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The Cove at the Bottom of the Path

The path down to the water is barely a path at all.

It is a scar in the hillside, a pale seam of dust and broken stone that drops between walls of dry scrub, and my sandals find no grip on any of it. Thyme grows up through the cracks and releases its smell when I crush it underfoot: green and sharp and a little bitter, the smell of a place baked all summer and not minding. Under the thyme there is the dust itself, hot and chalky, and under that the first thread of the sea, salt and something mineral, something old, the breath of deep water rising up the cliff to meet me. The noon glare comes off the white rock on both sides and presses flat against my face and chest. Below, where the scar runs out, the sea opens up hard and bright, hammered metal under a sky with nothing in it at all.

My name is Mara, and I have come to this island alone, and I am thirty-six years old, and I have spent every one of those years making myself smaller.

I think this on the way down because the path makes me think it. There is no one to perform for here, no one to hold my stomach for or angle my shoulders away from, and the absence of all that watching is so complete that I notice it the way you notice a sound stopping. A friend told me about this cove the way you mention a thing you don’t expect anyone to actually do. There’s a beach, she said, over wine, months ago, in another country, on a little Greek island in the Cyclades, at the bottom of nowhere, where nobody bothers about anything. She’d said it lightly, between other things, already moving on to other things, and it had gone into me and stayed, a small hook I could not work loose, no matter how I told myself I had a life and the life did not include beaches at the bottom of nowhere. Until one ordinary grey Tuesday I booked the flight and the room and told absolutely no one why.

The why is simple, and I can say it to myself here, on a hot path, with my knees shaking and the sweat already starting at the small of my back: I am tired of being looked at, and tired of apologizing for it, and I have begun to suspect those are not the same thing. I want to find out what is underneath the apology. I have a feeling it has been waiting there a long time.

The last of the descent is the steepest. I go down it sideways, one hand out against the warm rock, gravel skittering off ahead of me and pattering down to the sand, and then the ground levels and softens and there is sand under my sandals instead of stone, fine and almost white and already so hot it bites through the soles, and I am there. I have arrived at the bottom of nowhere. The hook has finally pulled me all the way in.

. . .

The cove is small. A bite taken out of the coast, two arms of pale rock reaching around a curve of sand maybe sixty paces end to end, and the water inside the arms so clear it barely reads as water at all. The light seems caught in it, the white sand floor visible right out to where the bottom drops and the blue goes deep. The heat sits in the bowl of it, doubled by the rock. Cicadas saw away in the scrub above, thousands of them, a sound so constant and so total that after a minute it presses against the skin and fills the silence.

And the people.

I count them without meaning to, the way I have always counted a room before I walk into it. It is an old habit, and an honest one, and it has nothing to do with curiosity: it is the habit of knowing where the eyes are before they can find me, of locating the danger early. A couple lying close together near the far rocks, brown all over, talking low, the man’s hand resting easy on the woman’s hip. An older man flat on his back with a paperback tented over his face, his belly rising and falling. Two women about my age sharing a cigarette and a thermos and some long laughing argument, their heads close. A few others scattered down the curve, a man floating on his back out past the break, a young woman reading. Eight of them, nine.

Every single one is naked.

Not naked the way I am naked when I am naked: clutched, braced, hurrying, aware of every inch as a liability. Naked the way other people are dressed. The old man scratches his stomach without waking and turns a page in his sleep. One of the laughing women stands, unhurried, lifts both arms over her head and arches her spine and yawns enormously, breasts rising with the stretch, and then ambles down to the water entirely unbothered. Not one head turns to track her. Not one. She is simply a body walking to the sea. The water takes her to the waist and she shrieks at the cold and laughs and throws herself flat into it, and the cove absorbs the splash and the shriek and gives nothing back, no ripple of attention, nothing. It is the most ordinary thing in the world here. That is the thing I cannot stop looking at: how ordinary it is.

Down there, nobody minds, Kyria Sofia had told me the night before, setting a plate of small fried fish in front of me at the taverna with hands that were quick and brown and certain, a heavy gold ring loose on one work-thickened finger, her grey hair pinned up off a strong neck gone the colour of old wood from a life in this sun. Nobody stares, koritsi. She’d said it plainly, the way you give directions to somewhere you’ve been a thousand times. It’s just the sea. You go, you don’t go. Nobody’s business but yours. And then she had refilled my water glass without my asking and gone off to bellow something cheerful and incomprehensible at the kitchen, her sandals slapping the stone, and I had sat there with the fish going cold and the lemon sharp in the air and turned the words over and over. Nobody stares. As though it were nothing. As though it cost nothing. As though staring, and being stared at, had not been the central negotiation of my entire life.

I stand at the edge of the sand in my bikini, navy blue, high-cut nothing about it, the kind I chose precisely because it holds everything in and gives nothing away, the swimwear equivalent of a closed door. And for the first time in my adult life I feel overdressed by the simple fact of being covered.

It is an absurd feeling, and I decide to let it be absurd. I find a clear stretch of sand a little apart from the others, near the western curve where the arm of rock throws down a thin wedge of shade, and I shake out my towel and spread it flat and sit. I peel off my sandals. I set out the water, already warm, and the sunscreen that smells of coconut and chemicals and every holiday I have ever spent covered up, and the paperback I have brought to hide behind and will not open. And folded at the very bottom of the bag, where it always lives, where it has lived in some form on every beach of my life, is the cover-up: a thin white cotton shirt, oversized, soft from washing, the thing I pull on the instant I come out of the water, the thing I have worn over every swimsuit on every shore for twenty years like a flag of truce with my own body.

I leave it in the bag. I am aware of leaving it there, aware of the decision as a decision, which is itself something new. That much, at least, is a start.

The sun is the first thing, and it does not feel like the sun at home. It comes down through the dry air with an actual weight, a pressure you could lean against, and within minutes the navy fabric is hot to the touch and the skin beneath it hotter, and the sweat begins in earnest: a prickle at the hairline, a slick at the base of my spine, the backs of my knees. I lie back on my elbows and tip my face up and let it have me. The smell of the cove settles over me as my own skin warms: hot salt, dry stone, the coconut of the cream, and somewhere underneath it all the faint clean iodine of weed drying on the rocks at the tideline. I breathe it in. My shoulders drop by a single degree.

I am conscious of my breasts here in a way I usually work very hard not to be.

They are the first thing anyone ever sees of me: full and heavy and impossible to disguise, no matter the loose cotton, no matter how I round my shoulders or fold my arms or turn a half-step away. They drew the stares everywhere. They have been, my whole life, the loud thing about me, the thing I have carried in front of me like an apology I never finished making. I learned early to dress them down, to minimize, to manage, to treat my own body as a situation requiring constant quiet maintenance. And now I sit in the sun in a navy bikini that does its level honest best and still cannot pretend they are smaller than they are, and I feel their full weight shift when I breathe, the lift and the settle, the warm press of held flesh against hot fabric. There is no one folding their arms on my behalf, no one for me to apologize to, no audience keeping the old score. The two women laugh again at the far end of the curve. The old man sleeps on. The sea comes in soft and pulls back, comes in and pulls back, patient as breathing.

It is, I think, the most peaceful I have been in years. And it lasts until the slow middle of the afternoon, when I feel the look land.

. . .

I do not see it first. I feel it.

This is the thing I will keep coming back to all these days, the thing I will never quite be able to explain to anyone who has not felt it: that the skin knows before the eyes do. I am lying back with my own eyes half-shut against the white glare, loose and sun-drunk and nearly asleep, the cicadas a wall of sound around me, and something passes over my body like the shadow of a bird. Except there is no bird, no cloud, no shadow at all, only the sudden and total certainty that I am being looked at. Not glanced at. Not placed-in-a-room the way strangers place each other and move on. The other kind. The kind that settles in and stays.

I open my eyes.

He is on the far rocks, on the eastern arm of the cove, sitting on a flat-topped slab of pale stone that juts out over the water like a low table the sea built for him. A big man. Broad through the shoulders and the chest, sun-dark all over, the deep even brown of a body that lives in this light and always has, nothing like the pink of a two-week holiday. Dark hair across his chest and down his thick forearms, and where the sun has worked at it all season the very tips have gone gold, so the whole of him seems faintly lit at the edges. He sits the way the others lie: easily, without apology, one knee drawn up and a forearm slung across it, at home in the heat and the salt and his own weight. He could be forty. He does not hurry, and there is no instinct in him to cover, to shrink, to apologize for the room he takes up.

And he is looking at me.

His gaze is on my chest, and it does not flinch away when my eyes open. The air catches high in my throat. A lifetime has drilled me in the choreography of the caught look: I know every step of it, I have performed both halves a thousand times, the flick down, the snap up, the small mortified theatre of I wasn’t, I would never, forgive me. Everyone knows the dance. He simply declines to do it. His eyes rest on the heavy shape of me beneath the navy and they stay there a beat longer than is comfortable, a beat longer than is polite, long enough that the looking stops being a glance and becomes a thing happening to me, a heat laid flat across my skin. And then, unhurried, in his own time and on his own terms, his eyes lift and find mine and hold those too.

He has been caught, and he has decided, plainly and without drama, not to be ashamed of it.

Everyone on this beach had stopped looking. That was exactly why the one man who hadn’t felt like a hand laid flat and warm against my bare skin.

Here is the part I am not proud of, and the part I crossed an entire sea to find, and I am only now beginning to understand that they are the same part.

The flag of truce is right there in the bag. The white cotton shirt, the fold of the arms, the protective half-turn of the shoulder: all of it sits loaded inside me, decades deep, muscle memory older than most of my actual memories, the whole reflexive apparatus of making myself less. I feel my arms want to come up and cross. I feel the old apology gathering in my body the way the air goes heavy before weather.

I don’t reach for it.

I lie still, and I let the look land, and I let a complete stranger’s eyes rest openly on the most-looked-at, most-apologized-for part of me, and I do not cover, and I do not turn, and I do not give him the small performance that begs him to please pretend he wasn’t. Instead I let him see that I see. I let it become a thing the two of us are doing, together, across thirty paces of bright air, a thing chosen, on my side as much as his. Two adults, two strangers, each of us old enough to know exactly what we are choosing, and choosing it anyway.

And my body answers before I can decide a single thing about it: my traitor, my honest, my long-silenced body.

Heat climbs my throat that owes nothing to the sun, a flush running up my neck to the tips of my ears. My breathing thins until I can hear it. Beneath the damp navy triangle, before any thought of mine can get anywhere near them, my nipples draw up tight and hard. That fast, that involuntary: a sudden sharp ache, the fabric all at once rough against them, at nothing, at no touch, at the sheer weight of a stranger’s attention from thirty paces away across the water. I have read about this in the lives of other women. I did not know my own body would do it on the silent command of a look. I feel the full warm heaviness of my breasts under his eyes and I am aware, intensely, and for once entirely without shame, of exactly how much of me there is for him to see.

He sees it happen. I am nearly certain he sees it: his stillness changes, tightening around the shoulders, then easing again. And then, slowly, with the same unhurried grace as everything else about him, he turns his face back out to the water and gives me the afternoon back.

Not all of it, though. He has kept a piece. I can feel exactly where.

I lie back down. I shut my eyes against the blank white sky. And behind the dark of my own lids I can still feel precisely where his gaze had rested: a warmth on my skin the sun is not making, mapped out plain across me, chest and throat and mouth and eyes, the heat lingering after the contact is gone.

The cicadas saw on. The sea comes in and draws back. Somewhere down the curve one of the women says something low and the other laughs, bright and careless, and the ordinary indifferent unbothered life of the cove closes over the whole moment like clear water over a dropped stone. To every other soul on this sand it is precisely nothing: it is just the sea, nobody minds, nobody stares.

One man stared. I let him. I am lying here still warm all over from the letting, turning it like a coin in my hand.

When at last I sit up to gather my things the light has gone long and gold and the rocks are emptying, and his slab of pale stone is bare. He has gone up some other path while my eyes were shut, slipped away unseen, and I find I had learned the exact shape of him well enough that the cove feels subtly wrong without it, an absence with edges. I shake the sand from my towel. I drink the last of the warm water. I do not put on the white shirt. I look at it, folded there at the bottom of the bag, and leave it there. Then I climb the killing path with the low sun on my bare shoulders, breathing harder than the climb alone could ever account for.

Tomorrow I would come back to the same patch of sand. I already knew it.


What the Water Gives Back

The morning sea is colder than the morning air, and the shock of it is the first honest thing of the day.

I wade in to my knees before my nerve can fail me, and then I make myself keep going, and the cold climbs me, shins, thighs, the sharp indrawn gasp of it at my hips, and when it reaches my stomach I dive, because diving is the only way I have ever managed cold water, all at once or not at all. The cove takes me in. For one long blue second there is no sun and no skin and no being-looked-at anywhere in the world, only the cold pressing in clean and total from every side, the salt stinging when I open my eyes, the white sand floor wavering far beneath me and my own pale hands stretched out ahead like something that belongs to someone else. I come up gasping. I shove the wet hair back off my face. I laugh out loud at no one at all, the way the woman did yesterday, and the sound skips out across the flat water and the cove takes it without comment.

The smell is different out here, away from the hot stone: cleaner, colder, the iodine sharpness of deep water and weed, salt with an edge on it. I tread water until the pulse in my wrists slows and look back at the shore from the sea’s side of things, the way you can only see a place once you’ve left it.

The cove is exactly as it was. That is the gift of a place like this: it does not perform for anyone either. The same couple, browner if that is even possible. The old man, or some interchangeable brother of the old man, flat on his back with a book tented over his face. The two women with their thermos, mid-argument again, or still. And on the eastern arm, on the flat slab of pale rock that I had already, privately, with no permission from myself, begun to think of as his, the same broad sun-dark man sits with one knee up and a forearm across it, looking out at the water, settled into the rock and the morning light.

He wears trunks. Dark, close, the sea still wet at the waistband of them. It is the smallest thing, and I notice it the way I notice everything in this cove: that he and I are the only two bodies on the whole sand still wearing anything at all. Everyone else lies naked as the rock and minds nothing. A man this plainly at home here could be as bare as the rest of them and think nothing of it—and he is not. He keeps the trunks on. I mark it, and I do not yet know what it means.

He is there before me. I will come to learn that he is always there before me. Not once in two weeks do I arrive at that cove and find his rock empty, and not once do I catch him coming down the path, and after a while I stop trying to solve the small mystery of it and simply accept him as I accept the cicadas and the heat: a fixed feature of the place, already in position, waiting.

I swim back toward the shallows with the cold still gripping my chest and too much blood beating under my skin for the swim to explain.

What happens that day happens slowly, and almost entirely without motion, and I could not have explained a single second of it to anyone watching, because to anyone watching nothing happened at all. A woman lay on a towel. A man sat on a rock. The sun crossed the sky and the shadows of the two rock arms swung slowly across the sand like the hands of a clock with all the time in the world.

But underneath the nothing, beneath the flat surface of the afternoon, a geometry is being drawn, line by patient line, and both of us have a hand on the pencil.

His eyes are on me when I walk up out of the water. I feel them arrive, that warm flat pressure on the skin I learned yesterday, and this time I do not pretend I haven’t. I walk the last stretch of wet sand knowing that I am watched, and I let the knowing change the way I move, just slightly, just enough to be a choice and not enough to be a performance: the wet hair heavy down my back, the water sheeting off me, the high sun catching whatever the sea has left shining on my shoulders and my stomach and the slopes of my breasts above the navy. I reach my towel. I lie down slowly. I arrange the long shape of myself in the light and I let him have it, the way I have spent a lifetime refusing to let anyone have it.

And then, when I am certain he believes I have settled and stopped, I watch him.

I watch the heavy set of his shoulders and the way the muscle moves under the dark skin when he shifts his weight. I watch the gold-tipped hair on the forearm slung across his knee. I watch the unhurried turn of his head when he follows a gull, or a far-off fishing boat dragging its slow wake across the blue. And I watch how the turning-back of his head always seems to bring his face a degree or two nearer to mine than any gull could account for. I watch him the way I have been watched my whole life and almost never once done the watching in return: greedily, studyingly, taking inventory, with the heat of it gathering low and slow in my belly. It is a revelation, the watching. No one ever tells you that the looking can run the other way, that it can be a thing you do and not only a thing done to you, that there is an appetite in it.

We pass the whole long afternoon trading the look back and forth between us, neither one of us willing to be the first to let go.

What makes it bearable, what makes it possible, is everyone else. The cove goes on around the two of us in its complete and blessed indifference, and that indifference is the room we are doing this in. The two women finish their argument and start another. The old man wakes, wades out to his waist, floats on his back with his belly to the sky for half an hour, comes in, sleeps again. The brown couple swim out to the mouth of the cove and back, hand in hand, naked as the rock, and not one person on the sand so much as lifts a head to mark them. Once, a young man walks the length of the shore right between his rock and my towel, directly through the taut invisible wire of whatever it is we are doing, and he notices nothing, suspects nothing, simply a body crossing a beach to reach the better stretch of sand at the western end. He passes through our line because to him there is no line. And the not-being-seen of it is what lets the being-seen happen. Here, in a place where every body is on open view and no body is remarkable, the one man looking at me on purpose, and the one woman looking back, are the only secret on the entire shore. We are hidden in plain and total sight. I lie in the sun with that knowledge settling low in me: safety and daring folded into one, this thing I have never dared to do passing as nothing at all.

. . .

The pivot, when it finally comes, is so small that a camera would have lost it entirely.

I have come up from a second swim and I am standing at the tideline wringing the water out of my hair, and I feel his gaze arrive on me, settle on me. And instead of carrying it back to my towel and lying down into it the way I have all day, I lift my head and I look straight back at him. On purpose. Not the accidental head-on collision of two glances that then both flee in mortified opposite directions. I find his eyes across the water and I hold them, deliberately, and I let my own face show plainly that I am doing it, that I know he was looking, that I am looking now, that I have no intention whatsoever of being the one who looks away first.

I had spent my whole life looking away first. I didn’t, and the not-looking-away went straight through me the way the cold water had that morning: one clean shock, crown to heel, leaving everything in its wake tight and stinging and awake.

For a moment we simply look at one another across the bright shifting water, two strangers thirty paces apart, doing the precise thing that strangers are forbidden to do. Not the looking. Everyone looks. The admitting of it.

And then he smiles.

It is the slowest smile anyone has ever given me. It begins at the eyes and takes its unhurried time arriving at the mouth, easy as everything about him is easy, a smile with no apology folded into it and no hurry and no question. A smile that says, simply, yes: that agrees to the thing we have just this second agreed to, that confirms the geometry is real now and we are both standing inside it. I feel it land somewhere beneath my ribs and spread outward like warmth from swallowed wine.

I don’t smile back. I find I’m not able to. I am too busy with everything that is happening to the rest of me.

Because this is the afternoon I look back, and catch the proof.

It comes later, in the hottest hour, with the cove gone quiet and drowsy and half the regulars dozing or gone up for lunch. He has slid down off his rock into the shallows on his own side to cool off. I watch him do it, watch the clear water climb him to the waist, watch him stand there a while with his face tipped up to the sun and the wet light running in rivulets off the breadth of his shoulders, the dark chest hair flattened and glittering. When he wades back out and settles again onto the warm pale stone, the sea has soaked the front of his trunks through, dark and clinging, the cloth gone nearly transparent and pressed close. He does not adjust it, he does not turn from me, and when my eyes go to him the way they have gone to him all day they find, this time, exactly what the wet fabric is no longer able to hide.

The shape of him.

There is no mistaking it for anything in the world but what it is. The thin soaked cloth is pulled tight and it shows me, plainly, helplessly, what the sight of me has done to him. The heavy press of him straining the front of the trunks, the unmistakable thickness and weight of it, a man’s body answering in the one language a body has and cannot fake, answering to me: to the long bare-shouldered shape of me arranged in the sun, to a stranger who looked back instead of away. He makes no move at all to cover it. He sits there in the high heat and lets me see, lets it be a thing the two of us are doing together, exactly the way I let him watch my own face an hour before.

The proof goes through me like a current that has finally found the ground.

My nipples draw up hard the very instant I understand what I am looking at. That fast, that helpless, the ache of it sharp and immediate beneath the damp navy. Lower, deep in the centre of me, there is an answer too, heavy and sudden, a clench and a flood of heat I feel in my stomach and between my thighs. He is hard because of me. The thought is so simple and so enormous that I have to drag my eyes off him just to keep hold of it, out to the safe flat empty water. My breathing turns shallow and quick. The entire afternoon rearranges itself around this single new fact: that the looking runs both ways; that I am not the only one undone here on this sand; that I have been carrying a power for thirty-six years and apologizing for it the whole time, and here it sits, thirty paces away in the sun, on open display, shameless, and aimed at me.

When the air comes back into my chest, I look again. He is still watching me. The wet shape of him still tells its plain truth. And he gives me that slow smile a second time, and this time I understand every part of it.

I leave the water for the last time near gold-hour, and I walk back up the warm sand to my towel, and I do not hurry, and I do not fold my arms across myself, and I do not reach for the white shirt.

I know his eyes are on me. I want them to be. That is the new thing, the enormous quiet new thing, that I want them to be. So I let my body simply do what a body does when it walks across hot sand in the late sun, and for the first time in my whole life I do not fight a single part of it: the roll of my hips, the heavy shift of my breasts with each step, the small honest sway of them that the navy holds but cannot still, the soft bounce that no swimsuit ever truly tames and that I have spent decades crossing my arms to hide. The sweat has come back in the heat, and I feel a single bead of it gather at the hollow of my sternum and slide slow down the centre of my cleavage, cool on hot skin, all the way down. His eyes follow it. I know they do. I have never in my life been so aware of my own body moving through space. I have never, not once, wanted to be. Now I do, and the wanting is its own warm weight, low in me, keeping time with my steps.

I reach my towel, and I do not lie straight down.

Instead I do a small thing. The smallest thing. Almost nothing at all. I reach up behind my own neck, to where the two strings of the navy top are tied in a careful double bow, and I lay my fingers on the knot. I do not pull it. I only hold it, lightly, the way you rest your hand on a door you have not yet decided to open, and I look across the whole length of the cove at him while I do it, so there can be no misunderstanding about what my fingers are touching, or why.

And I watch him go still.

It is a different stillness than all the easy unhurried stillness of him before. This one has tension strung through it, attention. He has understood exactly what rests under my fingers, and what those fingers could do next, and now he holds himself still and waits, wanting, letting me see him want it, to learn whether they will. The thirty paces of bright air between us pulls tight as a wire. I hold the knot. I hold his eyes. I let him wait inside it. And then I take my hand slowly down without pulling, and I lower myself onto the towel, and I lie back into the last of the gold sun and leave him to think about that string all evening, exactly as I already know I am going to.

So that was the game. And I knew exactly what I was going to do with the string the next afternoon.

. . .

I eat at the taverna again that night, because there is nowhere else on the island to eat, and because by now I want to.

It sits up at the harbour where the small fishing boats knock and creak against the stone all night, and by the time the light fails the little square out front fills with the easy clatter of the island at its dinner: chairs dragged over flagstones, the ring of cutlery on cheap thick plates, somebody’s grandmother laughing like a door swinging on a dry hinge, a radio inside playing something old and Greek and warm, all bouzouki and longing. The smells come and go on the warm air: charcoal smoke, frying oil, lemon, oregano, the resin bite of pine from the hills, the diesel-and-salt of the harbour underneath it all. Kyria Sofia cuts through the whole of it faster than anyone a third her age, grey hair pinned up off that wood-brown neck, a tower of plates balanced the length of one forearm, scolding the kitchen and blessing her customers in a single unbroken breath.

I am at a small table at the edge of the lamplight, sun-flushed and salt-stiff and pleasantly hollowed out by the day, turning a glass of cold white wine in my fingers and replaying a wet rock and a slower smile, when it happens.

A man is leaving. A tall broad shape crossing the bright lit doorway of the taverna and out toward the dark of the square, already half-turned away, already going. And Sofia calls out after him across the entire noisy room, warm and certain and carrying clean over the radio and the chairs and the grandmother’s laugh:

“Panagioti, avrio!”

Tomorrow. The shape lifts one hand without turning, an easy backward wave, and is swallowed by the dark of the square before I can do anything more than catch the breadth of those shoulders against the doorway light, the set of them, the carriage, something I half-know and am not allowed to finish knowing. And then nothing. The doorway empty, the night closed over whatever it was.

I look down into my wine. I do not let myself complete the thought I have half-begun. I set it aside somewhere without examining it too closely, the broad shape and the warm name called after it laid down side by side in me and not yet permitted to touch.

A plate slides onto the table in front of me. Grilled fish, a wedge of lemon, a scatter of bitter greens shining with green oil, the steam of it rising warm into my face. Sofia is already there, has somehow been there the whole time, and she straightens up from setting it down and gives me a look: quick, knowing, kind, entirely without judgment. She has watched a great many sunburnt strangers come down off that path, and long since stopped finding any of it remarkable.

“Good day at the cove?” she asks. She wipes one hand on her apron, unhurried, in no rush at all for the answer, her dark eyes steady on mine over the lamplight.

The smell of the lemon and the charred fish comes up into my face. I think of wet stone and a slow smile and the shape the sea could not hide.

“Very good,” I say.

She makes a small sound low in her throat, an mm that could mean anything and plainly means everything, and pats the edge of the table once with her broad palm. Then she is gone, back into the noise and the smoke and the lamplight, leaving me alone with my fish and my wine and the warm dark and the absolute, unhurried certainty of exactly what I am going to do tomorrow, when the heat is high and the cove is quiet and my fingers find that knot again.


The String at My Neck

I have been waiting all morning for three things to be true at once.

The heat. The white furnace that comes at the dead centre of the day, that stands the air up in shimmering walls off the rock and empties a beach. The cove gone quiet. The regulars driven up the killing path one by one to the long Greek lunch and the shuttered afternoon sleep until the sand belongs to almost no one. And him, on his rock, the flat pale slab on the eastern arm, already there, always there, settled into the stone with one knee up and a forearm slung across it, his dark gold-tipped body easy in the light.

By the slow middle of the afternoon all three are true.

The sea has gone flat and hard and glittering, no wind in it at all, a sheet of beaten light that hurts to look at directly. The sand burns. The cicadas have wound themselves up to their highest pitch, that sawing wall of sound that fills the bowl of the cove and presses on the skin, and the heat sits doubled inside the two arms of rock the way water sits in a cupped hand. The worst of the noon has begun to do its work on the others: the old man stirring under his paperback, the two women down to the dregs of their thermos, the brown couple a single dark smudge far out past the break, drifting toward shore. There is the sea, and there is the white glare, and there is the smell of it all baking, hot salt and dry stone, the coconut of my own cream gone warm and cloying, the clean iodine of weed crisping on the rocks at the tideline, and there is me on my towel near the western curve, and there is the man on his rock thirty paces east across the bright air, and there is, between us, the thing we have spent two afternoons drawing line by patient line and have not yet dared to finish.

I have come down today to finish it.

I lie on my towel in the navy and let the heat press down and do not hurry. The waiting is not restless. It is something I am not used to: a patience that has nothing to do with patience. I am not waiting for my nerve to arrive. My nerve is already here, low in my belly, a steady burn that has been burning since I woke and has not once flickered. I am waiting for the hour, and the hour is a thing I can watch move across the sand the way the shadow of the western rock arm moves, slow and certain, closing the gap between now and the moment I will sit up and reach behind my neck.

I watch the cove thin. The old man folds his paperback and climbs the path without looking back. The two women hand the thermos between them one last time and go, their argument still running, their voices swallowed by the cicadas before they clear the scrub. The brown couple swim in from the deep, gather their things unhurried, and vanish up the same path hand in hand, two brown bodies climbing into the green. One by one they leave, and the cove goes still in a way it never is with bodies on it, a quiet that uncovers the small sounds they had been hiding: the suck of the sea at the tideline, the thin buzz of a single fly, my own blood beating in my ears.

And through all of it, across thirty paces of shimmering air, he has not moved. He is waiting the same way I am waiting, patient, certain, the game already agreed to and only the hour left to choose. With the sand gone empty around him his stillness has stopped being part of the scenery and started meaning something, a held breath to match my own, and I feel the weight of it settle low in me. I do not look at him directly. I do not need to. I can feel him there the way you feel the sun on your skin with your eyes shut: a pressure, a presence, a fact.

I know it the way I have known very few things in my life: plainly, bodily, without the long interior argument I have run on myself about every other want I ever had. There has been no argument about this since I woke. There was only the slow climb of the sun and the slow emptying of the sand and the steady certainty low in my belly, banked all morning like a coal, that today the string comes loose. I touched it yesterday. I held the knot under his eyes and let him watch my fingers rest on it and let him go still and wanting across the whole length of the cove, and then I took my hand down without pulling and left him to think about it all night. I have thought about it all night too. I have thought of very little else.

So I am not nervous, exactly, lying here in the navy with my heart going hard against the hot fabric. It is a different thing than nerves. It is the held breath at the very top of the high board, the body gone quiet and ready in the half-second before the drop, when the choosing is already done and only the falling is left.

I sit up slowly on the towel.

I do it so he will see me do it, so the slab of pale rock and the broad sun-dark shape on it will register the change in me, the end of the long lying-still, the beginning of whatever this is. And he does register it. I feel his attention sharpen and settle the way it has learned to settle on me, that warm flat pressure laid across my skin, and I turn my head and find his eyes already on mine across the water, waiting, level, unhurried, asking nothing and refusing nothing.

I hold them.

Then I reach up behind my neck with both hands, to the careful double bow where the two navy strings are tied, and this time I do not only rest my fingers on the knot. This time I pull it.

The bow gives all at once, one clean tug and the strings fall away down my back. The triangles sag forward, held now by nothing but the band at my ribs. For one heartbeat I could still stop. Could still catch them. A lifetime in that half-second.

I unclasp the band and let the whole thing fall.

And then it is done, and there is no undoing it, and I am bare to the waist in the open noon light with a stranger watching, and the first thing, before his face, before anything he does or doesn’t do, before I even look to see, the very first thing is what it does to me: the pure animal relief of it that I did not know was waiting.

Because the weight comes free.

All my life I have carried these. Full and heavy and held: held in, held up, held down, strapped and minimized and folded under crossed arms and rounded shoulders, the loud apologetic fact of my own body managed every waking hour. And the navy top, even loose, even cheap, had held them too, all morning, the damp fabric a constant low pressure I had stopped consciously feeling the way you stop feeling a thing that never lets up. Now it is gone. Now they simply hang, free, the full heavy spill of them dropping into their own true weight and swaying once, gently, settling, and the relief of it goes through me so sharp and so sweet it is almost the same nerve as arousal. The sun comes down warm across the tops of them, where the skin has never once been bare to open sky in my adult life. Underneath, where the fabric has been all morning, the skin is cool and faintly damp and tightening now in the open air. Warm on top, cool beneath. The contrast alone makes me draw a breath, and the breath lifts them and drops them, and I feel every gram of that lift and drop, the unfamiliar loose freedom of the motion, my own breath moving my own bare flesh in the sun.

I lift my face to the light and I let him have all of me.

That is the whole of it. There are no words for thirty paces. There is only the choosing: the deliberate offering up of the most looked-at, most apologized-for part of me, bare to the waist, to a stranger’s open eyes, on purpose, in the high white noon. I do not cross my arms. I do not curve forward. I keep my spine long and my face tipped to the sun and my breasts bare and full and heavy in the light, and I hold there, and I let him look.

I had imagined it a hundred ways, all the years I never let it happen. In every one of them, somewhere in the imagining, the looker looked away. Lost their nerve, or had the decency, or simply found that the real thing was less than the idea and let their eyes slide off me, embarrassed for us both. That was always the ending I flinched from in advance, the one that kept the cotton shirt in the bag: the looking away. The proof that being seen all the way to the bottom would empty the room.

He does not look away.

I lower my face from the sun and I look back at him to be sure, and I find his eyes have not moved off me for one instant, are fixed on my bare breasts in the open light with a steadiness that has nothing polite in it and nothing ashamed, and in that moment, with his gaze full on the bare weight of me and not flinching, I understand the thing I came across an entire sea to learn. That the looking away was never going to happen. That being seen, fully, all the way down, with nothing held in and nothing apologized for, was not the danger I had spent my life bracing against. It was the thing I had been starving for the whole time and calling by the wrong name.

And then he gives me the proof that it runs both ways.

. . .

He has been in the water not long before. I watched him slide down off the rock to cool himself in the worst of the heat, watched the clear sea climb the breadth of him to the waist, watched him stand a while with his face up and the wet light running off his shoulders, and when he hauled himself back up onto the warm slab the sea had soaked the front of his trunks through and dark and clinging, the way it did yesterday. But yesterday the wet cloth only showed me a shape, a heavy press, a thing I half-saw and understood with my whole body. Today the sun has had its hour at the fabric while we looked at one another, has dried it from soaked to damp, and damp and stretched tight over him it has gone past dark, gone sheer, gone to almost nothing at all, a thin second skin pulled close, and through it now I can see not a shape but him, plainly, every part, with the merciless clear noon light laying it all out for me.

He is hard. He is hard because I bared myself, and he has done nothing whatsoever to hide it from me.

I let my eyes go down him slowly, because he is letting me, and I take the whole of it in.

His cock is thick. Thick enough that the wet cloth strains across it, the sheer fabric moulded to every contour: the shaft pressed diagonal along the crease of his hip, the heavy ridge of the crown, the slight flare where the head broadens before it pushes hard against the waistband. I can read the flushed colour of it even through the wet fabric, a dark heat under it. Nothing about the hard shape of him stays hidden from me now. And lower, behind, the heavy sac hangs low and loose in the warmth, full and slack in the heat, the weight of it pulling the wet fabric down. All of it there. All of it readable. All of it for me, offered the exact way I am offering myself, without a hand moved to cover, without a half-turn, without the smallest flinch of shame.

The proof of it goes through me like a current finding the ground at last, and now the loop closes, the whole circuit of it firing for the first time with nothing held back on either side.

I bare my breasts to the sun and his cock answers.

Through the sheer wet cloth it thickens, swells and lifts in a slow throb, the fabric dragging tighter with each pulse. The proof hits me low and immediate. My pussy clenches. A hot grip I feel in my stomach, and on the heels of it a rush of slick, wet enough that I feel it slide between my bare folds, slick against my own thigh. My nipples draw up hard, harder than they have ever pulled, the skin stretched tight over the swell, aching. The coconut of my sunscreen rises off my own heated skin, salt and sweat and something muskier underneath, the scent of my body answering in the heat. I hear my own breath catch, a sharp inhale I didn’t choose. I am wet from being looked at. Nothing but the sun and a stranger’s eyes on my bare chest, and I am slicker than I have been in years.

And then the engine of it, the part I will chase down this beach every afternoon after: I see that I am the cause.

His cock throbs against the wet cloth and I understand it: I did that. My bare breasts reached thirty paces across the bright air and made a grown man’s body answer helplessly in the light, and he is letting me watch. The knowing spikes through me hotter than the slick. My pride and my arousal are the same thing now. I am wetter from being seen than from being bare. The ache between my legs deepens into a steady throb, keeping time with the pulse lifting the wet fabric over him.

So I give him more.

I lean back onto my hands, arch my spine, and lift my breasts into the full weight of the light. The heavy fullness rides up on the arch and settles, offered, nipples drawn tight against the sun. The white tan-line map shows plain in the noon glare: the pale shape of everything I have kept hidden, the ghost of the navy printed on my brown skin, the secret geography of a woman who covered up, now laid open to one man’s eyes. I hold the arch. I let him read the whole of it. His cock jumps, a second hard throb against the wet cloth, his body answering before I have even finished offering.

The loop has no words. It runs body to body across thirty paces of shimmering air: I bare, he rises. I clench, he throbs. I see I am the reason, I offer more, he answers more. Two strangers on a hot shore, undoing each other with nothing but skin and the refusal to look away, and neither of us has said a word, and neither of us needs to.

He moves. Not toward me, not yet, the cove still un-crossed. He lifts his chin, the smallest motion, and gives me a slow nod. It travels the length of the cove: yes. I see you. The same unhurried yes his smile gave me yesterday, but heavier now, his body straining the wet cloth beneath it. I feel it land. I have been answered.

. . .

I lie back fully on the towel, bare to the waist, and do not retie a single thing.

The sun pours down across my naked breasts and I let it. Sweat starts again at my sternum, gathers, slides down between them, cool on hot flesh, the bead of it tracking the same line his eyes have learned to follow. My nipples stay drawn tight. The throb between my legs does not ease; I lie with it, unhurried. I turn my head so I can keep him in my sight: the broad dark shape on the pale rock, still watching, still hard, still letting me see it. I watch him watch me, the watching itself the whole act, complete in itself.

I feel more naked than I have ever felt, and it is not the bareness doing it. I have been bare before, alone, in mirrors, in the dark, braced and unhappy. This is being seen, all the way down, in the broad light, by eyes that will not look away. The cotton shirt is in the bag, decades deep. I do not think of it once. I lie here with the sun on my bare breasts and a stranger’s eyes full on me and his cock straining the wet cloth across the cove, and I have never been less interested in covering up.

When the light begins its long slide toward gold and the heat slackens, I sit up and gather my things. I shake the sand from the navy top where it has lain beside me all afternoon.

I do not put it back on. I gather it up with the rest of my things to carry home, unworn.

I wasn’t going to need it again.


The Nearer Rock

The salt has dried white on my skin overnight.

I notice it on the path down, in the first hard light, the way it has bloomed in faint pale tracks along my forearms and the tops of my thighs where yesterday’s sea dried on me and I never washed it off. I like it there. It is a map of the water, proof on my own body that I was in it, and I have stopped wanting to scrub the proof of things away. The thyme breaks green and bitter under my sandals. The dust comes up hot and chalky. Below me the cove opens out the way it does every morning, the two pale arms of rock and the clear water held between them and the white sand at the bottom of everything, and the heat is already building in the bowl of it though the sun is barely up over the eastern ridge.

The path does not frighten me the way it did three days ago. My feet have learned its loose stones and the back of my body has learned the slope, and I come down now at a steady unhurried pace with my chin up, instead of sideways and braced with one hand flat against the rock. Three days. It has taken three days to begin undoing the careful posture of three decades, the rounded shoulders, the folded arms, the small protective half-turn away from every room I have ever walked into. I can still feel the old habit in me somewhere, a muscle that wants to fire, an apology that wants to gather. But it has gone quiet and small, and every morning down this path it is quieter and smaller than the morning before.

I had told myself, yesterday, that I would not need the top again. I was right about the needing and wrong about the wearing. I carried it back up the path knotted at my neck out of some habit older than thought, and this morning I put it on in my rented room above the harbour for the single clean pleasure of taking it off again, here, where it counts.

So I untie it on the path.

I reach up behind my neck while I am still ten steps above the sand, in the open, with the whole bright bowl of the cove below me, and I pull the bow loose and let the navy fall away into my hand, and my breasts come bare to the morning before my feet have even touched the beach. The relief of it is the same relief as yesterday and also something entirely new, because today there is no waiting for it, no negotiation, no held breath at the top of the board. I walk down into the heat with my breasts bare and swinging, the full heavy weight of them loose with every step down the slope, the sway and the small jolt of each footfall running through them, the sun finding the tops of them the instant I clear the last of the path-shade. I do not reach for anything to cover with. The thought does not even rise far enough in me to be refused.

He sees me come down. From his rock on the eastern arm his face has turned up to the path, and I feel his eyes find me high on the slope, bare-chested in the morning glare, and ride me all the way down. I have an audience before my feet touch the sand. I walk the last of the descent knowing it, and I let the knowing settle into my hips and my spine. It is not a performance, not exactly. It is only the truth of a body that has stopped hiding, moving down a hillside in front of the one man whose looking I crossed a whole sea to feel. By the time the fine sand takes the weight of my bare feet, hot enough to bite, I am breathing a little harder than the short descent can account for, and it is not the climb. It is the open air on all of me, the sun laid flat across my chest and shoulders, the simple enormous fact of walking onto a beach with nothing held in and no flag of truce folded in my hand.

The cove is mine now, in the particular way a place becomes yours once you have decided to be honest in it. And his rock is in view, and he is on it, and he is watching.

. . .

I do not go to my old place near the western curve.

I have thought about this too, the way I thought about the string, lying awake half the night with the shutters open and the harbour knocking its boats together in the dark. My towel-spot under the western arm was always a safe distance. Thirty paces of bright air between his rock and mine, a gap wide enough that everything we did across it could still, if I ever needed it to, be called nothing. Thirty paces was a distance you could explain away. It was deniable, the width of an accident, far enough that a woman could tell herself she had only been lying in the sun and a man had only happened to be looking and nothing at all had been chosen by anyone.

I am done with the width of an accident. I do not need it to be nothing anymore.

So I walk past the western curve. I carry my towel along the bend of the sand toward the eastern arm where he sits, and I feel his attention lift and sharpen and follow me the moment my direction declares itself, and I choose a low flat rock barely twelve paces from his slab. Close enough that there will be no more pretending on either side. Close enough that what passes between us will have to admit what it is. I shake out my towel over the warm stone and I set myself down on it, naked from the waist up, facing him square.

Twelve paces. I have more than halved the distance in a single morning, and the number sits in the sand between us now like a thing I have walked over and set down there on purpose.

He watches me the whole way in. I feel it the way I have learned to feel it, that warm flat pressure laid over the skin, and this near I can watch him doing it: his eyes riding the motion of my bare breasts with every step across the sand, the heavy sway of them, the bounce the slope put into them and the sand keeps in them, the sweat already starting to bead and shine on the upper slopes of them in the climbing heat. He does not hurry his looking. He does not hide it. And this near, I can finally see what I only guessed at from thirty paces of water.

The dark hair across his chest, thick down the centre of him and thinning over the hard plates of muscle, and down his forearms, the tips of all of it gone gold from a whole season in this sun, so the edges of him seem lit. The sweat caught in that hair, beading where it grows thickest in the hollow of his sternum, catching the light when he breathes. The deep even brown of him, shoulders and chest and stomach and thighs all the same unbroken colour, no holiday-pink anywhere, the tan of a man who earned it slowly over months and not in a frantic fortnight. And no pale band at his hips, no waistband line anywhere on him—and I understand what it means before I have finished noticing it, the thing I marked that first morning and could not yet read. He does not wear the trunks. Not here, not as a rule. He lies in this cove as bare as everyone else on it, brown all the way through, and the wet dark cloth pulled tight at his hips now is the one thing he has put on for it: the only covered inch of him, kept on as long as I had anything left to take off myself. A body that belongs to this coast and has never once apologized for taking up its share of the sun.

I take inventory of him the way men have taken inventory of me my whole life. Openly. Greedily. With no hurry at all to be finished. The breadth of his shoulders and the heavy muscle that shifts under the brown skin when he changes his weight on the stone. The thick thighs spread easy on the slab, the wet dark trunks pulled tight between them. The slung forearm, the tendons standing in it, the gold hair on it. No one ever told me that the looking could run the other way and feed me like this. That there was an appetite in it. That I could be filled by the sight of a man the same way he is being undone by the sight of me. And here I am, twelve paces from a stranger, doing the looking myself, and the doing of it is its own slow heat low in my belly, gathering.

For a moment that is all there is. The cicadas starting their dry saw in the scrub above. The slap of the small waves against the rocks. The heat, and the two of us twelve paces apart, looking, each filling on the other. The cove is nearly empty this early. One old swimmer doing his slow lengths far out at the mouth, too distant and too uninterested to be anything but part of the scenery, his head a small dark dot turning away from us toward open water. Otherwise the sand is ours.

Which is why I do the next thing now, while it is ours.

. . .

I get to my feet on the warm rock, unhurried, and I find his eyes and I hold them, and I hook both thumbs into the waistband of the navy bottoms at my hips.

He goes still. He understands. I let him understand for a second longer, my thumbs hooked and not yet pulling, the last scrap of fabric still on me and both of us looking at the simple fact of it, at the line where covered becomes bare. Then I push the bottoms down.

I do it slowly, because slowly is the whole point: the looking deserves time. The wet navy peels off my hips, the salt-tug of it letting go, and drags down over the curve of my ass, down my damp thighs. The air hits every inch it uncovers, cool on my bare ass, my thighs, the crease of my hip where my pussy meets my leg. I bend. I step one foot free, the other. I straighten and the bottoms are nothing but a wet scrap hanging from two fingers. I drop them on the rock. There is nothing left on me anywhere.

The swimsuit is dead. The top came off on the path where I untied it, and the bottoms lie here on the warm stone, and I stand naked on a rock twelve paces from a stranger in the white morning light with the sea behind me and the sun on all of me, and I have never in my life owned my own body the way I own it in this single breath. There is no part of me he cannot see. I have arranged it that way. I chose the nearer rock and I stood up and I took the last of it off, and now I am a naked woman in the open with the whole of myself given to one man’s eyes, and the giving makes my pussy clench without a touch.

And then I part my thighs.

Not far. Just enough. I shift my stance on the rock and let my knees ease apart and let the sun and his eyes reach all of me. The bare folds of my pussy. The dark hair. The wet pink of me, swollen, the angle and the low morning light laying it open to him. The slick is already there, has been building since the first afternoon I let his gaze land and decided not to look away, and now it is not hidden under wet navy or behind crossed thighs, it is out in the clean open light, shining, proof of every day of this that he can read plainly from twelve paces. Above it my breasts hang full and heavy, the weight of them resting warm in the sun, the nipples drawn tight and aching, lifting and settling with each breath I take.

I show him everything. I stand on a rock in the morning sun and I show a stranger every part of me, on purpose, and I watch what it does to him.

His hand moves. I see it happen, that close, twelve paces. His hand drops to his lap and closes around the thick root of his cock through the wet trunks before he chose to, an involuntary grip, knuckles white. The sound it pulls out of him carries clean across the sand: a sharp rough exhale, hahh, low and broken, a sound he didn’t choose to make. His body answered before his mind had any vote. His cock thickens visibly under his own hand. The wet cloth shifts and strains, and the dark flushed head of him pushes up past the waistband, just the bare crown of it at first, a deep flushed colour with the wet light sitting on it, and he does not push it back down. He lets me see it. He grips the root of himself and lets the head of his cock stand bare above his waistband twelve paces from my eyes, and he does not look away, and there is no shame anywhere in him.

The sun is on my bare pussy for the first time in my adult life, and the feel of it undoes me.

It is a strange heat, foreign, exposing, the open day pressing warm against the most hidden part of me, against the wet I am no longer hiding. The scent of my own arousal lifts off me in the heat, salt and musk and something sharper underneath, the smell of a body that has been wet and wanting for three days and is finally bared to the light. I have spent thirty-six years keeping this part of myself shut away in the dark, and now it is bare to the sky and to a stranger’s eyes both at once, and instead of the shame I was always promised, what floods through me is relief and a deep hot pride. His eyes are there with the sun, on my bare folds, on the slick shining on them, and the throb that has been building in me since the path sharpens hard. The ache deepens. It does not ease. Being looked at there is the entire point and my body has finally understood it all the way down. Under his gaze the pulse turns heavy, low and inward, the slick gathering. My breasts ache with the same full heavy awareness, the weight of them, the nipples pulled so tight the skin draws taut over the swell, lifting and falling faster as my breath quickens. A bead of sweat gathers in the hollow of my throat and slides down, slow, down the centre of my chest, between my bare breasts, cool on hot skin, and his eyes drop to track it the way they have learned to track it, all the way down, and I let them have every inch of its falling.

I watch his cock thicken under his fist. I watch the flushed head of it push further past the waistband as the shaft swells against his grip, more of it bared with every second he holds my eyes, and I understand, the way I understood yesterday only deeper, that I am doing this to him. My naked body twelve paces away, my bare pussy open in the sun, is what has his hand clamped white-knuckled around the root of himself and his breath coming rough. I did that. I see it happen in real time, and the pride of it floods me hotter than the sun and hotter than the slick, and I give him more of it. I press my thighs slowly together and feel my own wet slide slick against itself, the folds of me gliding on their own slickness, and the small motion sends a jolt up through my pussy that hits my clit and lifts my breath out of me audibly. I do it where he can see me do it, where he can watch the press and the slow slide of my thighs and know exactly how wet his looking has made me.

His fist tightens again, and the head of his cock pushes another inch up into the light, the wet trunks dragged down under the force of his own grip, and a second sound comes out of him, lower than the first, a rough catch of breath bitten off in his chest. The proof of it lands in me like heat poured straight down through my stomach. My nipples pull harder. A fresh bead of slick slides free, hot, down the inside of my thigh, and I let it, and I let him watch the slick of it travel. I draw a long breath that lifts the full heavy weight of my breasts and offers them up toward him, the bare pussy below them open and wet, and his hand answers on his cock, and the circuit closes again with no words in it at all. His body and mine, twelve paces apart, talking back and forth in the one language neither of us has any reason to lie in anymore. I give, he shows. He shows, I give more.

Every step closer this morning was a sentence I was saying without my mouth, and his body kept answering before I had finished saying it.

. . .

I lower myself down onto the towel on the warm rock, naked, and I do not close my legs all the way, and I do not cover any part of myself, and I keep him in my sight across the small hot gap.

He has not let go of himself. His fist stays loosely closed around the thick root of his cock through the wet trunks, the bared head of him still standing past the waistband in the open morning, and he holds it there without hiding and without hurry, the way I am holding myself open without hiding. Neither of us reaches to pretend. The old swimmer turns at the mouth of the cove and starts another slow length away from us, oblivious, and the sand stays ours, and the heat climbs, and the cicadas saw on over everything.

The smell of the cove has thickened with the heat. Hot salt and sun-warm stone and the coconut of the cream I rubbed into my own shoulders this morning, and under all of it, faint, carried the twelve paces on the still air or maybe only conjured by my own body, the musk of him, the smell of what we are both doing in the open without touching. My sweat slides between my breasts and pools at the small of my back where it meets the towel. I am wet at both ends of myself and I have not been touched once. Not by him, not by my own hand. The whole of it has been done with eyes.

Twelve paces. From here I can hear him breathe between the waves. From here the gap is no longer a thing that could ever be called nothing. It is a thing that could be crossed in a dozen strides, and we both know the exact small number of them, and neither of us crosses it. Not today. Today the closing of half the distance is the whole event, and the not-crossing of what is left is the new wire strung tight between us, thrumming in the heat, waiting for the afternoon one of us finally decides to walk it. I lie in the sun and feel it thrum, and I am in no hurry, because the wanting is its own deep pleasure and I have only just learned I am allowed to have it.

I look at his hand on himself, at the bare flushed crown of him standing above the waistband, at the gold-tipped hair on his chest with the sweat shining in it, and then I look up and find his eyes already waiting for mine. And he smiles.

It is not the slow careful smile from across thirty paces of water. It is closer than that, and warmer than that, an easy open thing with his fist still wrapped around his own cock, a smile that says he is glad, plainly and shamelessly glad, of what the sight of me has done to his body, and that he wants me to see exactly how glad. And I find that this time I can smile back. I do. It is the first real smile that has ever passed the whole way between us, his and mine at the same moment, twelve paces apart and both of us naked to it.

He was not ashamed of what I had done to him. So I stopped being careful with what he did to me.


Watching Him Watch Me

By the time the gold hour comes the cove is ours, and I have been waiting for it all day.

The others are long gone, driven up the path one by one as the heat broke, the way they go every afternoon, until the sand they lay on is only sand again. I have stopped tracking them out. I track only the light now.

It has gone long and low and the colour of honey, the gold hour, when the sun comes in sideways under the lip of the western arm and lays itself flat and warm and almost solid along the sand, gilding everything it touches. The water loses its glare and goes to hammered bronze. The heat eases back to something that lies on the skin like a hand instead of pressing. The sea breathes against the rocks, slow, in and out, the long exhale of a place settling toward evening.

Just me on my low flat rock barely twelve paces from his slab, naked since the moment I stepped out of the navy at the top of the path and came down bare, and him on his, the two of us and the gold light and the breathing sea.

I have wanted this since the first afternoon. Since before I had the nerve to put a name to it, even alone, even in my own head. All through these days of letting him watch me, of baring a little more of myself each time and feeding on the proof of what the sight of me does to his body, there has been a thing underneath all of it that I have not yet done. A thing I have only ever done alone, in the dark, quietly, half-ashamed, hurrying toward the end of it as though it were something to get past. I have never once done it slow. I have never done it for anyone to see. I never wanted to until I came to this island, and now the wanting has been climbing in me all day, low and hot and steady, until the slick has gathered between my thighs from nothing at all but the thought of it and the long patient weight of his eyes on me through the afternoon.

The cove is empty but for him. There is no one left on the sand to mind, no one to be shocked, no one whose looking I did not choose. There is only the one man whose looking I have crossed a whole sea to feel, twelve paces away on his warm pale rock, watching me the way he has watched me every day. So I am going to do the thing I have only ever done in the dark, and I am going to do it slow, and I am going to do it where he can see every second of it.

. . .

I lie back on the towel and I find his eyes across the small gold gap, and I hold them, and I let my knees fall open.

I do it slowly, the way I have learned to do everything in this cove, because the slowness is the gift and the slowness is the whole point. I bend my knees and plant my heels wide on the warm stone and let my thighs ease apart, all the way, falling open to the low sun and to him, giving him the unobstructed sight of every part of me at once, holding nothing back and hiding nothing. The air moves against my bare folds, cool where I am already slick, and I feel the exposure of it travel through me like a current, the plain fact that he can see all of me now, the dark hair and the swollen pink and the shine of how wet I already am with nothing yet touched. I watch his face change as the view opens to him. I watch him go still in that strung, attentive way I have come to know, the easy unhurried set of him tightening, his eyes dropping to my bare pussy and staying there, fixed, drinking it in.

Then I lift my hand to my own breast, and I begin.

My fingers trail down from my collarbone and over the full heavy swell of one breast, and the skin there is sun-warm on top and stretched tight, the nipple already drawn so hard it aches without a single touch, hard from his eyes alone, and when my fingertips finally cross it the ache sharpens into something that pulls all the way down through my belly and between my legs. I drag my palm over the weight of myself, feel the full heft of my own breast shift and settle under my hand, lift it and let it fall, and I let him watch me handle the very part of me I once kept strapped down and hidden away. My hand slides lower then, down over my stomach, the muscles there fluttering under my own touch, down through the slight damp of sweat pooled below my navel, down into the dark hair, and lower still, until my fingers reach the wet.

I am soaked. I part my folds with two fingers and show him exactly how soaked, spread myself open in the gold light so the slick of me shines wet and obvious, so he can see the swollen pink inside and the clit standing hard at the top of it and the wet that has been building in me since I walked down the path and has nowhere left to hide and no reason to hide anymore. I drag one fingertip up through the slickness, slow, gathering the wet on it, and I bring it to my clit and circle. The first wet touch of my own finger there after a whole day of being looked at sends a jolt straight up through my belly, a sharp electric spike that clenches my pussy around nothing and pulls a sound out of me I do not plan and do not swallow, a low broken thing, ahh, that carries clear across the quiet cove to him. The scent of my own arousal lifts off me sharp in the warm still air, salt and musk and the wet smell my body makes when I am this slick and this seen, and I know it reaches him across the twelve paces the way the sound did.

His answer comes fast, and it is everything I have been waiting all these afternoons to see.

He pushes his trunks down. All the way this time, shoved off his hips and his thighs, no wet fabric left to read him through, no waistband for the head to strain against, and his cock springs free into the gold light, and I see all of it for the first time. Thick enough that I can read the heft of him across twelve paces, thick enough that I know his fist will barely close around it. Heavily veined, the shaft dark with the blood standing in it, the coarse hair at the root of him and the heavy sac drawn up below in the warmth. And the head, broad and flushed a deep dark red, and there at the very tip of it, catching the low sun so that I can see it plainly even across the twelve paces, a bead of pre-cum, gathered and glistening and trembling at the end of his cock. A bead I put there. A bead that is mine, that my open thighs and my wet fingers drew up out of him, the proof of what I am doing leaking shining from the end of him in the gold light.

The sight of him, bare for the first time, thick, the bead of pre-cum trembling at the tip of a cock I made hard from twelve paces away, hits me low and immediate. My pussy clenches so hard I feel it in my stomach, a hot grip that sends a fresh rush of slick down between my folds, wet enough that I feel it slide hot against my own inner thigh. My nipples pull tighter than they have ever pulled, the skin stretched so tight over the swell they ache, and my breath catches high in my throat, hnh, a sound I didn’t choose, pulled out of me by the sight of what my own body did to his. I am wetter from seeing him bare than I was from being bare myself, and the knowing of it pours through me hotter than the sun, hotter than the slick, and I have not even touched myself yet.

He wraps his fist around himself and begins to stroke, and we are doing it now, the two of us, twelve paces apart, openly, in the gold, each one watching the other.

I circle my clit and I watch the bead swell at the tip of his cock, and there is the loop, the whole of it, running back and forth between us with no words anywhere in it. My fingers move on me and his cock thickens in his fist, the head swelling darker, the bead growing fatter and catching more of the low sun. I know I am the cause. I can see the proof of it gathered shining at the end of his cock, that wet bead my open thighs and my circling fingers dragged up out of him, and the knowing floods me hotter than my own hand. My clit throbs under my fingertip, swollen and slick, every slow circle of it spiking up through me. My nipples ache, both of them, drawn tight in the warm gold air. I arch my back off the towel, slow, and the motion lifts my breasts into the full weight of the gold light, the heavy swell of them riding up on the arch and settling, offered, nipples drawn tight against the sun, the white tan-line map showing plain in the low light, the pale shape of everything I have kept hidden, the ghost of the navy printed on my brown skin. I hold the arch and I watch his eyes drop to track the motion, down the full heavy curve of them, the way they have learned to track every inch of my bare skin. And the pride surges, the enormous helpless pride of it, that I did that, that the sight of me touching myself is dragging that bead up out of a grown man twelve paces away, and so I give him more. I circle faster. I let my hips lift and roll into my own hand. I let him hear my breathing break apart, and I feel my breasts sway with the motion of my working arm, the full heavy weight of them rocking as my fingers move, and I watch his fist answer me, watch his hand find the pace of mine and take it.

I liked being watched. What I had not known, until this gold-hour afternoon with my thighs fallen open and my fingers slick on myself, was how much I would like watching him be undone by watching me.

. . .

We find a rhythm without a word, and we hold it, and we match it.

That is the thing that nearly tips me over right there, before we have properly begun: the matching of it. He does not set a pace for me to follow and I do not follow his. We arrive at it together, his fist and my fingers moving at the same slow climbing tempo across the twelve paces of warm sand, two strangers working themselves in the gold light in perfect time, each one watching the other, each one feeding the other’s rhythm back with their own body. When my fingers slow to draw it out, his fist slows on his cock. When my breath catches and my hand speeds, his hand quickens to meet it, and I feel the answering of it deep in my own belly, the way his climb pulls mine up after it, the way mine climbing drags his along behind. It is the loop made into a single moving thing, his pleasure and mine wound onto the same turning spindle, neither one leading, both of us cause and both of us proof.

I watch his fist slide the full length of him. I can see all of it clearly now in the low slanting light, the whole of his bare cock, thick and dark and veined, and every time his fist clears the broad ridge of the head it drags the slick of the pre-cum down with it, the head left glistening and wet, the bead renewing itself at the tip every single stroke. His breathing has gone rough and openly audible, carrying to me across the still evening air, a low ragged sound running under the slow breath of the sea, and the sound of it works on me as hard as the sight does. I am wet enough now that my own fingers make a soft slick sound as they move through me, a wet rhythm of my own, and I do not muffle it. I let him hear that too. I let the wet sound of me carry the twelve paces the way his ragged breath carries to me, the two of us trading not just the looking now but the sounds of it, filling the quiet cove with the proof of what we are doing to each other from twelve paces apart.

And I watch him. Not only his cock and the wet work of his fist, though I watch those greedily, every full stroke of them. I watch the rest of him come apart. The calm has gone out of him, the easy unhurried ease he wears on his rock every single day, and what is under it is raw and open and close to the edge: his jaw set hard, the tendons standing in his neck, the gold-tipped hair on his chest gone dark with the sweat that runs in the low light. I watch his stomach clench tight each time his fist drags up over the head. I watch the heavy muscle of his thighs, braced and straining where they spread on the warm slab. I came to this island thinking all I wanted was to be seen without anyone flinching, and only now, with my own fingers slick and his composure breaking stroke by stroke twelve paces away, do I understand the other half of it. Watching a man undone by the sight of me is its own deep hot pleasure, equal and opposite to being watched, the matched second half of the same circuit. I am the looked-at and I am the looker. He wrecks me and I wreck him, and neither one of us is the only one exposed.

Then I slide two fingers down and push them inside myself.

I do it for him to see. I sink them deep into my pussy, slow, feeling the slick heat of my own walls clench tight around them, the stretch of being filled by my own fingers, the wet grip of myself squeezing and releasing with every small motion of my hand, and then I draw them out, slower still, slick and shining, and I lift them up into the gold light, up high where he cannot miss them, my own wet catching the low sun on my fingers, held up for him like an offering, like proof. And I watch what it does to him. His fist stutters on his cock. A sound breaks out of him, lower and rawer than any before it, and his hips push up off the rock into his own hand, and the bead at the end of him spills over and runs down in a thin shining thread along the dark shaft, and I did that. I drew that out of him by holding my own wet up in the light for him to look at. The proof of me on my fingers pulled the proof of him out over his fist, across twelve paces, with no touch between us at all.

I keep them there a while, two fingers working slow in and out of myself, fucking my own hand for him to watch, the wet of me loud and sliding in the quiet, and then I drag them up and paint the slick across my clit and circle, and I rock my hips up off the towel to meet my own fingers so that he can see the whole of me move with it. Across the gap his fist has found a harder, faster rhythm, his thumb working the wet head on every upstroke the way I work my clit on every pass, and I understand all at once that we are each showing the other exactly how we like it, teaching it across twelve paces with no words, his fist and my fingers confessing the private thing each of us has only ever done alone in the dark. Except neither of us is alone now, and neither of us is in the dark. We are doing it in the open gold light, for each other, watched and watching, and the privacy of it turned all the way inside out is the hottest thing my body has ever known.

The heat in me has banked into something enormous now, gathered low and tight and heavy at the base of me, the kind of climb that has its own gathering weight and does not want to be stopped once it starts to roll. The smell of it is everywhere in the warm still air, my own arousal sharp and close and unmistakable, the musk of him drifting faint across the gap, the sun-baked stone and the salt and the last trace of coconut warming off my own skin. I put my fingers back to my clit and circle hard, my whole body straining up toward the edge of it, and I watch his fist drive faster on his cock to keep the pace with me, the two of us climbing together now in earnest, the loop running tighter and tighter and faster, his ragged sound feeding my hand, my wet sound feeding his fist, his climb feeding my breath, around and around and winding up, and I am close. I am so close. I am right at the trembling edge of it with my eyes locked on the wet head of his cock and his eyes locked between my open slick thighs, and one more circle, two, will take me over.

And we both stop.

I do not decide it alone, and neither does he. It happens between us the way the rhythm happened, in the same caught breath, by the same wordless agreement: my fingers go still on my clit at the exact moment his fist goes still around his cock, both of us right at the brink, both of us holding there, shaking with the held weight of it, breathing hard across the twelve paces and not going over the edge. I lift my fingers off myself, slick and trembling, and press my thighs closed around the ache, and feel my own pulse slamming against nothing, the denied climb rolling back through me thick and frustrated and somehow better than finishing would have been. I watch him take his fist from his cock and clamp his hand hard around the base of himself instead, holding it back by force, his chest heaving, the head of him dark and furious and wet and unspent in the last of the gold.

For a long moment neither of us moves at all. We only breathe, and shake, and hold. I can see exactly what it costs him to keep that hand still at the root of himself: the tremor in his forearm, the strain running through his whole body against the stopping, the cock standing untouched and desperate in the cooling light. And I know he can see the same cost written on me, my thighs clamped tight, my chest heaving, the flush burning all down my throat and across the tops of my breasts, the slick still wet on the fingers I hold off my own body by an act of pure will. We are both on the wrong side of where our bodies want to be, both of us there on purpose, both for the same reason neither of us has said. It is the hardest thing I have made myself do in this cove, harder than untying the string, harder than walking to the nearer rock, because every nerve in me is screaming for the finish and I am choosing, watching him choose it too, not to take it yet.

We look at each other across the cove. Neither of us has finished. Neither of us is going to, not here, not today, and we both know it, and the knowing passes between us as plainly as anything two people ever said aloud, which is to say without a single word. This is not where it ends. We have just agreed, both of us, at the same brink, in the same held breath, to stop. To carry it. To let it bank and build for whatever the next afternoon brings. Whatever it is going to be is worth more than a quick finish twelve paces apart. We would rather ache for it than spend it early and alone. The rhythm of his fist on his cock in the gold light, the wet slide of it every time his hand cleared the ridge of the head, the bead renewing at the tip: I will see it behind my own eyes tonight, lying awake with the shutters open and the harbour boats knocking in the dark, and I already know it.

The sun drops the last of the way under the western arm and the gold goes out of the light all at once, and the cove cools to a soft blue dusk, and we lie there in it, twelve paces apart, both of us wrung tight and slick and unfinished, still looking, still holding, neither one of us reaching to cover or turn away.

We had just promised each other something. Neither of us had said a word.


Nothing Left to Take Off

The heat has teeth this morning, a wall of air salt-heavy and still, and by the time I am halfway down the killing path the sweat has broken at my hairline and the hollow between my breasts. I undo the dress and untie the navy without pausing my stride, and my breasts come bare to the sand, the full heavy swing of them loose with every step, the relief still there but no ceremony left in it. The sand bites hot through my soles, I look across the cove to his rock on the eastern arm, and the air stops in my throat.

He is bare.

Not pushed-down trunks, not wet-dark cloth clinging and transparent, not the one stolen glimpse of his cock sprung free in the gold hour yesterday before we both pulled back from the edge. Truly bare. Naked from his throat to the soles of his feet, the dark trunks gone entirely, left behind in whatever room or boat or life he climbs back into when the afternoon ends. He sits on the flat pale slab the way he sits every morning, one knee drawn up, a forearm slung across it, settled into the stone with the same unhurried ease he has worn every day, and he is harder than I have ever seen him. His cock stands up thick and dark against his belly in the white standing light, untouched, waiting, and then the sight of it hits me low and immediate: the whole bare length of him, nothing between his skin and my eyes for the first time, a hot clench deep in my belly that sends a pulse of slick down between my folds, wet enough that I feel it gleam on my inner thighs in the white standing light before I have taken a single step onto the sand.

The cove is nearly empty already. The heat has driven all but the hardiest of the regulars up the path early. I catch the last of them, two brown smudges climbing into the green above, a towel flapping over a bare shoulder, gone. The old man was never here this morning; the couple, the two women, all absent, the sand theirs and now mine and now ours. By the time I step out of my sandals and sling the bag beside my low flat rock twelve paces from his slab, the last distant swimmer has turned at the mouth of the cove and is stroking away from us toward open water, and the beach belongs to the two of us and the cicadas and the standing white heat.

I do not sit down.

Every day until now I have arranged myself on the towel and let him watch me lie still, a body on display, an offering held in place. Yesterday afternoon I spread my thighs on the warm rock and put my fingers on myself and gave him that, the wet pink of me open in the gold light, my slick shining on my own hand, the two of us climbing together and stopping together at the same held breath. But I have never let him watch me move. I have never given him the whole of me in motion, the way a body tells the full truth of itself only when it walks: the roll and the sway and the weight shifting, all the small honest mechanics a woman learns to suppress by twenty and I learned to kill years before that. Today I want him to see all of it. I want to walk for him the way I have never walked for anyone, bare and unhurried and holding nothing back, and I want to feel his eyes ride every inch of me while I do it.

So I turn from my rock, and I walk.

I walk the curve of the shore in front of him, slow, along the tideline where the wet sand is packed firmer underfoot and the small waves pull back with a hiss and leave a dark glass gleam behind them. I do not pretend it is for any reason but the one it is for. I do not angle myself away or cross my arms or tilt my hips to minimize. I let my body do exactly what a body does when it walks bare across hot sand in the high sun, and I feel his eyes arrive the instant I start, that warm flat pressure I learned on the first afternoon, and this morning it has grown heavier, sharper, a physical weight that drags down the length of me like an open palm laid against my skin and pulled slow from throat to thigh.

My breasts sway with every step. Not the small contained shift the navy used to permit. The full loose swing of them, the heavy drag and the deeper roll as my weight shifts from foot to foot, the soft jolt when my heel strikes and the wider bounce when I push off the ball, the whole unmanaged truth of them moving through space the way a body moves when no one is restraining it and no one is apologizing for it. The sun is hot on the tops of them where the skin has gone from white to gold to the first edge of brown, and underneath, where the shadow of their own weight falls, the skin is cooler and faintly damp with sweat, and the contrast pulls my nipples up tight before I have walked six strides, drawn so hard the skin around them aches, the areolae puckered tight and dark against the swell. I feel the full heft of them lift and drop with my breath, faster now, and I feel his eyes on exactly that motion, on the rise and the fall, on the heavy sway I spent twenty years rounding my shoulders and crossing my arms to hide.

I let my hips roll. The same natural roll every woman’s hips make when she walks barefoot on sand, the tilt and the shift, but I let it be what it is instead of fighting it down, and I feel his attention drop to the motion the way it dropped to the bead of sweat tracking down my cleavage that second afternoon. My ass moves with each stride, the bare curve of it flexing and releasing, the tight lift on the push-off, the softer settle, and I have never once let a man watch this part of me in motion, never once walked away from anyone without the instinctive half-turn that hides the back of a body I was taught to manage. I do not manage it now. I let him have the whole of my bare back, the long line of my spine, the two dimples above my ass that the sun has found and browned, the way my shoulder blades ride and settle with each step. I am walking for him. Every part of me is walking for him.

And I part my thighs as I walk. Only a little. Only the natural open of a long unhurried stride on soft sand. But I tilt it, I let each step widen just enough that the high sun and his eyes can reach the bare split of my pussy, the dark hair and the pink inside it, the slick I have been carrying since the instant I saw him bare on his rock and have not stopped carrying since. I am wet. I have been wet for days, a low steady ache that the denied edge from yesterday afternoon has only sharpened, and walking spreads it, each stride sliding my slick folds against each other, my own wetness coating the inside of my thighs in a thin hot sheen I can feel catch the sun. Let him see it shine. Let him see the pink swollen flesh of my cunt part and glisten with each step. Let him know, with nothing between us but the burning air, exactly how wet his bare body has made me before he has touched me or spoken a word.

The smell of myself lifts off me in the heat as I walk: salt and sharp musk and the deeper wet scent my body makes when I have been this slick and this seen for this long, the smell of a cunt that has been aching since yesterday’s gold hour and has not been touched. It reaches me on the still air, my own arousal layered over the hot stone and the coconut of my sunscreen and the clean iodine of weed drying on the rocks and, beneath all of it, faint and drifting from his rock, the musk of him: a man bare and hard in the sun, the salt-sweat smell of his skin, the sharper note of the pre-cum sheening the head of his cock that I cannot see yet but know is there because I put it there.

I stop halfway along the curve, side-on to him, my breasts profiled against the white glare, one hip cocked, my weight on my back foot so that my thighs stay parted and the low morning light falls directly on the bare wet split of me at the apex of my legs. I am showing him everything I have, standing in the open, my body a single uninterrupted line of bare skin from my throat to my ankles, and I let him look his fill. I let him read the full heavy spill of my breasts and the tight-drawn ache of my nipples and the shine of the sweat pooling in the hollow of my sternum and sliding slow down between them. I let him read the soft curve of my belly and the flare of my hips and the dark thatch of hair between my thighs and the swollen pink folds beneath it, parted now by my stance, the slick on them catching the light like wet glass.

And then I turn my head, and I look back at him, and I take all of him in.

I have seen pieces of him for two weeks. The breadth across the shoulders from the first afternoon, thirty paces of bright water between us. The gold-tipped hair on his chest and forearms, the dark cling of wet trunks, the head of his cock straining the waistband. Yesterday in the gold hour his whole length sprung free for the first time, thick and veined and slick with the pre-cum my open thighs had drawn out of him, and I watched his fist work the full stroke of it while my fingers worked the same rhythm on myself. But this is the first morning I have had the whole of him, bare and still and offered, with nothing left on his body and the merciless clear noon light laying every part of it out for me, and I take my time, because he is letting me, because he has arranged himself on that pale slab of stone and held still exactly so that I can.

The dark hair across his chest is thickest down the centre of him, a broad dense mat that narrows over the hard plates of his pectorals and thins at the edges, every tip of it burned gold by a whole season in this sun, so that the whole breadth of his chest seems faintly lit, haloed. Sweat has gathered in the hollow of his sternum, a bright bead trembling with each exhale. The hair tapers into a single dark line that runs down the centre of his stomach, over the ridged muscle there, the divisions of it countable even from here, four hard squares of abdomen and a fifth softening toward his navel, on down into the thick black thatch at his groin. And from it, his cock.

He is thick. Thicker than I could read through the wet fabric, thicker than I could gauge in the gold light when his fist was wrapped around the shaft and hiding half of it. The full column of him stands up hard and dark from the coarse hair at his root, the shaft heavily veined, a fat raised ridge running the underside of it from base to crown that I can see lift and settle with his pulse. The skin of the shaft is a shade darker than the rest of him, flushed with the blood standing in it, and the head is broader still, a deep wine-dark red, the rim of it flared wide where it crowns the shaft, the foreskin drawn all the way back by the sheer force of how hard he is. It looks heavy. It looks thick enough that my fingers would not close around it, thick enough that the thought of it inside me makes my pussy grip on nothing, a sharp hot squeeze I feel in the pit of my stomach. At the very tip, catching the white noon light, a bead of pre-cum has already gathered, clear and shining and trembling, exactly as I knew it would be, a bead that is mine before he has touched himself or I have touched myself, drawn up out of him by nothing but the sight of me walking bare along his shore.

And below. His balls. I see them now, fully, for the first time without wet fabric pulling at them, and they are everything the days have promised. His sac hangs low and heavy in the heat, the skin of it loose and dark and faintly textured, the two full weights inside it visible as separate shapes, heavy and round, the whole of it hanging in that unhurried summer-loose drop that only a warm body at rest can manage. The heat has drawn everything low, the sac relaxed and full, and I can see the slow movement of it: a faint shift, a settling, the live weight of him adjusting with each breath. They look heavy. They look like a grown man’s balls, thick and full and weighted, the kind of heavy that would slap against skin if he moved fast, and he is not moving fast, and the stillness of them, the loose hung weight of them in the standing heat, is one of the most openly sexual things I have ever looked at. He is letting me see them. He is letting me catalogue the private heavy weight of him the way he catalogued the bare weight of my breasts, and the letting is the whole offer.

I watch his cock bob with his pulse. The entire length of it, from the thick root buried in the dark hair to the flushed glistening crown, lifts and falls in a slow heavy rhythm, each beat of his heart visibly moving the shaft, the vein on the underside pulsing in time. The bead at the tip trembles with each bob but does not fall, held there by its own surface tension, a clear jewel balanced at the end of him.

And then I let my eyes rest full on it, directly, openly, the way he has rested his on my bare breasts every afternoon of these two weeks. I drop my gaze to the thick red head of his cock and I hold it there, unmoving, the full weight of my attention laid on the most private part of him, and I watch it jump, and I hear the sound it pulls out of him, a low rough grunt, nnh, caught in his chest, a sound he didn’t choose and couldn’t swallow.

It kicks up hard, a sharp involuntary lift, the whole thick length of him jerking toward his belly and settling back, a throb I did not touch and did not ask for and did not need to, because my eyes alone pulled it out of him. His hands are nowhere near it, one slung loose across his knee, the other flat on the warm stone behind him, the fingers spread. His cock answered my gaze on its own, jumped at the simple weight of my looking, and the proof of it goes through me like a current finding the ground.

My cunt grips on nothing, a hard hot squeeze that starts in my belly and spikes down through me, and a fresh rush of slick comes with it, wet enough that I feel it slide hot down the inside of my own thigh, a single thick bead of it tracking a slow line toward my knee. My nipples pull harder, the ache sharpening into something that borders on pain, the skin stretched so tight over the swell of my breasts that I can feel the weight of the air on them. My breath catches high in my throat, hnh, a sound I did not choose, pulled out of me by the sight of that thick hard cock jumping at nothing but my eyes. I have not touched myself, and he has not touched himself, and the loop has already closed.

My eyes rest on the dark flushed head of his cock and it kicks. The kick hits me low and my cunt grips on nothing, fresh slick spilling down my thigh. I part my legs wider so the sun hits it, so he can see the shine. His shaft swells darker, the bead at the tip fattening, trembling, the vein underneath pulsing faster. I did that. My bare body walking his shore. My eyes resting on his cock. My thighs parted to show him the wet pink of me. He is hard because I am bare. He is leaking because I am looking.

I straighten from where I have stopped and I walk the rest of the curve back toward my rock, slower than before. I know now what my walking does to him, and I want to give him every millimetre of it. I feel his eyes ride the back of me: the long bare line of my spine, the twin dimples, the sway of my ass, the dark crease between my cheeks that opens and closes with each stride. The smell of him reaches me again across the still air, stronger now, salt-sweat and the sharper musk of a man who is hard and refused and leaking onto hot stone. At my rock I turn and face him square, and I let him have me standing, bare and open, my breasts heavy and free, the slick shining wet between my thighs, my pussy bare to the noon light and to his eyes at once. Him on his rock, me on mine, two strangers naked and watching, twelve paces of burning sand between us.

Now there is nothing left to fall. No waistband, no triangles. The looking has gone from preamble to the whole of the act, skin to air to skin, and I have never felt so completely seen. My skin registers his eyes the way it would register a hand, and I know his body registers mine the same way: his cock jumps every time my gaze sharpens.

That is when he gives me the word.

It comes low, across the gap, the first word he has ever shaped at me. Not breath. Not the grunt the sight of me dragged out of him a moment ago. Not the wet slide of his fist. A word. One syllable, rough, scraped out of a throat gone dry in the heat, pitched under the saw of the cicadas so that it barely carries and carries anyway, and it lands on my bare skin like a touch.

Éla.

I do not understand it. The sound of it enters me before the meaning, a low dark vowel that pulls at something under my ribs, the e soft and the la dropping open at the end, a word shaped in the back of his throat and pushed out across the hot air. I stand still with it. I replay it in my head, once, twice, the sound repeating, the low rough texture of his voice after the long silence turning over and over behind my eyes. Éla. I have heard this word before, somewhere, in another language, in the mouth of someone who was not him. Éla. I turn it. I hold it. And then the meaning opens under me like a door swinging wide, and the air goes out of me, hnh, because he has just said come here.

Come here. Cross the twelve paces. End the long ache of the un-crossed sand. He has cracked first, given the first word, let me hear in his own rough voice what the wanting has cost him, and the pull of it hits me low in the belly, a sharp hot tug that makes my pussy tighten and my nipples ache and my breath stutter in my chest. He is calling me across the sand. A beautiful bare man on a rock with his cock standing up hard and leaking for me has just spoken the first word of these two weeks and the word is come, and every nerve in my body is screaming to answer it, to walk the twelve paces and close the gap and let the looking finally become the thing it has been promising since the first afternoon.

I do not move.

I hold where I am, bare and aching and wet, and I let him see me not move, and I let him see that it is a choice and not a hesitation and not a fear. Because I have spent thirty-six years being summoned. Called over, beckoned, turned this way and that by what other people wanted from my body, and the one thing this cove has been teaching me, day by day, bare inch by bare inch, is that the wanting is mine now. The choosing is mine. The crossing will be mine. I am not going to be called across that sand. I am going to walk it when I decide to walk it, on my own feet, in my own time, because I chose it and not because a beautiful bare man on a warm rock said come. He will have me. He already knows he will have me. I have shown him that with every sway of my breasts and every wet shine of my cunt and every single day I have walked down this path barer than the day before. But he will have me on the morning I cross, and I have not decided it is this one.

I see him understand it. The word lands back on him with my stillness folded into it, and I watch his body register the refusal: a muscle jumps and locks along his jaw, the tendons standing in his neck, his breath going ragged through his bare chest so that the sweat in the hollow of his sternum trembles and spills. A low sound breaks in his throat, nnh, not a word, not chosen, edged now with the frustration of being refused what he finally asked for. His cock kicks again, not from my eyes this time but from that same denial, and the bead at the tip of it swells and drops, a thin clear thread that falls to the hot stone between his thighs. He does not move to wipe it. He does not move to cover himself. He lets me see what my refusal costs him, the same way he has let me see what my display does to him, openly, shamelessly, his body confessing it for him. His cock stands untouched and desperate in the white noon, the thick dark length of it straining at nothing, the vein on the underside beating fast and visible, and his hands stay where they are, one on his knee, one on the stone, gripping now, the knuckles whitening, but nowhere near his cock, because he understands that touching himself now would be an answer to my refusal and he is not going to give me the answer before I give him the crossing.

The not-crossing is the whole act now. We hold the edge of it the way we held the edge of our own bodies yesterday in the gold hour, by will, both of us on the wrong side of where the body wants to be. The denied climb from yesterday is still banked low in me, a hot dense weight, and this morning has layered a fresh ache over the old one, so that I am wetter now than when I had two fingers inside myself in the gold light, wetter from being refused than from being touched. I can feel my own slick cooling on my inner thighs, a thin sticky gloss, and I do not wipe it away. Let him see the proof of it the next time his eyes drop to the bare split of me.

I lower myself down onto my towel, bare, and I keep my knees apart, my cunt open to the noon light with the slick shining wet and obvious. I am not hiding what he does to me. Across the gap he stays standing a moment longer, giving me the full inventory of himself, the broad chest, the hard stomach, the thick cock, the heavy low sac, holding still for my eyes the way I held still for his. Then he settles back onto his slab, still bare, still hard, his cock standing up against his belly, and he does not look away from me.

Éla. The word turns over in me through the held white hour that follows. I replay it, the low rough sound of his voice, the first crack in the wall of our silence, and the refusal has not driven him away. He is still here, still hard, still watching, his cock still leaking onto his belly. The crossing is still mine to make.

When the light slides out of white and into gold, I gather my things and stand, naked, and I feel his eyes on me one last time. At the foot of the path I stop and look back. He is still there on his rock, still watching, his cock still hard against his belly, dark and thick and leaking in the last of the long light. He has not moved, and he is not going to. He will hold exactly there until I come back down in the morning and decide.

I climb the killing path bare-breasted, my breasts swaying with the steep stride, my pussy still wet and aching, and the word he gave me, éla, éla, beating low in my blood with every step. Twelve paces of burning sand between us. Tomorrow, or the afternoon after, one of us was going to cross them. I wanted it to be me, éla, on my own feet, because I chose to, and I wanted it more than I had ever wanted a finish in my life.


The Shallows

The sea is warm.

Not the cold shock of the first mornings, the gasp and the dive and the clean blue sting that pulled my skin tight and left me laughing. A different sea. A sea that has held the sun all day and into the long late afternoon, that has absorbed the white heat from the standing air and the pale rock and the burning sand and now gives it back to me as I wade in, soft and almost thick, the temperature of a bath drawn by someone who knows exactly what a body needs. The water rises over my bare feet and up my shins and past my knees, and it does not make me flinch. It takes me in the way the cove has learned to take me in, without ceremony, without shock, as though I have always been here and always will be.

It has been nearly two weeks of this now. Day after day I have come down the path a little barer, taken the nearer rock and then no rock at all, let him watch and watched him back, and still the last of the sand between us has gone uncrossed. The boldness came early — the top, then the bottoms, then nothing at all between his eyes and the whole of me. What came after was slower and harder to bear: afternoon on afternoon of wanting and not taking, the gap between our rocks closed to nothing and the nothing never crossed, the want banking higher every day we let it stand. I stopped counting the afternoons somewhere in the second week. I only lived them, down the path and into the heat and under his eyes.

The light has begun its long slide out of white and into the first edge of gold, the hour when the glare goes soft and the shadows stretch and everything the sun touches looks lit from inside. The cove is nearly empty at this hour. A single swimmer far out past the mouth, a brown dot turning slowly toward open water, not coming back — but still within earshot if one of us cried out, still within the frame of the cove if he turned and looked back. The old man gone. The women gone. The sand belongs to the cicadas and the breathing sea and the two of us, and the two of us are walking into the water.

I do not look back at him when I wade out. I do not need to. I feel his eyes on the bare back of me the way I have felt them every afternoon since the first, that warm flat pressure I could find in my sleep, and I know without turning that he has risen from his rock and followed me down across the hot sand and into the sea. He is behind me in the shallows when I stop, close enough that I can hear the water part around his legs, close enough that the small waves his body makes reach me a half-second after my own, a second rhythm lapping at the backs of my thighs.

I turn.

He is three paces away, water to his hips, and he is still hard. The sea has taken him in to the waist and his cock breaks the surface at an angle, the head of it dark and wet and gleaming, the shaft cutting up through the clear water, and below it the heavy sac drifts just beneath, the slow sway of it visible through the lens of the sea. The water ripples and distorts and then clears, ripples and clears, and between the ripples I can see everything. The thick length of him, the veined shaft, the broad flushed crown, the heavy low weight hanging in the warm sea. His chest hair is wet now, the dark mat of it plastered flat against him and gleaming, the gold tips that the summer burned into him gone dark with the sea, slicked down. Up to his hips in the same water he has swum his whole life, his eyes on me, his cock hard for me, and the only thing between us is three paces of warm clear sea.

I have spent these two weeks watching him from rocks and sand and towels, through fabric and through air, from thirty paces and from twelve. I have never been in the water with him. I have never been in the same element, the same medium, the same salt. The sea lifts me gently with each small swell, takes a fraction of my weight, and the sensation is so new I almost forget to breathe: my bare breasts float, just slightly, the full heavy weight of them taken up by the warm water so that they ride high and easy, the drag of gravity gone for the first time in my adult life. The sea carries what I have always carried. My nipples are tight and aching where they break the surface, the warm water lapping across them with each pulse of the small waves, a touch so light and so constant it is almost not a touch and almost too much. Below, between my thighs, the warm sea presses against my bare pussy, against the slick folds of me, and the salt is a faint sting on the swollen pink of me, and the current slips between my folds, the warm water pressing just barely into the entrance of me. I look down and see my own dark hair swaying in the current, my folds parted by the water, the swollen pink of my clit visible to my own eyes and therefore to his.

I look down through the water at him and I can see it all.

The Cyclades shallows are a lens. The white sand floor a few feet beneath us glows up through the clear shallow water, pale and clean, every ripple of it visible, every shell and stone, and between the surface and the sand there is nothing but clarity and light and the submerged body of him held in it. His cock bobs in the water, thick and hard, the shaft lifting and settling with the small swells, and I can see the veins on it, the fat raised ridge of the underside, the dark flush of the head, the bead of pre-cum at the tip that the sea cannot wash away because it keeps coming, because his body keeps making it, because I am standing bare and wet three paces away and he is looking at my breasts floating on the surface and the bare split of my cunt visible beneath. Below his cock his sac hangs full and heavy in the warm water, the skin of it loose and dark, the weight of him drifting with the current, the two full shapes inside it visible, swaying in a slower rhythm than the surface, a deep unhurried motion. The water gives him back to me in perfect detail, every part, nothing hidden and nothing softened. He is a man held in clear light, hard and heavy and waiting, and I am the reason.

I watch his cock bob. I watch the head of it break the surface when a swell lifts him, wet and dark and gleaming, and then sink back under, the water closing over the flushed crown, and the sight of it disappearing and reappearing, the slow rhythm of the sea giving and taking him back, pulls a hot grip low in my belly, a deep grip that starts under my navel and spreads down through my cunt, and holds it there. My pussy tightens under the warm water, a hot involuntary grip on nothing, and the sea presses back, fills the space where the grip released, and the sensation of being touched by the water while I am aching from the sight of him is so sharp and so diffuse at once that I make a sound I did not plan, a low ahh that carries across the still air between us.

He hears it. A tremor runs the length of his throat and locks in the cords of his neck. The bead at the tip of his cock fattens and trembles.

And then the current moves.

It is a small thing, a pulse of the sea, the kind of shift the cove makes a thousand times a day as the tide breathes in and out. But we are close now, three paces shrunk to two, to one, the warm water erasing the distance the hot sand held all this time, and the current lifts him and swings him toward me on the same small swell, and the head of his cock grazes my inner thigh.

It is one single heartbeat of contact. One pulse of the current and then gone. But in that pulse I feel everything: the heat of him, warmer than the warm sea, the solid live weight of the crown, the smooth wet skin of it dragging a half-inch across the sensitive skin of my inner thigh where the salt water has left me bare and tingling. The touch is so light it should be nothing, a graze the sea made, deniable. It is not nothing. It is the most I have ever been touched by him, the first inch of his bare skin against any inch of mine, and my whole body registers it as a thing that has changed the summer. Then the water pulls him back, and the contact is gone, and the space where his cock was against my thigh is only water again, cooler than his skin had been, and my pussy grips so hard I feel it in my stomach, a hot involuntary squeeze that spikes through me and leaves me wetter than the sea, a fresh rush of slick that the warm water takes and dissolves and hides so that only I know it happened and only he can guess.

The head of his cock. Against my inner thigh. Two finger-widths from the bare swollen folds of my cunt, the dark hair and the pink wet inside it that I have shown him every afternoon, that I parted for his eyes on the rock and spread for his gaze on the towel, and now the sea has brought the hard wet crown of him close enough to drag across the skin of me. I did not move toward him and he did not move toward me. The contact was real and neither of us can say it was chosen. The sea touched him to me. The sea chose for us what neither of us has let ourselves choose, and now we are standing a body’s length apart in the warm water with the proof of it still burning on my skin, a phantom heat where he was, and the ache of the almost-contact worse than no contact at all because now I know the temperature of him and the weight of him and the exact distance between the crown of his cock and the wet entrance of me.

I know exactly what is inches away from me now, the smooth wet texture of the crown, and I know what it would feel like to reach down under the water and close my hand around the thick shaft and guide him into me, to feel that broad head push between my folds and fill the ache I have been carrying since the first afternoon. I know, and the knowing is unbearable, and I do not move.

I hold his eyes.

He has not looked away from me. His jaw is set hard, the tendons standing in his neck, his breath gone rough and audible across the water, and his cock is still bobbing in the sea between us, thicker than before, the head a deeper red, the pre-cum threading out into the warm water in a thin cloudy strand that dissolves before it travels a handspan from the tip. I can see what it cost him to feel his cock drag across my skin and do nothing about it. I can see that he is holding himself still by an act of pure will, the same will I have been holding, the same edge we have been riding since the gold hour two days ago when we stopped together at the brink and neither of us finished.

And then he asks me.

His voice is low and rough, scraped out of a throat that has been dry and silent all this time except for the one word he gave me yesterday, and the question comes across the water between us the way the word did, under the sound of the sea, pitched for me and only me, in lightly accented English that I have never heard from him before and that lands on my bare skin like a second touch.

“You feel that?”

Three words. The second thing he has ever shaped at me. The question lands low in my belly and my pussy tightens around it, a hot involuntary grip my body gives before I can think. Not a command this time, not come, not a summons across the sand that I refused. A question. An asking. A crack in the wall of our silence that lets me see, for the first time in words, exactly how much he wants this to be mine as much as his. He is asking me if I felt his cock drag across my thigh. He is asking me if I want it to happen again. And he is asking with his eyes still on mine, his chest heaving, his cock hard and leaking into the sea between us, his whole body telling me the same truth his voice just asked.

I do not answer with words. I have not earned words yet, not from him, not for him. I answer the way I have answered everything in this cove, with my body and my stillness and the choice not to move away.

I hold his eyes. I let my lips part. I let my breath go shallow and audible so he can hear what the question does to me. And then I let the current bring him close again.

The sea swells and he drifts toward me on it, and this time I watch it happen, watch the head of his cock approach my thigh, watch the dark flushed crown of him slide through the clear water toward the bare split of me, and I do not close my legs. I let my thighs stay parted, the way I have let them stay parted on the rock and the towel and the hot sand, and the head of his cock grazes me again, a half-inch higher this time, the warm solid drag of him across the sensitive skin where my inner thigh meets my cunt. My pussy grips toward it before I can think, before I can pretend I did not feel it, a hot involuntary squeeze that pulls a second sound out of me, hnh, and I watch him hear it, watch his rhythm break, watch his jaw spasm and his cock kick hard in the water, a sharp involuntary lift that the sea cannot hide from me, a throb I can see, and the bead at the tip of him spills into the warm water in a thicker thread, and I did that.

The first graze was my inner thigh, skin already heated and salt-tinged. This is different. This is the crease where my thigh meets my cunt, the skin there thinner, more nerve-rich, the place where my own fingers start when I touch myself alone in the dark. The drag of his crown across that skin is not a graze. It is an announcement. It is the exact temperature and weight and smoothness of the part of him that would enter me, dragged across the part of me that would let him in, and the space between those two facts is now measured in millimetres, not miles.

I did that with my parted thighs and my held eyes and my refusal to move away from what the sea keeps bringing me. The loop closes under the water the way it closes on the sand, body to body, his cock grazing me and my pussy gripping and the sound I make pulling a throb from him and the throb tightening me again, and the only difference now is that the contact is real. Not the gaze. Not the looking. The drag of skin on skin, warm and wet and alive, the head of his cock against my inner thigh, inches from sliding between my folds, inches from filling the ache that has been building in me since the first afternoon I let his eyes land and did not reach for the cover-up.

The sea retreats and pulls him back and the contact breaks and the space between us fills with water and wanting. He is breathing hard now, openly, the sound of it carrying across the still air, and his cock stands up thick and desperate in the clear water, the head dark and swollen, the shaft pulsing visibly, and his hands are at his sides under the water, I can see them there, palms open, fingers spread, not reaching for me and not reaching for himself. He is letting the sea decide. He is letting me decide. The same way he let the sea bring him to me, he is waiting for me to close the last inches or let the current close them for us, and he will not take what I do not give.

I am so wet the sea cannot tell. My slick is salt water now, dissolving into the warm shallows, and only I know how much of me is me and how much is the cove, and I have never been so close to a man’s bare cock without reaching for it, without closing the gap, without taking what I want. The ache between my legs is a physical weight now, a hot heavy pulse that has been building since the first afternoon and was denied in the gold hour and sharpened by the word éla and now has the actual heat of him dragging across my skin to feed it. And still I do not reach for it.

He holds still in the warm water, his cock aching and leaking inches from my bare cunt, and he waits, with the same unhurried patience he has worn every day. He does not push. He does not crowd.

We drift there in the warm sea, a body’s length apart, the current rocking us gently together and apart, together and apart, his cock bobbing, my breasts lifting on the swells, the salt taste on my own lips, the smell of the sea and the sun-warmed stone and the faint musk of his arousal threading through the clean salt air, and neither of us moves to close the gap or to leave it. My cunt aches, inches from his cock, and I know now what I could not know on the sand when he said éla and I refused him. I could not cross because I was being summoned. The water is different. The water has shown me the crossing can be mine. But not here. Not by accident. The first time his hands land on my bare skin and mine on his will not be the sea’s choice. It will be mine, on dry sand, in the open, the way everything else in this cove has been mine.

The sun slides another degree toward the western arm. The light goes deeper gold. The cicadas saw on over everything.

And then, slowly, without a word, we both turn and walk out of the sea.

I do not decide it alone and neither does he. It happens the way everything has happened between us, by the same wordless agreement, and he walks out of the shallows ahead of me and I watch the thick dark length of him bob against his thigh with each stride, still hard, a thin clear rope of pre-cum swinging from the dark head with each step, still for me, and the water sheeting off the broad bare plane of his back, and he does not look back, and I do not call him back, and the space between us fills with the certainty of what the next afternoon will be.

I walk up onto the hot sand behind him, my body humming with the ache of the almost-contact, my cunt still gripping tight and wet around nothing, the slick of me no longer hidden by the sea and cooling now on my inner thighs. The salt is drying white on my skin, the fine pattern of it blooming on my forearms and my breasts and my belly, the map of the water I am learning to read on my own body. I reach my towel and I do not lie down. I gather my things and I stand, bare, and I look across the cove to his rock where he has settled back onto the pale slab, still wet, still hard, still watching me.

I hold his eyes across the short burning stretch between our rocks, the wet sand still holding the shape of his feet.

Tomorrow, I would come down the path and I would not stop at my rock. I would walk straight to his. I would cross the hot sand on my own feet, because I chose to, and the looking would become the touching, and the sea would not have to do it for us.

I wanted it to be me. I had wanted it since the first afternoon.

Tomorrow it would be.


Crossing

I come down the path at noon, into the worst of the white heat, because I know the cove will be ours.

This is the hour the others won’t take. The sun stands straight overhead and the air goes thick and shadowless, and the regulars learned long before I came here that you do not lie out on open sand at noon in a Cyclades summer unless you have a reason that outweighs the burn. They have their reasons elsewhere: the shade of the taverna, the cool dark of rented rooms, the long flat hours of a meal that runs into the afternoon. The cove empties at noon. It empties the way a stage empties before the one scene that matters, and I have watched it empty for two weeks now and learned the rhythm of it, and today I have timed my descent to the middle of it on purpose.

I untie the navy on the path the way I do every day now, my breasts coming bare to the heat before I have even reached the sand, the full heavy swing of them loose with each downward step, my nipples drawing tight against nothing but the standing air and the knowledge of what I am about to do. The thin white cotton shirt is in the bottom of my bag where it has lived since the first afternoon, folded, untouched, a thing I packed for a woman I am no longer. I do not think of it. The instinct that used to reach for it is simply gone, burned off me here on this sand day by day, and the not-reaching is so complete now that it isn’t even a choice. It is just the shape of me.

The sand bites hot through my soles at the bottom of the path, and I stop, and I look across the cove, and the beach is empty but for him.

The couple is gone. The two women are gone. The old man who swims his slow lengths every morning is gone, hours gone, and the last far swimmer is a brown dot turning at the mouth of the cove and stroking away from us toward the open blue, not coming back, close enough still that the cove holds its frame, a place where bodies are bare and that is ordinary, where nudity is the plain language of the coast and no one is hidden and no one is caught, but far enough that whatever happens on this sand in the next hour will be witnessed by no one but the two of us and the cicadas sawing in the scrub. The sea breathes against the rocks. The light shimmers up off the sand in long wavering sheets. And on the flat pale slab on the eastern arm, where he has sat every single day with his patience worn easy on him like the tan, he is there.

He is bare. He is hard. He has been waiting for me since before I started down the path, and he knows, the way I know, that today is the day, because I told him so yesterday in the only language we use: with my body, with my held eyes, with the way I looked back at him across the short burning stretch between our rocks and did not leave a single thing unsaid.

I do not stop at my rock.

That is the whole sentence of it, the one I have been building toward since the first afternoon. Every day I have come down this path and crossed to my low flat rock and arranged myself on it, an offering held in place at a fixed distance, twelve paces of hot sand kept between us like a held breath. Today I walk past it. I do not slow, I do not glance at it, I leave my towel slung over my shoulder and my bag swinging from my hand and I walk out across the open middle of the cove, into the full white blaze, straight toward his slab on the eastern arm, and I feel his eyes arrive on me the instant I commit to the line of it.

His gaze lands with that warm flat pressure I could find in my sleep, an open palm laid against my bare skin and dragged slow down the length of me, except today there is nothing held back in it, no days left to wait through, no rock to return to, and it lands heavier than it has ever landed, a physical weight that pours down me from throat to thigh and pools low in my belly and makes the juice gather hot between my legs before I have crossed a third of the sand. My breasts sway with every stride, the heavy roll and drag of them, the soft jolt at each heel-strike, the wider bounce at each push-off, the full unmanaged weight of them shifting through the open air, and I feel his eyes ride the motion. I have felt them do this for two weeks, except now I am not walking the curve of the shore in front of him to be watched from a distance. I am walking to him. Every step closes the gap that has been everything all this time, and I watch the gap close, and I watch what the closing does to him.

His cock answers each step. I am near enough now to read the whole of him in the merciless noon light: the broad sun-dark chest with the dark hair gone gold-tipped from a season in this sun, the heavy mat of it down the centre of him, the sweat gathered in the hollow of his sternum, the hard squared stomach with every ridge of muscle standing visible, the thick black thatch at his groin, and from it his cock, standing up hard and dark against his belly, the heavily veined shaft with the fat raised ridge of the underside pulsing visibly, the broad wine-dark head swollen and gleaming, the foreskin drawn all the way back by the sheer force of how hard he is, the slit at the tip already parted and wet. And below it the low heavy hang of his sac in the heat, loose and full and unhurried, the two heavy weights inside visible as separate shapes, the whole of it swinging gently with the rhythm of his breath. As I cross the sand toward him his cock kicks, a sharp involuntary lift, the whole thick length of it jerking toward his belly and settling back, and it kicks again two strides later, the vein on the underside throbbing, the bead at the tip fattening with each step I close until it trembles at the edge of spilling, and I understand that his cock is answering my approach now, the same answer it has given my gaze these two weeks, every pace I eat alive pulling a throb out of him, my walking toward him doing to his body exactly what my walking away from him used to do. A low rough sound breaks out of his chest,

“Nnh”

A sound he didn’t choose. Couldn’t swallow. The first sound of this crossing, dragged out of him before my bare foot had touched his rock. The proof of it, standing up dark and leaking on his slab, sends a fresh rush of heat down through me and quickens my step. My pussy clenches with each stride, a hot greedy grip on nothing, the wet already sliding down the inside of my thighs before I have even reached him, and I let it. Let him see the shine of it. Let him smell the musk of me rising off my fevered skin in the still noon air.

Twelve paces. Ten. Six. The counted distance I have watched shrink across these two weeks, two rocks closer, then twelve steps of burning sand, a barrier made into a number, and now I am eating the number alive, one bare stride at a time, and his eyes are on me the whole way and they do not once drop from mine to flinch and come back. They stay, the same steady hold I felt the first afternoon when every other gaze in this cove had already slid off me, the same hold he has given me every day since. He watches me come with that calm unhurried attention, as if he never once doubted I would arrive.

I reach his rock.

I stop in front of him, close enough now that I can smell him under the salt and the hot stone: the salt-sweat of his skin, the sharper musk of a man who has been hard and leaking in the sun for an hour and more, the faint clean iodine of the sea dried on him, and layered over it the thick male scent of his arousal, the pre-cum sheening the head of his cock and threading down the shaft in a thin clear rope, the smell of a man whose body has been answering mine since before I came down the path. I stand there, bare, my breasts heaving with the walk and the heat and the want, the full heavy spill of them lifting and dropping with each ragged breath, my nipples drawn so tight the skin aches, the slick shining wet and obvious on my inner thighs where the noon light catches it, my bare pussy swollen and parted and glistening at the apex of my legs. He looks up at me from the slab. His chest is rising and falling, fast now, the calm cracked at last around the edges, his jaw locked tight, his eyes dark and stripped and fixed on mine, and the bead of pre-cum trembles bright at the tip of his cock, fat and trembling, one heartbeat from falling, and for one held beat neither of us moves, the last inch of these two weeks hanging in the white air between his skin and mine.

Then he lifts his hand, and he puts it on me.

His palm lands flat against the side of my breast, the whole warm weight of his hand cupping under and taking the heavy spill of me into it, his thumb dragging up across the tight ache of my nipple, a slow rough stroke, the calloused pad of his thumb dragging friction across the sensitive peak, and the sound that comes out of me is not one I choose,

“Hnh — !”

A high broken cry punched out of my chest, because this is the thing. This is the exact place his eyes have lived for two weeks, the full heavy weight of my breasts that his gaze has ridden every afternoon, and now it is his hand, his actual hand, the calloused warm palm of it taking the weight his eyes have only carried. The touch lands on skin already so primed by a hundred hours of being looked at that it goes through me like the gaze made suddenly solid. His thumb circles my nipple, slow, deliberate, and the ache sharpens to a bright point that pulls a fresh rush of slick between my legs and my knees nearly go. His other hand comes up and takes the other breast, both palms full of me now, the heavy spill of each breast pooled into his grip, his thumbs working both nipples in slow circles, and he squeezes, a full deep grip, the whole weight of me compressed into his palms, and the pressure of it forces a second cry out of me,

“Ahh —”

And I feel his cock kick against my hip where the thick head presses hot and wet against my bare skin. I put my own hand out and lay it flat on his chest to keep myself up, and the dark hair there is coarse and damp and hot under my palm, his heart slamming against my hand so hard I can feel each beat separately. And we are touching. After two weeks of nothing but air and light and the long flat pressure of looking, we are touching, both his hands full of my breasts and my hand flat over his pounding heart, and the simple animal fact of skin on warm skin nearly undoes me where I stand.

He says it then. Low, rough, scraped out of a throat that has given me exactly two words in two weeks, in the lightly accented English I have heard only in fragments, éla, and you feel that, and now, for the first time, shaped into a whole sentence, warm and plain and certain.

“I have been watching you all summer.”

It isn’t true and it is the truest thing anyone has ever said to me. Two weeks, not a summer. But the word summer is the size the wanting actually is, the size it has felt from the inside, and he gives it to me whole, the hyperbole that is more honest than the count. I have been watching you all summer. Both hands are full of my breasts, his thumbs still dragging slow across my aching nipples, his eyes on mine, and his cock is hard against his own belly an inch from my hip, the pre-cum from the tip of it smearing wet across my skin where the head presses, and he tells me the thing his body has been telling me every day since the first, and hearing it in words, in his low rough voice, after all the silence, lands somewhere under my ribs and pulls tight.

“I know,” I say. My voice comes out low and steady and unashamed, and it is the first thing I have said to him in two weeks, the first thing I have given him that wasn’t skin. “I wanted you to.”

Everything we had done with our eyes for two weeks, our hands did now in a single minute, and it was exactly as much as I had known it would be.

I had imagined a hundred times, lying awake in my rented room with the shutters drawn against the heat, that when this moment came it would be too much, that the real weight of him would overwhelm the careful want I had built. It does not overwhelm it. It answers it. The wanting and the having lay down flat against each other and match, edge to edge, and there is no gap left to fall through.

He draws me down to him.

Not a pull. An invitation, his hands sliding from my breasts to the small of my back, both palms warm and rough and pressing, a steady pressure that asks rather than takes, and I answer it with the same choice I have made every day in this cove, by folding down onto the slab and into the heat of him. My knees find the warm stone on either side of his thigh so that I am over him, straddling him, my breasts swinging heavy against his chest, the dark hair there dragging rough and hot across the sensitive undersides of them, the friction of his chest hair against my bare breasts sending a sharp spike of sensation through me that makes my back arch and my breath break. The contact of my whole bare front against his whole bare front, my belly to his, my breasts crushed flat against the hard muscle of his chest, his heart pounding against my own, knocks the breath out of both of us at once.

His cock is between us now, trapped hot and hard against my belly, the fat shaft pressed up along the soft skin below my navel, and I feel the full heavy weight of it, the live blazing heat of it, the slow heavy pound of his pulse beating through the whole length of him against my skin. The head of him is wedged against my stomach, the wet slit leaving a smear of pre-cum that cools in the air and tightens on my skin, and the heavy sac hangs beneath, the full loose weight of it pressed against the top of my thigh, his balls warm and heavy and alive. I reach down between us and I close my hand around him.

It is exactly as much as the two weeks of looking promised. My fingers do not meet around the fat shaft. The skin of it is hot and smooth and stretched impossibly tight over the hardness underneath, the fat ridge of the vein on the underside standing up thick against my palm, and I can feel every pound of his blood beating through it, a steady heavy pulse I can count, one, two, three, and the broad head presses up hot and slick against the heel of my hand, the rim of it flared wide, the slit wet and open and leaking. The instant my hand closes around him his cock jumps, a sharp hard kick I feel against my own grip, an involuntary surge that pushes the head hard against my wrist.

“Nnh —”

A low rough groan breaks out of his chest, torn from him. A sound he doesn’t choose and can’t swallow. The first sound I have ever pulled out of him with my hand instead of my eyes. His hips push up off the rock into my grip, his whole body answering the close of my fingers before he can stop it. I feel the bead of pre-cum spill hot and slick over my knuckles where the head presses against me, a fat pulse of it, and then another. His cock leaking onto my hand, the same leak I have watched pool on his rock every afternoon, except now the proof is in my palm and on my fingers. My pussy tightens around nothing at the feel of it, the weight and the heat and the surge and the slick of him, the thing I have watched bob in wet trunks and break the surface of the clear sea and stand up dark in the noon light and jump at my eyes, now finally, after two weeks, gripped in my own hand and jumping against my palm because of it. I tighten my grip and stroke down the full length of the shaft, slow, from the fat root buried in the dark thatch to the flared crown, and his whole body jerks under me.

“Hhh —”

The sound is half-groan, half-gasp, dragged up from his chest. His hands clamp down hard on my hips, his fingers digging into the bare flesh of my ass, grinding me down against him.

I bring my hand up. I bring my thumb to my mouth, where the slick of him is smeared bright across it, and I taste him: salt and bitter and warm, the taste of the bead that has been mine all this time, the bead I drew up out of him every afternoon with nothing but my bare body and never once got to taste, the raw male taste of pre-cum coating my tongue for the first time. I watch his eyes go dark and wide at the sight of it, my mouth closing over my own thumb with the taste of his cock on it, sucking it clean,

“Mmm —”

And his whole body jerks under me, a full-body shudder. His hands tighten hard at my back and my hip. His cock kicks against my wrist where I still hold the thick shaft.

“Fuck,” he says, low, the word breaking in his throat, the first profanity I have ever heard from him, dragged out in that rough Greek accent, and the sound of it, the f soft and the k hard, the one coarse English word he has given me, lands in my belly like a second hand.

Then his mouth finds mine, and it is salt and sun, the warm clean salt of a man who lives in this sea, and the kiss is not gentle and it is not a question anymore. Two weeks of held silence break into it at once, his tongue pushing into my mouth and mine meeting it, the taste of him and the taste of me and the salt taste of the pre-cum still coating my tongue, all of it mixing in the heat of our mouths. His hands move everywhere now: up the long line of my spine, into my hair, fisting there and pulling my head back to open my throat to his mouth, down across my shoulders, down to take the full weight of my ass in both palms, each cheek filling his grip, squeezing hard and grinding me down against the hard length of him trapped between our bellies. And I rock against it, smearing myself wet along the underside of his cock, my clit dragging against the searing veined ridge of the shaft, the friction sending a bolt of fire up through me so sharp I gasp into his mouth.

“Ahh — !”

He swallows the sound. His tongue fucks into my mouth in the same rhythm his cock would, and I meet each thrust with my own, my hips grinding down against him, my juice coating the underside of his cock in long wet streaks, the friction on my clit building and building until I am riding his shaft with nothing between us but what I have been making for two weeks. The wet sounds of it, the slide of my folds along his cock, the wet squelch of skin on skin, fill the still air around us, loud and shameless.

. . .

He breaks the kiss to look at me, and the looking is the whole thing again, these two weeks running between us at a hand’s breadth now instead of across twelve paces of sand. His jaw is tight. His eyes are locked on mine, dark and stripped, the pupils blown wide, and the calm he wore across this cove for two weeks is simply gone, burned off him the way my old instinct to cover was burned off me. What is underneath it is raw and open and visibly close to the edge. The watcher undone by the watching. That look lands on me harder than his hands have, harder than his mouth, a pressure low in my belly that pulls the juice out of me in a fresh hot rush, and I rock down against him again and feel how wet I already am, drenched, soaking, the inside of my thighs slippery with it, the shaft of his cock greased with it.

His hand slides down off my ass and around, between my legs, and his fingers find me where I am open and dripping over him. He doesn’t hesitate and he doesn’t fumble. His fingers part my folds, wet parting wet, the sound of it loud and obscene between us in the still air. He drags two fingertips up through the soaked length of me, from the clenching entrance, where my body grips at nothing, to the swollen knot of my clit, and the touch is so direct after two weeks of being only looked at that my whole body bucks and a cry tears out of me,

“Aah — !”

High and unguarded, ringing off the rocks. He does it again, and again, each upward stroke of his fingers pulling more juice with it, spreading my wetness up across my clit until the whole of me is soaked and shining.

“You’re so wet,” he says, low, wondering, his accent thick around the words, his fingers sliding through the glistening proof of it, coating themselves in me.

He says it low, half to himself, and his fingers circle my clit, slow and sure, two fingertips pressed flat against the swollen bud, rubbing in tight slow circles, reading me, finding the rhythm my own fingers find in the dark. My hips chase it without my permission, grinding down onto his hand, fucking myself against his circling fingers while his eyes stay locked on mine. The wet sounds of his fingers working my glistening clit fill the air between us, a soft rhythmic squelch, obscene in the quiet cove. I watch his jaw tighten with each sound.

I watch his face while he does it. That is the thing I do, the thing I have always done in this cove, the thing that is mine. I watch him watch what he is doing to me, I keep my eyes on his, and the look on his face as he feels how wet he has made me and reads the way my body answers his hand lands on my clit harder than his fingers do.

Then he slides two fingers lower, presses them against the clenching entrance of me, and pushes inside.

The thick slide of his fingers sinking into my pussy, two of them, filling me, stretching me, pulls a broken cry out of my chest,

“Nnh — ahh —”

He holds them there, buried to the knuckle in the soaked heat of me, feeling my walls seize and grip around him. The heel of his hand presses against my clit while his fingers curl inside me, finding the spot that sends a spike of bright heat straight up through my belly. He fucks me slow with his fingers, in, out, in, out, each thrust pulling a wet sound from my pussy loud enough to echo off the stone, each curl of his fingertips dragging across that spot inside me that makes my vision white out at the edges. His thumb stays pressed hard against my clit, and every time his fingers push deep his thumb grinds down. The dual pressure, inside and out, fucking and rubbing, has me riding his hand openly now, my hips rolling and grinding, fucking myself on his fingers the same way I will fuck myself on his cock.

My pussy grips around his fingers, a hot hard involuntary squeeze, a spasm I feel roll through my whole belly, my walls clamping down and milking his knuckles. I feel it happen, and I see him feel it, see his eyes flash and his jaw spasm because his fingers were buried inside me when I seized and he felt the whole of it grip down around him.

“I felt that,” he says, ragged, low, the words dragged out of him.

And hearing him name it, hearing him say aloud, in words, while his fingers are still buried inside my wet squeezing pussy, exactly what my body just did, spikes the heat in me higher than the touch alone ever could, lands like a second hand laid over the first. The spike seizes me again around his fingers, harder,

“Hnnh — !”

An involuntary grip I could not stop if I tried and do not want to stop. The second seize pulls a sound out of him, a low broken groan he doesn’t choose to make,

“Nnh — fuck —”

His cock kicking hard against my hip where it’s trapped between us, a thick pulse of pre-cum spilling hot across my skin. His fingers, my clench, his words, my clench again, his groan, his cock kicking. The loop closes between our two bodies with no air left in it, body to body, cause to effect, the same circuit that has run across this cove for two weeks, running now at the distance of a held breath, each turn of it tighter and faster than the last.

Then he slides down.

He moves me off him and back, gentle and certain, laying me down on the slab with my towel bunched under me and the warm stone solid beneath my bare back. The heat of the rock comes up through the thin towel and presses against my spine and my ass, the sun pouring down across my bare breasts and my belly and my open thighs. He comes down over me and then down my body, his mouth dragging hot down my throat, his tongue tracing the hollow where my pulse hammers, on down across my collarbone. I feel his breath on my skin, hot and ragged, and his stubble scrapes a rough trail down my chest that sends shivers chasing each other across my belly. He reaches the heaving swell of my breast and his mouth closes over my nipple, not the gentle circle of his thumb, but a deep hungry suck, his tongue working the tight peak while his lips pull on it. The pull of his mouth on my nipple sends a sharp bolt of pleasure straight down through me that seizes my pussy around nothing and pulls a fresh cry out of me,

“Ahh — yes —”

The first word I have given him since I wanted you to. He doesn’t stop. He sucks one nipple and then the other, switching back and forth, pulling each peak deep into the heat of his mouth while his hand kneads the other breast, squeezing the full weight of it, his thumb rough on the aching nipple, and the dual sensation of his mouth and his hand on the part of me his eyes have lived on for two weeks has my hips lifting off the rock, grinding into empty air. He releases my nipple with a wet pop and drags his mouth down across my belly, his tongue dipping into the sweat pooled in my navel, on down, and I know where he is going and I open for him, my thighs falling wide in the open noon light, the same offer I have made his eyes all along. Except now it is his mouth that is about to land where only his gaze has been.

And then it does.

His mouth closes over my pussy, and the world narrows to the heat and the wet and the pressure of his tongue.

Not at once. He does not let me, not yet. He starts slow, deliberate, a long flat stroke of his tongue from the clenching entrance of me all the way up to my clit, lapping through my folds, parting them, drinking down what I have been making for him for two weeks. The flat of his tongue is hot and wet and rough, dragging through the soaked length of me in one slow stroke, and the sound he makes against my flesh, a low hungry groan, muffled, vibrating,

“Mmm —”

Rumbles through my swollen folds and into my clit and makes my hips buck up off the stone. He licks me again, the same long slow flat stroke, base to tip, and then again, each pass of his tongue gathering up the juice and spreading it, tasting every inch of me. He licks me with the same unhurried patience he has worn on his rock day after day, and the slowness of it tells me everything: he has been waiting two weeks for exactly this, and now that he has it, he means to taste every inch. The tip of his tongue traces along the edge of my inner folds, slow, teasing, and then dips inside me, just the tip, fucking into my entrance in shallow wet thrusts while his nose presses against my clit. The sensation of his tongue pushing into me, entering me where I am open and aching, pulls a sound out of me I have never made in my life,

“Ohh — fuck —”

Drawn out and broken and loud enough to carry across the empty cove. His tongue pushes deeper, fucking into my pussy in slow wet strokes, his mouth sealed over me, drinking me in, and I can hear him swallowing, the wet greedy sound of a man drinking down what two weeks of watching have made. The sound of it, the shameless hunger of it, spikes the ache in me higher than the tongue itself. My pussy grips down at the sound of him swallowing, an involuntary spasm, and I feel it happen, and I see him feel it. His groan catches, his tongue falters for a half-beat because he felt my cunt clench against his mouth. The knowing that he felt it, that my body answering his mouth has just made his rhythm break, spikes me again, seizes me again, which pulls a rougher groan out of him, the vibration of it rumbling through my clit. The loop runs now at the distance of a breath, his mouth and my spasm and his answering groan winding each other tighter.

I prop myself up on my elbows on the warm stone and I watch him. I watch the dark gold-tipped head of him moving between my parted thighs, watch the muscles of his shoulders and back working as he buries his face in my cunt, watch the way his hips are pressed down against the rock and grinding, his cock trapped against the warm stone beneath him, the fat shaft smearing pre-cum across the pale rock with every involuntary thrust of his hips, a thread of it leaking down onto the slab. His sac hangs heavy and full beneath, drawn up tight now, the skin of it dark and textured, his balls drawn close to his body with the tension of how close he is. I can see the pulse beating in the fat vein on the underside of his cock, a visible throb in time with his heart, and the sight of it, his bare cock leaking onto the rock while he eats my pussy, is almost enough to tip me over by itself. He wants to fuck. He is holding himself back from fucking. And he is groaning into my cunt because he can’t have it yet and he can’t stop tasting me.

His hands come up and grip my inner thighs, spreading me wider, opening me further to his mouth, his thumbs pressing into the soft flesh and pulling me apart. He pushes his tongue flat against my clit and holds it there, a steady hot pressure, and then he closes his lips around the swollen bud and sucks, a deep pulling suck, his mouth sealed tight around my clit, drawing it into the heat of his mouth.

“Ahh — aah — !”

The pull of his mouth on my clit sends a bolt through me so sharp my back arches off the stone, my hips bucking up into his face. He doesn’t let go. He sucks my clit in a steady rhythm, his tongue flicking the tip of it inside his mouth, and I watch him do it, watch his jaw working, watch the cords of his neck standing out with the effort of holding himself back from grinding his cock into the rock. His fingers slide back into my pussy while his mouth works my clit, two broad fingers, sinking deep, filling me, curling up to find that spot inside me. Now he is fucking me with his fingers and sucking my clit at the same time, his mouth and his hand working me in a single rhythm, the wet sounds of his fingers pumping in and out of my soaked pussy mixing with the wet sounds of his mouth on my clit,

Schlick. Schlick. Schlick.

Loud and obscene in the still noon air, the sounds of my cunt being eaten and fucked at once echoing off the rocks of the cove. He adds a third finger and the stretch of it, three broad fingers inside me, spreading me, filling me, pulls a cry out of me that is almost a sob,

“Yes — there — don’t stop —”

The words are out of me before I know I am saying them. I have never begged anyone in my life. I am begging him now, watching his face buried in my cunt, watching his cock leak onto the rock, watching his fingers disappear into me and re-emerge glistening, and I am so close, I am right at the shimmering edge of it, the whole of my body wound tight around the heat of his mouth and the thrust of his fingers.

He lifts his mouth from my clit just long enough to speak, his lips wet and shining with my juice, his stubble glazed with it, and he looks up at me from between my thighs, his eyes dark and burning, and he says it the way he said éla on the sand, a command and a plea and an offering all at once.

“Come for me.”

The words land on my clit harder than his tongue. Two weeks of near-silence, the handful of rough words he had given me across hot sand and warm water, and now this, the first command I have ever wanted to obey. It detonates in my belly and blows outward through my whole body. His mouth closes over my clit again, sucking hard, and his fingers curl inside me, pressing up against that spot, and I hang on the edge of it, one held breath, one heartbeat, the whole of me wound to a single bright point. And then I break.

The first pulse hits before the sound does. A deep hard clench that starts in the pit of my belly and slams down through my pussy, my walls locking around his fingers, my clit kicking against his tongue. The sound comes a half-second later, dragged out of me from somewhere I didn’t know I had,

“Ahh — !”

And then the second pulse, harder, longer, rolling up my spine and out through my hips, grinding my cunt against his mouth, my thighs clamping around his head. He rides me through it, his tongue flat and steady, letting me buck and grind against his face, his fingers curled tight inside me, pressing that spot, holding it, feeling my pussy milk his knuckles with every wave. I do not close my eyes. I watch him watch me come apart, his eyes fixed on mine, the raw open wonder, the way his jaw works as he drinks down everything his mouth is pulling out of me,

“Ahh — aaah — fuck — yes —”

The wail tears out of me on the third pulse, the peak of it, my whole body seizing around nothing and everything at once, the orgasm crashing through me in long rolling waves that start in my belly and roll on and on. Each wave pulls another rush of juice from somewhere deep inside me. Each one met by the flat of his tongue and the thrust of his fingers and the dark unbroken stare of him watching me break under his mouth. His chest is heaving. I can see it, the sweat sliding down the gold-tipped hair, the muscles of his shoulders locked tight with the effort of holding still while I ride his face. His free hand is clamped around my inner thigh, knuckles white, his fingers digging into my flesh with each wave that surges through me. And below, between his hips, his cock kicks and kicks against the stone, a heavy pulse of pre-cum spilling onto the rock with each involuntary thrust, a spreading pool of it, the proof of what watching me finish is doing to him. The sight of it, his cock leaking helplessly onto the slab while he drinks down my orgasm, makes the finish bigger, longer, doubles it back through me.

I can taste myself on the air now, the sharp musk of my own come, the wet smell of my pussy spread open and finished, layered over the salt and the hot stone and the faint musk of his pre-cum pooling on the warm rock beneath us. I am marked on his face, wet on his lips and his chin and his stubble, glazed across his mouth, and he doesn’t wipe it away. He stays there between my thighs while my pussy contracts through the aftershocks, his mouth gentling, his tongue lapping slow and soft through my folds, cleaning me, tasting the last of what he pulled out of me. His eyes never leave mine.

The aftershocks roll through in long diminishing pulses, my pussy still gripping weakly around his fingers, each small spasm pulling a soft broken sound from my chest,

“Ah —”

“Mmm —”

My breath sawing in and out, my breasts heaving, the sweat sliding between them in the noon heat. He stays with me through all of it, his mouth gentling, his fingers sliding out of me slow, slick and dripping, his eyes never leaving mine, until the last of it ebbs and I sink back loose and boneless against the warm stone, my thighs falling open and trembling.

He comes up my body and gathers me in, his bare chest pressing against mine, his mouth finding my throat and then my jaw and then my lips, and I taste myself on him now, the salt and musk of my own finish layered over the salt of the sea, my come glazing his tongue and his lips. I lick it off him, tasting what he tasted, the loop closing one last time. I feel his cock still hard and thick and desperate against my hip, untouched, unsatisfied, the shaft coated with his own pre-cum and the smear of my juice from when I was grinding down on him, the head dark and swollen and leaking against my skin. The finish I pulled into my own body, held back from his.

I know without either of us saying it that this is not where it ends, that what he held back is the promise of tomorrow, that the having has only just begun.

We slide down together off the slab and into the narrow band of shade at the foot of his rock, the one cool place in the whole white cove, the warm sand giving under us. He pulls me against him and I go, my spent body folding into the long hard line of his, and our mouths find each other again, I taste myself on him still, salt and musk and the sea. Our hands move slow and greedy over each other, learning by touch what we have known for two weeks only by sight. His cock stays hard and leaking against my hip, and he doesn’t touch it, doesn’t ask me to touch it, holds the ache of it the way he held the edge in the gold hour. I understand that he is saving his finish for when he is inside me and my eyes are on his and the loop between us is complete.

Two weeks of looking breaking open at once into skin and salt and the fire of two bodies finally allowed to land.

We had said almost nothing all this time. We did not need to start now.


In the Open

We lie tangled a while in the band of shade at the foot of his rock, the one cool place in the whole white cove, and it is wrong.

I feel it the moment the cool reaches me, the shadow of his slab laid across my spent body, the sweat going cold along my spine. It is the kind of cool you crawl into to hide, and the cove has only the one shadow, and we have folded ourselves into it the way two bodies fold into a doorway out of the rain. For a moment, loose and wrung out from his mouth, I let it have me. Then I open my eyes past the broad bare line of his shoulder and look at the cove blazing white beyond the edge of the shade — the open sand, the flat glittering sea, the noon light pouring down on the shore I have walked barer along every day for two weeks — and I understand, with the same certainty that walked me past my own rock an hour ago, that I will not be had in the one place we cannot be seen.

I came to this island to be looked at. I am not going to finish it in the shade.

I sit up out of the cool and I take his hand — the first time I have reached for any part of him by choice rather than answered what the sea or his own touch offered me — and I stand, and I draw him up off the sand after me, and I walk us both back out into the blaze. He comes. Of course he comes; he has followed the line of me across this cove every afternoon since the first, and he follows it now, his hand warm and rough and enormous around mine, his cock still hard and dark and jutting ahead of him, the finish I took for myself an hour ago and left him without swinging heavy with each step. I lead him to the open middle of the sand, the flat bright centre of the cove where there is no rock to lean on and no shade to hide in and nothing overhead but the white sun, and I spread my towel on the burning ground, and I lie down on it on my back in the full open light.

The heat comes up through the thin cloth at once, the sand’s stored furnace pressing along my shoulder blades and my spine and the backs of my thighs, and the sun pours straight down onto the front of me, onto my bare breasts and my belly and the wet split of my open thighs, and I am pinned between the two heats, sand below and sun above, exposed on every surface I have. Fine grit works in at the edges of the towel, against my elbows, the curve of my waist, gritting soft where the sweat has already started. The cove holds its bright indifference all around us — the empty curve of sand, the cicadas sawing in the scrub on the headland, the small waves folding over and hissing back, the one far swimmer long gone past the mouth into open blue — a place where bare bodies are the plain ordinary truth and no one minds and no one stares, and the only eyes anywhere in it are his. I lie down naked in the centre of all that light, on purpose, and I open my arms to him, and I watch him look at me laid out in the open, and I have never in my life felt so completely, so willingly seen.

He comes down over me.

He kneels between my parted thighs and he braces above me on his forearms, and the whole sun-dark weight of him lowers down onto the whole bare front of me, slow, his chest meeting my breasts and pressing them flat, the dark gold-tipped hair of his chest dragging rough across the sensitive undersides where the skin is thinnest, and the contact pulls a sound out of me before he has even moved.

“Ahh —”

His cock lies hot and heavy along the wet split of me, not in, just laid against me, the thick veined length of it pressed the full length of my slick folds, the broad head nudging up against the swollen bud of my clit, and I feel every part of it — the heat, the weight, the slow heavy pound of his pulse beating through the shaft against my most sensitive flesh. He holds there. He does not push. His eyes are on mine, dark and close, his breath ragged on my mouth, and he holds the whole hard length of himself against me without sinking in, waiting, the same unhurried patience he has worn on his rock every single day, the patience that asks instead of takes, and I understand that he is leaving the last of it to me the way he has left all of it to me.

So I reach down between our bellies and I take him in my hand, the fat shaft hot and pulsing in my grip, and I guide the broad wet head of him to the clenching entrance of me, and I hold his eyes, and I tilt my hips up, and I take him inside.

The stretch of it tears the breath clean out of me.

“Nnh — ahh —”

He is thick. Thicker than his fingers, thicker than anything, the broad flared head spreading me open as it pushes past the tight ring of my entrance. I feel the crown of him press through, the widest part of him, the rim of it stretching me past the point of resistance, and then the give — the sudden deep slide as my body opens around him and takes the shaft past the head, the heat of him inside me for the first time, a bright searing fullness that fills places I didn’t know I had. He sinks into me slow, inch by thick inch, his eyes never leaving mine, watching my face take him, watching what the stretch of him does to me. I watch his jaw lock and his breath stagger as the wet heat of me closes around him, my walls gripping and releasing, adjusting to the size of him. He sinks deeper, and deeper, the long slow slide of him filling me past anywhere I have been filled, the vein on the underside dragging a slow line of sensation along my front wall, until the dense weight of his sac comes to rest against the curve of my ass and the coarse hair at his root presses against my clit and he is buried in me to the root, the whole fat length of him inside me, the pulse of his blood beating through the shaft against my deepest walls. We both go still with the enormity of it.

“Ohh —”

The sound comes out of me low and broken and astonished. I am full. Completely, impossibly full, stretched and packed and aching around the thick hard fact of him, and the sun is white on my closed lids and the sand is hot under my back and his weight is heavy on my breasts and his cock is buried to the root in my cunt, and after two weeks of nothing but looking, after two weeks of his eyes on me across the burning sand, he is inside me, and I open my eyes to find his already there, waiting, locked on mine.

Nothing has ever felt like this. This Greek dick has just filled me past anywhere I have ever been filled, and I am still stretching around him, my cunt working to take the whole fat length of a man whose body belongs to this sea. I did not know I could hold this much. I did not know being this full was possible.

A low sound breaks in his chest, dragged out of him by the grip of me around him.

“Nnh —”

And then he begins to move.

. . .

He draws back slow, the thick drag of him pulling out through my clenching walls until only the broad head still parts me, and then he sinks back in, the long heavy slide of him filling me again, and the friction of it — the fat ridge of the vein on the underside dragging across the front wall of me, the broad head pushing deep, the coarse hair grinding my clit on every full stroke — lights me up from the inside. He fucks me slow. He fucks me with the same unhurried patience he has brought to everything in this cove, deliberate, each thrust a full deep stroke from the broad crown to the buried root. With every push his weight rocks down onto me and my breasts ride up his chest, the full heavy weight of them crushed flat against the dark hair and then dragged up, the sensitive undersides scraping rough across the gold-tipped mat of his chest, and I can feel the whole dense mass of them compressed and shifting, the skin stretched tight over the swell, my nipples drawn hard as stone and dragging a line of bright friction across his skin with every stroke. When he draws back and my breasts settle, the weight of them drops and shudders, a deep jolt I feel all the way down through my belly, the heavy sway of them riding the rhythm of his cock inside me. He thrusts in again and the mass of them rides up, the nipples scraping, the full spill of my breasts pooling against the hard muscle of his chest and then releasing as he pulls back, the weight and the drag and the shudder and the friction all one single rolling sensation that climbs higher with each stroke. I watch the rest of him work: the broad sun-dark shoulders shifting above me, the muscles of his back flexing as he draws back and drives in, the sweat sliding in slow tracks down the gold-tipped hair on his chest, a bead of it gathering at his sternum and falling onto my belly. The sun catches the edges of him, gilding the dark outline of his body against the white sky, and I have looked at this man from across sand and water for two weeks and now I am looking at him from inches away while he fucks me, and the looking is still the engine.

And his eyes stay on me. He braces above me and drives into me slow and deep and watches what each stroke does to me, his dark eyes locked on mine as they have been from rocks and sand and water for two weeks, except now the looking is happening with his cock buried to the root inside me, the gaze and the fucking the same act, and the engine that has run this whole cove since the first afternoon runs now between our two faces a hand’s breadth apart.

I watch his face.

That is the first beat, the beat that has always been mine. His jaw is tight, the tendons standing in his neck, his shoulders locked with the effort of keeping the rhythm slow, and his eyes are stripped — wide open and raw, the calm patience burned all the way off him now, his face naked in a way his body never managed, visibly, helplessly close to breaking. The man who sat on his rock for two weeks with the whole summer’s patience worn easy on him is gone, and what is under it is this — undone, wide open, watching me. The watcher undone by the watching. And that look, the raw open want of it, lands on my clit harder than the thick grind of him inside me.

My body answers.

My pussy clenches around him — a hot hard involuntary grip, the whole of me tightening around the thick buried length of him, a squeeze I do not choose and could not stop, my walls clamping down on the drive of his cock. I feel it happen, deep, where he is buried. And I know he feels it, because I see it cross his face the instant my body does it.

He feels it, and he names it.

“I felt that,” he says, low and ragged, the words scraped out of him, his accent thick around them, his rhythm stuttering on the stroke as my cunt grips him — and I watch what it costs him to say it, watch his jaw spasm and his breath break and his arms tremble where they brace him over me, watch the composure he held for two solid weeks come apart in his face, and I am the reason, my body around his cock is the reason.

And hearing him name it — hearing him say aloud, in that low rough voice, with his cock buried to the root in me, exactly what my body just did — spikes the heat in me higher than the friction can reach, lands like a second weight pressed down on the first, and the spike clenches me again, harder, my walls squeezing down around him —

“Hnnh —”

— and the second clench pulls a sound out of him, a low broken groan he does not choose to make, torn up out of his chest, and his hips jerk forward off their slow rhythm, driving deeper, an involuntary thrust my body dragged out of his. My face, his eyes, my clench, his voice, my clench again, his groan — the loop closes between us with no air left in it, the same circuit that ran across twelve paces of sand now running at the distance of a shared breath, body to body, cause to effect, each turn tighter than the last.

. . .

He loses the slowness after that.

It goes out of him the way the silence went out of him at the crossing, all at once, the patience finally spent, and his hips take up a harder rhythm, deeper, faster, driving into me with the full weight of him behind each stroke now, and I rise to meet it, tilting my hips up off the hot towel to take him deeper, my heels pressing into the burning sand on either side of him. My breasts answer the new rhythm before the rest of me does: the full heavy mass of them bouncing with every thrust now, a deep jolting sway, the weight of them slapping up against my ribs and then dropping, bouncing again, the nipples hard and dark and catching the hot drag of his chest hair with every faster stroke. I can feel the sheer heft of them moving, the dense spill of my own breasts shuddering in time with the deep heavy drive of his cock, the slap of my flesh against myself echoing the wet slap of his hips against my thighs. He looks down at them. I see him do it, see his eyes drop from mine to the heavy bounce of my breasts riding the rhythm of his fucking, and the sight of my tits shaking with every thrust drives him harder still, his hips slamming into me deeper and faster for it, a low rough sound breaking out of him at the sight.

He hooks one arm under my knee and lifts it, folds my leg up and back toward my chest, opening me wider, and the new angle lets him drive in deeper still, the broad head of him reaching a place inside me that whites out the edges of my vision, and now with my thigh drawn up his heavy sac swings forward and slaps against me with every thrust — the full low-hanging weight of his balls striking the curve of my ass and the back of my thigh each time he sinks in, warm and heavy and slick with sweat, fine sand gritting where the damp has caught it, and I feel the size of him in that heavy swing more than anywhere else, the whole unhurried weight of the body I have watched for two weeks riding against me on the hot open sand, the proof of the whole thing made flesh and slapping wet against my skin.

The sounds of us fill the cove. The wet slap of his hips against me, the slick drag of his cock pulling out and driving back into my soaked cunt, the heavy strike of his sac against my ass, the saw of the cicadas over all of it, and under it the small breaking sounds we are both making, his low rough grunts on the down-stroke and the high broken cries pushed out of me each time he bottoms out —

“Ah — ah — ah —”

— one for every thrust, a sound I have no say in, punched out of me by the deep heavy drive of him, and the smell of us rising in the heat: salt and sweat and the sharp wet musk of my cunt being fucked open and the deeper male musk of him, all of it baking off our two bodies in the white noon sun. The taste of salt sits on my lips, the sea dried on my skin and the sweat running down my temples, and the air is so thick with us I could drink it.

And still he watches me. Still his eyes stay locked on mine through all of it, harder now, fierce, his face open and raw and close, and the loop fires again — I watch his stripped face, my pussy clenches around his driving cock, he feels it and his rhythm breaks — but this time he does not say I felt that. This time he drops his face down close over mine, his forehead nearly to mine, his eyes burning into me from inches away, and what he says is the truest thing in the book of us.

“Don’t stop looking at me.”

The words land on my clit harder than his cock. Don’t stop looking at me. I have done nothing else since the first afternoon. The looking was never going to stop — not now that the having has caught up to it. My whole body answers at once, my cunt clamping down around the thick drive of him so hard he chokes on his own breath, my hips grinding up to meet him, my eyes locked wide on his and never leaving.

“I won’t —”

The words are out of me before I know I am speaking, the truest thing I have given him, and I watch them land in his face, watch his eyes go darker, watch his jaw clench against whatever they do to him, and he drives into me harder for them, deeper, the rhythm gone ragged now, the loop running so fast the beats are folding into each other — I watch his face, I clench, he feels it, I clench again before the feeling has finished, he groans, I watch the groan break across his face, my pussy answers the sight of it, around and around, the looking and the fucking now the same single act with no seam between them, a runaway circuit winding tighter and tighter and faster and there is no slow left in it anywhere.

. . .

I feel it coming the way you feel a wave lift you off your feet.

It builds from the deep grind of him and the slap of his sac and the coarse hair raking my clit on every full stroke and, more than any of it, from his face — his eyes locked on mine, the raw undone want of him, the proof in his stripped open face that I am doing this to him, that the man who watched me for two weeks is coming apart inside me because of me — and it gathers low and hard and enormous in the pit of my belly and winds the whole of me to a single unbearable point.

He sees it cross my face. Of course he sees it; he has read my body for two weeks, and he reads it now from inches away, and he knows the look of me at the edge before I am all the way to it.

“There,” he says, low and wrecked, watching it happen on my face. “There it is. I see you.”

I see you.

And that is the thing, that is the whole island in three words, the thing I crossed a sea and walked down a killing path two weeks running to hear — I see you — said by a man buried to the root inside me with his eyes locked wide on mine, and it tips me over the edge I have been hanging on, and I break.

We had built the whole of it out of watching, and now, joined, we did the most watched thing there is — we watched each other come apart, and did not look away once.

The first pulse slams up through me before the sound does, a deep hard clench that locks my cunt around the thick drive of him, my walls seizing and gripping and milking the buried length of him, and then the wave crashes up my spine and out through every limb —

“Ahh — aaah — !”

— the cry tearing out of me into the open sun, ringing off the rock and the water and the bright indifferent shore, my whole body arching up off the hot sand and clamping around him, my thighs locking, my heels digging into the grit, and through every wave of it my eyes stay open and locked on his. I watch him watch me come apart. I watch the raw wonder break across his stripped face as he feels my cunt convulse around his cock, watch him drink down the sight of me detonating under him in the open light, and the watching doubles it back through me, makes it longer, makes it bigger, wave on wave on wave, because being seen breaking is the thing I came here to learn and here it is, the most seen I have ever been in my life, finishing in the full white noon with his eyes wide on mine and never once leaving.

And it is the grip of me, my cunt clamping and milking and convulsing around him through the whole of it, that takes him with me.

I feel him reach the edge — feel the thick length of him swell harder inside me, feel his rhythm go to pieces, feel the groan tear up out of his chest — and then his eyes go wide and fierce on mine and he pulls back, drags the thick wet length of him out of my still-clenching cunt, and rises up onto his knees over me, his fist closing around the slick shaft, and I prop myself up to watch, because I have watched his cock for two weeks and I am not going to look away from the proof of it now.

He spills watching me watch him.

He reaches it with a sound that is almost relief, a low guttural groan dragged up from the base of him, and I see the exact half-second where there is no going back — his eyes go wide and fierce and his jaw unhinges and his whole body locks above me. Then the first thick rope of it jumps from the dark swollen head, arcing white in the noon light, and lands hot across my belly. A half-beat. The second rope follows, higher, striping across my ribs and the underside of my breast, his whole body shuddering with it, a low wrecked sound breaking out of him —

“Nnh — !”

— and then the rest of it in wet pulsing surges, the heavy proof of two weeks of looking spilling out of him across my bare skin. His fist works the fat shaft, stripping every last pulse from it, his sac drawn up tight and heavy beneath, the skin of it dark and textured, his balls pulled close to his body with the force of each jet. His eyes never leave mine. Not once, not through any of it. He watches my face while he comes apart over me, the way I watched his while I came apart under him, and I hold his eyes through every pulse and I watch what I have done to him spill hot across my breasts, my belly, the visible end of the whole long circuit. The proof I drew up out of him every afternoon from across the sand now spending itself on my skin in wet white streaks. I have never felt so powerful and so seen in the same breath.

He sinks down. The last of it leaves him in a long shudder and he comes down over me slow, careful of his weight, and his mouth finds mine, and the kiss is salt — the salt of the sea on both our mouths, the salt of the sweat sheeting off us, the salt of everything we have made between us baking in the noon heat — and it is slow now, and unhurried, the urgency spent, two strangers breathing into each other’s mouths in the centre of an empty cove with the proof of him cooling on my skin between us.

. . .

We lie tangled in the open sun afterward, not talking, the way we have not talked all this time.

His weight is half on me and half on the hot sand, one heavy arm slung across my belly through the slick of him, his face turned in against my throat, his breath slowing against my skin. The sun pours down on the both of us, on the sweat drying tight and the salt blooming white and the mess of him going cool across my breasts, and I do not reach to wipe it away and I do not reach for a towel to cover any part of me. I lie open to the whole white sky, naked and used and finished in the bright middle of the shore, and the cicadas saw on, and the small waves fold over and hiss back, and the sea goes on the way it has gone on through every afternoon of this, indifferent and warm and endless.

My heart slows. The heat presses down. Somewhere out past the mouth of the cove a gull turns on the air and cries once and is gone, and nothing in the whole bright bowl of the place minds us or marks us or looks twice — nothing but the man breathing against my throat, whose eyes found me on the first afternoon when every other gaze had slid away, and stayed.

I had come to the island to be looked at. I had not known the looking and the having could ever be the same thing.

Now I did.


At Home in the Sun

The path does not hurt my feet anymore. I have walked it bare so many mornings now that the stones have worn smooth under my soles, or my soles have grown hard enough that the stones no longer matter. I do not know which is true and I do not need to know.

The thyme breaks green and bitter underfoot, the same smell it made on the first afternoon. The dust comes up hot and chalky. The sea opens below me like hammered metal, and all of it is the same cove it has always been. Only I am different. I come down the slope with my chin up and my stride easy and my breasts bare in the morning sun, the full heavy weight of them swinging loose with each downward step, the sway and the bounce riding through me the way a body moves when it has nothing to hide. The thin white cotton shirt is folded at the bottom of my bag where it has lived for two weeks. I do not think of it. I will not think of it again.

This is the last morning. I woke in my rented room above the harbour with the shutters open and the boats knocking together in the dark and the first pale line of light at the sill, and the knowing sat in me not as sadness but as a slow deep current, like the tide turning under a still surface. One more day. One more long slow afternoon on the hot sand. The ferry in the morning. The island sliding away behind me. The rest of my life waiting on the other side of the water, and I am not afraid of it. I spent thirty-some years making myself smaller under everyone’s eyes. It took one stranger and one bare cove to teach me that being seen was the most honest thing I knew how to do, and I am not going to unlearn it now.

The sand is already warm when I step off the last of the stone, the fine white grit sifting up between my toes, and the cove is the same cove. The couple lies close together near the western curve, brown as the rock, talking low, the man’s hand resting easy on the woman’s hip. The two women share their thermos and their long laughing argument. The old man floats on his back with his belly to the sky. A few others scattered down the curve, bodies bare and unbothered, the ordinary naked life of the place going on exactly as it has gone on every morning of these two weeks. The cicadas saw in the scrub. The sea breathes against the rocks. The light shimmers up off the sand in long wavering sheets. And on the flat pale slab on the eastern arm, where he has sat every single day, the man I have watched and been watched by for two weeks is there.

He is bare. He is easy. His cock lies soft against his thigh in the morning warmth, the heavy sac hanging loose and full in the heat, his body at rest the way the whole cove is at rest, and I understand without his having to tell me that the seeing of me has already happened, that the ease between us now needs no proof of arousal to confirm it. His eyes find me at the foot of the path and stay, and the looking is different now. Not the sharp weight of the first afternoons, not the strung tension of the days of holding back, not the fierce stripped heat of yesterday in the open sand. The looking is warm and steady and welcome, the way the sun is warm and steady and welcome, and I walk across the sand toward him without hesitation and without hurry and without the long interior argument that used to run under every step I took.

I do not stop at my rock. I do not glance at it. I walk straight to his slab and I sit down beside him on the warm pale stone as though I have been sitting there all this time, and he reaches out and lays his hand on my thigh, a simple warm weight, his palm rough and certain, and I put my own hand over his, and we watch the sea together in the soft morning light.

This is what the other side of the peak looks like. This is what the wanting, spent, leaves behind: a quiet full ease, a body at peace in its own skin, a stranger whose hand on my thigh is the simplest thing in the world.

. . .

We swim in the warm last sea.

I wade out into water that holds the heat of the whole long morning and gives it back to me soft and almost thick, the temperature of a sea that has absorbed an entire summer and is not ready to let it go, and he follows me, the water climbing his thighs and his waist, and we swim out past the break together into the deep blue where the bottom drops away. The cold morning sea of the first days is gone, the shock of it that pulled my skin tight and left me gasping, the salt sting that woke me up. This sea is the sea of the ending, warm and gentle and holding, and I float on my back with my breasts riding the surface, the full weight of them taken up by the salt water so that they lift and drift and feel almost weightless, my nipples drawn tight against the warm air, the sun pouring down across the tops of them where the skin has gone from white to gold to brown. I am not showing them to him. I am not displaying anything. I am simply a body floating in the sea on the last afternoon of a summer, and he is simply a body floating beside me, and the looking has become so much a part of the air between us that neither of us notices it anymore.

He rolls onto his back beside me, and I watch the water bead on the dark gold-tipped hair of his chest, the slow rise and fall of him on the swells, the easy float of his cock beneath the surface, soft and heavy and unconcerned. I have watched this man across thirty paces of bright air and twelve paces of burning sand and from inches away with his body crushed to mine, and I am watching him now from an arm’s length in the warm sea, and the watching is no longer a charge running through me. It is only a fact. A pleasure. A thing I do because I like doing it and have stopped pretending I don’t.

We drift on our backs in the clear blue, the white sand floor far below us, the cicadas a distant saw on the headland, the small waves folding over and hissing back, and we do not speak. We have said almost nothing all this time. We do not need to start now. But some time later, when the sun has climbed to its full height and the heat has begun to press, he reaches across the water and touches the side of my breast, just the tips of his fingers, the lightest graze, and the touch asks nothing and demands nothing. It is only his hand on my skin. The same warm weight I remember from the first afternoon. I turn my head on the water and find his face, and he gives me that slow unhurried smile, the one I first saw across thirty paces of bright water on the second afternoon, the one that said yes before either of us had a word for what we were doing.

I smile back. I have learned how.

. . .

We lie on the hot sand through the long slow middle of the day, side by side on the single towel I spread beside his rock, and the sun pours down across my bare breasts and my belly and my open thighs. The heat of it is only heat now, warm and pleasant, no longer the pressing weight of exposure. My nipples are soft in the warmth, loose and lazy. The old ache of being watched has gone out of them. They are simply my nipples, bare to the sky the way the whole of me is bare to the sky, and I have no instinct left to cover them. None. The muscle that used to fire, the old apology that used to gather, the half-turn of the shoulder and the fold of the arms — all of it burned off me on this sand over these two weeks.

His hand rests on my hip, his thumb moving in a slow absent circle, the warm rough drag of it asking nothing. It is only his thumb. It is only my skin. The wanting is banked, spent, satisfied. What is left is the quiet animal comfort of two bodies that have been inside each other and come back out and are still here, still touching, still glad. I turn my head on the towel and breathe in the smell of him — salt and sun and the faint clean musk of a body at rest — and I let the weight of my breasts press warm and full against my ribs, heavy and easy, just the weight of me now instead of the apology I used to carry. I am a naked woman lying on a hot shore with a stranger’s hand on my hip, and it is the most ordinary thing in my life, and it is the most extraordinary thing I have ever let myself feel.

I turn my head on the towel and look at the flat pale slab where I first saw him fourteen afternoons ago. The woman who sat on her own rock thirty paces away with the navy pulled tight across her chest and a lifetime of apology folded into her posture — I can still see her. She was smaller than she knew. She carried a weight she didn’t know she could set down. I set it down here. On this sand, under these eyes, in this long white light. And I am not picking it back up.

I sit up, and I reach into the bottom of my bag, and I take out the white cotton shirt.

It is exactly as I left it two weeks ago: folded, soft from washing, the thin fabric holding the shape of the last time I ever wore it. I hold it in my hands in the open sun and I look at it. The flag of truce. The thing I pulled on the instant I came out of every water on every shore of my life, the shield I carried for twenty years to protect everyone else from the sight of my own body. I have not touched it since the first afternoon. I have not thought of it in days. And now, holding it here on the burning sand with the sea breathing behind me and the man beside me watching in his calm unhurried way, I understand that I do not need to throw it away or burn it or make any grand gesture at all. I only need to leave it. The way I am leaving the woman who carried it.

I fold it once more, neatly, the way it was folded when I packed it, and I set it down on the warm stone beside his rock. The sun will bleach it. The salt will stiffen it. The wind off the water will take it, or the next woman who comes down the killing path will find it and wonder, or the cove will simply absorb it the way the cove absorbs everything: without comment, without judgment, the ordinary working of a place where bodies are bare and nobody minds. I do not need to know what happens to it. I only need to not be the woman who carries it anymore.

I lie back down on the towel and I let the sun have the front of me, and I feel lighter than I have felt since I was a girl, before anyone told me my body was a thing that needed managing.

. . .

We climb the path together at the gold hour and stop at the top where the ground levels into the scrub and the whole cove opens below us one last time. The flat pale slab on the eastern arm. The curve of white sand. The sea going on out past the mouth into the open blue, hammered bronze under the sinking sun. His arm is around my bare shoulders, his hand warm on the curve of my upper arm, and I lean into the weight of him. I am naked from the waist up, my breasts bare in the last of the gold light, the full heavy weight of them resting easy against my ribs. I do not cross my arms. I do not angle away. I stand square to the cove and the sky and the whole long view of where I have been, and I let myself be seen.

He says my name.

Low, rough, scraped out of that throat that has given me so few words and made each one count, in the lightly accented English I have learned to listen for the way I learned to feel his eyes. He says it once, just the bare sound of it, and I hear in it everything he has not said and will not say, everything these two weeks have been, the whole of it folded into a single word I have known my whole life but have never heard spoken quite like this.

And a small, late surprise runs under the warmth of it: that he has my name at all. I never gave it to him — never gave him a single word until yesterday — and yet here it is in his mouth, certain and worn smooth, as though he has carried it the whole two weeks. Of course he has. Sofia knows it; the island knows it; a place this small holds the name of every stranger who comes down off the path, and he was born to this coast. He has had me by name all this time, while I have had only the shape of him and the weight of his eyes. It does not feel uneven. It feels like the truest shape of what we were: he belonged here and knew me, and I was passing through, and the not-knowing was mine to keep.

I turn my face up to his. He is looking at me the way he looked at me on the first afternoon: a steady held thing with no apology in it. But it is different now. Warmer. Known.

“You have been watching me all summer,” I say.

It is his line, the one he gave me at the crossing, and I give it back to him here at the ending, and I watch him hear it. His jaw loosens. His eyes go soft. Something moves under the surface of him that he does not try to hide from me.

“All summer,” he says.

Two words. The last thing he will ever say to me. He does not say goodbye. He does not say stay. He says the truest thing, and it is enough.

I reach up and lay my palm flat against his chest, over the dark gold-tipped hair, over the slow steady beat of his heart, and I hold it there a moment, and then I take my hand down, and I turn, and I walk the rest of the way up the killing path without looking back. My breasts sway with the steep stride, the full weight of them swinging easy, and the path does not hurt my feet, and I am a woman walking bare up a hillside into the last of the sun, and I have nothing to apologize for.

. . .

I eat at the taverna that night one last time, because I want to, and because there is nowhere else and I am hungry in a way I have not been hungry in years.

The harbour square fills with the easy clatter of the island at its dinner: chairs dragged over flagstones, the ring of cutlery on cheap thick plates, somebody’s grandmother laughing like a door swinging on a dry hinge, a radio inside playing something old and Greek and warm. The smells come and go on the night air: charcoal smoke, frying oil, lemon, oregano, the resin bite of pine from the hills, the diesel-and-salt of the harbour underneath it all. Kyria Sofia cuts through the whole of it with a tower of plates balanced the length of one forearm, grey hair pinned up off that wood-brown neck, scolding the kitchen and blessing her customers in a single unbroken breath.

I am not alone at my table. He is across from me, the broad sun-dark shape of him filling the little wooden chair, his forearms resting on the table, his dark eyes on mine over the lamplight. We have been here before, separately, on other nights, him leaving through the bright doorway as I arrived, or me at my small table on the edge of the light while his shape disappeared into the dark of the square. Tonight we are here together, and it changes nothing and it changes everything.

Kyria Sofia arrives with two plates balanced easily in one hand, and she slides them down in front of us without being asked. Grilled fish, wedges of lemon, a scatter of bitter greens shining with green oil, the steam of it rising warm into our faces. She straightens up and wipes her hands on her apron, unhurried, her dark eyes moving from him to me and back again, taking in the two of us at the one table with a look that says she has been waiting for exactly this and is not remotely surprised to find it.

She murmurs something low and warm to him in Greek, her hand resting briefly on his shoulder, and I catch it, the word I heard across this same room on the second night and set aside without examining, the word that has lived in the back of my head for two weeks like a door I did not let myself open.

Panagioti.

She is gone before I can look up, back into the noise and the smoke and the lamplight, and the word sits on the table between us with the two plates and the lemon and the warm bread and the wine.

Panagioti.

I turn it in my head. I try it in my mouth without speaking it.

Panagioti.

The name of the man whose thick Greek cock stretched me open on the hot sand, whose mouth pulled my first finish out of me on his rock, whose eyes never left mine while I came apart under his body. I never knew his name while he was inside me. I never needed to. The stranger who took me apart needed no name to do it. The not-knowing was the whole engine, the wordless game that ran for two weeks and ended with me pinned naked in the open sun, my cunt gripping the fat length of him, my eyes locked on his while he watched me break. A stranger. Just a stranger whose eyes stayed when every other gaze slid away, and that was enough. That was everything.

But knowing it now, knowing the man who watched me for two weeks and fucked me in the full white noon has a name this whole island knows by heart, a name Sofia calls across the room like it belongs to her, only makes the not-knowing hotter. I let a stranger watch me strip bare. I let a stranger put his mouth on my pussy. I let a stranger drive his Greek dick into me until I screamed into the open sky. And I never once had his name. That is the most exhibitionist thing I have ever done. And I would do it again exactly the same way.

I had been taken apart by a man whose name I never learned, and it was the most intense experience of my life. Panagioti. It changes nothing and it changes everything. He is Panagioti to the island and the stranger to me, and I would not have had it any other way.

I lift my glass. He lifts his. The wine is cold and sharp and clean, and it tastes of the hills and the sea and the long slow ending of everything, and his eyes are on mine over the lamplight as they have been across sand and water and noon heat since the first afternoon, and we do not speak. We have said almost nothing all this time. We do not need to start now.

After the fish is gone and the wine is low and the square has begun to empty around us, he reaches across the table and takes my hand. His palm is warm and rough and enormous around mine, the same hand that landed on my breast at the crossing, the same hand that gripped my thigh while I finished on his mouth, the same hand that I watched close around his cock in the gold hour two weeks ago. He turns it over and runs his thumb across my knuckles, slow, and then he lifts it to his mouth and presses his lips to the back of it. It is the only goodbye he will give me, and it says more than any word could. We are two strangers who needed nothing from each other but two weeks of being seen, and we gave each other exactly that, and neither of us is sorry and neither of us is reaching for more, and the having was complete the moment we had it.

I turn my hand in his and squeeze once. Then I let go.

He rises from the table, that tall broad shape crossing the lamplit square just as I have seen it cross the doorway on other nights, except this time he does not disappear into the dark. This time he stops at the edge of the light and he looks back at me. One last look, held a beat longer than any look has ever been held. The same look he gave me on the first afternoon, except now I know every part of what it means. And then he turns and walks out of the light and into the warm dark, and I do not call after him. I do not need to.

. . .

I climb the killing path one last time in the soft dark after, the stars coming out over the headland, the sea a black sheet below me breathing its slow breath against the rocks. I am bare from the waist up, my dress loose and open in the warm night air, and my breasts swing easy with the climb, the full weight of them carried without thought and without apology. Just the weight of me. The body I have lived in for thirty-six years and only just begun to know.

The white cotton shirt is still on the stone beside his rock. The string tie I touched on the second afternoon and pulled loose on the third. Both of them left behind. I did not remember the shirt until I was halfway up the path, and then I let the remembering go. The cove will take it. The cove takes everything.

At the top of the path I stop and look back. The cove is a dark bowl below me, the two pale arms of rock barely visible, the white sand a faint glow at the bottom of everything. The flat slab on the eastern arm is empty. The sea goes on breathing against the rocks. Somewhere out past the mouth the deep water runs toward the open blue, and tomorrow the ferry will carry me across it, and I will stand at the rail with the wind in my hair and watch this island slide away, and I will not be afraid.

I left the island the way I had learned to be in it: with nothing covered, and nothing to apologize for. I was a woman who let herself be seen.

Someone, somewhere, would always be watching. I was finally glad of it.


You Want More?

You made it to the end? Then you already know the feeling. That flush of being watched, of knowing eyes are on you and not looking away. I created this series for real exhibitionists, and for everyone who has always been curious but never had the chance. These are stories about that thrill: the held breath, the racing pulse, the quiet daring of wanting to be seen.

This story is part of Exhibitionist Encounters, a set of standalone novellas about the temptation of being watched and the freedom of giving in to it. If that pull feels familiar, or if you have always wondered, come closer. Explore the full collection below, click Follow on my Amazon Author Page so you know the moment a new one lands, and if this story stayed with you, please leave a rating or review.

→ See Everything on Amazon
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