how to make. The proper sounds. The real sounds. Not the polite bedroom noises of her marriage. These were the sounds of the girl she had been before all of that, the girl who had fucked strangers in pub toilets and let her university boyfriend take her against the wall of a lecture hall, the girl who moaned like she meant it because she did mean it.

"Aaah. Baby. Fuck. Baby, that. Right there. Right there."

Thunder cracked closer. The interval between lightning and sound shrinking. The storm sitting almost directly over the atoll now, the sky a churning mass of purple and black lit from within by constant flashes. Rain fell in sheets so thick the lagoon disappeared behind a wall of water. The palms above them thrashed and screamed.

Lightning hit the outer reef.

The flash blinded them both. Pure white. The entire world reduced to light for a full two seconds, a blinding erasure of shadow and depth and colour, and in that light Grant saw his mother beneath him with perfect, searing clarity.

Her face.

Raw. Open. Shining wet. Her dark hair plastered to her cheeks and forehead and fanning in the sand around her. Her mouth open, lips swollen, lower lip trembling. Her eyes locked on his, no shame in them, no guilt, no second guessing. Just hunger. Just need. Just the naked desperate expression of a woman being fucked the way she needed to be fucked after four years of nothing.

"Harder, baby."

Her voice came through the ringing in his ears from the lightning strike. Low and urgent.

"Harder."

Her nails dug into the backs of his arms.

"Mommy wants it. Mommy wants it harder."

Grant adjusted. Pushed himself up higher on his arms, changed the angle of his hips, drew back further on each stroke and slammed forward with more force. The wet slap of his pelvis against hers cut through the rain. Ashley's body jolted with each impact, her breasts shaking, her stomach muscles clenching, her teeth bared.

He reached down with one hand. Gripped her right hip. Lifted it off the sand. Then the other hand. Both hips in his grip now, her lower back raised off the beach, her arse suspended, her weight resting on her shoulder blades and the wet sand.

The new angle.

The tip of his cock dragged along the front wall of her with every thrust, hitting the spot that made her vision blur, and Ashley's reaction was immediate. Her cry was not a moan. Not a gasp. A proper cry, a sound ripped from her chest, raw and shocked, the sound of a woman who had forgotten what this felt like and was remembering all at once.

Her hands scrabbled at the sand. Fingers digging in, fisting around clumps of wet white grains, the tendons in her wrists standing out. Her hair fanned around her head, dark and slick, the ends of it floating in the rain pooled on the sand. Her thighs clamped around his ribcage, squeezing, her calf muscles bunched and hard.

"Yes, baby." Breathless. Almost weeping. "Yes. Yes. Yes."

Each word punctuated by a thrust. Each thrust answered by the wet crack of skin on skin. Grant held her hips off the sand and fucked her with everything he had, his arms burning, his core aching, sweat joining the rain on his skin, and Ashley took every stroke with the same grateful, desperate hunger, her body opening for him again and again.

Her first orgasm built from somewhere deep. Not the clit. Not the surface. Somewhere behind her navel, a knot of heat pulling tighter with each thrust, building pressure, building temperature, building a sensation she had genuinely forgotten existed because the last man to find this spot inside her had been a twenty three year old guitarist in 2003.

She did not announce it. Did not narrate its approach. The storm did it for her.

Thunder rolled across the atoll in a sustained, percussive wave that rattled her teeth and vibrated through the wet sand beneath her shoulders, and the sound moved through her body at the same moment the knot behind her navel broke open, and Ashley came.

Her body shook. Not trembled. Shook. A full body seizure that whipped through her from her curled toes to her thrown back head. Her pussy clamped down on his cock so hard he grunted, teeth gritted, his hips stuttering. Her abs went rigid, every muscle visible beneath her tanned wet skin. Her hands tore free of the sand and slapped flat against his chest, pushing and pulling at the same time, unable to decide if she wanted him closer or further away.

"Oh god." Broken. Ragged. "Oh god. Oh god, baby."

Grant did not slow.

He kept the rhythm. Kept the angle. Kept her hips in his hands, her arse off the sand, his cock driving into the tight clenching heat of her through the contractions of her orgasm. Each thrust extended it. Each thrust sent a new wave through her, a new spasm, a new cry. She twisted beneath him, her body trying to escape the intensity even as her legs locked tighter around his ribs, holding him in.

"Mum." Panting. His voice strained, his jaw set. "Mum, again. Mum, I am not stopping."

"Yes, baby." Half sob, half laugh. Her hands found his forearms, gripped, held on. "Yes. Don't stop. Don't you dare stop."

He did not stop.

The storm raged overhead, and Grant fucked his mother through it, his body a piston, his hands locked on her hips, his eyes fixed on her face. The rain fell. The lightning flashed. The thunder spoke. And Ashley Pemberton, thirty nine, divorced, lonely sommelier, woman who had spent two years pretending she did not need to be fucked, lay on a beach in the middle of the Pacific Ocean with her son's cock inside her and let herself feel every single thing she had been denying.

Minutes passed. Measured in thrusts. In the crash of the lagoon. In the fading and renewing pulses of lightning across the sky. The storm peaked and held, a sustained fury that matched the sustained rhythm of Grant's body above her.

Ashley's second orgasm was different from the first.

It built slowly. Layer over layer, like sediment, each thrust adding another thin sheet of heat to the stack growing behind her pubic bone. She did not chase it. Let it come to her. Let it accumulate, thrust by thrust, while the storm slowed around them, the intervals between lightning stretching, the rain softening from a roar to a steady hiss.

Her head rolled back. Hair fanned in the wet sand, dark ropes spread in every direction, the ends of them lifting and swirling in the thin layer of water that covered the beach. Her throat stretched long, tendons standing out, the muscles in her neck twitching. Her eyes found the sky. Lightning crawled across the clouds directly above them, branching, forking, a web of white fire, and she stared up into it.

Her body began to shake. Different from the first. Not violent. A deep persistent vibration, like a plucked string, her muscles humming, her bones ringing. The stack of heat behind her pubic bone reached critical mass and did not explode. It melted. Spread outward like warm oil poured over glass, flooding her pelvis, her thighs, her stomach, her chest, reaching her extremities, her fingers, her toes, the crown of her head, until every cell of her body buzzed with it.

"Oh god."

Whispered this time. Not screamed. Her voice thin, stretched, barely there.

"Oh god, sweet boy."

Her back lifted off the sand. A slow, sustained arch. Not a jerk. A curl. Her body forming a bow with her shoulders and her heels as the contact points, her stomach rising toward the rain, her breasts pointing at the sky. She held the shape. Held it. Her mouth open in a silent circle. Her eyes wide, staring at the lightning without seeing it.

"Oh god."

She folded. Collapsed back to the sand with a wet slap, her whole body going boneless, her legs falling from his ribs, her arms dropping to her sides, her fingers uncurling. Rain struck her open palms. Her pussy fluttered around his cock in weak, rolling waves, and she lay beneath him with her eyes closed, her lips parted, tears streaming from the corners of her eyes into her ruined hair, her chest heaving.

Grant held still inside her. Watching. His cock throbbing, his own orgasm building, a tight coil of pressure at the base of his spine that he held back through sheer will and gritted teeth.

Ashley opened her eyes.

Looked up at him.

Smiled. Exhausted, wrecked, shining.

"More, baby."

He pulled out.

The loss made her whimper. She felt the emptiness where he had been, the cool rush of rain against her swollen, gaping pussy, and her hands reached for him. Found his forearms. He caught her wrists.

"Turn over."

His voice was rough. Strained. A voice she had not heard from him before. Not gentle Grant. Not polite Grant. Something new. Something the island had made.

Ashley rolled. Planted her hands in the wet sand, pushed up onto her knees. The rain hammered her back, ran down her spine, pooled in the dimples above her arse and overflowed down the cleft between her cheeks. Sand clung to her breasts, her stomach, her thighs. She spread her knees wider. Lowered her chest. Arched her back. Offered herself.

Her head hung between her braced arms. Rain ran down her face, dripped from her nose and chin. She stared at the white sand between her spread hands and waited.

Grant knelt behind her. His hands found her hips. Thumbs in the dimples of her lower back. She felt the blunt hot pressure of his cock against her opening. He pushed.

"Fffuck."

Ashley's arms buckled. Her elbows bent and her chest dropped to the sand, her face turning sideways, her cheek pressing into the wet beach. From this angle he was deeper. Thicker. Every ridge and vein of him magnified. She could feel the head of his cock against the deepest part of her, pressing, insistent, and her hands clawed forward through the sand, fingers leaving furrows.

Grant gripped her hips harder. Pulled her back as he thrust forward. Their bodies met with a wet smack that echoed off the storm. Ashley cried out into the sand, her voice muffled, her eyes squeezed shut. He did it again. Again. Finding the rhythm.

Harder now. Harder than on her back. The angle giving him leverage he had not had before, his knees dug into the wet beach, his thighs driving the power of each stroke, his fingers denting the flesh of her hips. The sounds of it filled the spaces between thunder. Wet, rhythmic, obscene. Skin on skin. The squelch of her arousal around his cock. His panting breath. Her muffled cries.

"Mum." His voice tight. Close. She could hear it, the strain, the thread about to snap. "Mum, where do you want it."

Ashley turned her face in the sand. Looked back over her shoulder. Her dark hair was plastered to her cheek, sand stuck to her jaw, rain running into her mouth. She smiled. Wild. Feral. The smile of the woman she had been before she put that woman away.

"Inside, baby."

She pushed herself up on one arm, reached back, found his thigh, squeezed.

"Inside Mommy."

He thrust into her, a stroke that made her arm give out again, her chest dropping back to the sand.

"The storm wants Mommy filled." Her voice half laugh, half moan, the words coming between thrusts, broken up by the impact of his hips against her arse. "Mommy wants Mommy filled. Fill Mommy, baby."

She pressed her forehead into the wet sand. Closed her eyes. Gripped fistfuls of beach in both hands.

"Now."

Grant's hands tightened on her hips. His fingers sank deep into her flesh. He pulled her back onto his cock and drove forward at the same time, and Ashley screamed, a real scream, a sound that tore through the storm and scattered the seabirds from the palms overhead.

He thrust harder.

One.

Two.

Three.

Each one forcing her forward in the sand, her knees skidding, her palms sliding. She braced. Took it. Wanted it.

Four.

His rhythm broke. His hips stuttered, bucked, lost the smooth cadence of his fucking and became something raw and desperate. His fingers were white where they gripped her.

Five.

"Ashley."

Her name. Not Mum. Her name. The first time he had used it. It hit her harder than any thrust, a bolt through her chest, and she pressed her face into the sand and moaned, low and long.

Six.

He slammed into her and held. His cock pulsed. Deep inside her. The first heavy rope of cum flooding her in a hot rush that she felt against her cervix, and Ashley's mouth opened in a silent O, her eyes rolling, her fingers tearing through the sand.

Lightning split the sky. The world went white. Two bodies on a beach, locked together, his pelvis pressed tight against her arse, his back arched, his head thrown back, his mouth open to the rain. Her face in the sand. Her knees spread. Her spine curved. Rain streaming over both of them.

The light died. Thunder cracked directly overhead, a sound so deep it vibrated in their bones.

He pulsed again. A second rope. A third. Long, heavy, endless, each one accompanied by a groan torn from somewhere in his chest that Ashley had never heard, from him or from any man. She felt herself filling. Felt the warmth spreading inside her, pooling deep, mixing with her own arousal, and she pressed herself back against him, taking every drop, squeezing around him, milking him with muscles she had not used in four years but which remembered everything.

"Yes, baby." Into the sand. Her voice wrecked. Hoarse. Barely above a whisper. "Yes, yes, yes."

He pulsed a fourth time. A fifth. She lost count. He kept cumming, his cock twitching inside her, his hands shaking on her hips, his breath coming in ragged sobs. She held still and let him finish. Let him empty himself inside her. Let the storm and her son fill her at the same time.

The rain eased. Not stopping. Easing. The hammering downpour softening to a steady warm fall. The thunder rolled away to the south, the gap between flash and sound stretching to three seconds, four, five. The wind dropped. The palms stopped screaming.

Grant pulled out of her. Slow. Careful. Ashley felt him slide free, inch by inch, and the emptiness that followed was a physical grief. Warmth leaked from her. His cum running down the inside of her thigh, mixing with the rain, dripping onto the sand. She stayed on her hands and knees for a moment, head hanging, hair dripping, breathing.

Then her arms gave out.

She pitched forward onto her stomach, turned her face to the side, cheek in the wet sand, and lay still. Her body buzzed. Every nerve ending singing. Every muscle spent. She could feel her heartbeat in her pussy, in her fingertips, in the back of her skull. Her thighs were slick. Her whole body was slick. Sand clung to her breasts, her stomach, the fronts of her thighs.

Grant lowered himself beside her. Onto his back. His chest heaving, his cock softening against his thigh, still wet with both of them. He stared up at the sky. The clouds were breaking. Stars visible in the gaps between them, pinpricks of white in the purple dark.

They lay side by side on the wet white sand. Mother and son. Naked. Wrecked. The rain falling soft and warm. The lagoon settling behind them, the fury draining from it, the waves dropping from crashing to lapping. The thunder a distant memory, rumbling somewhere far out to sea. The air warm and thick and smelling of ozone and salt and sex.

A long quiet moment.

The rain on their skin. The wet sand beneath them. The stars appearing one by one overhead. Their breathing slowing, syncing, two chests rising and falling in the same rhythm.

Ashley turned her head.

Looked at her son lying beside her. His profile against the clearing sky. The sharp jaw. The sandy hair plastered dark to his skull. The green eyes. His chest still moving too fast, a flush across his neck and collarbone that she could see even in the near dark. His mouth slightly open. His lips wet.

She smiled.

Not the wicked smile. Not the sommelier smile. Not the I am about to ruin you smile. Something simpler. Something that lived below all of those, beneath the performance and the flirtation and the carefully constructed persona of Ashley Pemberton, something that had been waiting for a very long time.

Rain ran down her face. Over her cheeks, along the bridge of her nose, dripping from her chin. She did not wipe it away. Let it fall. Let it mix with whatever else was on her face. Tears, probably. She did not check.

"Baby."

He turned his head. Met her eyes.

"Mommy thinks Mommy has been needing that for the last two years of Mommy's life."

Grant looked at her. His mother. Lying naked on the sand beside him with cum on her thighs and sand on her breasts and rain on her face and the most honest expression he had ever seen on anyone, and somewhere far away, past the atoll, past the reef, past the horizon where the storm was retreating, lightning flickered. A pale distant pulse. Miles away now. Leaving them.

He smiled back at her.

"Yes, Mum. I think you have."

Chapter 15

 

The lagoon lay flat. Not a ripple. Not a breath of wind across its surface. The water held the sky in a perfect mirror, pink bleeding into coral bleeding into gold, the sun still below the treeline but throwing its first colours across the world like paint spilled on glass. The storm had scrubbed everything. Stripped the haze, the humidity, the heavy salt fog that had hung over the atoll for days. What remained was air so clean it tasted like nothing at all. Like drinking cold water after a fever.

The beach looked new. Rain had smoothed the sand into a single unbroken plane of white, erasing footprints, drag marks, the gouged impressions where two bodies had pressed and rolled and fucked in the downpour. Gone. All of it. The sand remembered nothing. The lagoon remembered nothing. Only the two of them carried it now, and one of them was still asleep.



Grant opened his eyes.

The hut's thatch ceiling. Familiar by now. The weave of dried palm leaves above him, light filtering through the gaps in thin gold threads that moved when the breeze moved. The bamboo walls creaking in that gentle way they did in the mornings, the joints expanding with the warmth. A gecko on the far wall, frozen, watching him with one black bead of an eye.

His mother's body pressed against his left side. Her arm draped across his stomach, her head on his chest, her hair fanned across his skin in dark tangles still carrying a faint dampness from the storm. She breathed slow and deep. Her ribs expanding against his, then falling, then expanding. Her bare breasts soft against his ribcage, the nipple of the left one a small hard point where the morning air touched it. Her right leg hooked over his thigh, her knee resting on the inside of his quad, her ankle tucked between his calves. She had wound herself around him in sleep like ivy on a post, her body fitting into his with an instinct that consciousness would have made self-conscious.

He did not move.

Lay there and listened to her breathe. Her face was turned towards his chest and he could see the curve of her cheekbone, the dark sweep of her lashes, the plush line of her lower lip slightly parted. A mark on her jaw from the sand. A faint pink crease across her shoulder blade where she had slept pressed against the woven mattress. Her skin golden brown and warm beneath his hand where his palm rested on her lower back, just above the swell of her backside.

She looked like something from a painting. Not the Pre-Raphaelites. Something older and warmer and less careful. Something painted by a man who loved the woman he was looking at and did not care who knew it.

Grant eased his right arm from beneath her head. Slow. Millimetre by millimetre. His shoulder socket protesting, blood rushing back into his bicep with a fizz of pins and needles. Ashley's head dropped an inch onto the mattress and she made a sound. Small. Not a word. A vowel sound from somewhere deep in her throat, the sound a cat makes when you shift the cushion it has claimed. Her brow creased. Her fingers curled against his stomach, gripping the skin there for a moment, pulling him back.

He bent down. Put his lips against her forehead. Her skin warm and slightly salty beneath his mouth, the fine hairs at her hairline soft.

"Sleep, Mum."

The crease in her brow smoothed. Her fingers uncurled. She rolled slightly, burying her face into the warm hollow where his body had been, her nose pressing into the mattress, inhaling the smell of him that lived there. Her breathing deepened. She was gone again.

Grant swung his legs off the bed. Stood. Stretched both arms overhead, his shoulders cracking, his spine popping in three places. The bamboo floor cool under his feet. He found his board shorts balled up near the doorway where he had dropped them before they went out into the storm and pulled them on, the fabric stiff with dried salt. The drawstring knotted easily. He pushed through the palm frond that served as a door and stepped outside.

The world was gold.

The sun had cleared the palms on the eastern edge of the atoll and the light came in long horizontal shafts through the trunks, catching the steam that rose from the wet sand in thin ghostly columns. Everything shone. The leaves dripped. The bamboo poles of the rainwater rack gleamed. The fire pit was a circle of dark ash and half-burned sticks surrounded by a ring of smooth white sand that the rain had delivered.

He knelt at the pit. The stones were cold but when he scraped away the top layer of wet ash with the flat side of the machete he found warmth underneath. Then heat. Then, at the very centre, a single ember the size of a coin, dull orange, still breathing. He fed it. A pinch of dry tinder from the small pile he had stored inside a coconut shell beneath the hut's overhang, where the rain could not reach. Then strips of dry palm fibre. Then a thin stick. Then two more. The ember caught. Smoked. Flared. He stacked four larger pieces of driftwood over it in a loose pyramid and left it to build.

The coconut shell water rack stood three paces from the fire pit. Seven shells arranged on the bamboo frame he and Ashley had built two days ago, each shell the size of a cereal bowl, each angled to catch rainfall and funnel it down into the larger coconut husk at the base. He ran his fingers along the row. Full. Every one of them. The storm had filled them to their lips, the water clean and clear with a faint taste of coconut fibre when he dipped his little finger in and touched it to his tongue.

He grinned. Couldn't help it. A small private grin that no one saw.

Lifted two of the shells carefully, one in each hand, and walked towards the treeline at the back of the beach where the ground rose and the palms grew denser and the path to the spring began.

The path was his. Six days of walking it had pressed it into existence. A narrow track of flattened undergrowth and scuffed earth winding between the palm trunks and through the ferns that grew in the shade. His bare feet knew it now. Knew where the roots crossed, where the ground dipped, where the sharp edge of a volcanic rock jutted from the soil and had to be stepped over. The ferns were heavy with water, their fronds bowed and dripping, and as he pushed through them the drops ran down his forearms and off his elbows in cold streaks that raised gooseflesh on his skin.

The air was different up here. Cooler. Greener. The canopy thicker, the light filtered through layers of leaves into something soft and dappled and cathedral-quiet. No surf sounds. No wind. Just the dripping of water from the trees and the occasional crack of a branch settling after the storm's violence and the pad of his own feet on the damp earth.

He thought about his mother.

Not in the urgent electric way he had thought about her for the past three days, not with that specific heat that made his stomach tighten and his cock stir. In a slower way. A wider way. He thought about the woman he had seen last night. Dancing in the rain on the beach. Naked and laughing with her arms thrown wide and her hair streaming and the lightning behind her. He thought about her face when he entered her. The way her mouth had opened and her eyes had gone wide and then soft and then shut, and the sound she had made, which was not a moan or a gasp or any of the sounds he had heard women make in the pornography he had guiltily watched at university but something much simpler, a long slow exhalation, like she had been holding her breath for four years and had finally, finally let it go.

He thought about the drive home from Bristol last Easter. His mother meeting him at the station in her green Barbour jacket and black jeans, kissing his cheek in the car park, asking about his exams, smiling at his answers. But something behind the smile. A distance. A quietness in the pauses between her sentences that he had noticed and filed away and not known what to do with. She had been diminishing. Month by month over those two years, the light going out of her a shade at a time, so gradually that you could only see it if you compared the present to the past. The mother who used to dance in the kitchen whilst cooking dinner. The mother who flirted with waiters and made the checkout girl at Waitrose blush. The mother who wore perfume to the school run and crossed her legs on the sofa in a way that made the other dads at parents' evening lose their trains of thought. That woman had been disappearing. And he had watched it happen and not understood why and not known how to stop it.

Now he knew.

He stepped over the volcanic rock. Ducked under a low branch. Kept walking.

The path curved uphill through a stand of younger palms, their trunks thin and flexible, swaying in the slight breeze that found its way through the canopy. Grant shifted both coconut shells to one hand, gripping them by their edges, and used the other to push a frond out of his way. Water cascaded down his arm from the disturbed leaf. Cool. Clean. The island after a storm.

He thought, with a clarity that startled him, that what they were doing was wrong.

He had read enough. Seen enough. He understood the word and all the weight it carried. Incest. Mother and son. The cultural prohibition that existed in every society on earth, the taboo that ran so deep it felt biological, hardwired, a revulsion coded into the species itself. He understood it. He respected it, in the abstract, in the way you respect a law that governs other people's lives. He understood that if they were found out, if anyone ever knew, the consequences would be catastrophic. For her especially. For her career, her friendships, her standing in every room she would ever walk into for the rest of her life. He understood all of this.

He did not care.

That was the truth. The clean, cold, simple truth that had been waiting for him at the bottom of all the thinking he had done in the days since the pool. Since the handjob in the moonlit water. Since his mother's voice saying watch me, baby and her hand between her legs and her eyes locked on his. He did not care that it was wrong. He did not care what the world would think if the world could see them. The world was not here. The world was somewhere on the other side of an ocean, and all that existed on this atoll was a woman and a man and the need between them, and the need was real and the woman was happy and the man was the reason.

That last part.

He held it. Turned it over. Examined it from every angle.

His mother was the happiest woman on earth right now. He had seen it in her face last night on the sand, rain streaming down her cheeks, laughing with her whole body. Had seen it in the way she moved this morning, or rather in the way she had curled against him in sleep, clinging to him with the boneless trust of someone who has found the one place in the world where they are safe. He had done that. Him. Not the island, not the trauma, not the proximity or the loneliness or any of the reasons a psychologist would offer. Him.

He was going to keep her that way for as long as the island let him.

The spring pool opened before him. A natural basin in the volcanic rock, three feet deep at its centre, fed by a thin steady trickle of water that seeped from a crack in the mossy boulder above. Ferns crowded its edges. The pool's surface shivered where the trickle struck it, concentric rings spreading and overlapping and dissolving. The water was clear to the bottom, where smooth dark stones lay in a bed of fine grey silt.

He set the coconut shells on the flat stone at the pool's edge and lowered them one at a time into the water, holding each under until the bubbles stopped and the shell filled to its lip. Lifted them out. Set them aside. Then he leaned over the pool and scooped water in both palms and drank. Cold. Clean. Mineral and faintly sweet. He drank again. A third time. The water running down his chin and off his jaw, dripping onto the stone beneath his knees.

He sat back on the warm rock. The volcanic stone held the sun's heat even this early, its surface dry already where the canopy parted enough to let the light through. He tipped his head back and looked up. The palms overhead formed a jagged circle against the sky, their fronds fanning out like the spokes of a green wheel, and beyond them the sky was blue. Not the heavy overcast blue of the past week. A clean pale blue that went all the way up forever.

A day or two until rescue. Maybe three.

Taufa had said his cousin Sione would notice the missing boat after three days and alert the coastguard. Six to eight days for a search, the captain had estimated, but that was the outer edge. Taufa had also said Sione knew these waters. Knew the routes. Knew where the storms pushed things. A plane or a helicopter could cover the distance in hours once someone started looking.

A day or two.

He sat with that. Let it settle. Let it become real in his body, not just his mind. The tick of a clock neither of them could see, counting down to the moment a boat appeared on the horizon or a helicopter's rotor beat the air overhead and the island stopped being theirs.

We have a day or two.

He picked up the coconut shells, both full and heavy now, and stood. Turned. Took the path back down through the ferns and the young palms, the cool green shade giving way by degrees to warmth and brightness. The light intensified. The canopy thinned. He could hear the lagoon again. The soft rhythmic wash of water on sand. A bird calling, high and sharp, the first birdsong he had heard since the storm.

The path curved around the back of the hut. He pushed through the last wall of ferns and stepped into the light.

Stopped.

The beach spread before him. White sand, gold light, the lagoon turquoise and flat behind it. The fire pit sending up a thin column of smoke that broke apart ten feet up and drifted south in the breeze. Everything the same as when he had left.

Except Ashley.

She was at the fire pit. Naked. Squatting on her haunches in the sand with her knees wide and her back straight, her dark brunette hair loose and falling over her shoulders in thick waves that the wind moved. The fire burned strong in the pit, rebuilt, the flames orange and busy. The cast iron skillet sat on the stones over the heat. Something in it was cooking, spitting, the sound carrying across the quiet morning.

Something on her face.

Grant squinted against the low sun. Her skin was marked. Lines and smears across her cheekbones, down her throat, across her collarbones and between her breasts. Grey-white against her tanned olive skin. Not paint. Not ash. He took a step closer. Two.

Clay.

The soft grey-white clay from the bank of the spring pool. He had noticed it on his second trip to the spring, days ago, a vein of smooth silty clay running along the pool's edge where the water met the rock. She must have gone up there while he was on the path back. Must have passed him somehow, or taken a different route through the trees, scooping handfuls of the wet clay and carrying it back.

She had put it on herself.

Not in patterns. Not in anything deliberate or geometric. Instinct. Broad smears across her cheekbones that caught the light like war paint. A single line down the centre of her throat. Between her breasts, a wide smudge that followed the valley of her cleavage and spread across the upper curves. Across her hips, wrapping around to the small of her back. Across her stomach. On her thighs. The clay had dried in the sun already, cracking slightly at the edges, and where it sat against her dark golden skin it turned her into something Grant could not name. Something before civilization. Before shame. A woman on a beach at the beginning of time, adorned with the earth itself, tending a fire, cooking meat for the man she had chosen.

She grinned.

The grin split the clay on her cheeks. White lines fracturing along the creases of her smile, the grey-white dust falling in tiny flakes onto her shoulders. Her teeth white. Her dark brown eyes huge and bright and wild, the kind of bright that came from somewhere deeper than happiness, from a place he was starting to understand she had locked shut for most of her adult life and which the island had blown open like a door off its hinges.

The skillet. He could see it now. The streaky bacon. The packet Ashley had brought aboard Captain Taufa's boat six days and a lifetime ago, packed in her wicker hamper for the picnic on the motu, the one luxury she had insisted on. She had rationed it. Saved it. Put it in the red emergency box and carried it to shore and stored it in the coolest corner of the hut and declared, on their first night, that the bacon was for the last day. Their celebration. Their reward for surviving.

Three rashers lay in the skillet, sizzling in their own fat, curling at the edges, the smell of them reaching him now across the ten metres of sand between them. Bacon. Cooking bacon. The most domestic, most absurd, most beautiful thing he had ever seen, his naked mother squatting in front of a campfire on a desert island with tribal clay on her body and streaky bacon in a pan and a grin like the devil's own.

She looked up at him. Her chin lifting, her eyes finding his across the bright morning.

"Baby." Her voice carried. Small and bright and different now, altered in a way that he had been noticing for two days but which had completed its transformation overnight. The flirty sommelier polish still there underneath but scraped clean of pretence, a voice that did not perform. "Mommy decided. The bacon was for the last day, sweet boy." She flipped one of the rashers with her fingertips, quick, unflinching at the pop of hot grease. "The last day is soon. Mommy is making us a treat." The grin widened. "Mommy is breaking her own rules, sweet boy." She sucked the bacon grease from her finger and thumb. Slow. Her cheeks hollowing. Her eyes on his. "Mommy thinks Mommy is allowed."

Grant walked forward. His feet in the warm sand. The coconut shells in his hands, water sloshing against their rims. He could not look away from her. The clay on her cheekbones catching the early sun like something sacred. The dark tangles of her hair falling over one shoulder, exposing the other, the clean line of her collarbone. Her breasts, small and high and perfect, the clay smudged between them. Her stomach taut and flat. The shadow between her open thighs where she squatted. Her toes gripping the sand.

She heard his footsteps properly now. Turned her face towards him full. The grin fading into something else. Not disappearing. Transforming. The brightness staying but the shape of it changing, the mouth softening, the lips parting. Her eyes travelling down his body. His chest. His stomach. The waistband of his board shorts. The front of them, where his cock was thickening, pushing against the salt-stiff fabric. She watched it happen. He watched her watching it happen. Neither of them pretended it wasn't.

"Baby." Lower now. The voice she had used last night in the rain, on the sand, when she told him to fuck her. The voice from before her marriage, the one she had buried. It came from the back of her throat and it carried weight. "Come here."

He crossed the last few feet of sand. Set the coconut shells down. Stood in front of her. Close. His shins a foot from her knees.

She looked up at him. Her son. The morning light behind his head, turning his sandy hair into a halo, his green eyes in shadow. Her head tilted. A small movement. To the side. Considering. The clay cracking along her jaw as her mouth opened and she ran her tongue across her lower lip. Slow. The full width of it. The pink of her tongue against the plush dark pink of the lip, leaving it wet, glistening.

"Sweet boy." The skillet hissed in her right hand. She did not look at it. Did not take her eyes off him. "Mommy needs her sweet boy's cock. Right now." A beat. The bacon popped. "Mommy is cooking. Mommy can multitask."

Her free hand came up.

Her fingers were warm from the fire. He felt them before he saw them, the tips touching the skin of his lower stomach just above the waistband. Sliding along the elastic. Then hooking in. All four fingers and her thumb, curling over the fabric, her knuckles pressing into the hollow beneath his navel. She pulled. Slow. Deliberate. The board shorts peeling down over his hip bones, the elastic stretching, catching on his cock for a moment and then dropping past it.

He stepped out of them. One foot, then the other. Kicked them aside. Stood naked in front of his mother in the morning sun, his cock at her eye level, already hard, the head swollen and flushed dark. A bead of pre-cum gathered at the slit, catching the light.



Ashley looked at it. At him. All of him. Her throat moved. A swallow. Her tongue traced her lower lip a second time, slower, and the look on her face was something Grant had never seen on any woman. Not hunger. Beyond hunger. Recognition. Like she was staring at the thing she had been looking for in every bar and bedroom and quiet lonely night for the last four years, the thing her body had been screaming for while her mind pretended it didn't exist, and here it was, right in front of her, thick and hard and belonging to her son.

She gripped the skillet handle. Flipped a rasher. Never looked away from his cock.

"Mommy is going to take such good care of you, sweet boy."

She opened her mouth.

Chapter 16

 

Her left hand wrapped around the base of him. Fingers closing. Firm. The pads of her fingertips pressed into the underside of his shaft where the skin was hottest, where the blood pulsed thick and obvious beneath the surface. She did not look up. Did not speak. Did not do any of the things she had done in the hut on the morning she first knelt for him, the bright chatter, the sweet filthy narration, the sommelier's running commentary on what she was tasting and how much she loved it. None of that.

She opened her mouth and took him in.

Fast. Deep. Past her lips, past her tongue, into the tight narrowing at the back of her throat in one continuous motion that had no tentativeness in it, no adjustment, no easing. Her jaw stretched wide. Her lips sealed around his girth. Her nose pressed into the coarse hair at his base and her chin touched her own knuckles where they gripped him and she held. Held there. Her throat working around the head of his cock in small convulsive pulses, the muscles clenching and releasing, clenching and releasing. A wet sound. Thick. Guttural. The sound of a woman choking on something she refused to let go of.

Her eyes watered. Not gently. Not a delicate glisten. Tears spilled from both corners at once, cutting tracks through the grey white clay on her cheekbones, leaving dark wet lines that ran down to her jaw and dripped onto her bare chest. She did not blink them away. Did not wipe at them. Did not acknowledge them at all. Her eyes stayed open, fixed on a point somewhere around his navel, glassy and streaming and locked in place.

The skillet hissed in her right hand. The bacon popped. Fat spat onto the hot iron and sizzled.

She pulled off him. Slow. His cock sliding from her throat inch by inch, the ridged underside dragging across her tongue, her lips clinging to the shaft, stretching outward as he emerged. When the head cleared her mouth, a thick rope of saliva connected her lower lip to the tip of him. It caught the sun. Stretched. Broke and fell across her chin.

She spat on his cock. A deliberate, aimed glob that landed on the swollen head and slid down the right side of the shaft. Her left hand spread it. One stroke, base to tip, her grip tight enough to compress, the spit mixing with her saliva, making him gleam in the firelight. She looked at what she had done. At the wet, glistening length of him in her fist. At the way the morning sun caught the slick and turned it gold.

She took him back into her mouth.

Deeper this time. Faster. Her head driving forward until her throat seized and her whole body jerked, a spasm that started in her shoulders and rippled down through her stomach, and a sound came out of her that was not a moan or a cry or anything human. Gurgling. Wet. The sound of her throat rejecting him and her will overriding the rejection. She held. Three seconds. Four. Her shoulders shaking. Her tears flowing freely now, the clay a ruin, grey smears on both cheeks blending into the wet tracks like war paint dissolving in rain.

She pulled off. Gasped. A long, ragged drag of air, her mouth hanging open, strings of saliva connecting her lips to his cock in three separate threads. Her chest heaved. Her small breasts rising and falling, the nipples tight and dark against the clay dust that still clung to the upper swell of them. She breathed. Once. Twice. On the third breath, she spat on him again.

Her right hand turned a strip of bacon. The motion was mechanical. Practised. The corner of the flat stone she had been using as a spatula nudged the rasher over on the iron, and the underside was golden brown, perfect, the fat rendered and crisp at the edges. She did not look at it. Did not check it. Her wrist moved from memory while her eyes never left her son.

She slid him back down her throat.

This time she set a rhythm. Brutal. Mechanical in its own way, but the machine was not a machine. It was a woman who had decided something. Decided it fully. Her head bobbed on his cock with a ferocity that turned her neck muscles into cords, the tendons standing out on either side of her throat, visible even beneath the smeared clay. Each forward stroke took him to the back of her throat. Each one produced the same thick, choking sound. Each one made her gag, and each time she gagged, she pushed deeper instead of pulling off.

Wet sounds filled the clearing. Over the hiss of the bacon. Over the crack and spit of the fire. Over the soft wash of the lagoon twenty metres behind them. The slick, rhythmic, obscene noise of a woman's mouth and throat being fucked open by something too large for comfortable accommodation. The pop of suction breaking when she pulled back. The gurgle of air and saliva when she drove forward. The quiet, continuous dripping of spit from her chin onto the sand between her knees, where a dark patch was spreading, soaking into the white coral grain by grain.

Her left hand stayed at his base. Anchoring. Her fingers slippery now with spit and the faint grit of clay that had transferred from her face to his cock to her hand. She twisted her wrist on every backstroke, a quarter turn, her grip firming at the head, loosening at the base, a technique that belonged to the woman she had been before her marriage, the one who had practised this art on a string of men through her twenties and into her thirties with the dedication of someone pursuing mastery. The muscle memory was there. It had never left. It had only been waiting.

Clay from her cheeks smeared onto his hips. The grey white mineral mixing with the sweat that had begun to bead on his skin, painting abstract patterns on the ridges of muscle above his pelvis. Her nose bumped against his lower stomach with each deep stroke, and each bump left a wet imprint, a small circle of spit and tears and dissolved clay that overlapped the previous one until the whole area below his navel was marked. Marked with her.

Grant looked down at his mother.

The sun sat behind her, turning the edges of her dark hair into a corona of bronze and gold. Her face was a wreck. Beautiful and wrecked. The clay streaked and running. Her eyes red rimmed and streaming. Her lips swollen, darker than their natural colour, stretched around his cock. Her mascara from two days ago, the mascara that had somehow survived the storm and the wreck and the burial and the lagoon, had finally given up. It ran in two faint grey lines from the outer corners of her eyes, following the tear tracks, adding another layer to the ruin of her face.

His hand found the top of her head. His fingers slid into her hair, still damp from her morning wash at the spring, the dark strands tangling around his knuckles. He did not push. Did not guide. Just held. His palm against her skull, feeling the movement. The forward drive. The pause at the bottom where her throat clenched and fought and surrendered. The slow drag back.

She did not slow down. Did not change her rhythm. Did not acknowledge his hand at all except to gag harder on the next stroke, driving herself down with more force, her throat producing a sound so loud and wet and violent that a bird startled from the palms above them and flapped away over the lagoon.

"Mum."

His voice came out wrong. Too low. Too rough. Not the voice of a twenty year old geography student from Bristol. Something older. Something that had been living in his chest since the spring pool two nights ago and was only now finding air.

"Mum. Fuck."

She gagged on him. Held. Tears fell.

"Mum, look at you."

Her eyes flicked up. Met his. Did not waver. Her throat worked around him and she stared at her son from beneath the mess of her ruined face and her gaze was steady. Constant. The clearest thing in the clearing.

"Mum, look at my mother. On her knees. In the sand."

She blinked. Tears rolled. Her mouth made a sound around his cock that might have been agreement, might have been nothing. The bacon hissed. She turned another rasher without looking, the flat stone scraping iron.

"Mum, you are filthy."

A glob of spit ran from the corner of her mouth and fell in a long, slow thread onto her left breast. It caught on her nipple, hung there for a moment like something jewelled, then dropped to the sand.

"Mum, you are. Look at you. Mum, what has happened to you."

She drove forward again. Harder. His cock hit the back of her throat and she held, and a fresh wave of tears broke from her eyes and her whole body shook, a tremor that ran through her like a current, and the sound she made was a gargle that had no breath in it, all liquid and heat and surrender.

"Mum, what is this island doing to you."

Her hand on the skillet turned the last rasher. Her hand on his cock gripped tighter. Her eyes stayed on his. Streaming. Burning. Alive.

"Mum, look at the clay."

The grey white mineral streaked across her face in patterns that resembled something tribal, something ancient, something a priestess might wear before an offering. Her cheeks smeared. Her forehead marked where she had pressed against his hip. Her chin coated in a paste of clay and saliva and tears that caught the light and glistened.

"Mum, look at your fucking mouth."

Her lips. Swollen to nearly double their normal size. Stretched around the circumference of his cock, the skin flushed dark pink, the corners white with strain. When she pulled back on the next stroke, the wet, obscene pop of suction breaking echoed off the palm trunks.

"Mum, you are mine."

She gagged. Drove back down.

"Mum, you are mine."

Her throat seized around him and her body shook.

"Mum, I love you."

Her eyes changed. Something behind them cracked open. Not pain. Not grief. Something that had been locked in a small dark room for years, decades, since before he was born, since before she married his father, since the first time she told herself that wanting something this much, needing this, craving the taste and the weight and the submission of being on her knees with a cock in her throat, was wrong. Was shameful. Was something a good woman, a good mother, did not feel. That thing cracked open behind her eyes and the tears fell faster and her mouth worked him with a savagery that left no air, no space, no mercy.

"Mum, I love you."

Her left hand left the base of his cock. Dropped. Her fingers slid between her own thighs, where she squatted, and he saw her wrist move. A small, urgent motion. Two seconds. Three. Her fingers coming away wet, glistening in the sun, and then her hand was back on his hip, gripping, her fingertips leaving damp prints on his skin.

"Mum. Fuck."

She pulled off him. Slowly. His cock emerging from her mouth inch by inch, shining, coated in so much saliva that it ran in continuous rivulets down the shaft and over her knuckles and between her fingers. She held the head an inch from her lips. Her mouth open. Her breath hitting the wet, sensitive skin in warm pulses.

She looked up at him.

The wreck of her. The absolute, glorious wreck. The clay in her hair. The tears on her cheeks. The spit on her chin. The drool on her breasts. The red rims of her eyes making the dark brown of her irises burn like something lit from inside. Her lips, swollen and glistening and parted, the inside of her mouth pink and wet and inviting.

She spat on his cock. A long, slow stream that coated the head and ran down over her fingers. She smeared it with her thumb. Once. Twice. Then took him back into her mouth and drove him all the way down her throat in a single motion that made her gag so hard her stomach clenched and her back bowed and a sound came out of her that was barely human.

She held him there.

Her throat pulsing. Her jaw straining. Her eyes locked on his. The firelight catching the tears on her face and turning them to amber. The bacon sizzling behind her in the skillet, the fat rendering, the edges crisping, the smell of it rolling through the clearing on the morning air, mixing with the salt of the lagoon and the sweat on his thighs and the mineral dust of the clay and the musk of her, the warm, slick, animal musk of a woman in heat, a woman on her knees, a woman with her son's cock buried in her throat.

The sounds. Grant closed his eyes for a second. The sounds were obscene. The wet, choking rhythm of her mouth. The crackle and hiss of the bacon. The distant lap of water on coral. The rustle of palm fronds above. The drip, drip, drip of her saliva onto the darkening patch of sand. And beneath it all, faint, the vibration in her throat. A hum that was not quite a hum. A moan that never fully formed. The sound of a woman who had stopped speaking because words were not enough for what she needed to say.

The fire popped. A knot of driftwood splitting open, sending a puff of sparks into the air. They rose and died. The skillet sat on its flat stone by the coals, the bacon inside it turning from gold to deep amber, the fat pooling in the grooves of the iron, catching the light like tiny mirrors. Her right hand held the handle steady. Her wrist did not shake. Her eyes did not move from Grant's face.

She was multitasking.

She had said she would. And she was. Cooking and choking and crying and staring and gripping and swallowing, all of it at once, all of it with the same savage, focused intensity that had replaced the charming, chattering brightness of the hut. This was different. This was the thing beneath the charm. The engine under the bonnet. The hunger that the flirting and the darlings and the endearments had been decorating for years, the way you put flowers on an altar that you built over a pit.

Grant's hand tightened in her hair. Not pulling. Gripping. His fingers curling into fists against her scalp, feeling the heat of her, the movement of her jaw, the vibration of her gagging. His thighs quivered. His stomach muscles drew tight. A heat was building low in his gut, not the sharp spike of approaching orgasm but the slow, deep roll of it, like a wave forming far out to sea, gathering mass, gathering speed.

She felt it. She felt the change in him. The tension in his legs. The way his breath caught and his grip shifted and his hips, which had been still, gave a single involuntary twitch forward. She pulled off. Gasped. Spat on him. Drove back down. Pulled off. Gasped. Spat. Down. Each cycle faster than the last. Each cycle producing more noise, more spit, more clay transfer, more tears, more of the thick wet evidence of what she was doing and what she had become.

Her cheeks were a catastrophe. The clay was gone from her right side, smeared off onto his hip and his cock and her own hands, leaving bare tanned skin streaked with wet. Her left cheek retained a smear of grey white above the jaw, bisected by two tear tracks. Her lips had no colour left except the deep, bruised pink of use. Her chin was coated. Her throat was coated. A long thread of saliva hung from the underside of his cock to the hollow between her collarbones, swinging with each movement of her head, catching the light.

The wave gathered.

Grant looked down at her and felt it building. His mother. On her knees. In the sand. Clay on her face. Tears on her cheeks. His cock in her mouth. Bacon cooking in her other hand. The morning sun on the water behind her. The palms swaying. The fire crackling. The sounds of her throat working. The sight of her breasts swaying with each bob of her head, her nipples hard, her skin flushed beneath the clay. The sight of her stomach, taut and flat, the muscles visible as she breathed through her nose in short, sharp pulls. The sight of her thighs, parted where she squatted, the glistening evidence of her arousal visible on the inside of each one, catching the light the way the spit on his cock caught the light.

She looked up.

Deep on him. Her nose against his stomach. Her chin against his balls. Her throat clenched around the head of his cock and her body shook with the gag and she did not pull off. Did not pull back. Held. Drool ran from the seal of her lips and down the shaft and over her knuckles. Her eyes were red and swollen and streaming and they were the most beautiful things he had ever seen.

"Mum."

She held. Her throat pulsed.

"Mum, I am close."

Her eyes did not leave his. Her hand on the skillet was still. The bacon had stopped hissing. Everything had stopped except her throat and her tears and the stare that locked them together.

"Mum. In your mouth."

She blinked. A single, slow blink that pushed fresh tears down both cheeks.

"Mum. Take it."

She did not pull off. She slid him deeper. A fraction of an inch. Impossible, but she found it. Her throat opened and she took him past the point where her body had said no and into the space where her will said yes, and she held him there, and she looked at him.

She nodded.

Slow. Small. Her head moving a centimetre forward, a centimetre back, the smallest possible affirmation, her eyes never leaving his, the tears falling, her throat working, her lips sealed, her jaw aching, her knees in the sand, her hand on the skillet, the clay on her skin, the sun on the water, the morning, the island, the mother, the son.

She nodded.

Grant came apart.

The first pulse hit the back of her throat and his vision whited out at the edges. His hand clenched in her hair. His knees buckled. His stomach seized into a hard knot and the orgasm tore through him from the base of his spine upward, not a wave but a detonation, a full body implosion that turned his legs to water and his thoughts to static. He groaned. Low. Long. A sound from the bottom of his chest that did not sound like him.

The first pulse. She swallowed. Her throat constricting around him, milking him, the muscles drawing the cum down with a deliberate, practised motion. The second pulse. Thicker. She swallowed again, her eyes still on his, shining, streaming, triumphant.

On the third pulse she pulled off.

Slow. Controlled. Her lips dragging up the shaft, maintaining suction until the very last moment, and then he was free of her mouth and the third rope of cum hit her tongue. Her mouth was open. Wide. Her head tilted back. Her jaw dropped. The pink interior of her mouth visible, the cum landing on her tongue in a thick white streak that pooled in the centre.

She held her mouth open.

The fourth pulse. Weaker. It arced from the tip of his cock and landed on her lower lip, half in her mouth, half on the swollen flesh, dripping. She did not close her lips. Did not swallow. Held.

The fifth. A last, slow dribble that leaked from the slit and ran down the underside of his head. She watched it. Watched the thick white bead form and stretch and drop. It fell into her open mouth. Landed on the pool already gathered there.

She held her mouth open. Looking up at him. His cum on her tongue. Tears on her face. Clay in her hair. Her eyes burning with something that had no name in any language Grant had ever studied. She held.

Then she moved.

Her right hand lifted the skillet from the stone by the fire. Steady. The handle warm in her grip. Inside, three strips of bacon rested in their own rendered fat, golden brown, the edges crisped, the meat curled and glistening. She tilted the skillet towards her. Looked at the bacon for the first time. Back at Grant.



She reached for the flat stone she had been using as a spatula. The edge of it slid under the nearest strip, lifting it from the pooled fat. She held it in front of her face. The bacon strip steaming faintly in the morning air. The fat still liquid, still catching the light.

She held the strip in front of her open mouth.

And she let his cum drool from her tongue.

It fell in a slow, thick thread from the centre of her tongue onto the hot bacon. The white of it against the amber gold of the rendered fat. It landed on the surface of the strip and hissed. Faintly. The softest sound. The heat of the bacon meeting the warmth of what she had drawn from her son's body. The cum spreading across the glistening surface of the meat, thinning at the edges, pooling in the small ridges and grooves.

She lifted the bacon to her mouth.

She bit into it.

Her teeth cutting through the crisp edge, the fat breaking, the meat yielding. She chewed. Slow. Her jaw working. Her eyes closed for the first time since she had taken him into her mouth. Her face tipped up towards the sun. The expression on it was not performance. Was not display. Was the private, concentrated pleasure of a woman eating something exquisite, something she had been craving, something that tasted exactly the way she had imagined it would.

She chewed for a long time.

She swallowed.

Her eyes opened. The brown of them catching the morning light, warm and deep and steady. The tears had dried on her cheeks, leaving clean tracks through the clay. Her lips were swollen. Pink. Glistening with bacon grease and his cum. A small, private smile formed at the corners of her mouth and spread slowly across her face until it reached her eyes and the whole ruined, clay streaked, tear stained, cum glossed wreck of her was grinning up at him.

"Baby."

Her voice. Low. Thick. Not the voice of Ashley the sommelier, not the voice of Ashley the doting mother, not the voice of Ashley who called everything darling and flirted with the weather. A voice from deeper. From the place where the woman she had buried lived.

"Mommy thinks she just had the best breakfast of her life."

She put the skillet down on the stone. Set the flat rock beside it. Wiped her hands on her bare thighs, leaving smears of bacon grease on the tanned skin. And stood.

Slow. Unfolding from her squat in the sand, her knees cracking faintly, her thighs flexing, her stomach pulling taut. She rose to her full height and she was naked and smeared in clay and marked with his cum on her chin and her lips and the hollow of her throat and she was the most obscene, most sacred, most devastatingly beautiful thing Grant had ever seen.

She stepped forward. Close. Her breasts against his chest. Her stomach against his. Her face tilted up, her eyes level with his mouth. She placed both hands flat on his chest. Her palms warm. Her fingers spreading. She felt his heart hammering beneath his ribs.

She kissed him.

Slow. Open. Her tongue sliding into his mouth, carrying the taste of bacon grease and rendered fat and the salt of his cum and the mineral grit of clay and beneath it all, beneath everything, the taste of her. The taste that was Ashley. That was his mother. That was the woman who had loved him from the moment he was born and had spent twenty years circling something she could not name and had finally, on a coral atoll in the middle of the Pacific, on her knees in the sand with a skillet in one hand and his cock in the other, stopped circling.

He tasted himself in her mouth. He tasted the bacon. He tasted the tears. He tasted the clay.

She pulled back. A centimetre. Her lips still touching his.

"Sit down, baby."

Her breath against his mouth. Warm. Bacon and salt.

"Mommy will cook you yours."

Chapter 17

 

The sun sat fat and white directly overhead, pressing its heat into the sand like a palm flattening dough. Ashley lay on the beach towel with her arms loose at her sides, fingers curled open against the cotton, her body a long bronze streak against the white sand. Still naked. Still streaked with the remnants of clay she had smeared across her skin that morning, the grey white lines now cracked and flaking in the heat, sitting in the creases of her stomach and the hollows of her collarbones and the undersides of her breasts where the skin stayed damp. Her dark hair fanned out behind her head, tangled and stiff with salt and sand, spreading across the towel like something spilled.

Grant lay beside her. His head on her stomach. His cheek pressed to the taut plane of skin between her navel and her ribs, and every time she breathed he rose with it, fell with it. His sandy hair fell across her hip. His eyes were closed. One arm was slung over her thigh, his hand resting on the sand beside her knee.

Her fingers moved through his hair. Slow. The way you comb through something you are memorising by touch. Separating the strands that had gone stiff and salt crusted, smoothing them, following the grain from his crown to the sun bleached tips. She found a small knot behind his ear and worked it loose with her fingernail, patient, careful, the way she used to untangle his hair when he was a boy and had come in from the garden with leaves caught in it.

Above them the sky was enormous. Turquoise fading to white at the edges where it met the flat line of ocean. No clouds. No wind. The lagoon was a sheet of glass, so still that the reflections of the palms on its surface were sharper than the palms themselves. The reef was a dark irregular line a hundred metres out, the water beyond it shifting between blue and indigo and a deep, cold green that made Grant think of stained glass in old churches.

The silence was complete. Not the silence of nothing happening, but the silence of everything being still. The hush of a world that had emptied itself of sound and was waiting to be filled again.

Her fingers paused in his hair.

"Baby."

Her voice. The new one. The low one that had been with her since she knelt in the sand and ate bacon off her fingers with his cum on her tongue. It sat in a different register than the Ashley he had grown up with. Deeper. Slower. Each word given its own weight, its own space to land.

"Mommy feels different today."

Grant kept his eyes closed. Her stomach rose under his cheek. Fell.

"Mommy does not feel like Mommy anymore. Mommy feels older. And younger. Both at once. Is that mad?"

Her fingers resumed their movement through his hair. Long, slow strokes from root to tip, root to tip, the rhythm of it hypnotic.

"Mommy feels something, baby. Something that does not have a word. Something big and warm and strange and it lives right here." Her free hand drifted to her sternum, pressing flat between her breasts. "Right here. It has been growing since last night. Since the storm. Since you were inside Mommy for the first time."

Grant turned his face against her stomach. His lips brushed her skin when he spoke. "Mum. Yes. I feel it too."

She made a sound. Not quite a laugh. Something softer. An exhalation that carried all the tension she had been holding for four years, or maybe twenty, or maybe her entire adult life. Her hand came down from her chest and found his, the one resting beside her knee. She laced her fingers through his and squeezed.

They lay like that. Her thumb stroking the back of his hand. His breath warm on her belly. The sun pressing down on them both.

"Baby."

"Mum."

"Mommy thinks the island has been good to us."

Grant opened his eyes. He could see, from this angle, the curve of her breast, the small dark nipple, the fine dusting of sand caught in the sheen of sweat on her skin. He could see the clay line that ran from her collarbone down through the valley between her breasts, cracked now, more suggestion than marking.

"Mommy thinks the storm last night was a gift. Does that sound mad. Mommy does not care if it sounds mad. Mommy thinks the island knew what we needed. Mommy thinks it brought us here on purpose."

"Mum." He kissed her stomach. Soft. Just his lips against the warm skin. "The island is just an island."

Her laugh this time was real. Small and musical and private, the kind of laugh that belonged in bed, in the dark, between two people who had just finished doing something they were not supposed to do.

"Yes, baby. Maybe. Probably. You are the geography student, not Mommy." Her fingers found his ear, traced the outer curve. "But Mommy is going to thank it tonight. Just in case. Because Mommy was drowning before we came here, darling. Not in the ocean. In the rest of it. In the house. In the restaurant. In the smiling and the wine lists and the yoga at six and the sleeping alone in that enormous bed and the pretending, sweet boy. The endless pretending that Mommy was fine."

Her voice did something on the word fine. Cracked. Not much. A hairline fracture running through the middle of it.

"Mommy thinks we owe it something."

Grant lifted his head from her stomach. He looked at her. Her brown eyes were wet, the tears sitting there but not falling, catching the light. Her lips were still faintly swollen from the morning. From him.

"What do we owe it, Mum?"

She smiled. "Mommy will tell you tonight."

***

The lagoon was blood warm in the shallows and cool where it deepened over the sand channels. They waded in together, Ashley going first, walking straight into the water without hesitation, the way she had walked into the storm, the way she had walked to the spring pool that first night, the way she did everything now. Straight. Direct. No hedging. No half measures.

The water took the clay from her body in stages. First the loose flakes that had already begun to separate, lifting off her skin and floating on the surface like pale confetti. Then the deeper lines, the ones that had settled into creases and folds, dissolving into milky swirls that curled away from her in the current. The clay on her breasts went last, the stuff that had been trapped under the weight of them, that she had pressed into the skin deliberately that morning at the spring. It came away in slow, reluctant clouds, leaving her skin pink and clean and gleaming underneath.

Grant watched from waist deep. She moved through the water with the ease of someone who had been swimming their whole life, which she had. West London girl. Years of laps at the Hurlingham Club before work, years of Mediterranean holidays with his father, years of being the kind of woman who looked correct in water. She ducked under and came up streaming, her dark hair slicked back from her face, and for a moment she looked like a different person. Younger. Sharper. The bones of her face more visible without the frame of her hair. Her cheekbones. The line of her jaw. The strong, straight nose. She looked like a woman in a Renaissance painting, something Florentine, something that belonged behind glass in a gallery with men standing too close to it.

She floated on her back in the shallows. Arms out. Legs loose. Her breasts breaking the surface, the nipples pointing at the sky, water pooling in the hollow of her throat. Her hair spread around her head in a dark fan, moving with the gentle pulse of the water, each strand separate and alive. Her eyes were open. Looking up. The turquoise sky reflected in the brown of them.

"Baby."

"Mum."

"Mommy is the happiest she has ever been. Did you know that."

It was not a question. It was a statement delivered with the quiet force of someone who had spent years being something other than happy and had, in the space of three days, discovered what the word meant.

"Mommy wants you to know that, darling. Mommy wants there to be no doubt in your beautiful head. The happiest. Not 'quite happy.' Not 'doing better.' The happiest Mommy has been in her thirty nine years on this planet. More than when Mommy graduated. More than when Mommy got the sommelier position. More than Mommy's wedding day, baby, and Mommy loved your father very much." Her voice was steady. Level. The sommelier voice, the one she used for important bottles, for wines that deserved respect. "More than the day you were born, sweet boy, and that was the day Mommy thought nothing would ever beat."

She let the words sit on the water.

Grant floated beside her. He reached through the warm water and found her hand, their fingers threading together beneath the surface. Her grip was tight. Fierce, even. The grip of someone holding onto something she was afraid might not be real.

"Mum. I know."

She squeezed. He squeezed back. They floated, their bodies parallel, their joined hands the only point of contact, the water holding them both, the sky above them enormous and empty and very, very blue.

The reef made its low, constant sound. Water moving over coral. The sound of the world breathing.

"Baby."

"Mum."

"When we go home."

A pause. Her hand tightened in his. He could see, from the corner of his eye, the small movements of her throat as she swallowed. Once. Twice.

"Mommy needs to ask you something now, darling. While Mommy can still ask it. While Mommy is brave enough. Because Mommy is brave here, sweet boy. On this island, in this water, with this sun on Mommy's face, Mommy is the bravest Mommy has ever been. And Mommy is frightened that when the plane lands at Heathrow and we get in a taxi and go back to the house, Mommy will lose that. Mommy will wake up in that bed alone and hear the traffic on the Fulham Road and smell the rain and think, was any of it real."

"It was real, Mum."

"I know, baby. I know. But Mommy needs. Mommy needs to know something before we leave here."

Grant turned his head. She was still floating on her back, still looking at the sky, but her jaw was set and her chin was up and the tendons in her neck were taut. She was holding herself still. Bracing.

"Mum. Ask."

Her chest rose. Fell. Water lapped at the edges of her breasts.

"The woman Mommy was before, darling. The woman Mommy was in her twenties. The woman who wore short skirts and drank too much and went home with men she should not have gone home with and loved every second of it. The woman who could not go a week without. Well." A short, quiet laugh. "Without being properly fucked, baby. Mommy is sorry to be crude but there is no polite way to say it. The woman who needed a man inside her or she could not think straight. That woman."

Grant waited.

"The woman Mommy has been on this island. The woman who knelt in the sand and put her son's cock in her mouth and ate his cum off a strip of bacon and thought it was the most natural thing in the world. That woman."

Her voice dropped. Smaller now. More vulnerable than he had ever heard it.

"Mommy does not want her to go back in the box, sweet boy. Mommy spent two years pushing her down. Locking her away. Telling herself she was fine, she did not need it, she was a grown woman, a mother, she could manage. And it was killing Mommy, baby. Slowly. Quietly. The way water kills a plant by not being there."

She turned her head. Their eyes met. Hers were wet again. Not crying. Just full.

"Mommy wants to keep her. Mommy needs to keep her. And Mommy needs..." Her tongue touched her lower lip. "Mommy needs a man for that, darling. Mommy needs a man who can fuck her properly. Twice a week. At least twice a week. Mommy needs to be bent over something or pinned against something or on her knees or on her back or however he wants her, sweet boy, at least twice a week, or Mommy is going to go quietly mad again."

Her hand in his. Holding on. Her brown eyes on his green ones.

"Mommy is asking, baby. Mommy is asking her sweet, beautiful, perfect boy. Because there is no one else Mommy trusts. There is no one else Mommy wants. Mommy does not want to join a dating app and let some stranger from Battersea put his hands on her. Mommy wants her boy. Mommy wants Grant."

The water moved around them. The reef exhaled.

Grant turned in the water. His feet found the sandy bottom and he stood, waist deep, and he reached down and pulled her upright too, the water streaming off her body, her hair dragging heavy and dark down her back. He held both her hands. Looked at her face. The face he had known for twenty years, the most beautiful face he had ever seen, the face that had read him stories and kissed his forehead and laughed at his jokes and cried at his father's funeral and slowly, over two years, gone quiet in a way that had frightened him more than the storm, more than the reef, more than the boat breaking apart.

"Mum. Yes."

Her lips parted.

"Twice a week. Three times a week. Every day. Whatever you need, Mum. Yes."

Her whole face changed. Not a smile. Something bigger than a smile. Something that started in her eyes and moved through every muscle in her face until she was radiant, until she was incandescent, until she was the woman she had been at twenty five, the woman who ate the world for breakfast and asked for seconds.

"Oh, baby." She pressed her forehead against his chest. Her shoulders shook. "Oh, my sweet, sweet boy. Mommy was hoping. Mommy was so hoping."

He wrapped his arms around her. She was warm from the sun, cool from the water. Her breasts pressed flat against his ribs. Her heartbeat against his skin, fast and light.

"Mommy will not be greedy, darling. Twice a week is plenty. Mommy is not a young woman, sweet boy. Mommy cannot sustain the pace we have been keeping on this island." A small laugh against his chest. Wet. Half a sob. "Mommy's jaw aches, baby. Mommy's thighs ache. Mommy's pussy aches. Mommy is bruised in places she forgot she had."

Grant pulled back. Looked down at her. The corner of his mouth twitched.

"Mum. You are not a young woman?"

Her eyes narrowed.

"You look about thirty, Mum. Thirty at most."

"Don't be cheeky, darling."

She splashed him. A full, open palmed slap of the surface that sent a sheet of water into his face. He blinked, sputtering. She splashed him again. He grabbed her wrist and she shrieked, a sound so bright and girlish that it scattered a pair of terns from the beach, and then they were wrestling in the shallows, her body slippery against his, both of them laughing, both of them naked, the water churning white around their hips.

She got a leg behind his knee and swept it. He went down. She went with him, landing on his chest, her hair falling around both their faces like a curtain, and she kissed him. Wet and salty and grinning so hard their teeth clicked together.

"Thirty." She kissed him again. "Cheeky. Bloody. Boy."

He grinned up at her. Water dripped from her hair onto his face. The sun behind her head turned her into a silhouette, a dark shape against the burning blue, and he thought of the word worship, the way it sounded in church, the weight of it.

"Twenty eight, then."

She bit his lower lip. Hard enough to make him wince.

"Mommy is going to punish you for that later, sweet boy."

"Promise?"

Her brown eyes went dark. The laughter was still there but something else lived behind it now. Something hungry. Something old.

"Oh, baby. Mommy promises."

***

They dried off in the shade behind the hut, sharing the two remaining beach towels that still held together. The fabric was stiff with salt, rough against their skin. Ashley draped one around her shoulders and sat on the low step at the hut's entrance, her legs stretched out into a patch of sun, her toes curling in the warm sand. Her hair hung in wet ropes down her back, dripping onto the towel.

Grant sat on the bed inside, the other towel over his head, rubbing his hair dry in rough, circular motions. Through the doorway he could see her back. The knobs of her spine. The dimples above her tailbone. The tan line that was not a tan line anymore because she had been naked for three days and the sun had found every part of her. She was uniformly gold now, a deep amber bronze that made her look healthy and wild and feral.



She sat very still. Staring out at the lagoon. One hand resting on her knee, the other on the wooden step, her fingers drumming a slow, absent rhythm on the bamboo.

"Baby."

Her voice again. Quiet. The new register. Each word placed with care.

"Mum."

"Tonight. Mommy wants to do something."

He stopped drying his hair. Let the towel drop around his neck. Waited.

"Mommy wants to thank the island."

He leaned forward. Through the doorway, he could see her profile now. The strong line of her nose. The curve of her lips. The long, dark fan of her eyelashes.

"Mommy has been thinking about it all afternoon, baby. While we were floating. While you were holding Mommy's hand. While Mommy was being brave for the first time in two years. Mommy was thinking about what we have. What we can offer. What we can give back to this little strip of sand and coral that saved our lives and gave Mommy her son."

She turned slightly. Not all the way. Just enough that he could see one brown eye, the corner of her mouth.

"The only thing we have to give is the thing that started all of this, darling."

Grant draped the towel over the bedframe. "Mum. What do you mean?"

She stood. The towel fell from her shoulders and pooled at her feet. She stepped over it and turned in the doorway, her body framed by the weathered bamboo, the lagoon behind her a sheet of impossible blue. The late afternoon light came in low and golden, catching the fine hairs on her forearms, the curve of her waist, the swell of her hips. She leaned against the doorframe with one shoulder, her arms crossed loosely beneath her breasts, lifting them, the nipples dark against the tan of her skin.

She looked at him the way a woman looks at a man she has chosen. Not coyly. Not flirtatiously. With the direct, appraising, hungry certainty of a woman who knows what she wants and has stopped pretending she does not want it.

"Mommy wants you to take her on the beach tonight, baby. Under the stars."

Grant sat on the edge of the bed. His green eyes on hers.

"Mommy wants to do it the way Mommy used to be done in her twenties, sweet boy. Before your father. Before the marriage. Before Mommy put the good girl mask on and forgot what her own face looked like underneath it."

She uncrossed her arms. Let them hang at her sides. Palms open. Fingers loose. Naked in the doorway with the whole Pacific behind her.

"Mommy is not going to get pregnant, darling. Mommy is on the coil. Mommy has been on the coil for four years and Mommy's doctor says it is good for another two. So there is no risk, baby. None at all."

She took a step into the hut. The golden light followed her, pooling on the packed sand floor.

"But Mommy wants the island to think she will."

Another step. She was close enough to touch now. Close enough that he could see the individual grains of sand caught in the fine hair on her stomach, the faint network of stretch marks on her hips that she had earned carrying him, the small dark mole on her left breast that he had noticed for the first time two days ago and could not stop looking at.

"Mommy wants the island to think Mommy is giving it a gift back. A life for a life, sweet boy. Two lives saved, one life offered. Not real. Pretend. But the kind of pretend that feels real. The kind of pretend that makes Mommy's body believe it."

She placed her hand on his knee. Her thumb stroking the inside of his thigh.

"Mommy wants to feel it the way Mommy used to feel it, baby. Before everything got careful and sensible and measured. Mommy used to love it, darling. Mommy used to love the risk. The feeling of a man finishing inside her with nothing between them. The heat of it. The weight of it. The way it changed something in Mommy's brain, sweet boy, the way it made everything go quiet and warm and right."

Her hand moved up his thigh. Slow. Her nails dragging faintly across his skin.

"Mommy has the coil, baby. There is no risk. But Mommy wants to pretend there is. Mommy wants to pretend she is twenty three again and careless and drunk on red wine and desperate for it. Mommy wants to pretend her beautiful boy is going to put a baby in her and she is going to let him because she cannot help it. Because she is a slut, baby. Because she always was. Because she always will be."

Her hand reached the crease of his hip. Her fingers grazed his cock, which was already half hard, thickening against his thigh. She wrapped her fingers around it. Loose. Not stroking. Just holding. Feeling the pulse of blood through it.

"Mommy wants to be Mommy's good boy's breeding slut on the beach tonight under the stars, baby." Her voice was barely a whisper now. Her brown eyes enormous. Her lips parted. "As thanks. As a gift to the island. As Mommy's old self again. The real Mommy. The Mommy who should never have been locked away."

She squeezed his cock. Once. Firm.

"Yes?"

Grant looked at his mother in the golden light. Her hand on his cock. Her body bare and tanned and marked with the last traces of clay. Her eyes that held no shame and no apology and no uncertainty. Her lips that tasted like bacon and him. Her voice that came from a place deeper than the spring pool, deeper than the lagoon, deeper than the ocean itself.

He thought about his father's ghost in the dappled shade of the palms. The figure dissolving like smoke. The words it had left behind. She needs something only you can provide.

"Yes, Mum."

Ashley smiled. It started small, at the left corner of her mouth, and spread. Slow. Warm. Until it was the widest, happiest, most devastatingly beautiful smile he had ever seen on any woman's face. The smile of a woman who had been given permission to be herself.

"Good boy."

She released his cock. Stepped back. Her hand trailed across his knee as she moved away, the touch lingering, reluctant.

"Good boy, baby. Mommy will get ready. Mommy needs to fix her paint."

She bent and picked up the towel from the floor. Draped it over one arm. Stood in the doorway again, backlit by the Pacific, her body a long dark shape against the gold and blue. She looked over her shoulder. The smile still there. Smaller now. Private. The smile of a woman with a secret.

"Mommy is going to the spring, darling. Mommy is going to wash her hair and find more clay and make herself beautiful for you. Mommy is going to take her time. Mommy does not want her good boy to follow her. Mommy wants her good boy to wait here and think about what Mommy is going to let him do tonight."

She stepped outside. Her bare feet on the packed earth of the path.

"Think about it, baby. Think about Mommy on her back on the sand with her legs open and the stars above her and your cock inside her and nothing between you. Nothing at all. Think about what it is going to feel like when you finish inside Mommy. When you fill Mommy up. When Mommy wraps her legs around you and pulls you deep and begs you to give it to her."

She was walking now. Up the path. Away from him. Her voice carrying back through the warm, still air, each word clear and deliberate and obscene.

"Think about that, sweet boy. Get hard for Mommy. Stay hard for Mommy. Mommy is going to need every inch of you tonight."

She reached the bend in the path where the palms thickened and the undergrowth closed in. She paused. Looked back one more time. The late light caught her face, the high cheekbones, the plush lips, the dark eyes. She raised one hand. Not a wave. Something else. A gesture. A promise. The kind of thing a priestess does before she disappears into the temple.

Then she was gone. The green swallowed her. The sound of her feet on the path faded. The palms closed behind her like a door.

Grant sat on the bed in the empty hut. His cock was hard. His heart was loud in his chest. Through the open doorway, the lagoon stretched out to the reef and beyond it the ocean went all the way to the horizon, flat and blue and endless.

He thought about it.

He got hard.

He stayed hard.

Chapter 18

 

Grant sat on the edge of the bamboo bed for a long time after she left. The hut felt larger without her in it. Emptier. He could still smell the bacon grease on the warm air, still taste her mouth on his, and the shape of her body lingered in his vision the way a bright light lingers after you close your eyes. He let himself be hard. Let himself sit with it. Let himself think about what she had said and what she had promised and what she was, right now, doing up at the spring pool. Washing her hair. Finding clay. Painting herself.

For him.

For the island.

For the woman she used to be.

He stood and walked to the doorway. The Pacific stretched out flat and molten gold under the late sun, the lagoon barely moving, the reef a dark line at the edge of the world. He breathed. Salt air. Warm sand. The faint green smell of the palms behind the hut. The fire had burned down to a soft orange glow in the pit.

He went to the supply pile and pulled out the last two bread rolls. Hard now, stale from the tropical air, but still edible. He found the final tin of beans and set it by the fire. He cracked a coconut and poured the milk into one of the shells they used as cups. Then he rebuilt the fire, feeding it dry palm fronds and small sticks until the flames licked up clean and bright.

He waited.

The sun dropped. Gold became amber. Amber became a deep, bleeding orange that spread across the western sky like something spilling. The undersides of the few clouds that hung above the horizon caught the light and turned pink, then coral, then a colour that had no name. The lagoon reflected all of it. The palms stood black against it. A bird called somewhere in the trees behind the hut. Once. Twice. Then nothing.

Grant sat by the fire and waited for his mother to come back down from the spring.

He had no idea what time it was. Could have been five. Could have been six. Time on the island had become a liquid thing, measured in tides and sun angles and the sounds of the lagoon rather than hours. He let it be liquid. He sat and let the fire warm his shins and watched the sky change colour and thought about what Ashley had told him.

Breeding slut. She had used those words. Her hand on his cock. Her eyes on his eyes. Her voice low and rough and honest. The same voice she used to tell him dinner was ready when he was fourteen, except tuned to a different frequency entirely. A frequency that made his stomach tighten and his pulse thicken and his cock, which had not softened since she left, twitch against his thigh.

He thought about the way she moved. The way she had moved in the storm, dancing naked in the rain, her body a dark shape against the lightning. Wild. Free. The woman she said she used to be. The woman she said she had buried.

He thought about his father's ghost in the shade of the palms.

She's going to be happier than you've ever seen her.

Grant stared at the fire and believed it.

A sound on the path. Footsteps. Bare feet on packed earth, soft and deliberate. He turned his head.

Ashley stood in the doorway of the hut.

Grant went still.

She had done something extraordinary to herself. The grey white clay from the spring covered her face in a thin, even layer, following the bones of her cheeks, the ridge of her brow, the line of her jaw. It left her lips bare, her mouth a dark plush shape against the pale mask. Her eyes, ringed in pale clay, looked enormous. Almost black in the fading light. Almost not human.

The clay continued down her throat. Two lines, painted with careful fingers, ran along her collarbones and down to her breasts. Her breasts were covered in it. The C cups, small and high and sun kissed, now ghostly white, the clay following their shape so precisely that every curve, every swell, the darker skin of her nipples visible through the thin wash of white like shadows beneath frost. Her stomach was bare. Tanned. A flat plain of olive skin between the painted territories above and below. The clay resumed at her hips, thick brushstrokes on each hip bone, angling down across the crease of her thighs. Her pussy was bare. Dark hair trimmed close. The clay framed it on both sides without touching it.

Her dark brunette hair hung straight down her back, still damp, the ends reaching the small of her spine. She had brushed it with her fingers until it fell like water. It caught the last orange light from the sky and held it.

She was naked. Painted. Standing in the doorway of a bamboo hut on an atoll in the Pacific with the sunset behind her and the fire warm on her skin and her body marked in white clay like something from a wall in a cave fifty thousand years old.

Grant stared at her and forgot how to breathe.

"Baby."

Her voice. Low. Quiet. A register she had not used before. Not her sommelier voice. Not her mum voice. Not even the rough, desperate voice from the pool or the beach or the hut. Something deeper. Something that came from the painted place.

"Eat. Save your strength."

She walked to the fire. Each step deliberate. The clay on her hips shifted and cracked slightly where the skin moved. Her breasts swayed. The clay on them was still damp in places, catching the firelight, glinting.

"Mummy is going to need a lot from her sweet boy tonight."

She lowered herself onto the sand beside him. Cross legged. Her knees touching his thigh. The fire between them and the lagoon. She picked up one of the stale bread rolls and tore it in half. Handed him the larger piece. Her fingers left a faint smear of clay on the bread.

"Eat, baby."

Grant ate. His mouth was dry but he chewed the bread and swallowed it and took the coconut shell she offered him and drank. Ashley opened the tin of beans with the small blade from the red emergency box, working the lid back and forth until it came free. She set the tin at the edge of the fire to warm. They ate the beans with their fingers, scooping them out, the sauce warm and sweet. Simple food. The last of it.

Ashley ate slowly. She licked her fingers between bites, her tongue cleaning each one from knuckle to tip, and Grant watched her do it and she knew he watched her do it and neither of them said anything about it. The clay on her face cracked at the corners of her mouth when she chewed. She did not wipe it away.

The sun touched the horizon. The orange deepened to something close to red, and the clouds above it burned pink, and the water of the lagoon became a sheet of hammered copper. Ashley tipped her head back and watched the sky. Her throat, painted white, extended. The tendons visible. Her pulse moving in the soft hollow above her collarbone.

"Beautiful," she said. Not to Grant. Not to anyone. To the sky.

The red faded. Pink took over, a pink so vivid it looked artificial, like someone had filtered the entire world through rose glass. Then the pink cooled and deepened and became violet. The first stars appeared. Not many. Three or four, scattered across the east where the sky had already gone dark blue. Then more. Then more. The violet spread westward, chasing the last band of orange on the horizon, and the stars multiplied, and the Milky Way began to emerge, a faint bright smear across the middle of the sky.

Ashley watched all of it. Her eyes wide. Her painted face tilted up. Her body still, cross legged in the sand by the dying fire, the clay on her breasts and hips drying to a pale matte finish. She looked like a statue. She looked like a goddess. She looked like something Grant had no vocabulary for.

"Baby."

She turned her head. Her dark eyes found him. The firelight caught the edge of her iris and turned it copper for a moment.

"The stars are nearly out."

Grant looked up. She was right. The sky had transformed in the time they had been sitting. Stars everywhere now. Thousands of them. Tens of thousands. The Milky Way a bright river overhead, thick with light, and the constellations scattered around it in patterns he half remembered from geography lessons. No light pollution. No haze. Nothing between them and the universe but warm air.

"Mummy is going to start."

Her voice was very quiet. Grant looked at her.

"Mummy wants you to watch the dance. Mummy wants you to watch first."

She held his gaze. Her dark eyes in the clay mask. Her bare lips parted slightly.

"Mummy will tell you when to come to her. Yes?"

Grant looked at his mother. Painted and naked in the starlight by a dying fire on an island where no one would find them for days. The most beautiful woman he had ever seen. The most honest woman he had ever known.

"Yes, Mum."

Ashley smiled. Small. The clay cracked at the corner of her left eye. She leaned forward and pressed her lips to his forehead. Soft. Warm. The faintest taste of clay on his skin where her cheek brushed him. Then she pulled back.

She stood slowly.

The movement was deliberate. Not the quick, easy motion of a woman getting to her feet. Something ritual about it. She placed her left palm flat on the sand and pushed herself upright, unfolding, her body rising in stages. Knees. Thighs. Hips. Waist. The clay cracked softly across her hip bones. Her breasts lifted as her shoulders came back. She stood straight. Tall. Five foot seven of lean, tanned, painted woman against a sky full of stars.

She did not look at Grant again.

She walked down to the water.

The beach between the fire pit and the lagoon was perhaps forty paces. She covered them without hurrying. Her bare feet left prints in the dry sand, then in the damp sand, then in the firm wet sand at the very edge of the water. The lagoon barely moved. No wind. No swell. Just a slow, rhythmic pulse, the water advancing an inch, retreating an inch, advancing, retreating, the breathing of something enormous and alive. The wet sand gleamed in the starlight. Ashley walked to the edge of it and stopped where the water lapped at her toes.

She turned sideways. Her profile against the lagoon. The line of her forehead, her nose, her lips, her chin, her throat, her painted breasts, her flat stomach, the jut of her painted hip, her long legs, her feet in the wet sand. The stars above her. The water before her. The dark bulk of the atoll and its palms behind her.

She raised her arms.

Slow. So slow Grant could count the muscles that fired in sequence. Her fingers uncurled first, then her wrists turned, then her forearms lifted, then her upper arms, her shoulders rolling back and down, her chest opening, her ribcage expanding. Her arms rose outward from her body in a wide arc, palms facing the sky, fingers spread. The clay on the underside of her breasts stretched and cracked. Her dark hair hung heavy down her spine, the ends brushing the small of her back.

She held the position. Arms wide. Face turned up to the stars. Her ribcage moving with each breath. Her legs planted. Grounded. Rooted in the wet sand like she had grown from it.

Then she began to move.

Her hips. Just her hips. A slow, circular roll to the left, the kind of motion that starts deep in the pelvis and radiates outward. Not a dancer's movement. Not choreographed. Something more primitive. Something the body knew before the brain learned to name it. Her left hip pushed forward, then outward, then back, and her right hip followed, and the motion became continuous, a slow ellipse, her centre of gravity shifting, her belly moving, her thighs adjusting, her feet staying planted in the sand.

Grant sat twenty paces up the beach. Naked. Cross legged on the dry sand where the fire still glowed behind him. His green eyes on his mother. His cock stiff against his thigh, pressed between his crossed legs, and he did not touch it. Did not shift to relieve the pressure. Did not move at all. He watched.

The dance was nothing like the storm dance.

The storm dance had been frantic. Ecstatic. A woman caught up in the weather and the wind, her body a sail. This was the opposite. This was controlled. Deliberate. Each motion chosen. Each roll of her hips a decision, not a reaction. The storm had danced through her. This, she was dancing on her own.



Her arms lowered to her sides and rose again, this time in front of her body, crossing at the wrists, her fingers trailing up her own sternum. She turned her face from the sky to the lagoon. Her hips kept their slow rotation. Her painted breasts caught the starlight, the white clay luminous against the dark water behind her. She spread her arms wide again, palms down now, fingertips reaching, and turned a quarter rotation on the wet sand, her body pivoting, her feet barely lifting.

Now she faced the open lagoon. Her back to Grant. The long line of her spine, the dark fall of her hair, the painted curves of her hips, the firm rounded shape of her arse, the wet sand gleaming beneath her feet. She rolled her hips again. Forward. Circular. Slow. The motion pushed her backside outward, accentuated it, the muscle shifting beneath the tanned skin. Her hands rose and gathered her hair, lifting it off her neck, piling it on top of her head, holding it there. Her shoulder blades pulled together. The vertebrae of her spine stood out. She held her hair with both hands and rolled her body in a long, sinuous wave that started at her shoulders and rippled down through her ribcage, her stomach, her hips, ending in a slow push of her pelvis forward.

Grant's toes curled. His fingers pressed into his knees. He breathed through his nose. Watched.

Ashley released her hair. It fell. A dark curtain down her back. She turned again, another quarter rotation, and now she was in profile once more. The water behind her. The stars above. Her face in shadow except for the white clay, which caught every scrap of available light and threw it back.

Her hands slid down her own throat.

Both hands. Starting at her jaw, fingertips pressing into the soft skin beneath her ears, then sliding down. Slow. Following the tendons. Passing over the clay on her collarbones. Her chin tipped up. Her lips parted. A breath. Visible in the movement of her ribs.

Her hands continued. Down from her collarbones to her breasts. She cupped them. Both hands. Her palms fitting over the clay covered curves, fingers curling underneath, the weight of them in her grip. Small. High. Perfect. She held them the way a lover holds them. Her thumbs moved. Inward. Across the surface of the clay, seeking and finding her nipples through the dried white coating. She brushed her thumbs across them. Once. A soft, involuntary sound escaped her mouth. Not a word. A breath with a shape in it. Her back hollowed slightly. Her hips stalled in their rotation for a beat, then resumed.

She brushed her nipples again. Her thumbs circling now. Slow circles on the hardening points beneath the clay. Her head fell back. Her eyes closed. Her dark hair hung behind her, the ends swaying with the motion of her body. The sound from her mouth came again. Louder. A catch in the back of her throat, half gasp, half something else. A sound Grant had heard from her in the pool, in the hut, on the beach in the rain, but different here. Quieter. More private. A sound she was making for herself.

The dance continued. Her hips rolling. Her hands on her own breasts. Her thumbs working her nipples. Her face turned up to the stars with her eyes closed and her lips apart and the clay mask ghostly in the dark. She pivoted again on the sand, a slow turn, and now she faced Grant directly.

He could see her face. The closed eyes. The open mouth. The clay, cracked now at the corners of her lips and eyes, pieces of it flaking onto her chest. Her throat working. Her breasts in her own hands, the nipples dark and stiff between her pale thumbs. Her belly moving with each roll of her hips. The dark strip of trimmed hair between her thighs, visible below the painted hips. Her legs, long and tanned and strong from all those years of yoga, slightly bent, her feet shifting in the wet sand to accommodate the motion.

She was not performing for him.

Grant understood this with a clarity that surprised him. He was watching. She knew he was watching. But the dance was not for him. The dance was for the woman Ashley had been before she married his father. The woman who had fucked her way through West London in her twenties and loved every second of it. The woman who had buried herself under sixteen years of marriage and motherhood and good behaviour and respectable careers and the terrible, grinding effort of pretending she did not need to be fucked until she could not walk. That woman was on the beach now. That woman was moving in the starlight. That woman had her hands on her own tits and her eyes closed and her hips rolling and the island's air on her skin and she was, for the first time in more than a decade, completely and utterly free.

He was honoured to watch.

He sat still. Cock aching. Hands on his knees. Green eyes wide. Not moving.

The tempo picked up. Not dramatically. A gradual acceleration, like a heart rate climbing. Her hips moved faster. The circles wider. Her feet shifted more frequently on the sand, small adjustments, her balance fluid, her body finding its own rhythm. Her hands left her breasts. Her arms swung outward, wide, her fingers spread, and she spun. A full rotation on the wet sand, her hair flying out in a dark arc, water droplets scattering from the ends. She came around and planted her feet and her hips caught a new rhythm. Faster. Deeper. The roll originating lower now, in her pelvis, in the muscles of her abdomen. Tribal. The word entered Grant's mind and stayed there. Primitive. A movement older than language.

Somewhere underneath the dance, in the part of her brain that still catalogued and observed and kept records, Ashley noted that her body was moving in time with the lagoon. The slow, steady pulse of water on sand. Advance. Retreat. Advance. Retreat. Her hips followed it. Her breathing followed it. Her heartbeat followed it. She had not chosen this rhythm. It had found her. Or she had found it. The distinction did not matter. She moved and the water moved and the two of them, woman and ocean, breathed together on the shore of a tiny island under an infinite sky.

She did not need to understand it.

Her right hand slid down her stomach.

Her palm flat against her skin, fingers pointing down, moving over the taut muscle below her navel. Down past the painted clay on her hip. Down to where her thighs met her body. Her fingers slipped between her legs.

She gasped.

Her hips did not stop. The roll continued, the motion now incorporating her hand, her fingers, the pressure of them against her clit. She touched herself slowly. Two fingers. Circular. The same slow circles her thumbs had made on her nipples. Her left hand rose and gripped her own hair at the nape of her neck, pulling her head back, exposing the long painted line of her throat. Her mouth opened wider. A sound came from her. Low and raw. A moan that the lagoon seemed to absorb and return, softened.

She moved. She touched. She breathed. Her clay painted breasts, abandoned by her hands, rose and fell with her quickening breath, the nipples dark and stiff and pointing at the stars. The clay on them had dried to a matte chalk white and pieces of it fell away in small flakes as her chest heaved, revealing patches of tanned skin beneath, the contrast startling in the starlight. Pale and dark. Painted and bare. A body in the process of shedding its mask even as it wore one.

Her fingers worked between her thighs. Her hips rolled. Her feet shifted on the wet sand. The water lapped at her toes, retreated, returned, lapped again. She turned slowly, half a rotation, still touching herself, still moving, and Grant saw her from the side. The arch of her back. The swell of her arse. Her right arm reaching down between her legs from behind now, her fingers visible, glistening, moving. Her left hand still tangled in her own hair at the base of her skull, pulling, her head tilted back, her profile sharp against the lagoon.

Grant's jaw ached. He realised he had been clenching it. His hands had become fists on his knees. His cock pulsed with each heartbeat, untouched, straining. His skin felt too tight for his body. The sight before him was almost more than he could hold in his head. His mother. Naked. Painted in clay. Dancing on a beach under the Milky Way with her hand between her legs. Making sounds that would keep him awake for the rest of his life.

Not his mother. Not Ashley. Something else. Something that had no name. A woman on a beach at the edge of the world, dancing for herself, for the self she had murdered with respectability, and bringing that self back to life one slow roll of her hips at a time.

Five minutes. Ten. Fifteen. Grant did not count. Could not have counted. Time had left the beach. The fire behind him had burned down to embers. The stars overhead had shifted, the constellations rotating on their slow axis, but Grant did not look up. His eyes stayed on Ashley. On the painted woman. On the dance.

It slowed.

The deceleration was gradual. The wide circles of her hips tightening, shrinking, becoming smaller and slower. Her feet stopped shifting. Her left hand released her hair and it fell, dark and heavy, clinging to her damp back. Her right hand withdrew from between her thighs. Both arms hung at her sides. Her hips made one last, slow, full circle. Then they stopped.

Ashley dropped to her knees.

The wet sand received her. Her shins pressed into it. Her thighs on her calves. Her back straight. Her arms at her sides, palms resting on her thighs. The water of the lagoon two inches from her knees, advancing, retreating, advancing, never quite reaching her. She knelt in the boundary between land and sea with the stars overhead and the painted clay cracked and flaking across her body and her dark hair falling around her face.

She tilted her head back.

Her throat extended. The long white column of it, painted, cracked. Her chin lifted. Her chest rose with a deep breath that expanded her ribcage, lifted her breasts, strained the remaining clay on them. She held the breath. One second. Two. Three. Then released it. Long. Slow. Controlled. The breath of a woman who had completed something.

Her arms rose one final time. Outward. Wide. Palms up. Fingertips reaching. As if she was offering herself to the sky. To the stars. To the island. To whatever had brought her here and stripped her down to this.

Then her arms lowered. Slowly. Inch by inch. Her hands settling on her thighs. Her shoulders dropping. Her head coming forward until her chin was level. She breathed. In. Out. In. Out. Deep and steady, the movement visible in her stomach, her ribs, the slow rise and fall of her painted breasts.

She opened her eyes.

In the starlight, her irises were so dark they were indistinguishable from her pupils. Two black circles in the cracked white mask of her face. She blinked. Once. Turned her head.

She looked at her son.

He sat twenty paces up the beach. Naked. Still. His green eyes bright in the dark. His body lean and golden even in the colourless light of the stars. His cock hard, visible even at this distance, thick and straining against his thigh. He had not moved. He had not touched himself. He had watched the entire dance in perfect, obedient stillness, and his face held an expression that Ashley had never seen on any man's face in thirty nine years of living.

Not lust. Not hunger. Not desire.

Reverence.

"Baby."

Her voice. The strange low voice. The voice from the painted place. It carried across the sand between them, clear and quiet, each syllable distinct.

"Come here."

Grant uncrossed his legs. His muscles were stiff from sitting so long. His knees cracked as he straightened them. He placed his palms on the sand and pushed himself upright. Stood. His cock jutted from his body, thick and hard and aching, and he did not cover it. Did not adjust it. Let it be.

He walked across the sand.

Twenty paces. His feet in the warm, dry sand at first. Then the cooler damp sand. Then the firm, wet sand where the lagoon's reach smoothed everything flat. The sound of his footsteps. The sound of the water. The sound of Ashley's breathing.

He stopped in front of her.

She knelt in the wet sand. He stood above her. The geometry of it placed his cock at the level of her face, close enough that she could have leaned forward and taken it in her mouth. She did not. She looked up at him. Her dark eyes in the clay mask. The cracks spreading from the corners of her mouth, from the corners of her eyes, small fissures in the white surface through which her tanned skin showed. Her bare lips, plush and dark, slightly parted. She was breathing through her mouth. Soft. Slow.

"Baby."

She reached up and placed her palms flat on his stomach. Her hands were cool and rough with dried clay. Her fingers spread across his abdominal muscles. She pressed. Feeling him. His warmth. His solidity. His living body beneath her painted hands.

"Mummy is ready."

Her hands slid down. Slowly. Over the ridges of muscle. Down to his hip bones. Down to the V of muscle at the base of his abdomen. Her thumbs traced the lines there. The lines she had stared at on the first day. The lines that had undone her.

"Mummy is ready to be bred for the island."

Her left hand wrapped around the base of his cock. Firm. Her fingers barely meeting around the girth of it. She held it. Felt it pulse in her grip. Felt the heat of it. Did not stroke it. Just held it. Her dark eyes on his green ones. The stars behind his head like a crown.

"Mummy is ready to be Mummy's old self again for her sweet boy under the stars."

She squeezed. Once. Slow and firm. His cock twitched in her fist. A bead of clear fluid swelled from the slit and caught the starlight. Ashley watched it form. Watched it grow heavy. Watched it stretch into a thin strand and begin to fall. She tilted her head and caught it on her bottom lip. Pressed her lips together. Tasted him.

Her eyes closed for a moment. Opened.

She released his cock.

She turned on her knees. A slow rotation in the wet sand, her shins dragging, her body pivoting. She placed her palms on the sand in front of her. Shoulder width. Fingers spread. The clay on her shoulders cracked and flaked as she extended her arms. She settled onto her hands and knees. The lagoon in front of her. The stars above. Grant behind her.

Her spine curved. Dipped. The arch of it deepening as she widened her knees in the sand, lowering her hips, opening herself. Her dark hair fell forward over one shoulder, exposing the nape of her neck, the vertebrae there, the last traces of clay on her upper back. Her arse lifted. Round and firm and tanned, framed by the cracked white paint on her hips. The dark, swollen lips of her pussy, slick and flushed, visible between her thighs. She was so wet that the starlight caught the moisture there, a faint gleam on the insides of her thighs.

She looked back at her son over her shoulder. The clay mask. The dark eyes. The bare, plush lips. The expression on her face was nothing Grant had words for. Surrender. Release. Hunger. Trust. Joy. All of it and none of it. The face of a woman who had fought herself for twelve years and had, tonight, on this beach, in this dance, stopped fighting.

"Now, baby."

Her voice broke on the word. Cracked. Like the clay on her face.

"Now."

Chapter 19

 

Grant's knees sank into the soft ground where the lagoon's reach kept it saturated. Cool water lapped at his shins, the tide's gentle pulse a metronome beneath the vast silence of the sky. His hands found her hips. The clay there had dried into a brittle shell over her skin, and it cracked under his fingers as he gripped her, small white flakes falling away to reveal the warm brown flesh beneath. She flinched at his touch. Not away from it. Into it.

Ashley on her hands and knees. Her dark hair a curtain down one side of her face, the rest of it pooling on the sand near her left hand. Her spine in that deep, deliberate arch, the muscles along her back standing out in the starlight. The clay on her breasts had fractured during her dance, fault lines running through the white paint like a dried riverbed, and her nipples were dark and hard where the clay had flaked away entirely. Her ribs moved with each breath. Her shoulder blades like wings folded tight. Her head turned so she could see him over her shoulder, one dark eye visible through the fall of her hair.

That eye.

Grant held her gaze. Slid his right hand from her hip to the small of her back. Pressed down. Her spine deepened its curve further, and she let out a small sound, a soft push of air from her lungs. His left hand stayed on her hip, thumb in the hollow there, fingers curving around the bone.

His cock stood rigid against his stomach. He took it in his right hand. Guided the head down. Found her.

She was so wet.

The heat of her against the tip. The slick, swollen flesh. He pressed the head of his cock between her folds and held it there. Didn't push in. Just held himself against her opening. Let her feel the width of it, the blunt pressure.

Ashley's fingers curled in the wet sand. Her knuckles whitened. She bit her lower lip and her visible eye went half lidded.

"Baby."

A breath. Nothing more.

He pushed forward.

Slow.

The head of his cock spread her open, and he watched it happen, watched her body give way around him, watched the thick shaft sink between the swollen lips of her pussy an inch at a time. The sensation dragged a groan from somewhere below his ribs. Tight. Wet. Burning hot around him. Her body gripping him along every inch, the muscles inside her clenching and releasing in small involuntary spasms.

Ashley's mouth fell open. Her eye squeezed shut. Both hands fisted in the sand, wet grains squeezing up between her fingers.

"Oh."

Another inch. Another. The world narrowing to the point where their bodies connected. The feel of her. The sounds she made, small broken things that weren't words, that weren't moans, that were somewhere between breathing and praying.

"Oh, god."

He bottomed out.

His hips flush against her arse. Every inch of him buried inside her. His pelvis pressed against the round, firm swell of her backside, and the clay there cracked and powdered where their bodies met. He could feel her heartbeat around his cock. Fast. Frantic. Or maybe that was his own pulse, he couldn't tell, couldn't separate his body from hers in that moment.

Ashley's forehead dropped to the sand. Her shoulders shook.

"Yes."

Low. Raw. Her voice coming from somewhere deep in her chest.

"Yes, baby."

Her head came up. She looked back at him. Wet sand on her forehead, on her cheekbone, smearing through the clay mask. Her dark eye blown wide.

"Yes, sweet boy."

She rocked forward. Just an inch. Then back onto him. Taking him deeper, impossibly deeper, the angle grinding him against something inside her that made her whole body jerk.

"Now."

Her voice dropped to a register Grant had never heard from her. Not at the pool. Not on the beach in the storm. Something older. More primal. The voice of the woman she'd been before his father, before marriage, before respectability and wine lists and yoga six times a week. The voice of the girl who'd fucked her way through West London and loved every second of it.

"Now breed Mummy. Now."

Grant pulled his hips back. Slow. Watched four inches of his cock slide out of her, glistening, coated in her arousal. Then he pushed back in. Slow. All the way. Bottoming out again, his hips meeting her arse with a soft, wet sound.

Ashley groaned. Long. Low. The kind of groan that vibrated through her ribcage and into the sand beneath her palms.

Again. He pulled back. Pushed in. Finding the pace. The tempo of it. The tide lapping at his shins like a guide, and he matched it, matched the slow roll of the warm water, each thrust a wave arriving and retreating, arriving and retreating.



The lagoon spread out beyond them, flat and dark, reflecting the billion stars overhead. The Southern Cross hung low on the horizon. No moon. The only light came from the sky itself, that dense impossible carpet of stars that turned everything on the beach into shades of silver and shadow. Ashley's body beneath him was silver. The clay on her hips and breasts was silver. His hands on her hips were silver. The wet sand beneath them both caught the starlight and glittered.

"Yes."

Her voice again. Deeper now. More guttural.

"Yes. Like that. Like that, baby."

He went harder.

Not faster. Not yet. Harder. More force behind each thrust. Driving himself into her with purpose, with intent, feeling the impact travel through her body each time his hips met her arse. She rocked forward with each one and braced herself, arms locked, hands flat in the sand, fingers spread wide. The clay on her back had broken into a mosaic of small pieces that shifted and fell away with each impact, revealing more and more of her tanned skin beneath, like he was slowly unwrapping her.

Her breathing changed. Shorter. Faster. Sharp little inhales through her nose, and then longer exhales through her open mouth, and the exhales carried sounds. Not words. Sounds. Fragments of something almost like singing, almost like weeping.

Grant adjusted his grip. Moved his hands from her hips to the tops of her thighs, just where they met her arse, his thumbs pressing into the soft skin of her inner thighs. He spread her wider. Sank deeper.

"Fuck."

Ashley. The word torn from her.

"Fuck, baby. Fuck."

He went faster.

The tempo shifting from the slow roll of the tide to something urgent, something animal. His hips snapping forward, the wet slap of skin against skin replacing the soft sounds of before. His thighs hit the backs of her thighs. His balls swung forward and pressed against her swollen clit with each thrust, and every time they did, she jerked and made a sound like she'd been stung.

"Yes. Yes yes yes. Mummy is your breeding slut tonight, baby."

The words spilled from her. Rushed. Breathless. Punctuated by the rhythm of his thrusts, each word forced out of her by the impact of his hips.

"Mummy is your good little breeding slut. Mummy wants it. Mummy wants the gift."

Her hands slid forward in the wet sand, her elbows bending, her chest dropping lower, her arse rising higher. The angle changed and Grant sank into her from above, gravity pulling him down into her, and Ashley cried out, a sharp, startled sound.

"The island wants it, baby. The island wants Mummy bred. Give it to Mummy. Give it to Mummy, baby."

Grant fucked her harder than he'd fucked her in the storm. Harder than he'd thought he was capable of. Something had unlocked in him too, something that matched the wildness in her voice, the desperation in the way she pushed back against him, meeting every thrust with her own counter force. The sounds they made together filled the beach. Wet. Rhythmic. Raw. The slap of his body against hers, her cries, his grunts, the lap of the disturbed water around their knees.

"Just like Mummy used to. Just like Mummy used to be. Just like Mummy used to need it."

Her voice breaking. Cracking. The clay mask on her face shattering further with each contortion of her features, white powder falling onto the sand beneath her face.

"Give it to Mummy, baby. Breed Mummy. Breed Mummy."

Her first orgasm built fast. Grant felt it before he heard it. A tightening. The muscles inside her clamping around his cock, squeezing him, pulsing. Her body went stiff. Every muscle in her back and thighs and arse pulled taut at once, like a bowstring drawn back.

Ashley's head snapped up. She stared straight ahead at the lagoon, at the flat dark mirror of it stretching to the horizon, and she screamed.

Not his name. Not a word. A sound. A raw, tearing sound that ripped up from her belly and out of her throat and filled the empty sky above the atoll. Her body bucked beneath him, her arse slamming back against his hips, her spine curving and releasing and curving again. Her arms gave out and she dropped onto her elbows. The scream broke into pieces. Fragments. Small, sharp, helpless yelps, each one forced out of her by the aftershocks that rolled through her body in waves.

Grant did not slow down.

He gripped her hips and kept his rhythm. Kept the pace. Drove into her through the orgasm, through the clenching and the spasming, through the wet gush of fluid that coated his cock and his thighs and dripped onto the sand beneath them. Ashley's fingers clawed at the beach, leaving furrows in the wet sand. Her face pressed sideways against the ground, mouth open, breath coming in ragged sobs.

"Don't stop."

Barely audible.

"Don't stop don't stop don't stop don't stop."

He didn't.

He went harder. Found another gear he didn't know he had. His thighs burned. His lower back ached. Sweat ran down his chest and dripped onto her arse, mixing with the remnants of the clay, streaking the white paint into grey rivulets that mapped his effort across her skin.

The starlight. The lagoon. The sound of the water and the sound of their bodies and the sound of her voice underneath it all, a constant stream of broken words and fragmented prayers.

"Mum."

His own voice. Rough. Wrecked.

"Mum, look at me."

She turned her head. Slow. Her cheek dragging through the wet sand. Her hair plastered to her face, strands caught in the corner of her mouth, stuck to the clay on her jaw. She pushed the hair away with trembling fingers and looked back at him over her shoulder.

Her face.

The clay mask cracked and crumbling. Her dark eyes enormous. Wet. Her lips parted, swollen, sand on her chin and her cheekbone. She looked destroyed. She looked brand new. She looked like the most beautiful thing Grant had ever seen in his life.

He stared at her. She stared back. His hips still moving. Still driving into her. The rhythm unbroken.

"Mum. I love you."

Her lower lip quivered.

"Mum, I love you, Mum, I love you."

The words fell out of him in a rush, tumbling over each other, stripped of everything but their bare truth. He couldn't have held them in if he'd wanted to. Didn't want to.

Ashley's face crumpled. Not in sadness. In something so far past sadness, so far past joy, that no word existed for it. Her eyes brimmed and two tears ran through the clay on her cheeks, cutting clean tracks of brown skin through the white.

"Yes, baby."

Whispered. Wrecked.

"Yes, baby. Mummy loves her sweet boy."

Her hand reached back. Found his on her hip. Laced her fingers through his, gripping tight.

"Mummy loves her sweet boy. Mummy loves her sweet boy."

Three times. Like a prayer. Like a spell. Like something that only became true if you said it enough.

"Now."

Her grip on his hand tightened.

"Now. Breed Mummy. Now."

Grant released her hip. Both hands slid up her body, over her ribcage, over the broken clay on her sides. His right hand gathered her hair. Wound it around his fist once. Twice. Pulled.

Ashley's head came up. Her back arched.

He pulled her upright.

She rose onto her knees in front of him, her back pressing against his chest, her hair wrapped in his fist, her head tilted back against his shoulder. His left arm circled her waist, palm flat against her stomach, and she placed her own hand over his there. Pressed it against her belly.

Her clay smeared breasts were in his line of sight now, looking down over her shoulder. Small, high, perfect, the white paint cracked and peeling, her dark nipples jutting hard through the gaps in the fractured surface. He cupped her left breast with the hand that still held her hair, smearing clay across his palm, feeling the firm weight of her, the hard point of her nipple against his fingers.

The angle.

Everything changed.

In this position, on their knees, her back against his chest, his cock drove up into her. Deeper than before. A different spot. The head of his cock pressing against the front wall of her pussy, grinding along it with each thrust, and Ashley's mouth opened wide. No sound came out. She stared at the lagoon. At the stars reflected on its surface. Her body locked rigid against his.

Then the sound came.

"Oh god."

Shattered. Cracked open.

"Oh god, baby."

Her hips rolled against him. Small, desperate circles. Grinding herself down onto his cock, taking him as deep as her body could manage, her internal muscles working him in rhythmic contractions that weren't voluntary, that were her body taking what it needed without her permission.

"Oh god. Oh god."

Her second orgasm didn't build. It detonated.

One moment she was grinding against him, her breath held, her body taut. The next she was screaming at the lagoon, her voice carrying across the flat water to the reef and the open ocean beyond. Her body folded forward against his arm, her legs giving way, and only his grip around her waist and in her hair kept her upright. She shook. Every part of her. Not trembling. Shaking. Like a fault line had opened in the centre of her and the earthquake was still running its course. Fluid ran from where they joined, hot against his thighs, dripping onto the sand between their knees.

"Yes."

Sobbing now.

"Yes. Yes. Yes."

Each word a separate thing. Each word spoken to the sky, to the stars, to the island, to the lagoon, to the dead captain in his grave among the palms.

Grant held her through it. His arm like a band around her middle, her body jerking and spasming against his. His cock still buried inside her. He could feel every contraction, every pulse, every wave of her orgasm gripping him and releasing him, and the pressure building at the base of his own cock was becoming something he couldn't control for much longer.

He turned his face into her hair. Pressed his mouth against the side of her neck, tasting salt and clay and the clean mineral smell of the spring water she'd bathed in. Her pulse hammered against his lips. Fast. Frantic.

"Mum."

Against her neck. Muffled.

"Mum, I'm close."

She turned her face toward his. Her nose brushed his cheek. Her breath hot on his mouth.

"Mum, I'm going to. Mum."

He couldn't finish the sentence. The pressure in his cock was a living thing, coiling tighter with each thrust, each clench of her body around him, each sound she made. His balls pulled tight against his body. His thighs burned. His abs ached. Every muscle straining.

Ashley placed both her hands over his on her stomach. Pressed down. Held him there against the flat, bare skin of her belly, the skin she'd left unpainted, the skin she'd designated for this. For him.

She looked up at the stars. Tipped her head all the way back against his shoulder and stared straight up into the infinite sky. Her mouth opened.

"Yes."

It started quiet. A breath.

"Yes, sweet boy."

Louder.

"Yes."

Louder still.

"Breed Mummy."

Screaming now. Screaming at the Southern Cross and the Milky Way and the billion unnamed stars that watched them from above.

"Breed Mummy. Breed Mummy. Breed Mummy."

Four times. Each one higher than the last. Each one torn from deeper inside her. Her hands crushing his against her stomach. Her body pushing down onto his cock. Her inner muscles gripping him in steady, deliberate contractions, milking him, demanding what she'd asked for.

"Breed Mummy."

Grant's vision went white.

The orgasm hit him from the base of his spine. It rolled up through his body like a wave, gathering force, and when it reached his cock it broke. The first pulse of cum erupted into her, thick and heavy and burning hot, and he felt it leave him, felt the force of it, felt the pulsing throb of his cock inside the tight wet grip of her body.

Ashley cried out. A single, sharp cry. She felt him. Felt the heat of him flooding into her, felt the first thick rope of his cum splashing against her cervix, and her hands pressed his harder against her stomach.

"Yes."

Quiet now. Tender.

"Yes."

The second pulse. Longer than the first. His hips stuttering against her arse, pushing deeper on instinct, his body trying to drive every drop as far inside her as it could reach. His arm tightened around her waist. His face buried in her hair. His breath coming in ragged, broken gasps against her neck.

The third. The fourth. Long, heavy pulses that he felt all the way from the base of his cock to the tip, each one drawing a soft grunt from his throat and a soft "yes" from hers. He was cumming inside his mother on the wet sand at the edge of the lagoon under the stars, and the orgasm was a thing without end, each pulse followed by another, his body emptying into hers in slow, forceful contractions.

The fifth. Weaker. But still thick. Still hot.

The sixth. A final shudder through his cock, a last weak throb, and then a spreading warmth between them, his cum filling her, pooling deep inside her.

Silence.

Their breathing. The water. The stars. Nothing else on the entire island moved.

Ashley's hands stayed on his on her stomach. Her thumbs rubbed small circles across his knuckles. Her chest heaved against his arm. Her head still tilted back on his shoulder, her face still aimed at the sky. Tears rolled from the outer corners of her eyes, cutting new paths through the clay, running into her hairline.

"Yes."

Almost soundless.

"Mummy is bred."

Her voice shook. Not with sorrow. With something else. Relief. Release. Completion. The end of twelve years of pretending to be someone she wasn't.

"Mummy is bred for her sweet boy."

Her hands pressed his against her stomach.

"Mummy is bred."

A pause. Her breathing steadying. Her heartbeat slowing against his chest.

"Mummy is herself again."

A long exhale. Her whole body softened against him. The tension that had lived in her muscles for twelve years, that had kept her spine rigid and her smile bright and her voice steady, all of it left her at once. She melted against him. Boneless. Warm. Real.

"Mummy is herself again."

She turned her face and kissed his jaw. Soft. Her lips lingering on his skin.

"Mummy is herself again."

Three times. And each time she said it, Grant felt it become more true. Felt the woman in his arms settle into a shape that fit, that was right, that had always been there underneath the sommelier and the divorcee and the model mother and the woman who did yoga six times a week.

Grant pulled out of her slowly.

The separation. His cock sliding free of her, coated, softening. The cool night air between them where there had been heat and pressure and joining. Ashley made a small sound, quiet protest at the loss, and her hips rocked back toward him for a moment before she caught herself.

She lowered herself forward onto her hands and knees again. Slowly. Her arms shaking. Her thighs unsteady. She knelt there in the wet sand, head bowed, hair hanging, and Grant watched his cum begin to drip from her.

A thick white strand. It stretched from between her swollen, flushed lips and hung for a moment, catching the starlight, then fell to the sand. Another. And another. Pooling on the wet ground between her knees. More of it than seemed possible, thick and white against the dark sand, the evidence of what they'd done running from her body in a slow, steady stream.

Ashley looked down between her own legs. Watched it happen. Watched his cum drip from her pussy onto the sand.

A breathless laugh. Small. Almost silent.

"Oh, baby."

She watched another thick strand fall.

"Look."

Her voice was light. Girlish. Younger than he'd ever heard it.

"Look at what Mummy has for the island."

The cum kept dripping. The lagoon lapped at their knees. The stars burned above them.

Ashley turned over. Slowly. Carefully. She rolled onto her hip, drew her legs around, and lay down on her back on the wet sand. His cum still leaked from her, warm against her inner thighs, seeping into the sand beneath her. She didn't close her legs. Didn't try to hold it in. Let it run.

She stared up at the sky.

The clay on her face was mostly gone. Fragments remained on her temples, in her hairline, along her jaw. Her dark eyes reflected the stars. Her lips were parted, puffy, bitten. Her cheeks wet with tears that had carved clean lines through what remained of the white paint. Her chest rose and fell. Steady now. Calm.

Her breasts, small and high, lifted with each breath. The clay there had been reduced to a few stubborn patches, white islands on a sea of tanned skin. Her nipples were soft now, dark and relaxed. Her stomach was bare. Had always been bare tonight. Unpainted. Offered.

She placed her own hand on it. Flat. Fingers spread across the skin below her navel.

And she smiled.

Not the sommelier smile. Not the bright, brave, everything is fine smile she'd worn for twelve years. Not the flirtatious grin she aimed at waiters and cab drivers and colleagues. Not the warm, careful, maternal smile she'd given Grant at airports and Christmas mornings.

This smile was small and private and true. The corners of her mouth lifting just enough. Her dark eyes crinkling at the edges. Her whole face softened by it. This was the smile of a woman who had put down something impossibly heavy and wasn't going to pick it up again.

Grant lay down beside her.

His body ached in places he hadn't known could ache. His thighs burned. His abs felt like he'd done a thousand sit ups. His cock lay soft and spent against his thigh, still damp with her. Sand covered his knees, his shins, the palms of his hands. He was sweating despite the cool breeze off the lagoon.

He settled onto his back. Put his arm around her. She rolled into him immediately, her head finding the hollow of his shoulder, her wet hair spreading across his chest, her right leg hitching up over his thigh. Her hand stayed on her own stomach. His hand lay beside hers. Their fingers not quite touching.

The tide crept in. Cool water reached their feet. Neither of them moved.

Above them the sky was a dome of light. The Milky Way split it in two, a vast bright river running from horizon to horizon. Shooting stars traced brief lines and vanished. Constellations Grant didn't know the names of glittered in patterns that had been there for billions of years and would be there for billions more.

The lagoon was glass. The reef a dark line beyond it. Somewhere far away, on some other island, in some other world, Sione would be noticing his cousin's empty mooring and reaching for a telephone.

A long, quiet moment.

The water at their ankles. The sand beneath their backs. The stars above.

Ashley's breathing had settled into something even and deep. Not sleep. Thought. Her fingers moved idly on her stomach, tracing small patterns. Her body was warm against his side, and he could feel the residual heat between her legs where his cum still seeped from her, the wetness against his hip.

"Baby."

Quiet. Content. The voice of a woman lying exactly where she belonged.

Grant turned his head. Looked at her. Her face in the starlight. The last traces of clay on her temples. Her dark eyes on the sky.

"Mummy thinks Mummy is going to be all right when we get home."

Her hand moved from her stomach to his chest. Palm flat. Over his heart.

"Mummy thinks Mummy is properly back."

She pressed her lips to his shoulder. Warm. Lingering. He felt her smile against his skin. That new smile. That true one.

The tide came in another inch. The cool water reached their calves. Grant pulled her closer and Ashley burrowed into him, her body fitting against his in the way it had learned to over seven nights on this island, in this wreck, in this strange and impossible and irreversible chapter of their lives.

He stared at the stars. Her hand on his chest rose and fell with his breathing. The island was quiet. The lagoon was quiet. The world was quiet.



Ashley's breathing deepened. Slowed. Her hand grew heavy on his chest. Grant felt her eyelashes flutter against his shoulder. Still. Flutter again. Still.

She slept.

He held her in the wet sand at the edge of the lagoon with the stars watching and the tide creeping up and his father's voice somewhere in his memory saying she needs something, and he lay there, and he did not sleep, and he watched the sky, and he held her, and the night was warm, and the island was kind, and his mother was properly back, and everything, for once, was exactly right.

Chapter 20

 

The sky broke open in bands of tangerine and violet. Light spilled across the water in a sheet so flat, so still, that it looked like hammered metal. Not a ripple. Not a breath of wind. The lagoon held the dawn on its surface like a mirror, the pale sand beneath visible through two metres of clarity, every starfish and sea cucumber and blade of turtle grass rendered in perfect detail. The reef beyond sat dark and jagged against the brightening horizon, and on its teeth, half swallowed, the broken hull of Captain Taufa's boat jutted from the coral at an ugly angle, its blue paint stripped to raw wood, its stern submerged, its bow pointing at the sky like an accusation.

A boat rounded the far headland.

Small. White hull with a blue stripe. The name painted on the bow in faded letters, slightly crooked, the way a man might paint his own name in his own shed on a Saturday afternoon. The outboard motor coughed blue smoke. The wake behind it spread in a flat V across the glassy sea, the only disruption for miles.

The man at the wheel stood with his feet wide apart and one hand on the throttle. Short. Barrel chested. Brown skinned and weathered by decades of sun and salt. Grey stubble on a broad jaw. A faded red cap pulled low over his eyes. He squinted through the morning glare at the atoll, his free hand shielding his brow, the deep creases around his eyes tightening as he studied the shape of the island against the light. His lips moved. Not words. Just the habitual counting of a man who had navigated these waters his whole life. Distance to the reef. Depth of the channel. Tide state.

Then he saw the wreck.

His hand dropped from his brow. His mouth opened. The lines in his face rearranged themselves into something older and sadder. He stared at the broken hull on the reef for three full seconds, recognising the shape of it, the colour, the angle of the bow. His cousin's boat. Taufa's boat. The one he had helped sand and repaint two Easters ago. The one with the glass viewing panel in the deck that Taufa had been so proud of.

His hand pushed the throttle forward. The engine note climbed. The bow lifted. The small white and blue boat surged toward the atoll, cutting a line through the perfect glass of the morning sea.

He found the channel through the reef by memory. Eased the throttle back. Let the boat drift through the gap with the current, his eyes moving from the depth ahead to the wreckage on his right. The hull sat gutted on the coral. Fish darted through the holes in its planking. Seaweed had already begun to colonise the stern. He looked away from it. Looked at the island instead.

The lagoon inside the reef was shallow and warm and turquoise. He brought the boat through it at walking pace, the outboard barely ticking over, his eyes scanning the tree line. Palms. White sand. No movement.

He cut the engine ten metres from shore. Momentum carried the hull forward with a soft hiss through the shallows until it grounded gently, the keel settling into the sand with a whisper. He jumped down. The water came to his knees. Warm. He waded to the beach and stepped onto dry sand, his old leather sandals leaving dark wet prints behind him.

The beach stretched in both directions. White. Pristine. The sand smoothed by recent rain. He turned inland and walked toward the tree line, following what looked like a path worn through the scrub. Footprints in the softer sand. Two sets. One larger, one smaller.

Through the palms he saw the hut. Small bamboo frame. Palm thatch roof. A clearing in front of it with a fire pit ringed by stones. A bamboo rack holding coconut shells that had collected rainwater. A pair of board shorts draped over a low branch, sun bleached and stiff with salt. A white sundress hung beside them, torn at the hem, washed and dried and folded over the branch with care.

He stopped at the edge of the clearing.

"Hello? Hello? Anyone here?"

His English was careful. Practised but not native. The vowels rounded, the consonants soft. He waited. Nothing moved. A bird called from somewhere in the canopy. The fire pit held a mound of grey ash with a faint orange glow at its centre. Last night's fire. Recent.

He walked to the hut. The door was a piece of bamboo tied with rope, hung on vine hinges. He knocked on the frame. Three gentle taps.

"Hello? Please. Is anyone here?"

Silence.

He pushed the door open. It swung inward on its vines with a soft creak. Light from the doorway fell across the small room in a bright wedge, catching dust motes, illuminating the packed earth floor, the bamboo table with its clay jug and coconut cups, the woven mat, and the bed.

Sione stood in the doorway. Blinked.

They lay on the narrow mattress of woven palm leaves. On their sides. Her back against his chest, his body curved around hers, one arm draped over her waist, his large hand resting flat on her stomach. Her smaller hand lay on top of his, fingers threaded between his fingers. Her dark brunette hair, long and tangled and streaked with salt, fanned across his chest and shoulder. His chin rested on the top of her head. Their legs were tangled together, her calves between his shins, their feet overlapping.

They were naked. Both of them. Not a scrap of fabric between them. The thermal blankets had been kicked to the foot of the bed, twisted and forgotten. The woman's tanned skin glowed warm in the morning light. The curve of her hip, the dip of her waist, the swell of her breast pressing softly against her own arm. The man behind her was tall, lean, golden brown from the sun, his swimmer's body flush against hers from shoulder to ankle. Where his cock rested, soft and thick, it pressed against the curve of her backside. Her nipples stood in the cool air. Between her legs, where her thighs pressed together, the skin was faintly glistening.

They breathed in tandem. The same slow rise and fall. The same depth. As though their bodies had learned each other's rhythms so well they could not separate them even in sleep. It was, without question, the most peaceful sleep two human beings had ever managed. Every line of tension gone. Every muscle soft. The kind of sleep that came only after complete exhaustion, complete satisfaction, complete surrender.

Sione stood in the doorway. He took off his cap. Scratched the back of his head with thick, calloused fingers. Looked at the ceiling. Looked at the floor. Looked back at the bed.

"Eh."

He shifted his weight from one foot to the other.

"Eh. Hello?"

The woman stirred. A small sound in her throat. Her eyelids fluttered. Her fingers tightened on the hand covering her stomach. She opened her eyes.

For one long second she blinked at the silhouette in the doorway. A man. Backlit by bright morning. Cap in his hands. Short. Broad. Standing very still.

She sat up. Fast. Her hair swung across her face. Her hand grabbed for the thermal blanket and pulled it to her chest, clutching it with white knuckles, covering her breasts. Her eyes were wide. Her mouth open.

"Oh. Oh my god. Oh my god."

The movement woke Grant. He jerked upright behind her, blinking, his sandy hair matted on one side, a red crease on his cheek from the woven mattress. He saw the man in the doorway. He grabbed the other thermal blanket and pulled it over his lap.

Sione looked at the wall. Very politely. Very fixedly. He studied the bamboo weave with tremendous interest.

"Madam. Sir." His voice was gentle. Patient. The English of a man who had learned it from tourists and television and made it his own. "My name is Sione. I am the cousin of Captain Taufa. I am very sorry I take so long."

He paused. Still looking at the wall.

"I was at my brother's wedding. Three days. The wedding it ran long. Very long. My brother, he is a popular man. Lots of toasts. Lots of singing." A small, apologetic shrug. "I come back two days ago. I notice the boat is not in the mooring. I tell the coastguard. They look at the route. The weather reports. We come this morning."

He turned his cap in his hands. Round and round.

"Today is. The today is eight days since the storm, madam. I am very sorry. We come fast as we can."

He paused again. His fingers stopped turning the cap. His voice went softer.

"Where is my cousin, please."

Ashley stared at him. The blanket clutched to her chest. Her hair wild. Her lips parted.

"Eight days."

She blinked. Her voice sounded strange. Thin. Like it came from very far away.

"Sione. Has it. Has it only been eight days."

"Yes, madam. Eight days." His brow furrowed. Still politely watching the wall. "Why. How long did you think."

Pink spread across Ashley's cheeks. Up from her collarbones, through her throat, across her jaw. A deep, blooming flush that had nothing to do with sunburn.

"Oh. Oh, no, eight days, yes, of course, eight days, that is. That is what we thought."

She glanced sideways at Grant. He sat beside her with the blanket over his lap, his green eyes bright, his mouth pressed into a line that was not quite straight. The faintest twitch at the corner. The ghost of a smirk. He looked at his mother and she looked at him and something passed between them that was entirely private.

She turned back to Sione. Her voice went up half an octave. That bright, cheerful, professional register. The sommelier voice. The one that could sell a seventy pound bottle of Sancerre to a table of bankers.

"We. We lost track, Sione. Days run together in a place like this. You know how it is. Yes."

She swallowed. Her face changed. The pink drained away. Something behind her eyes shifted and the brightness left her voice and what replaced it was quiet and real and kind.

"Oh, Sione. Oh, I am so sorry. Captain Taufa." She pulled the blanket tighter. "He died on the boat. The storm. He had a wound to his stomach. We couldn't. There was nothing we could do. We buried him under the palms on the first day. Over there, through the trees. We marked it with stones."

She paused. Her throat worked.

"He did not suffer. He was brave and calm. And he told us about you. He told us you would come. He said Sione will notice the boat, and Sione will come. And you did. He was right."

Sione's face was very still. He looked down at the packed earth floor. His cap hung motionless in his thick hands. His chest rose and fell once. Twice.

"Thank you." His voice was rough. Barely above a whisper. "Thank you, madam. Thank you for taking care of him."

He looked at the floor for a long time. Nobody spoke. A bird sang outside. The fire pit crackled softly, its last ember giving up.

Then Sione lifted his head. His dark eyes moved from Ashley to Grant and back to Ashley. They drifted, very faintly, to the narrow bed. To the two thermal blankets. To the two naked bodies beneath them. To the way they sat close together, shoulders touching, her hip against his thigh.

"Madam. May I ask." He cleared his throat. "Is the boy. Is the boy your husband?"

The pink returned to Ashley's face. Brighter this time. A deep, unmistakable crimson that spread from her chest to her hairline.

"Oh. Oh, gosh. No. No, Sione. He is. He is my son."

Sione blinked. His eyebrows climbed his forehead by a fraction of an inch.

"Madam. May I ask. Then."

"We." Ashley's hand fluttered at her throat. The blanket slipped an inch. She grabbed it back. "The nights got cold, Sione. We had to share the bed. We had to keep each other warm. The blankets were thin. We had to. To, you know." She swallowed. "Body heat. To survive."

Sione looked at her. He looked at Grant. He looked at the two thermal blankets on the bed. Both of them thick. Both of them rated, as it said on the labels, for sub-zero temperatures. He looked through the open doorway at the morning beyond. Tropical. Warm. Humid. The sun climbing through the palms. The air already sticky.

A beat.

Another beat.

"Of course, madam." His voice was perfectly polite. Not a crack. Not a tremor. The same patient, gentle English. "The nights here are very cold. Body heat is very important."

Another beat.

"I will wait at the boat." He put his cap back on. Settled it carefully. "Please. Take your time."

He stepped out. The bamboo door closed softly behind him. His footsteps crunched across the clearing, through the palms, down toward the beach. Fading. Gone.

Ashley and Grant looked at each other.

One second. Two seconds. Three.

Ashley went red. Not the pink from before. Proper red. Tomato red. The kind of red that started at her navel and went all the way to the roots of her hair.

Her mouth twitched. Her nose wrinkled. Her shoulders shook.

She laughed.

Not the polite laugh. Not the sommelier laugh. The real one. The one that came from deep in her belly and pushed tears out of the corners of her eyes and made her whole body shake. She fell forward, her forehead hitting Grant's shoulder, the thermal blanket falling away, her naked breasts pressing against his arm, her laughter muffled against his skin.

Grant grinned. Then he laughed too. A deep, helpless sound. He wrapped his arm around her and pulled her into him and they sat in the narrow bamboo bed, naked under the thermal blankets, their bodies pressed together, and laughed until their stomachs hurt.

"Baby." She wiped her eye with the heel of her hand. Her mascara had run out three days ago. There was nothing to smear. Just tears and laughter and the remnants of white clay at her temples. "Oh god, baby. Eight days. Sweet boy, has it only been eight days."

"Mum." He shook his head. His grin split his face. "Mum, eight days, Mum. I would have sworn it was a fortnight."

"Oh god." She collapsed back against him. Her bare back against his chest. His arm around her waist. Exactly where they had been when Sione found them. "Oh, well. Oh god, Mummy thought we had been here weeks. Mummy thought. Sweet boy, how much have we done in eight days?"

"A fair bit, Mum."

She giggled. Pressed her face into his neck. He felt her smile against his throat. Warm. Wide. That new smile. The true one.

"A fair bit." She laughed again, softer now. "Darling. Darling, that poor man. The look on his face. Body heat, Sione. The blankets were thin, Sione."

"Mum, the blankets are literally rated for sub-zero."

"I know, darling, I know." She wiped her eyes again. "Oh, he knew. He absolutely knew. Did you see him look at the blankets? That poor, sweet, polite man. He knew and he was a complete gentleman about it. God, I love Polynesians."

She kissed Grant's jaw. Quick. Natural. Like she had been doing it for years instead of days.

"Right. We need to get dressed."

She threw the blanket off and swung her legs over the edge of the bed. Stood. Naked in the thin morning light that came through the gaps in the bamboo walls. Her body was different from the woman who had boarded Taufa's boat eight days ago. Leaner. Tanned a deep golden brown everywhere, no tan lines, the sun having found every inch of her over the past week. The muscles in her legs and arms were more defined from the physical work. Her dark hair hung wild and thick to the middle of her back. Her breasts, small and high, caught the light. Between her legs, the dark triangle of hair she had stopped trimming on the third day.

She looked like a woman who had lived outdoors. Who had eaten fish she caught and drank water from a spring and danced in storms and been fucked on beaches and painted herself in clay and knelt in sand and slept tangled with her son every night for a week. She looked, Grant thought as he watched her from the bed, like the most beautiful woman he had ever seen.

Ashley caught him staring. She paused. Put one hand on her hip. Let him look.

"Last look for free, darling." Her mouth curved. "After this I charge."

Grant laughed. She turned and pulled the sundress from the branch outside the doorway. Shook it out. The white cotton was salt stained and sun faded, the tear at the hem mended with a rough stitch she had made with fishing line on the fourth night. She stepped into it. Drew it up over her hips, her stomach, her breasts. The fabric that had been crisp and fresh when she boarded the boat now clung to her body differently. Looser in places where she had lost weight. Tighter across her chest where the sun and the salt had shrunk the cotton. She had no bra. Her nipples pressed against the white fabric in dark shadows.

She tied the straps at her shoulders. Ran her fingers through her hair, pulling it over one shoulder. No mirror. No makeup. No perfume. Just Ashley. Just the woman underneath everything she used to put on top.

The black bikini lay folded on the table. She picked it up, considered it, and left it. She would not need it under the sundress. She would not need it at all.

Grant dressed behind her. The board shorts, stiff with salt. The grey t-shirt with the small rust brown stain on the collar from the cut on his head on the first day. He pulled it on and the stain sat at the base of his throat like a medal.

They packed. The red emergency box. The cooler bag with its empty tins. The two thermal blankets, folded and stacked. The flint and steel from the basket, which Ashley wrapped in a strip of cloth and put in the cooler bag. The machete, cleaned and laid flat. The clay jug, dried and emptied. Grant rolled the tarpaulin and tied it with rope.

Ashley stood in the doorway. The small bamboo room behind her. The woven palm mattress. The table. The two chairs they had never sat in because they always sat on the sand, together, touching. The patch of wall where her back had pressed while Grant knelt between her legs. The corner where she had knelt for him, her hands behind her back, her mouth full, tears on her cheeks. The narrow bed where she had sat on his face and screamed. The narrow bed where they had slept tangled together every night, breathing in tandem, his cock soft against her backside, her hand on his hand on her stomach.

"Baby." Her voice was quiet. "Mummy is going to remember this hut for the rest of her life."

Grant stood behind her. Put his lips to her temple. Let them rest there.

"Me too, Mum."

She reached back without looking. Found his hand. Squeezed it. Let go.

They walked down the beach toward the boat. The sand was white and warm beneath their bare feet. The palms rustled overhead. The lagoon sparkled in the morning sun, turquoise and impossible, the kind of blue that did not exist anywhere else on earth. The air tasted of salt and flowers and the faint smoke from the dead fire.

Sione waited at the bow of his boat. His cap in his hands. His face composed. He had been crying, Ashley noticed. The tracks still visible on his weathered cheeks. But he stood straight and steady and his expression, when he looked at them, was warm and polite and deliberately incurious.

He extended his hand to Ashley. She took it. His grip was strong and gentle and he helped her over the gunwale and into the boat with the ease of a man who had been doing it his whole life. She settled on the bench at the stern. Her sundress rode up her thighs and she smoothed it down. Crossed her legs. Put her hands in her lap.

He helped Grant aboard. Grant handed the supplies over the side and climbed in after them. Sione stacked the gear neatly in the bow. Then he put his back against the hull and pushed. The boat scraped off the sand and floated free. He climbed in with a practised swing of his legs, settled at the wheel, and turned the ignition. The outboard coughed. Caught. The boat vibrated.



He turned them slowly. The bow swung from the beach to the lagoon to the reef channel. He steered through the gap in the coral at a crawl, his eyes on the water ahead, reading the depth and current the way Ashley read wine lists. The wreck of Taufa's boat passed on their left. Sione looked at it. Looked away. His jaw tightened. He pushed the throttle forward and the boat cleared the reef and met the open sea.

Ashley watched the atoll shrink behind them. The white crescent of beach. The dark green crown of palms. The hut invisible now, lost in the trees. The lagoon a bright jewel. The reef a dark ring around it. Getting smaller. The boat's wake spreading behind them in a white fan that erased itself.

In her head, very softly, a voice she did not expect.

Thank you, Dad.

She blinked. She had not called Edward "Dad" since Grant was small. She had not thought of him with that name in years. But it was there, in her chest, warm and light, and she did not question it. She let it sit. Let it be.

Beside her, Grant watched the atoll disappear. His green eyes, his father's eyes, narrowed against the glare. In his head, in the same moment, the same words formed without his choosing them.

Thank you, Dad.

The breeze through the boat caught Ashley's hair and blew it across her face. She pushed it back. Grant shifted on the bench. Their shoulders touched. Neither of them noticed the coincidence. Neither of them needed to.

The atoll vanished behind the curve of the earth.

The boat ran on across the flat blue sea. Sione at the wheel. The engine droning. The sun climbing. Islands appeared on the horizon like green clouds, low and lush. The main island grew from a smudge to a shape to a place. They could see buildings. Boats. A road winding along the coast.

Ashley turned to her son.

She looked at him for a long moment. His tanned face. His sun bleached hair. The faint scar on his temple from the first night. His jaw, sharp and defined, so like Edward's that it made her chest ache sometimes. His green eyes, watching her, patient and steady.

"Baby."

"Yes, Mum?"

She tilted her head. Crossed one leg over the other. The sundress slid up her thigh and she left it there. Her fingers played with the frayed hem.

"Baby. Mummy has been thinking. Our house in London. It is, you know. It is on a quiet street. Very quiet. The neighbours are old. They go to bed early." She paused. "The lounge has a fireplace. Mummy always thought it was wasted, you know, it just sits there. But fires are. Fires are nice, aren't they, darling. To lie in front of. On the rug."

Grant's mouth curved. Slow. Warm.

"Yes, Mum."

"And the bedroom. The bedroom is large, baby. Very large. Mummy always thought it was too much space for one person. Mummy rattled around in there, you know. All alone in that big bed. That big, big bed with the nice mattress."

"Yes, Mum."

She looked at him from under her lashes. That look. The one she had perfected at twenty and weaponised at twenty five and put away at thirty five and found again on the island. The look that had nothing maternal in it at all.

"Baby. Mummy thinks. Mummy thinks our house is, you know. Mummy thinks our house is a bit like an island, sweet boy." She reached out. Traced one fingertip along the inside of his forearm. Light. Teasing. "Mummy thinks our house is, in a way, just an island in London. Just the two of us. Nobody else. The doors locked. The curtains closed. Don't you think, baby?"

Grant caught her hand. Brought her fingertip to his lips. Kissed it.

"Mum. I think you are right."

She giggled. Soft. Private. The sound caught by the wind and carried away before Sione could hear it.

"Baby. So. So Mummy thinks. Mummy thinks we should. We should probably keep this going, sweet boy. On our island." Her eyes held his. Dark and bright at once. "Twice a week, like Mummy asked. Like Mummy needs. Yes?"

"Mum. Yes. I think we should."

"Good." She leaned into him. Her head found his shoulder. His arm came up behind her back. She settled against him, her body fitting into the curve of his the way it had learned to over eight nights and eight days. Her voice dropped. Not to a whisper. To the intimate register of a woman speaking to her lover about things that made her wet.

"Mummy is going to need to redecorate the bedroom, you know." Her fingers drew small circles on his thigh. Through the board shorts. Drifting higher with each rotation. "Mummy thinks white sheets. Egyptian cotton. Very soft. The kind that show everything, baby. Every stain." Her fingertip traced the crease where his thigh met his hip. "Mummy thinks lots of candles. Mummy thinks candlelight on skin. On Mummy's skin." Her finger retreated. Came back. Grant's breath changed. "Mummy thinks. Mummy thinks Mummy might paint herself in clay sometimes, baby. She might. She might do that on a Saturday. When you come over. Mummy might answer the door in nothing but clay and tell you to kneel."

Her fingertip pressed against the growing shape in his board shorts. Held there. She felt him thicken under the pressure.

"Yes, Mum."

"Mummy thinks you should probably move back home, darling. For the commute. It is so much easier than Bristol. Mummy worries about you in that grotty student flat."

Her hand cupped him through the shorts. Gentle. Possessive. Not a stroke. Just a claim.

"Yes, Mum."

"Good boy." She kissed his jaw. Let her hand rest. Not moving. Not squeezing. Just there. "My good, good boy."

She looked forward. The main island was close now. Green hills. White buildings. The small wooden jetty visible as a thin brown line against the shore. Her hand stayed where it was, warm on the hard length of him through the salt stiffened fabric, feeling him pulse against her palm. Grant sat very still. His jaw tight. His eyes on the horizon.

The small white and blue boat cut across the bottle glass sea toward the island. Sione stood at the wheel, his cap low over his eyes, his face forward, his broad back to the stern. He steered with one hand. The other rested on the gunwale.

At the stern, the small dark haired woman in the salt stained sundress leaned against her tall son. Her head on his shoulder. Her hand in his lap. They whispered and giggled. His lips moved against her hair. Her shoulders shook with soft laughter. His arm tightened around her. She pressed closer.

Sione, at the wheel, allowed himself one small private smile. It lasted less than a second. Then he turned back to the sea and aimed for the jetty and said nothing at all.

The main island filled the horizon. Green hills spilling down to a coast fringed with palms and frangipani and the coloured roofs of small houses. The jetty grew from a line to a structure. Wooden planks. Rope bollards. A cluster of people gathered at its end. A man in a dark blue uniform. A woman holding a clipboard. Three locals standing in a loose group, talking in low voices.

The small white and blue boat that Ashley had stepped onto six mornings ago in her clean white sundress came alongside. The same jetty. The same splintery planks. The same rope bollards she had brushed with her fingers when she boarded Taufa's boat, fresh from the hotel, her hair blown out, her makeup perfect, her sundress crisp, her body fragrant with Jo Malone, her arm looped through her son's, her smile bright and false and practised.

She sat at the stern now. The same sundress. Salt stained. The hem repaired with fishing line. Her hair loose and thick and tangled, dark against her tanned shoulders. No makeup. No perfume. Tanned the colour of honey. The bones of her face more visible. Her lips chapped and full and bare. Lines at her eyes from squinting into the sun. Lines at the corners of her mouth from laughing. Her feet bare and calloused. Her nails broken. Her body lean and strong from a week of catching fish and hauling coconuts and climbing to the spring and dancing in storms and being fucked on beaches and in huts and in shallow water at the edge of lagoons.

She was the most beautiful she had ever looked.

She leaned against her son's shoulder and spoke so only he could hear.

"Baby. Mummy thinks Mummy is going to miss the island."

Grant held her hand. His thumb moved across her knuckles.

"Mum. We are taking the island home with us."

She laughed. Small. Bright. Happy. A sound with no shadow in it.

"Yes, baby. Yes. We are."

Sione cut the engine. The boat drifted the last few feet and bumped softly against the jetty. The man in the uniform stepped forward. The woman with the clipboard looked up. The locals went quiet.

Ashley sat up straight. She smoothed her hair. Tucked it behind her ears. She wiped her eyes with the backs of her hands. She lifted her chin. She arranged her face.

The sommelier smile. The one she had built over fifteen years. The one that said everything is wonderful, isn't it, shall we try the Chablis. The one that could carry her through police questions and embassy forms and concerned phone calls and the careful reconstruction of a story that would make sense to people who had not been there.

But in the small private second before she stood, before she stepped up onto the gunwale, before she let Sione take her hand and help her onto the jetty, before any of that, she squeezed her son's hand.

Grant squeezed back.

"Right, baby." Her voice was small and private and bright. "Mummy is ready to go home."

She stood. She stepped onto the jetty. The locals welcomed her. A woman wrapped a blanket around her shoulders. The man in the uniform spoke gently. The woman with the clipboard asked careful questions. Ashley answered them. She was warm. She was gracious. She was charming. She was the most composed woman any of them had ever seen walk off a rescue boat.

Behind her, Grant climbed onto the jetty. He stood tall, his father's eyes in his mother's son's face, and watched her work the small crowd the way she worked a restaurant floor. She glanced back at him once. Quick. The sommelier smile faltered for half a second and what replaced it was something private and true and incandescent and then it was gone and the public face was back and she was thanking everyone and asking about phone reception and insisting, with exquisite politeness, that she was fine, really, they were both fine, they were so lucky, Captain Taufa had told them what to do, they had the hut and the spring and the supplies, it was only eight days, they were fine.

The story, in the way of all good stories, began its second life.

