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Synopsis



Book 1 of 3

A once-in-a-lifetime invitation. A secluded island. Four irresistible women...

I've just graduated from college with a degree in English Literature. The only work I can find is a dead-end job at a warehouse. My writing is the only thing I have. I never thought my words would change my life-- until bestselling author Catherina Montclair read them.

Now, I've traded my warehouse job for a month-long writing retreat at her private villa on a tropical island. Catherina is brilliant, beautiful, and twice my age. But when our late-night walks on the beach lead to something much more sensual, I realize this trip is about far more than just writing.

And Catherina is only the beginning.

There's Willow, the fiery redhead who seems to hate me until the island heat melts her icy facade. Danique, the South African fashion model with a wild streak and an insatiable drive for pleasure. And finally there's Rachel, the shy poet with a mind as intense as her desires, waiting to be unlocked by the right man.

Four extraordinary women. One tropical paradise. Thirty days to discover if I can satisfy their deepest needs... and maybe find myself along the way.


Chapter 1






"Be part of our little literary tribe."

Early evening in the heart of the city. The day's heat was finally fading, but the late summer air was still stifling.

Crowds roamed the sidewalks in chattering knots. In the shadow of the skyscrapers, the downtown streets glowed with the neon buzz of restaurant signs and car headlights and the light spilling from shop windows.

I stopped for a moment and took it all in. I loved coming to the city and wished I could visit more often.

My shithole apartment in the suburbs was far away. It had taken three bus routes and two transfers to get here. And after all that, it was still another six blocks from the bus stop to the Chez Allard Dubois restaurant.

But I didn't mind. Navigating the city streets was an adventure in itself. The sights and sounds and even the smells were all grist for the creative mill, so to speak.

Besides, the walk gave me plenty of time to rehearse what I'd say to Catherina Montclair.

My stomach twisted at the thought. The email she'd sent still seemed surreal.

"Your manuscript shows immense promise. Let's discuss your work over dinner."

I never sent my novel to Catherina Montclair. Hell, it wasn't even finished yet. I had 200 decent pages with about 100 more to go.

Getting to the end of my novel was proving more difficult than I expected. It was my first novel and I was terrified of fucking it up.

Despite my doubts, I used the unfinished manuscript as my writing sample when applying to Gorst University's MFA in Writing program. Gorst was the most elite MFA program in the country and I never expected to get in. I applied on a lark, so I was stunned when I got the letter telling me I'd been accepted.

Getting accepted at Gorst was a dream come true. Not being offered a scholarship was the brutal ending of that dream.

I'd just gotten my undergraduate degree and had a mountain of student debt. With my degree in American Literature, the only job I could find was working at a warehouse. I could barely afford my rent and was eating just as much dollar-store ramen as I did in college. Paying $60k a year tuition at Gorst was impossible.

Despite this setback, I didn't feel defeated, I felt determined. A bunch of literary professors had decided that I was good enough to attend the best MFA program in America. That meant I had talent.

I don't even need Gorst, I told myself. I can make it on my own.

After declining my admission, I'd gone back to the warehouse with a new sense of purpose. Getting through the day was easier after convincing myself this was just another step toward my eventual career as a writer.

Besides, I was getting all kinds of material from the dingy warehouse. Even my grumpy coworkers could provide character studies for my work. I took notes and wrote down ideas as I ate my cheap noodles in the break room.

Then came the email.

One of the Gorst professors who read my application was disappointed I would not be attending. He'd taken it upon himself to send my manuscript to his friend, who just happened to be one of the most popular authors in the country.

I had never read her work, but I knew who Catherina Montclair was. Anyone who read books knew her name, it was almost impossible to avoid it.

At 42 years old, she was a regular on all the Best Sellers lists. Her books sold millions. They were the kind of novels that sold well at airports, plot-driven mysteries featuring plucky female protagonists with titillating if predictable romantic subplots.

After getting her email, I downloaded Catherina Montclair's most popular novel and speed-read it in a single night. It was slick, well-crafted... and utterly soul-less. The movie adaptation was the same.

Despite her enormous popularity, I found Catherina Montclair to be an unserious writer.

Yet here I was, walking to meet her at a fancy French restaurant. Between warehouse shifts and trying to work on my novel, I'd barely had time to buy a decent button-up shirt for tonight.

"When she asks about influences, mention Patterson, not Saramago," I mumbled to myself, sidestepping a puddle on the sidewalk. "Don't gush. Don't fidget."

The restaurant's red awning appeared at the next corner. Chez Allard Dubois had a Michelin star. Its entrees probably cost more than my daily wage. The people entering the restaurant were all dressed in expensive clothes. They even had armed security at the front door to keep the riffraff out.

I stopped at the crosswalk, drew a deep breath, and ran a hand through my hair. The walk and the hot weather had left me sweating.

"Spare change? Anything helps."

I turned to find an older woman with weathered skin standing nearby. She clutched a small, trembling terrier against her chest. A man in a business suit brushed past her without acknowledgment, followed by a couple who quickened their pace.

Our eyes met briefly. I knew that look, that mixture of hope and resignation. Growing up in a shitty neighborhood full of junkies and drunks, I'd seen that look a lot.

I reached for my wallet. Inside was $24 in crumpled bills. It was all I had until my next payday.

"Here," I said, handing over the money. "Hope you two can get a meal tonight."

"God bless you, young man," the woman said, her eyes widening. "Come on, Leonardo, say thank you."

The little dog yapped once, bringing an unexpected smile to my face.

"Good luck," I said.

The woman waved as I crossed the street to Chez Allard Dubois. My empty wallet felt light in my pocket as I approached the restaurant's gleaming doors.

I hope Catherina Montclair picks up the bill for this meal. Because I certainly can't.

I went to the host stand at Chez Allard Dubois with my empty wallet and damp shirt collar. The host looked up from his reservation book, his expression perfectly neutral.

"Good evening, sir. Do you have a reservation?"

"I'm meeting someone," I said. "My name is Kenji Freybourne."

His eyebrows lifted slightly as he ran a finger down his list.

"Ah, yes. You're dining with Ms. Montclair this evening."

The way he said her name with that hint of reverence made me even more aware of my bargain-store shirt and rumpled slacks.

"Right this way, Mr. Freybourne."

A server materialized beside me, all crisp lines and perfect posture.

Both men were impeccably polite, but I caught the quick glance between them, the swift assessment of my cheap clothing. The server's eyes lingered on my scuffed shoes for a half-second too long.

As we weaved through the restaurant, I took in my surroundings. Crystal chandeliers hung from high ceilings. The tables were draped in pristine white linen. Every person in the place wore what had to be thousands of dollars in tailored clothing. Hell, even the servers were dressed better than me.

This place is teeming with fictional characters. Can't let this chance go to waste.

Once seated at a corner table, I took the opportunity to do more people-watching. It was always good to observe others as if they were characters in a story. In a sense, all of us actually were characters, the protagonists in the story of our lives.

As I discreetly looked around the restaurant, I began to notice a striking pattern. I pulled out the small notepad and pen I always carried.

Pattern: Middle-aged men + gorgeous younger women. Must be fathers taking daughters to dinner, right? Coincidence all "daughters" look like models?

I listened to my surroundings and jotted down observations.

Table next to me: Balding guy (60+, gut hanging over belt) with Latina goddess (23?). Her dress showing off her superbly enhanced cleavage. Old man talks real estate, she nods enthusiastically. His watch is expensive? He keeps waving his hands to show it off.

The old man droned on about property values and tax rates while his companion smiled and touched his arm at all the right moments. Her teeth were perfect, her skin flawless. She looked like she belonged on a magazine cover, not listening to this guy's boring stories.

When the old man excused himself to use the restroom, the transformation was immediate. The woman's smile vanished like a light switching off. Her shoulders slumped and she stared vacantly at her water glass.

Our eyes met accidentally. I cocked an eyebrow at her in silent question. You good?

She offered a small, resigned shrug, the universal gesture for What can you do?

When her companion returned, I watched her posture straighten, her smile reappear, and her hand reach for his arm once again. The performance was flawless, but now I could see it for what it was-- a performance.

I scribbled in my notepad, chuckling softly.

Is this Sugar Daddy #2 or #3 for her? Does he have kids older than she is? Probably. Wonder if he pays her rent or just buys her gifts? Is this the start of their "understanding" or just another day of pleasing her Daddy? Either way, this--

"Kenji Freybourne?"

A husky female voice startled me from my writing. I looked up and the pen nearly slipped from my fingers.

Catherina Montclair stood at my table. She wore a simple black dress that somehow looked anything but simple on her. She was tall, maybe 5'9", with a toned physique that spoke of regular exercise. Her short black hair framed her face in a stylish cut that accentuated her high cheekbones and piercing blue eyes. A delicate silver necklace drew my eye briefly to her collarbone and down to her shallow cleavage.

I'd seen her author photos on book jackets, but I'd assumed they were heavily edited or years outdated. They weren't. If anything, they didn't do her justice. Catherina Montclair wasn't just presentable for her age, she was striking. Elegant. Beautiful.

I stood quickly, nearly knocking over my water glass.

"Ms. Montclair," I said.

"Please," she said, "call me Cathy."

"Nice to meet you, Cathy."

I took her hand. Her grip was surprisingly strong as we shook. Her skin was soft, but there was nothing delicate about her handshake.

"Thank you for coming tonight," she said. "I know it was short notice."

"No worries. I had space on my social calendar."

We sat down and a waiter immediately appeared with menus. Cathy ordered a glass of wine I couldn't pronounce, and I asked for water.

"I love dining here," Cathy said. "I hope you enjoy it as well."

"I've never been in a Michelin-starred place before," I admitted.

"I'm happy to provide you with a new experience. Do you eat meat?"

"I do."

"Excellent. I see tonight's special offering is wild rabbit. It's a trademark dish of Chez Allard Dubois."

"Sounds interesting. I've never had rabbit."

"Yet another new experience," she laughed. "Novel delights are the best delights, surely."

"I suppose so."

"It's such a relief to be in an air-conditioned space. The weather has been so muggy of late."

As we talked about the weather and the restaurant and the city, I couldn't help noticing how intently Catherina studied me. Her eyes traveled from my face to my shoulders, lingering in a way that made my skin warm. When she smiled, there was something beyond mere politeness in her expression.

You're imagining things, I told myself. This woman is nearly twenty years older than you. She is successful, wealthy, famous. You're a scruffy writer in a shirt from Walmart. There is no way she is looking at you with that kind of interest.

Yet when she laughed at something I said, Catherina touched my wrist briefly, and her smile had an unmistakably flirtatious edge. Unlike the Latina beauty at the next table, Catherina's attention seemed very real.

"So," she said, leaning forward slightly, "you're the mysterious talent Professor Lambert discovered."

I felt myself flush.

"I wouldn't say that exactly. I'm just--"

"Don't downplay yourself, Kenji. Your manuscript is quite impressive."

"Thank you."

I tried to ignore the way the front of Catherina's dress sagged, showing off her pert breasts. She wasn't wearing a bra and her nipples were almost visible.

Does she know what she's doing? She must know, right?

My first encounter with Catherina Montclair was not going as I expected. Trying to be respectful, I fixed my gaze on Catherina's lovely blue eyes. She cocked her head, knowing I was fighting not to peek, silently teasing me before leaning back in her chair.

"I'm curious. Your protagonist is half-Japanese. It informs his character. Is he based on yourself?"

"On me?" I spluttered. "No, I wouldn't inject myself into the narrative like that. I know many writers do, but that seems gross, to be blunt. My father was half-Japanese and I used that element to shape the character's background, as you pointed out. But he is not me."

She cocked her head again, appraising me. I wasn't sure if she believed what I said. Hell, I wasn't sure if I believed it myself.

"I'm particularly enamored with your prose style," Cathy continued, taking a sip of her wine. "Third person limited, present tense interwoven with future tense. It's quite striking."

"Thank you," I said, surprised by her observation.

"I've never encountered future tense narratives before. Not used in that way." Her eyes narrowed with genuine interest. "Tell me about your influences."

I shifted in my seat, trying to focus on literature and not on how her dress clung to her body.

Say Patterson. Or maybe that romance novelist who just got millions for the movie rights to her trilogy.

But I couldn't do it. Despite everything, I could not bring myself to lie like that.

"José Saramago, for starters," I said. "I love how he blends reality with the surreal, creating this dreamlike flow that pulls you through his narratives."

Cathy nodded, resting her chin in her hands.

"Saramago's discursive style was also a great love of mine," she said. "Every book is strangely comforting. It's like listening to your favorite uncle, who is also a Nobel prize winner, rambling about a story he heard."

"Yes... exactly."

I fought hard to keep my surprise in check. Talking about Saramago with Catherina Montclair was not something I ever anticipated.

"Who else?"

"Uh, well... maybe another Nobel winner? Kazuo Ishiguro taught me that restraint can be more powerful than explosion. The way his characters hold back their emotions creates this unbearable tension beneath perfectly calm surfaces."

"He always evokes the oddest sensations inside me. Everything is off-kilter in Ishiguro's worlds, aren't they?

"That's how I feel as well."

"Who else?" she prompted, eyes fixed on mine with an intensity that made me squirm.

"Cormac McCarthy," I said, clearing my throat.

Cathy grimaced.

"Why him?"

"His brutal artistry with language. How he can describe the most horrific scenes with such sparse, beautiful prose that you're left breathless."

"Beautiful is one way of describing it," Cathy said. "Overwrought minimalism masquerading as profundity is probably more accurate, don't you think?"

I blinked at the intensity in her voice.

"That is how some describe his work," I said carefully.

"But not you?"

"Not me."

As I spoke, Cathy's gaze never wavered. There was something hungry in her expression that went beyond literary appreciation. She looked aroused, her face flushed and her pupils dilated.

It was also obvious that her nipples had hardened, visibly pressing against the thin fabric of her dress. I forced my eyes to stay locked on hers. It required every bit of willpower I had.

"I appreciate your knowledge of literature, Mr. Freybourne," she said, her voice lower now. "Talking with someone who loves books as much as I do is very stimulating. And your passion for writing comes through so clearly in your novel."

"Thank you for saying so."

"It's the truth." Cathy took another sip of wine, leaving a faint lipstick mark on the glass. "How does it end? Your manuscript cuts off rather abruptly."

"I don't know yet," I admitted.

"You don't know?" Her eyebrow arched. "Or are you perhaps afraid of ending it?"

The question hit me like a punch in the gut. How could she possibly have guessed that?

"I... yes," I confessed, suddenly feeling exposed. "I'm scared of screwing it up. It's my first novel and I don't want to ruin 200 pages with a terrible ending."

Cathy's expression softened.

"I understand completely. I was terrified of messing up my first novel too." She traced the rim of her wineglass with one finger. "In fact, I abandoned it. The manuscript is still languishing somewhere at my villa in Mexico."

I blinked, processing this revelation. The bestselling Catherina Montclair had once been as insecure as I was?

As I studied her face-- the intelligence in her eyes, the thoughtful set of her mouth-- I realized I'd severely underestimated Catherina Montclair. Beneath the glamorous exterior and commercial success was a perceptive mind that had somehow read me like one of her own novels.

"You should come stay with me in Mexico for a month," she said, a smile ghosting her full lips.

"Mexico?" I asked, confused.

"My villa on Isla Holbox. It's an island just north of the Yucatán Peninsula. Every year I host a writing retreat for five young writers. They come and stay with me for a month. Food, lodging, recreation, and everything else is provided. The workshop writers have nothing to distract them from their craft. All different genres-- novels, plays, poetry, non-fiction. Each writer pairs up with another for a few days, learning and sharing their art."

"That sounds fascinating."

"It's a wonderful gathering, one I'd love for you to join. It's not the MFA program at Gorst, but it is a unique experience. I think you would benefit greatly."

"Um, is the cost to attend very high?" I asked. "Because I don't have much money. None, really."

Cathy chuckled, her laughter as husky and sensual as her voice.

"I'll pay for everything," she assured me. "Even your flight. You just have to come and be part of our little literary tribe. What do you say?"

The thought of a month in some tropical paradise with nothing to do but work on my writing? It seemed too good to be true.

Still, I hesitated. This had all come so suddenly. Yet the look on Cathy's face convinced me she was genuine. The way she was licking her lips also hinted at pleasures that went beyond writing.

How could I resist?

"I'd love to be part of your writing retreat," I said.

"Excellent," Catherina smiled. "I'll have my secretary make all the necessary arrangements. The workshop starts in two weeks."

"I'll be ready."

"Wonderful. Now let's enjoy some of Chez Allard Dubois' celebrated wild rabbit. I assure you, the taste is exquisite. Almost better than sex."

"With praise like that, I can't wait to try it."

"Trust me, the praise is well deserved. Just remember that I said it's almost better than sex. Almost. In truth, nothing compares to a good, hard fuck. Don't you agree, Kenji?"

"I suppose I do," I said, my mouth suddenly dry.

Cathy held my gaze, not saying a word as her eyes drifted from my eyes to my lips and back again. My resolve wavered and I looked down at Cathy's chest, savoring the sight of her hard nipples outlined beneath her dress.

When I looked up again, Cathy was smirking at me.

The two weeks until the workshop suddenly seemed like an eternity.


Chapter 2



"A proper writer."

Warm sunlight and an ocean breeze flowed over my face as Jorge steered the golf cart along the sandy path toward Cathy's villa. I gazed at the passing scenery in wonder, taking in the dazzling white sand beaches and palm trees swaying against the perfect blue sky.

"You have a good trip here?" Jorge asked.

Jorge worked at Catherina Montclair's estate. He'd been waiting for me as I stepped off the boat at Isla Holbox's main landing.

"It was fantastic," I said, grinning. "The two-hour drive from Cancun was easy. And the boat trip to the island was just beautiful. I've never been to a place like this before."

"The whole island, no cars," Jorge explained proudly, gesturing at the lush surroundings. "Only bikes and carts like this one. Very peaceful."

"How long have you worked for Ms. Montclair?" I asked.

"Seven years now. My wife Marisol and me, we take care of everything for Señora Montclair. Cook, clean, garden." Jorge smiled. "She is a good boss. Very generous. We live in small house just behind the villa."

"It's a lot more undeveloped out here," I said, gesturing to the houses we were going past. "Compared to the main town, I mean."

"Yes, here there is more estates and private homes like Señora Montclair. No tourists out here, very quiet and very private. But the town is just six miles away. Food, drink, dancing. So many tourists, all there for fun. You should go."

"I'll make sure I check it out."

"You will enjoy it, for real. Ah! We're here."

The cart rounded a curve, and suddenly there it was. Cathy's villa perched on the coastline like something from a travel magazine. The design was ultra-modern and stylish. A high wrought-iron fence surrounded its white walls, massive windows reflecting the sunlight. Beyond it was the endless blue of the Caribbean.

"Wow," I muttered.

Jorge chuckled at my reaction.

"Wait until you see inside," he said.

Jorge unlocked the gate for us to pass through and parked the cart at the villa's front entrance. The front doors were two massive slabs of polished wood. Tall cactus flanked each side.

"Follow me," Jorge said as he unlocked the imposing doors. "Señora Montclair will meet you after you settle into your room."

Jorge carried my bags and led me through the airy main floor with its open spaces and expensive-looking furniture. He took me down a wide hallway to a separate wing of the house.

"Here you are, Señor Freybourne. This is your room for the month."

The bedroom was bigger than my entire apartment back home. Floor-to-ceiling windows showed off the waves gently washing on the beach just 50 feet away. French doors opened to a patio facing the beach. A king-sized bed dominated one side, while a writing desk sat perfectly positioned to capture the ocean view. A sofa and easy chair faced the flatscreen TV hung on the wall.

"This is something else," I said, already imagining myself writing at that desk.

"I leave you to settle in," Jorge said, retreating to the door. "Señora Montclair will come by to greet you soon, I'm sure. Call my cell if you need anything, anything at all."

"I will. Thanks, Jorge."

"De nada. Dinner is at five."

After he left, I opened the French doors to let in the ocean breeze, inhaling the salt air.

For the first time in years, I felt like a weight had been lifted off of me. No warehouse job wearing me down, no student loans to worry about, nothing but a month to write and work on my novel.

This retreat was only a brief break from my daily grind, but it was a break I badly needed. I knew how lucky I was. Without the improbable chain of events that led to Catherina Montclair reading my novel, I never could have landed four weeks in paradise.

Movement caught my eye, pulling me from my thoughts. Down at the shoreline, a figure glided through the azure waters.

"Oh, shit."

It was Cathy. The water lapped at her sleek, toned body as she moved with graceful strokes.

I shielded my eyes from the sun and looked closer. My breath caught as I realized she was naked. I felt like I should have looked away, but I couldn't.

As if sensing my gaze, Cathy turned toward the villa. Our eyes locked across the distance. Instead of seeming embarrassed, she waved and waded toward shore.

I should go back into the room, shouldn't I? Give her privacy? But... I don't think she wants privacy. I think she is okay with me watching her. Actually, I think she wants me to watch her.

I stayed where I was, heart hammering, as Cathy emerged from the water, her dripping body on full display. She shook her head, her short black hair flinging off droplets of water. Cathy's small breasts jiggled, her dark nipples jutting in the sunlight.

Catherina Montclair was forty-two years old, but she had the toned body of a much younger woman. My eyes drifted down from her breasts to the flat plane of her belly and lower to the dark triangle of hair covering her mound.

Cathy grabbed a towel from the beach and methodically toweled herself off. It felt like she was deliberately taking her time, turning slowly so I could get a full view of her body.

Her effect on me was immediate. I could feel my cock swelling along my thigh. All the fantasies I'd had of Catherina since I met her two weeks ago suddenly came rushing back to me.

I didn't have to look down to know my dick was tent-poling in my pants. I put my hands in my pockets and discreetly shifted my cock so it wasn't jutting out so obviously.

Cathy wrapped the towel around herself. I cleared my throat and straightened up as she headed straight for the villa. I waited for her, trying to maintain my composure as this beautiful older woman approached me.

"I see you've arrived, Mr. Freybourne," she said, water droplets still clinging to her shoulders. "Is the room to your satisfaction?"

"The room is perfect," I said, trying to keep my eyes on her face.

"Wonderful." Her smile was both welcoming and knowing. "The laptop on the desk has been set up with wifi and all the other technical things I don't understand. The main thing is that you can print directly to the laser printer beneath the desk."

"It's an impressive setup. That's the newest MacBook Pro, right? Great laptop, if a little overkill for us writers. Still, I always wanted one."

"Well, you're in luck then because the laptop is yours to keep."

"Seriously?"

"Seriously. I'll see you at dinner in an hour. Marisol's ceviche is a delight. Don't be late or I'll have to spank you."

Before I could respond, Cathy turned and walked away, leaving me staring after her.

Was that last line a threat or an offer? I wondered. Maybe both?

Trying to clear my head, I went and checked out the MacBook, confirming it was the top-of-the-line Pro model.

A laptop with specs like this cost the same as two months' rent for me. My ancient Acer laptop was on its last legs. Getting a MacBook Pro as a welcoming gift was wild.

"I could get used to this," I muttered as I played with the expensive computer.

An hour later, I found myself seated at a table in an outdoor dining area on the other side of the villa. Jorge was working a large grill. The mouth-watering aroma of grilled meat wafted in the air.

Jorge's wife Marisol was mixing her ceviche in a big wooden bowl. I'd never had the seafood salad, but it looked delicious. Other tasty dishes were laid out on a serving table by the grill.

My stomach rumbled as Jorge and Marisol prepared the food. But I was getting a craving for other delicacies.

Cathy sat across the table from me. Her hair was still damp from her shower and her skin was dewy. She was wearing a loose caftan dress. It was made of a gauzy material that was almost transparent, showing off Cathy's firm body, her dark nipples visible beneath the thin fabric.

"I hope you have an appetite," Cathy said, almost as if reading my mind. "Marisol's cooking is a treasure. No one goes hungry at my villa."

"That's good to hear. I'm starving."

"You do have that lean and hungry look," she smirked. "But I am confident I will be able to satisfy you."

"Are we still discussing the food... or something else?"

It felt like a risky thing to say, but I was feeling bold. Cathy had not been shy about letting me see her nude. I hoped my time at her villa would be about more than just writing. I suspected she did as well.

So I held her gaze, trying not to let my nerves show. Cathy cocked an eyebrow, amused by my flirting. The appraising way she was looking at me both turned me on and reminded me of the age gap between us.

"One appetite at a time," she said with a smile. "And we'll see where it goes from there? Agreed?"

"Agreed."

Jorge set a colorful platter of grilled meat on the table between us. Strips of tender beef and pork caramelized to perfection. The citrusy aroma of lime and cilantro added to the scent, making my mouth water instantly.

Marisol arrived with her ceviche in a large ceramic serving bowl.

"Por favor," she said with a shy smile, placing it down.

The raw fish gleamed pearl-white against the vibrant red tomatoes, green cilantro, and purple onions. I breathed in the tangy scent.

"Try this first," Cathy suggested, spooning ceviche onto my plate.

The first bite was a revelation, the tender fish melting against the sharp citrus, the crunch of fresh vegetables, and a slow-building heat from the serrano peppers.

"This is incredible," I said between bites. "I've never tasted anything like it."

"I told you Marisol was a treasure," Cathy said, her eyes never leaving mine as she sipped her wine.

Every bite of food was amazing. Smoky grilled meat with charred edges giving way to tender flesh within, rice perfumed with saffron, salsa that hovered between sweet and spicy.

All the while, Cathy and I maintained a silent conversation with our eyes, heat building between us that had nothing to do with the food.

"I come back every summer," Cathy said. "New York is where I work, but this is where I breathe. The city demands too much. Appearances, networking, constant productivity... Ugh. Here, I'm just me."

"I can see why you'd want to escape to this place. I'd never want to leave either."

After dessert, a silky smooth flan alongside rich, black coffee, Cathy suggested a sunset walk.

We strolled barefoot along the beach, the warm sand squishing between my toes. The ocean breeze carried the scent of salt and onshore flowers. Above us, the sky had shaded into a canvas of orange, pink and purple.

"I'm glad you arrived early," Cathy said. "The others will come over the next two days, but I wanted time with just you. Your writing... it moved me in a way I haven't felt in years."

"I'm grateful you took an interest," I said. "I still can't believe it. Professor Lambert didn't tell me he was sending you a copy. I'm so grateful he did."

"Lamby knows I'm always on the lookout for young talent."

The way Cathy said young talent made me think she was talking about more than just writing. The smirk on her face confirmed my suspicions.

"So you knew who I was?" Cathy asked. "When I contacted you?"

"Of course. You dominate the charts. Anyone who reads knows who you are."

"And were you familiar with my work?"

"I read your novel, 'The Shadow's Edges'."

"Did you? And what did you think?"

Cathy was scrutinizing me closely. I hesitated, trying to compose a diplomatic answer.

"It was extremely well-written," I said carefully. "The plotting was clever. I can see why it was so successful."

"Oh? And when did you read it?"

The question caught me off guard. I felt like Cathy had snared me in a trap.

"Uh... two weeks ago?"

"So you scrambled to read my work after I reached out?"

"Yes," I admitted. "I'd heard of you, of course, but hadn't read your books before."

"Thank you, Kenji." She stopped walking and faced me. "Everyone claims to be a lifelong fan. The flattery gets exhausting."

"I'm sure it does."

"Have you read any of my other books?" Cathy asked quietly.

The question hung between us. Her eyes held mine, searching.

"No," I admitted. "Just 'The Shadow's Edges'."

"And what do you honestly think of my writing, Kenji? The quality of it, I mean."

I shifted my weight from one foot to the other. Cathy waited patiently for my reply.

"You've earned your success," I said. "No question about that. Your books connect with your readers in a way most writers only dream about."

"Please," Cathy said dismissively, her eyes narrowing. "That's not what I asked."

"I don't think I've read enough to form a complete opinion."

"Bullshit."

The word cut through the air between us. Cathy's face had hardened.

"This workshop will require absolute honesty from everyone involved. If we can't be honest about our work, what's the point?" Her blue eyes held mine. "So I'll ask again. What do you think of my writing?"

I took a deep breath. I'd been constantly underestimating Catherina Montclair from the moment I met her. She wasn't looking for generic praise or diplomatic answers.

She wanted the truth.

"I truly do admire your success," I said. "The way your fans connect with your work is remarkable. Your writing is well-crafted, well-paced, and very clever."

"But?" she prompted, her voice soft but insistent. "I know that there is a 'but' coming."

"But... I find your work to be a very polished commercial product. A product designed to please the consumer while not making any demands on their attention. It's not what I would personally choose to read, but I understand how it appeals to others."

Cathy nodded slowly, a small smile playing on her lips.

"So you think I'm a hack writer, pumping out formulaic entertainment for an incurious audience?"

"I didn't say that," I protested.

"You didn't have to." She wrapped her arms around herself, gazing out at the darkening water. "I can hear it in what you don't say."

A bird chirped nearby as we stood in silence. The moment unspooled, seeming to drag on.

"I feel the same way about my work," Cathy finally said, her voice barely above a whisper. "I write garbage. I'm a hack."

I stood there mute, stunned by Cathy's admission. The confident woman who'd casually displayed her naked body to me hours earlier now seemed fragile in the fading light.

"I don't know what to say," I admitted.

"You don't need to say anything. It's refreshing to hear honesty." She hugged herself tighter, looking smaller somehow. "Do you know how long it's been since someone gave me their real opinion about my work?"

I shook my head, still processing this new side of her.

"Nine bestsellers, Kenji. Five movie adaptations. More money than I'll ever need." She laughed hollowly. "And I haven't written anything that matters in fifteen years."

The revelation hit me hard. How could someone who'd achieved so much still feel like a failure? Her mansions, her fame, her success? None of it filled whatever emptiness she carried?

"How long have you felt this way?" I asked.

Before she could answer, Cathy stepped toward me. Her hands came up to frame my face, and she kissed me with unexpected intensity.

Her lips were soft but demanding, her fingers threading through my hair to pull me closer. I responded immediately, my arms wrapping around her waist as the kiss deepened.

When she finally pulled away, her eyes held a fascinating mix of desire and sorrow.

"Thank you for being honest with me," she whispered, her breath warm against my lips. "My agent tells me what will sell. My editor tells me what will please my publisher. My fans tell me they love every word I write. It's all bullshit."

"I'm nobody," I said. "Why would my opinion matter?"

"Because you're a writer, a proper writer." Her fingers traced my jawline. "Promise me something, Kenji. Promise you'll always tell me the truth."

"I promise."

Cathy turned toward the sunset, taking my hand and pressing it against her chest. I could feel her heartbeat through the gauzy fabric of her dress.

"Look," she said softly. "The sun is almost down."

Together we watched the sun melt into the horizon, painting the sky in bands of gold and crimson. Her heart beat steadily beneath my palm as darkness crept across the water.


Chapter 3



"Avoid misunderstandings."

I sipped a cold soda at a small beachside restaurant in Holbox town, watching tourists splash in the shallow turquoise water. A fan blew air over a block of ice, the cool breeze washing over my sweaty skin.

After a morning exploring the island, I'd earned this moment of relaxation. Holbox town had captivated me immediately with its colorful charm. Streets crowded with tourists and vendors. Buildings painted in vibrant blues, pinks, and yellows, their walls adorned with intricate murals of sea life and local folklore.

Sandy streets replaced pavement here, and golf carts puttered past instead of cars. The air carried a delicious mix of grilling fish, tropical fruits, and the suntan lotion worn by the tourists.

Street vendors called out their offerings in musical Spanish while barefoot children raced past, clutching melting ice creams. Several dogs idled in the shade, strays that looked like they were fed by the locals.

Holbox town was wonderful, but I couldn't stop thinking about last night with Cathy on the beach. That kiss had revealed something I hadn't expected, a vulnerability behind Catherina's polished façade.

When I'd been honest about her writing, something had shifted between us. The confident, teasing woman had shown me glimpses of someone else entirely. Someone lonely despite her success. Someone craving authenticity.

The way she'd kissed me wasn't just physical attraction. There had been an almost desperate energy to it, as if she was starving for connection. For all her wealth and fame, Catherina Montclair seemed isolated in ways I was only beginning to understand.

"Excuse me, is this seat taken?"

I looked up to find two smiling women in bikinis gesturing at my table.

"All yours," I said, moving my backpack. "I'll be going soon."

"Actually, we were hoping to join you," the taller one said. "Can we buy you another drink, cutie?"

I laughed, surprised by their directness.

"Sure, why not? But I'm only drinking soda."

"Das ist gut. So are we."

They introduced themselves as Hannah and Leni, friends from Berlin. Hannah was tall and athletic with sun-bleached blonde hair and freckled shoulders. Leni was petite with dark curly hair and big brown eyes. Both wore tiny bikinis that left little to the imagination.

"We shared the boat ride yesterday," Hannah said, her accent making the words musical. "You did not notice us?"

"Sorry, I guess I was distracted. First time on the island and all that."

"You were reading a big book," Leni added. "Very serious, this one. We made bets about what you were here for."

"I said journalist, Leni said professor. So which is it?"

"Writer," I admitted, feeling that familiar mix of pride and impostor syndrome whenever I said it aloud. "Or trying to be, anyway. I'm here for a writing workshop."

"Ah! With the famous Montclair woman, yes?" Hannah's eyes lit up with recognition. "We heard about her estate. Very exclusive."

The bartender arrived with three cold colas. Leni pushed one toward me with a challenging smile.

"So no alcohol for you two?" I asked. "Very unusual."

"No alcohol, no drugs, no meat," Hannah confirmed.

"No meat to eat, she means. We still enjoy meat. Raw meat. Very nice."

The two giggled like schoolgirls being naughty. It was charming.

"So tell us, serious writer man, what do you write about when you are not ignoring pretty girls on boats?"

Hannah leaned in, her accent making the question sound more playful than accusatory. The condensation from her glass dripped onto the wooden table between us.

I took a sip of my soda, buying time. I always struggled with this question. How to explain my writing without sounding pretentious or, worse, boring?

"I write literary fiction, I guess. Stories about people who feel out of place." I ran my finger through the moisture on the table. "Currently working on a novel about a guy running a small-time scam and trying to get laid at the same time."

"Ah, the serious American novel," Leni said, nodding sagely before breaking into a teasing smile. "And does it have a happy ending, this story of yours?"

"I haven't decided yet," I admitted. "I'm hoping this workshop with Ms. Montclair will help me figure that out."

"Perhaps you need more... how do you say... life experience for inspiration?" Hannah teased. "We could help with that."

My phone buzzed before I could respond. It was a message from Cathy.

"Two workshop writers arriving at pier soon. Willow and Frank. Could you meet them and bring them to villa? Jorge busy in garden."

I texted back that I would. I looked up to find both women watching me.

"Sorry, I need to go. Workshop stuff."

"Give us your number before you leave," Hannah insisted, holding out her phone. "Maybe we all have more colas later?"

After I entered my number, both women hugged me goodbye. Hannah surprised me by giving me a peck on the lips.

"For good luck with your writing," she said with a wink as they sauntered off, giggling.

Shaking my head, I fetched Cathy's golf cart with its small attached trailer. The wheels kicked up puffs of sand as I navigated the narrow paths to the pier.

After parking in the designated area, I scanned the horizon, spotting the ferry approaching from the mainland.

While waiting, I recalled the writing samples I'd studied before the workshop. Frank Lewis had submitted two essays on gay history that were sharp, witty, and packed with fascinating details about forgotten queer artists. His prose flowed effortlessly, insightful without being dry. I'd been impressed by his ability to weave humor through serious subjects.

Willow Jean McCoy's work had grabbed me even more. Her short stories painted a raw portrait of Appalachian life. Not the stereotypical version, but something authentic and haunting.

One story in particular stayed with me, a harrowing tale about a young girl who deliberately kills her friend's dog after discovering the animal was being abused. The writing was brilliant, sparse yet devastating. I was genuinely excited to meet such a talented writer.

The boat docked and passengers began disembarking. Among the crowd making their way toward the landing area, two figures stood out. One was a slender man in his late twenties wearing a cream seersucker suit that should have looked ridiculous but somehow didn't.

The other was a young woman with fiery red hair cascading past her shoulders. She wore denim shorts and a loose green tank top that complemented her impressive cleavage.

That's got to be Frank. And that pretty girl must be Willow McCoy.

Frank was more handsome than his author photo suggested, his symmetrical features brightened by an easy, confident smile.

I hadn't seen a picture of Willow before. She was strikingly beautiful. I felt her gaze scan me from head to toe, appraising.

"Hello there!" Frank called out, approaching with a rolling suitcase.

"Hi!" I called back. "I'm the greeting committee. Welcome to Isla Holbox!"

"Glad to be here," Willow replied with a wide grin. "This place is incredible. I feel like I done stepped onto a movie set."

Her smile made Willow even more pretty, lighting up her whole face. Her dimples and the way the corners of her eyes crinkled were devastating. She had pale skin and freckles dusted across her upturned nose. I felt my heart racing as she held my gaze with her startlingly green eyes.

I never could resist redheads. Especially ones who look like her.

"Are you from Catherina's estate?" Frank asked.

"Sort of. I'm Kenji Freybourne, another workshop participant. I'm here to drive you both to the villa."

Frank shook my hand with both of his, his grip warm and enthusiastic.

"Ah, our novelist! Frank Lewis. Delighted to meet you, Kenji."

"Great to meet you, Frank. Your essays were terrific."

I turned to Willow, extending my hand.

"And you must be Willow Jean McCoy. I loved your dog story. It was so moving..."

My voice trailed off. Willow's entire demeanor had transformed instantly. The smile had vanished, replaced by a cold stare. A sneer curled her full lips. Willow ignored my outstretched hand completely.

"Let's get moving," she muttered, brushing past me toward the trailer.

I stood frozen, hand still extended, completely bewildered by the sudden frost. Frank shot me a sympathetic glance as I awkwardly dropped my arm.

"This little trailer is adorable," he said, his voice overly bright.

"Right," I said, trying to recover. "Let's get your luggage loaded up."

"First let me get a picture of you and this extraordinary golf cart," Frank said, pulling out his phone. "My boyfriend loves seeing my adventures here!"

I stood next to the golf cart and put a big smile on my face. My smile faltered as Willow deliberately stepped away from me, positioning herself at the opposite end of the cart. Her arms were crossed and she wasn't smiling.

What is going on with her? She acts like I have rabies or something.

Frank took his pictures, diplomatically ignoring the pained look on Willow's face.

"Add those to the album," Frank said, tapping on his phone. "And then to the Gram. Brilliant!"

"There's a lot more to see in Holbox town," I said. "After you settle in at the villa, you can come and explore this place. The murals on the walls are spectacular."

"That sounds very touristy and kitsch," Frank said. "I love it! This island really doesn't have any cars?"

"Not allowed," I answered. "Just golf carts and scooters and bicycles."

"That's quite charming. Isla Holbox is living up to its reputation as a tropical getaway."

"Perfect place for a writing retreat," I agreed. "Wait 'til you see the villa."

"Indeed. Drive on, Jeeves!"

Frank climbed into the golf cart. Willow slid into the rear seat, her back facing me. She seemed to prefer it that way.

I drove slowly, giving my new companions time to take in the sights of Holbox. Frank snapped photos of everything we passed.

"This is glorious," Frank said, angling his phone at a flock of flamingos wading in the distance. "Absolute paradise."

"How was your trip?" I asked, steering around a sandy bend in the road.

Frank lowered his phone, sighing dramatically.

"The drive from Cancun was bumpy. My spine may never recover. But the boat ride! Magnificent. The water is so clear. Like sailing through liquefied sky."

"Some big silvery fish followed in the boat's wake when I came," I said. "It was quite a sight."

"When did you arrive?" Frank asked, turning his attention to me.

"Just yesterday."

"And what's she like, the illustrious Catherina Montclair? I've only spoken to her on the phone."

My mind flashed to Cathy on the beach last night, vulnerable in the moonlight, sharing her insecurities about her writing, her lips pressed against mine, everything about her so different from her public persona.

"She's... full of surprises," I said carefully. "I think you will find her intriguing, as I do."

Willow glanced at me for the first time since we introduced ourselves. She seemed curious about Cathy, like she wanted to ask something. Instead, Willow turned away and kept her silence.

We pulled up to the villa's entrance and I parked near the front door. Jorge emerged from his cottage across the yard, waving as he approached.

"Welcome, welcome!" he called out.

"Frank, Willow. This is Jorge. He works for Cathy."

They greeted each other warmly, Willow beaming as she shook Jorge's hand. As we unloaded the luggage, I reached for Willow's largest suitcase.

"I can handle it," she said, her smile gone, her voice flat and cold.

"It looks heavy. I don't mind--"

"Jorge can carry it," she interrupted, not looking at me. "Right, Jorge?"

Jorge raised his eyebrows slightly at her tone, but nodded.

"Sí, of course, señorita."

Jorge took the bag, throwing me a questioning glance as he led Willow inside. I could only shrug.

I helped Frank with his bags to his room, which had a stunning ocean view like mine.

"Good lord," Frank said, spinning around to take it all in. "This is how the other half lives."

"The meals here are also pure luxury," I said. "Jorge's wife Marisol is an incredible cook."

I handed Frank a slip of paper.

"My number and Jorge's, in case you need anything. Dinner's at five."

I turned to leave, then hesitated.

"Frank? Do you know why Willow seems so... cold toward me? We just met."

Frank adjusted a pillow on his bed.

"I try not to gossip about fellow writers, but..." He paused, choosing his words carefully. "Willow mentioned your writing was 'objectionable' to her. That's all she said during our trip."

"My writing? But she's never even--"

"Best to discuss it with her directly," Frank cut in. "Avoid misunderstandings."

I nodded, thanked him for his honesty, and shook his hand.

Back in my room, I paced the floor, baffled. What in my novel draft could have offended Willow so deeply? I couldn't think of anything I'd written that would get her so agitated.

Hope this is some kind of misunderstanding, I thought. If not, this is going to be a long month with Ms. Willow Jean McCoy.
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The table was scattered with empty plates and serving platters. Jorge and Marisol had outdone themselves with a dish called cochinita pibil, a local specialty of slow-roasted pork fragrant with achiote and bitter orange. Grilled fish tacos came adorned with mango salsa and lime crema. For vegetarian Frank, they'd prepared chile rellenos stuffed with quinoa and black beans instead of meat, which he declared "utterly transcendent."

Now we were finishing with lime and papaya sorbets, the perfect cooldown after the meal's heat.

"The way they adapted the balloon scene in episode three was genius," Willow gushed, her spoon waving enthusiastically. "I watched that sequence four times. The actress captured Janet's panic exactly like I imagined from the book."

Cathy smiled, clearly pleased at Willow's enthusiasm for her TV series.

"Marissa was actually terrified of heights. Before filming, she downed three shots of tequila. By take five, she was slurring her lines and kept calling the male lead 'Chad' instead of 'Brad.'"

"No, really?" Willow's eyes widened.

"They had to CGI half her performance and dub some lines," Cathy continued. "The director threatened to fire her until she delivered that crying scene perfectly... while completely drunk!"

Frank raised his glass.

"To liquid inspiration! The secret ingredient in all great art."

We all laughed, enjoying the moment.

I'd been trying to focus on the conversation, but Cathy's foot had been sliding up and down my calf for the past twenty minutes. Now her toes were tracing circles on my inner thigh, making it difficult to remember what we were talking about.

But it wasn't just playing footsie with Catherina that was distracting me. The contrast between Willow's behavior toward everyone else versus me was stark. With Cathy and Frank, she was animated, her hands flying as she spoke, her laugh rich and infectious.

But whenever I spoke, Willow's smile vanished. She'd look at her plate or past me, as if I were invisible. Not once had she addressed me directly.

Even Cathy had noticed. Several times I caught her glancing between us, her brow furrowed slightly.

"I'm thrilled you've both arrived," Cathy said, squeezing Willow's hand while her foot continued its maddening path along my leg. "Once Danique and Rachel join us tomorrow, our little creative family will be complete."

"I follow Danique's fashion blog religiously," Frank said. "Her take on sustainable luxury is refreshing."

"Her memoir sample was hilarious," I added. "The chapter about her internship disaster had me laughing out loud."

Willow's eyes flashed.

"Didn't realize you were so into fashion," Willow sneered. "Though I suppose some men are more concerned with appearance than substance."

The table fell silent. Frank's smile froze. Cathy's foot stilled against my leg.

"Perhaps a walk would help us digest?" Cathy suggested smoothly. "The beach is lovely at twilight."

I pushed back my chair. The last thing I wanted to do was stroll on the beach with Willow.

"I should get some reading done. You all enjoy your walk."

Triumph flashed across Willow's face. Frank looked down at his sorbet, embarrassed. Cathy's expression was a mixture of confusion and concern.

"Goodnight, everyone," I said, nodding to the table before heading back to my room.


Chapter 4



"It's just a game."

I closed my bedroom door behind me and went straight to the window. Outside, the last orange ribbons of sunset stretched across the sky, streaking the sea in bands of molten copper. I stood there a long time, watching the horizon swallow the sun, bringing a deep blue twilight to Holbox.

On the bed beside me lay printouts of Willow's short stories. I'd downloaded them after Frank's hint about her objection to my writing.

Willow's work had floored me. They were raw, visceral tales of Appalachian life told in prose so sharp it could draw blood. The characters leaped from the page. Coal miners with black lung, waitresses working double shifts, teenagers desperate to escape dying towns.

Her second story for the workshop was called "Daddy's Coming Home". A young girl waits for her alcoholic father who never arrives for her birthday. The disappointment, the shame, the quiet rage beneath the surface.

Willow Jean McCoy was the kind of writer I loved to read. Her talent was incandescent.

So why does she fucking hate me? What exactly did she read in my manuscript that triggered such hostility?

I'd have to ask what her issue with me was. Hell, after tonight, I couldn't imagine the two of us spending a month at this villa together.

Sighing, I picked up the pages and started reading them again. Within a few paragraphs, I was lost in the story. An hour passed without me even noticing it.

My phone buzzed with a text, interrupting my thoughts. It was Cathy.

"Are you awake? I'd like to show you something. My room, top floor, end of the hall."

I stared at the message, heart thumping hard. Images flashed through my mind. Cathy naked in the pool, the press of her lips against mine, her foot sliding up my leg at dinner. Was this an invitation for more?

I typed back: "On my way."

I checked my reflection in the mirror, smoothed my hair, and sniffed my shirt. Clean enough. I dabbed on some deodorant anyway and headed out, passing through the main house and climbing the stairs quietly.

The villa was silent except for distant waves and the soft hum of the air conditioning. At the end of the top-floor hallway stood double doors of dark wood. I knocked softly.

"Come in," Cathy called.

I pushed the door open and stepped into what felt like another world.

Cathy's bedroom was massive, easily three times the size of mine. Floor-to-ceiling windows dominated the far wall, opening onto a private balcony overlooking the ocean. Moonlight spilled across a king-sized platform bed draped in what looked like silk sheets.

A sitting area featured a low-slung white leather sofa and a glass coffee table, while a massive flat-screen TV hung on one wall. The bathroom door stood ajar, revealing glimpses of marble and glass. Everything gleamed with quiet luxury. Nothing ostentatious, just perfectly chosen, perfectly placed luxury.

Cathy stood at the open French doors leading to the balcony, her back to me. She'd changed into another of those gauzy caftans, this one pale blue. The fabric was nearly transparent in the moonlight, revealing the silhouette of her body beneath. My mouth went dry as I watched the sea breeze press the thin material against her curves.

"Thank you for coming up," she said without turning around.

"My pleasure."

She finally turned to face me. Her smile was inviting as she gestured toward the sofa.

"Join me?"

I sat beside her, our knees touching. The contact sent sparks through my body.

"How are you finding your stay so far, Kenji?" she asked, tucking one leg beneath her.

"Like living in a dream," I admitted. "I keep waiting for someone to tap me on the shoulder and tell me there's been a mistake."

Cathy laughed softly.

"No mistake," she assured me. "Your talent earned you this spot. And now that Willow and Frank have arrived, with Danique and Rachel joining tomorrow, we can finally begin our proper work."

Her gaze lingered on me, making my throat go dry.

"I couldn't help but notice Willow's rather fraught demeanor toward you," she said. "Is there some history there I should know about?"

I shifted uncomfortably.

"I'd rather not discuss another writer behind their back," I said. "Especially when I barely know her myself."

Catherina's eyebrows rose slightly.

"Admirable, but I confess I'm confused by her attitude. As the workshop leader, I'm concerned she might disrupt our dynamic here. Should I speak with her directly? Perhaps request she adjust her approach or consider leaving the retreat?"

"Please don't," I said, more quickly than I intended. "I'd prefer to work it out with her myself. Give us a chance to find common ground as writers."

She studied me for a long moment, then her expression softened.

"Very well. I respect your wishes." Her fingers brushed mine. "I admire your maturity, Kenji. And your care for a fellow writer. Not everyone would be so gracious."

"Thank you, Cathy. I know we can work this out."

"I am confident that you will. Now, I asked you here because I value your opinion. Your honesty." She leaned closer. "I'm facing a decision about the TV adaptation of 'The Shadow's Edges' and wanted your input."

"I'm happy to help however I can."

Cathy shifted on the sofa, moving nearer. Her hand rested on the sofa near my hand, close enough that her pinky rested against mine. It was a small touch, but it seemed very intentional.

"They've narrowed down the casting for Detective Mara to two actresses," Cathy told me. "I'd like to know which you prefer."

She picked up a remote from the coffee table and pressed a button. The TV on the wall flickered to life. She played two audition videos back-to-back.

I recognized both women immediately. The first was a current A-lister whose face dominated billboards. The second was an actress whose star had been fading since her breakout role a decade ago.

When the clips ended, Cathy turned to me expectantly.

"Well?"

I didn't hesitate.

"The second one. Jennifer Millsone."

"Really? Why her?"

"She's got the weariness in her eyes that Mara needs. The other actress is too... polished. Too pretty. Too perfect. Mara's supposed to be broken but determined. Jennifer captures that perfectly. The character needs that ragged edge."

"Tell me more."

"Okay, so Jennifer's scene in the interrogation room? It gave me chills. That quiet intensity when she puts the photos down? That's Mara to the core. The other actress was good too, but played the scene too broadly. She lacked the focus that Jennifer brought."

Cathy studied me with newfound interest.

"You're quite perceptive, Mr. Freybourne. And you're correct. Jennifer Millsone is going to make a perfect Mara."

"Wait," I said, my eyes narrowing. "The casting is done already?"

"I may have already signed Jennifer for the role last week," Cathy said, a small, guilty smile playing at her lips.

"So... what? You were testing me?"

"I wanted to see if your artistic instincts aligned with mine." Cathy shrugged. "They do, which is very pleasing."

The way she said "very pleasing" made my skin tingle. Her pinky brushed over mine on the sofa again. Cathy peered up at me through a fringe of black hair that hung over her eyes. My pulse quickened to see her looking at me like that.

"There's more you can do for me," she said quietly. "If you're willing."

"Name it."

"The showrunners also sent me a theme song to approve. Just today. I'd like your opinion."

She pressed another button. A slow, haunting melody filled the room. Strings and piano intertwined with a woman's sultry voice singing about shadows and desire. The music was charged with tension, sexual and dangerous at once.

When it ended, I nodded appreciatively.

"It's perfect. Sexy and mysterious, just like the book. Makes me want to lean in closer to hear what comes next."

"That's how I feel about it as well."

"Sexy and mysterious," I teased. "Like the woman who wrote the story."

"Oh, my. Such a charmer."

She licked her lips as she ran her hand through her dark hair. The tension between us was undeniable.

Cathy had initiated our first kiss. Now she looked like she was waiting for me to do something, to make something happen.

I couldn't let this moment pass. A surge of boldness overtook me.

"Play it again?" I asked.

"Why?"

"Because a song like that should be experienced, not just heard." I stood and held out my hand. "Dance with me?"

For the first time since I'd met her, Catherina Montclair looked flustered. A blush crept across her cheeks as she stared at my outstretched hand.

"I don't usually--"

"Just one dance," I said. "To properly appreciate the music."

After a moment's hesitation, she placed her hand in mine. I gently pulled her to her feet and led her to an open space between the bed and the balcony doors.

As the music started again, I drew her close, one hand at the small of her back, the other holding hers.

We swayed together, the slow rhythm guiding our movements. At first, she held herself stiffly, maintaining a proper distance. But as the vocals began, she relaxed, gradually melting against me until her head rested against my chest.

"I feel like I'm at prom," she murmured into my shirt.

"I wouldn't know. Never went to mine."

She pulled back enough to look up at me, surprised.

"Really? Why not?"

"No date. Too busy working to help mom with rent."

She nodded thoughtfully, then said, "I didn't go to mine either."

"Now that I don't believe. A beautiful woman like you? The boys must have been lining up."

"I wasn't always... this. In fact, I was quite the opposite as a teenager."

"What do you mean?"

"Fat. Awkward. Ugly. At least that's what everyone told me."

I struggled to imagine it.

"You sure? Kids can be cruel."

"They weren't wrong. I was over two hundred pounds, with terrible skin and braces." She gave a small, sad laugh. "The pretty, popular Catherina Montclair you see now? She's a complete reinvention. Like one of my characters."

I looked down at the woman in my arms. Despite the dim light, I was seeing her more clearly than ever.

The music swelled, and I pulled Cathy closer. She came willingly, pressing her body fully against mine. I couldn't hide my body's reaction, my cock swelling, my arousal clear between us.

Embarrassed, I tried to create some distance, but Cathy's arms tightened around me.

"Don't," she said. "I know. It's okay."

She looked up at me, eyes narrowed.

"More than okay," she whispered.

The song began again on a loop as we clung to each other, swaying in the moonlight that spilled across her bedroom floor.

My cock throbbed as Cathy's body pressed against mine. The silkiness of her caftan whispered between us, barely a barrier at all. I could feel the warmth of her skin through the thin fabric, the gentle rise and fall of her chest against mine. I breathed in the smell of her hair, the muted scent of her skin.

Our bodies swayed together, no space between us. The pressure of her breasts against my chest, the softness of her curves fitting against my harder angles, it all felt like pieces of a puzzle clicking into place. Her breath tickled my neck, warm and sweet as my erection pressed against her belly.

As the last notes of the song faded, Cathy slowly pulled away. Her eyes were half-lidded, dreamy.

"I should find another song," she murmured, turning toward the remote.

I caught her wrist gently.

"Let's hear it again. It's growing on me."

She hesitated, then nodded. The song began its slow, seductive intro once more.

This time, I reached down and tilted Cathy's chin up with my finger, bringing her face to mine. Her eyes widened slightly, but she didn't pull away.

Taking that as permission, I leaned down and pressed my lips to hers.

The kiss was gentle at first, the soft pressure of lips meeting. Then it deepened. Cathy's arms snaked around my neck as she rose on tiptoes, pressing herself harder against me. My hands found her waist, then slid lower to the gentle curve of her hips.

Suddenly, she pulled back, breaking the kiss. Her hand pressed flat against my chest, creating distance between us. Her eyes darted, clouded with doubt.

"I'm not sure this is right," she said, her voice breathless. "After I kissed you that first time, I couldn't sleep. I'm so much older than you, Kenji. And I'm in charge of the workshop. I'm trying to be your mentor."

"We're both adults," I countered. "I want you, Cathy. And I know you feel the same way."

She shook her head, though her eyes fixed on mine in a playful glare.

"You're mistaken," she teased. "I play with men all the time, Mr. Freybourne. It's just a game."

"Stop it." I stepped closer, closing the distance she'd created. "You weren't playing with me, Cathy. You were revealing yourself. Do you tell other men about being insecure about your writing? About your past as an overweight teenager?"

"No," she admitted. "I don't talk to other men like that."

"I figured." I brushed a strand of hair from her face. "You want to do more than just play with me, don't you? That's not enough for you. Is it?"

She stared at me for a long moment, conflict visible in her eyes, then a resolution.

"No," she whispered. "That's not enough."

This time when our lips met, there was nothing gentle about it. Her mouth opened under mine, hungry and insistent. Her hands gripped my shoulders, nails digging through my shirt. I wrapped my arms around her, lifting her slightly off the ground. I lost myself in her kiss, her tongue darting against mine, teeth nipping playfully.

Catherina broke the kiss with a gasp. She pushed my shirt up, fingers tracing the lines of my stomach and chest.

"So beautiful," she whispered, her lips grazing my skin.

Her fingers flicked over my nipples. I shivered at the strange sensation.

"Wait--" I began, reaching for her, but she was already working my shirt over my head.

She looked up at me with a wicked smile.

"Don't worry, Mr. Freybourne. I don't plan on stopping there."

With one smooth motion, she popped the button on my pants and eased the zipper down. I wiggled my hips so she could slide my pants off me, pulling it down along with my boxers.

As my hard cock sprang free, her eyes widened.

"Oh, my. Very impressive."

Her appreciation sent a thrill through me. A drop of precum beaded at my tip. Cathy's eyes flicked to it, eager and hungry. She grabbed my cock gently and kneeled on the floor, positioning my cock at her lips.

I stroked Cathy's hair as I looked down at her, drinking in the sight.

"You have no idea how much I've wanted this," I told her. "Since that first dinner."

"Me too," she breathed, lips just inches from the head of my cock. "I considered bringing you home with me that night. I wanted you to fuck me senseless."

"You should have asked me."

"No. I'm glad I waited until you were here. It makes things so much sweeter."

Her tongue flicked out, scooping up the bead of precum. I sighed at the sensation, one hand dropping to squeeze her breast through the thin silk of her caftan.

Cathy took me into her mouth. She moaned softly around my shaft, her mouth opening wider as she took me in.

The feel of her warm, wet mouth around me drove all other thoughts from my head. Catherina might have been refined and sophisticated, but she was also a skilled cocksucker.

Cathy licked and sucked with sensual delight, taking her time, savoring my cock, the wet sounds of her sucking filling my ears. Up and down she worked my length, bobbing her head with obvious pleasure.

I tangled my fingers in her hair, guiding her speed and depth. She hummed in response, her hands gripping my thighs as she took more of me with each stroke.

Catherina's lust was infectious and the tension coiled tighter in my balls. The visual stimulation of watching her beautiful face move up and down on my cock was overwhelming.

"Cathy, I'm going to--"

My words turned into a groan as Cathy tightened her lips around me and sucked hard. That was all it took. I came with a hoarse cry, filling her mouth with my spurting cum.

Catherina swallowed every drop, massaging my balls and milking me dry as she continued to suck gently. My body shuddered with the aftershocks of my orgasm as I looked down at her upturned face.

She looked back at me as she cleaned globs of cum from my dick, swallowing it down, her lips creamy with my sperm.

"You look so beautiful like that," I told her.

"I know."

Cathy wiped a remnant of cum from her lip with one finger, then sucked it into her mouth before leaning in to kiss my cock again.

"When can we do this again?" I asked. "Or was this a one-time thing?"

"The workshop begins soon," Cathy chuckled. "We have a month of nights ahead of us. Plenty of time to find our rhythm. Does that work for you, Mr. Freybourne?"

I helped her to her feet. Cathy smiled as I kissed her damp forehead.

"That works for me, Ms. Montclair."


Chapter 5



"I have my doubts."

I wasn't sure where the morning went. One minute I was standing outside my room watching the sunrise over the Caribbean, and the next Frank was dragging me into town.

I didn't mind. After yesterday's encounter with Cathy, I was ready for more distractions in the tropical heat.

"You're brooding again," Frank said, nudging my shoulder as we walked down Holbox's main street.

"Just thinking."

"About our illustrious host?" Frank winked. "The way you two dance around each other is like watching performance art."

I laughed, grateful for his easy humor.

"Let's just enjoy the day, okay?"

Holbox town buzzed with mid-morning energy. Tourists and locals mingled on the sandy streets while vendors called out their wares. The smell of fresh corn tortillas and grilling fish filled the air, mixing with the salt breeze. Colorful hammocks swayed in shop doorways next to displays of woven hats and beaded jewelry.

"God, it's like someone built this place specifically to be Instagrammed," Frank said, stopping to admire a café with bright blue walls and hanging plants.

We passed a fruit stand where a woman sliced mangoes into flower shapes, the juice running down her fingers. Nearby, an old man grilled corn, brushing each ear with a mixture of chili and lime. Children chased each other between market stalls while their parents haggled over prices in rapid Spanish.

"Oh my god." Frank grabbed my arm so hard I nearly fell over. "KENJI! Look at that wall!"

He pointed to an enormous mural covering the side of a building. It depicted an underwater scene with whale sharks and manta rays swimming through vibrant coral, all done in electric blues and greens that seemed to glow in the sunlight.

"You have to take my picture in front of it," Frank insisted, already posing with one hand on his hip.

Frank wore a peach-colored linen jacket with the sleeves rolled up and pants cuffed at the ankles. Next to the mural's colors, he looked like he belonged in an art installation himself.

I took Frank's phone and stepped back.

"Say 'pretentious artist'."

"Every day of my life, darling."

Frank threw his head back dramatically. I snapped several photos as Frank cycled through poses.

"These look great," Frank said, scrolling through the pictures after I gave him back his phone. "The Gram needs to see this, and Darius will die. He loves seeing my vacation photos. Especially the ones with you in them."

"Me? Why?"

Frank looked up with a mischievous grin.

"He wants to know if you're gay."

"I'm flattered, but no."

"Ah, so you're bi?" Frank's eyebrows wiggled suggestively.

I laughed, shaking my head.

"Very straight, but tell him I'm honored by the interest."

"His loss," Frank sighed dramatically. "And mine too, apparently."

We continued our walk, stopping at a street cart selling sodas. The vendor handed us glass bottles of Coca-Cola. It was the real kind, made with cane sugar instead of corn syrup. The cold glass felt amazing against my palm.

"Nothing beats Mexican Coke," I said after a long swig.

"Agreed. Especially in this heat."

I wiped sweat from my forehead with the back of my hand. The midday sun beat down mercilessly.

"Speaking of things that beat the heat..." Frank nudged me, nodding toward the beach visible at the end of the street. "What do you say we cool off?"

Before I could answer, Frank grabbed my arm and pulled me toward the water. We jogged across the hot sand, dodging sunbathers until we reached the shore.

Frank stripped off his shirt in one fluid motion and tossed it onto the sand. I followed suit, feeling the immediate relief as the breeze hit my bare chest.

The beach pulsed with energy. A volleyball game in progress sent sand flying while speakers blasted reggaeton. The shallow turquoise water teemed with tourists splashing and laughing. The scent of coconut sunscreen mixed with salt air as people lounged in the shallows, drinks in hand.

Frank tugged off his pants. He was wearing shorts beneath them.

"Come on!" Frank shouted, wading into the water.

I was already wearing shorts. I rushed in after Frank. The water felt incredible, cool but not cold, clear enough to see my feet on the sandy bottom.

Frank and I pushed further out where the water reached our waists. We clinked our Coke bottles and took a long drink, feeling the day's tension dissolve in the water and fizzing soda.

Frank started dancing to the music blaring from shore, Coke held high above his head. I joined him, laughing as we splashed around like idiots. The crowd around us grew as more people joined our impromptu dance party.

"Kenji!" a female voice called out.

I turned to see Hannah and Leni pushing through the water toward us, waving enthusiastically.

"You know them?" Frank asked.

"Not well enough," I joked. "I'm hoping to change that."

The German girls reached us with excited squeals, hugging me and planting kisses on my cheeks. Both wore the same tiny bikinis they had on the last time I saw them.

Hannah's athletic frame looked golden in a white bikini that contrasted with her tan, her blonde hair slicked back from the water. Leni's curves spilled from a neon pink top, her dark curls piled high on her head to keep them dry.

"We looked for you last night," Hannah pouted. "You promised to party with us."

"Sorry, got caught up with workshop stuff," I said.

"Who's your friend?" Leni asked, eyeing Frank appreciatively.

"This is Frank Lewis. He's part of the writing retreat."

"Another writer?" Leni squeezed Frank's biceps, her fingers lingered on his arm. "Are all writers so fit?"

"Only the ones who can't afford therapy," Frank quipped, making the girls laugh. "The gym is much cheaper."

"We party now, yes?" Leni suggested, already swaying to the music.

The four of us formed our own dance circle in the water. Frank pulled out his phone from his shorts and started taking selfies of all of us. Hannah pressed against my side while Leni tried to get closer to Frank. The people, music, and sunshine created a perfect buzz around us.

After a while, we moved back to shore and found an outdoor bar set up under some palm trees. We grabbed more soft drinks and claimed a table near the speakers. Hannah immediately draped herself across my lap while Leni snuggled up to Frank, who looked amused.

"Should you tell her?" I whispered to Frank when Leni went to get some snacks.

"Tell us what?" Hannah asked.

"That I like boys," Frank snickered. "It's fine. Darius is loving these pictures. He says it's the straightest undercover work I've ever done."

When Leni returned, Hannah leaned in close to her ear. Leni looked stoic as she listened to her friend.

"I think I could turn you straight," she told Frank seriously. "You must try it, yes?"

Frank spit out his cola while I doubled over laughing.

"What's so funny?" Leni asked, confusion crossing her face.

"Nothing," I gasped, trying to catch my breath.

Hannah shrugged, then suddenly grabbed my face and planted her lips on mine. She wasted no time, her tongue pushing into my mouth as she straddled me on the beach chair.

The taste of soda and coconut lip balm filled my mouth as I kissed her back, laughing against her lips at the spontaneity.

Without warning, Hannah pulled back and yanked her bikini top off, flinging it into the sand. Her breasts bounced free, sun-kissed except for the pale triangles where her top had been.

Not to be outdone, Leni did the same, her smaller breasts drawing whoops from nearby tourists.

"Holy shit," I laughed as Hannah pressed her bare chest against mine.

The crowd around us cheered as Hannah started grinding against me, her hips moving in perfect rhythm to the bass. Leni attempted the same with Frank, who played along with theatrical enthusiasm, his eyes wide with amusement as he mouthed "Help me!" over her shoulder.

Hannah turned around and started twerking against me, her ass bouncing against my crotch while she held her hands in the air. I grabbed her waist, going along with the performance as the crowd egged us on.

That's when I saw her.

Across the beach, partly hidden by palm trees, sat the villa's golf cart with its little trailer attached. Behind the wheel, watching the entire scene with unmistakable disgust, was Willow. Her red hair blazed in the sunlight, but not as fiercely as the judgment in her eyes.

My first reaction was shame, caught acting like a frat boy by the one workshop member who already seemed to hate me. But as Willow continued staring, something else flared up.

Annoyance.

Who was she to judge me? Willow had been nothing but cold since we met, treating me like I was beneath her without even knowing me.

I met her gaze and raised my hand in a friendly wave, smiling broadly. Then, with deliberate theatrics, I turned back to Hannah, who was still dancing against me. I planted my face between her warm tits and motorboated her, making exaggerated noises that sent Hannah into fits of screaming laughter.

The crowd roared its approval. I glanced back toward Willow, saw her face contort with disgust, and felt a petty satisfaction. I blew her a kiss, watching as she turned away and drove off in the golf cart, presumably to pick up the final two workshop participants.

"Who was that?" Hannah asked, following my gaze as she cupped her bouncing tits.

"Just someone from the workshop," I said, suddenly feeling childish about the whole display. "She doesn't like me much."

"Her loss," Hannah said, echoing Frank's earlier words as she planted another kiss on my lips.

Frank caught my eye over Leni's shoulder and raised an eyebrow. I shrugged, but couldn't shake the image of Willow's disapproving face from my mind. Why did I care what she thought, anyway?

"Another cola?" Hannah suggested, already signaling the bartender.

I nodded, pushing thoughts of Willow aside. Whatever her problem was with me, it could wait for tomorrow. Today was for fun before the workshop began.

"Fuck that bitch anyways," I muttered.

"What?" Hannah shouted over the blaring music.

"Nothing. Just thinking how much I love your tits!"

"Danke. Ich liebe sie auch!"

I didn't know what this sexy German girl was saying, but it didn't matter. All that mattered was enjoying the sun, the water, and the moment.

Hours later, Frank and I bid farewell to our European friends.

"Make sure you message us!" Hannah demanded, swaying in my arms. "No excuses, Kenji!"

"I make no promises," I drawled with a grin. "But I'll try."

A golf cart taxi took us back to the villa. We stumbled back to our rooms.

"I've never had so much fun sober," Frank laughed.

"German vegan straight-edge party girls are always a riot," I laughed.

"See you at dinner," Frank said, clapping my back. "Thanks for the company in town!"

"And you," I replied, slapping Frank's butt.

"Oh, you're so nasty," he laughed.

I returned to my room and rinsed off in the shower. Feeling refreshed, I collapsed on the bed, naked. Afternoon sunlight flowed through the French doors, the gentle sounds of the sea filling the room.

"Just need to rest my eyes for a bit," I told myself.

When I opened my eyes again, the sun was low over the horizon and my phone was buzzing.

It was a message from Cathy.

"Dinner is served, Mr. Freybourne. Your presence would be appreciated."

"Shit!"

I jumped up, nearly tripping over my own feet. I threw on a clean pair of khaki shorts and fumbled through my suitcase for a shirt. Finding a wrinkled blue button-down, I pulled it on and hastily buttoned it while scanning the room for my sandals.

After splashing water on my face and running wet hands through my bedhead, I dashed out the door.

The smell of grilled meat led me to the outdoor dining area. Everyone was already seated around the large table facing the beach. Conversation stopped as I approached, all eyes turning to me.

"Sorry I'm late," I said, sliding into the empty chair between Frank and a blonde woman I hadn't met yet.

Frank, perfectly dressed in his seersucker suit without a hair out of place, smirked at me. Somehow he'd managed to look completely refreshed despite our day spent dirty dancing in town.

Cathy sat at the head of the table, wearing a flowing white dress that made her look like she belonged in a painting. She gave me a playfully exasperated look.

"So nice of you to join us, Mr. Freybourne," she said, the hint of a smile playing at her lips.

"Happy to be here."

I glanced around the table, noting Willow's stiff posture across from me. She stared intently at her plate, refusing to even acknowledge my presence.

"My apologies," I continued. "I fell asleep after getting back from town."

"Your tardiness is excused," Cathy said. "Especially since Frank has regaled us with tales of your adventures today."

"Uh, yeah. Thanks, Frank."

"My pleasure," he grinned.

Cathy gestured to the blonde woman beside me.

"This is Danique Van der Berg."

Danique turned to me with a dazzling smile. Her face was almost unnervingly perfect-- high cheekbones, flawless skin that seemed to glow from within, and eyes so intensely blue they rivaled the cloudless Caribbean sky. Her blonde hair fell over her shoulders in curls that somehow managed to look both effortless and meticulously styled.

Danique's gaze swept over me with obvious interest, lingering on my chest where I'd missed a button in my rush.

"So you're the famous Kenji. I've been dying to meet you."

Her voice carried a slight South African accent. She extended a manicured hand. We shook, her fingers squeezing mine a little longer than necessary.

"Not sure about famous, but that's me. It's a pleasure to meet you, Danique. I enjoyed the memoir you are working on."

"I'm flattered to hear that."

Danique placed her hand on my wrist. It was a casual, friendly gesture that became something more as she let her fingers stroke my forearm.

"And this is Rachel Steinberg," Cathy continued, nodding toward a slender brunette wearing glasses who sat next to Willow.

"Hello, Rachel."

Rachel stared at me with an intensity that made me shift uncomfortably in my seat. She had dark, intelligent eyes behind stylish rectangular frames, her brown hair pulled back in a bushy ponytail.

Rachel was not conventionally beautiful like Danique, but she was very attractive. Her olive skin looked smooth and unblemished, and her expression was analytical, as though she were cataloging every detail about me for future reference.

Rachel sat perfectly straight, hands folded precisely in her lap. Unlike Danique, she didn't smile or nod in greeting, just continued that unwavering gaze.

"Hello, Kenji Freybourne," she said formally. "Your novel excerpt was quite stimulating."

"Thanks," I said, feeling a bit like a specimen under a microscope. "I enjoyed your poems. They were very complex. I'd love to discuss them with you."

"I'm willing to do so," Rachel said.

"I expected you to be Asian," Danique said, touching me again and drawing my attention back to her. "Because of your first name."

"My dad was half-Japanese," I explained. "But I guess I mostly take after my mom's side. Swedish genes."

"Hapa," Rachel interjected, her voice flat and academic.

Everyone turned to look at her.

"That's the Hawaiian word for someone of mixed race with partial Asian or Pacific Islander descent," she continued. "Like the protagonist in your novel. And you."

Hapa was one of the titles I was playing with for my novel. I hadn't told anyone. Hearing Rachel say the word shook me.

"How did you know that?" I asked.

"I researched it online after reading your draft," Rachel said, adjusting her glasses. "I also researched you. I enjoy investigating interesting people I meet in real life. I compiled a biography of you and your family tree using existing public records. It was quite interesting reading."

A beat of silence followed her statement. I blinked, not knowing how to respond to Rachel. The silence extended until Frank finally broke it with a sharp guffaw.

"Well, that's not creepy at all!" he laughed.

Rachel tilted her head.

"Was that inappropriate? Sorry. I find social norms confusing sometimes."

I couldn't help but smile. There was something oddly charming about Rachel's directness.

"It's fine. I'm flattered to be investigated."

"I found seventeen mentions of you online," Rachel continued. "Your high school newspaper quoted you three times. From your Reddit posts, you work at a warehouse and hate it. Your Goodreads account shows you predominately read literary authors with a few Golden-Age Westerns thrown in."

Danique giggled. "Oh my god, she's like a stalker."

"I'm not stalking," Rachel said seriously. "Stalking involves illegal following and privacy violations. I merely conducted public information gathering."

"I'd love to hear what you found," I said. "I always wanted to learn more about my family tree."

Jorge approached with a platter of grilled fish and vegetables. The smell was mouth-watering, but I waved him off.

"I'll just have dessert with everyone else," I said. "I filled up on street food in town."

Jorge nodded and moved on. I noticed Willow finally glance in my direction, her expression unreadable, before she quickly looked away again.

Cathy tapped her glass with a fork, drawing everyone's attention.

"Now that we're all assembled, I want to officially welcome you to the workshop. We begin tomorrow and I'm thrilled to have such talented writers joining us this year." She raised her glass. "To creativity and new friendships."

We all clinked glasses. I caught Cathy's eye briefly before she looked away.

"Frank will start us off with a craft talk in the morning," she continued. "Followed by writing exercises for everyone. Then the next day, we'll do an additional exercise. Frank will lead a workshop discussion on those exercises, ending with a reading and discussion of his work."

"I'm using you all as guinea pigs for my new essay collection," Frank said cheerfully. "Consider yourselves warned."

"What's your collection about?" Danique asked.

"Gay culture and a sense of place," Frank replied. "Less sexy than it sounds."

"Sounds fascinating!" Willow said brightly. "Your essays are so witty."

Conversation flowed easily as everyone ate dessert. As usual, I found myself watching the dynamics and taking mental notes.

Danique flirting with everyone regardless of gender. Rachel making startlingly blunt observations. Willow engaging and friendly, except with me. Cathy orchestrating it all with practiced grace as Frank kept the conversation flowing.

Danique was especially interested in me. Frank kept shooting me amused glances whenever Danique touched my arm while speaking.

After dinner, Jorge brought out a platter of fresh fruit and yogurt for dessert. I dug in gratefully, realizing how hungry I was.

"As is our tradition," Cathy announced once we'd finished, "we should take our evening walk to watch the sunset."

We all rose from the table and headed toward the beach. Cathy led the way, with Frank beside her engaged in animated conversation. Willow and Rachel followed. I brought up the rear with Danique, who immediately linked her arm with mine.

"I saw you dancing in Holbox today," she said, pressing her body against my side as we walked. "You've got moves."

I laughed, surprised.

"You were there?"

"Just passing by from the pier," Danique said. "But I couldn't miss those topless tourist girls all over you. It was fucking hot! You should take me dancing next time. I promise I'm just as much fun. Maybe more."

"I'll keep that in mind," I said, aware of her breast pushing against my bicep.

As we reached the shoreline, Danique was called away by Frank, leaving me momentarily alone. Almost immediately, Rachel appeared at my side, standing so close I could smell her shampoo.

"I hope I didn't make you uncomfortable with my talk of researching you," she said, her eyes huge behind her glasses.

"No apology necessary," I assured her. "It's actually kind of flattering."

"Good." She nodded seriously. "I enjoyed your novel very much and am eager to read the rest when you finish. The protagonist's struggle with cultural identity resonated with me as a Jewish American."

"Thanks," I said, genuinely touched. "Like I said, I was impressed by your poems too. I look forward to discussing them. I admit, I didn't understand some of what you were doing."

"I use formal structures to contain emotional chaos," Rachel explained, not blinking as she stared at me. "My therapist says I should strive for more emotional messiness, but I find it anxiety-inducing."

"Sometimes structure helps us express what we're afraid to say directly," I offered.

"That's exactly what I think. Most people don't understand." She stepped even closer, our arms now touching. "I like the color of your shirt. Cotton weaves always make for interesting color gradients."

Before I could respond, Cathy called for everyone to stop and watch the horizon. We had reached a point where the beach curved, offering a perfect view of the setting sun.

Our little group spread out along the shoreline, watching the sky painted with deep oranges and pinks bleeding into purples at the edges.

I stood apart from the others, letting the gentle waves lap at my feet. The beauty of the moment felt calming after the strangeness of the day.

"Those tourist girls seemed to enjoy your moves," a voice said beside me.

Willow had silently approached, her arms crossed over her ample chest as she stared out at the horizon. It was the first thing she'd said to me all evening.

"They were just having fun," I said, trying to keep my tone light.

"I'm sure," Willow replied, her voice dripping with sarcasm. "Must be nice to have drunk tourists throw themselves at you."

I took a deep breath, determined not to make a scene.

"They didn't drink. And neither did Frank or I."

"I have my doubts."

"Look, I was having fun. You should try it sometime instead of always walking around with a stick up your ass."

Willow's green eyes flashed dangerously.

"I've seen how you look at Danique and Rachel," she hissed. "You must be feeling very happy to be the only straight guy in the group."

"What exactly is your problem with me?" I asked, anger bubbling up despite my efforts to contain it. "You've been hostile since the moment we met."

Willow's pretty face hardened into something ugly.

"I just hate dumb-ass fuckboys," she spat before turning and walking away down the beach.

I stood there, stunned and frustrated, watching her red hair glow like fire in the last rays of the setting sun. Despite her harshness toward me, Willow was undeniably beautiful as well as talented. It killed me that she disliked me so much.

Fuck it. Not my problem. I don't even care why she hates me anymore. Screw that bitch.

The waves continued to wash against the shore in lazy ripples. The rest of the group had started back to the villa, their silhouettes dark against the dimming sky.

With a sigh, I turned to follow the others. Whatever Willow's issue was, I couldn't let it ruin my time on Isla Holbox.


Chapter 6



"Something that might make her feel pretty again."

"In the end, we do not just move through places, places move through us. The streets we walked in fear, the doorsteps where we hesitated, the bedsides where we stayed until the end. These are not just placemarks on a map, but the landscapes of our lives."

Frank stood at the head of the table while the rest of us watched with rapt attention. The outdoor dining area was dappled in late morning sunlight filtering through the palm trees. Gulls wheeled overhead as a warm breeze blew off the ocean.

I looked around the table, taking in the scene. I'd always fantasized about moments like this, surrounded by other writers, getting lost in the beauty and power of the written word. Now, against all odds, I was living that fantasy.

Frank steadied himself, taking a deep breath. He was finishing his remarkable craft talk about how he drew on his own life to write his essays.

"In the backyard of my childhood home, when I first held another boy's hand, I thought I had stepped into forbidden territory, crossing some invisible boundary into an unknown land," Frank said. "And when I nervously held my partner's hand in public for the first time in that pub, I knew we were claiming space in a world that did not always want us."

Frank paused, gazing off at the horizon for a moment before resuming.

"And in the quiet hospice room where I held my partner's hand as he died, I understood that love, in its truest form, does not recognize borders at all. The geography of our lives is not measured in miles but in moments of connection. Those fleeting, fragile, defiant touches that make these everyday spaces into something much greater."

Frank looked out over our little group, a small smile on his lips.

"This is why we write. Not to simply recount events or tell stories, but to reveal the hidden maps beneath them. And we don't need grand moments or public victories or any of that bullshit to tell our stories. The universal is not found in spectacle but in the quiet, personal moments that shape who we are. Every writer, no matter their genre, is mapping something. Love. Loss. Longing. Identity. And sometimes, what seems like the smallest detail... a hand reaching for another... can hold an entire world."

For a long moment after he finished, none of us spoke. It was Cathy who finally broke the silence, clapping gently as Frank returned to his seat. The rest of us joined in, deeply moved by Frank's craft talk.

"Fantastic job," I told Frank as he sat down beside me.

"Thanks, darling."

Frank's last words lingered in the air as Cathy stood up, her elegant sundress catching the breeze.

"What a powerful way to start our workshop," she said, placing her hand on Frank's shoulder. "Thank you for sharing your insights with us."

Frank gave a small bow. "It was entirely my pleasure."

"Frank will explain our first writing exercise after lunch," Cathy continued. "Jorge and Marisol have prepared another wonderful meal for us."

On cue, Jorge and Marisol emerged from the outdoor kitchen carrying platters of food. The spread was simple but elegant. Grilled fish with lime and local herbs, ripe sliced mangoes, avocado salad with cherry tomatoes, and a basket of warm corn tortillas.

For Frank, they'd prepared a colorful array of grilled vegetables with crumbled queso fresco and roasted peppers.

"This looks delicious," I said as Marisol placed a platter near me.

"Gracias," she replied with her shy smile.

I loaded my plate and sank into the meal, savoring the fresh flavors. Around me, conversation flowed easily between my fellow writers. Danique gestured dramatically while telling a story about a fashion shoot gone wrong, making Rachel snort with surprised laughter. Frank and Cathy discussed literary festivals they'd both attended while Willow sat quietly, nodding occasionally but mostly focused on her food.

The warm atmosphere felt surreal. Here I was, eating lunch with an acclaimed novelist and talented writers in a tropical paradise. Just weeks ago, I'd been scanning inventory in a warehouse, dreaming of a life exactly like this.

After we'd cleared our plates, Jorge brought out a platter of sliced pineapple, watermelon, and papaya along with tall glasses of agua fresca.

Cathy tapped her glass with a spoon.

"Frank, would you like to explain our first exercise?"

Frank dabbed his mouth with a napkin and stood.

"As I mentioned in my talk, linking ordinary spaces with important moments creates a grounding experience that guides our writing. For this exercise, you'll partner up and tell each other about a place from your past where something small but important happened."

He paced slowly around the table.

"Your partner will take notes and then write a piece incorporating your story with a place and moment of their own. Then you'll switch, the listener becomes the speaker and shares a completely different memory."

I nodded, but inside I was wincing. This exercise reminded me of something my creative writing professor had assigned in college. It seemed basic and unhelpful.

"We'll spend the next three days developing these pieces," Cathy added. "And then we'll workshop them as a group. I'll be partnering with Frank."

Danique immediately swiveled toward me, her blue eyes glittering in the sunshine.

"I'd love to partner with you, Kenji."

I felt a jolt of surprise at her directness. Glancing around, I caught Rachel staring at me with barely concealed longing, her fingers fidgeting with her napkin. It was obvious she'd wanted to partner with me too.

I hesitated, figuring I'd eventually work with everyone during the workshop anyway. Since Danique had asked first, I opened my mouth to accept.

"Actually," Cathy interrupted, her voice casual but firm, "Frank and I have discussed the pairings. We think Danique would work wonderfully with Rachel."

"And we believe Kenji and Willow would make an excellent team for this particular exercise," Frank added.

Danique's smile faltered for a moment before she recovered.

"Of course," she said. "I'd love to team with Rachel for this."

I exchanged looks with Willow across the table. Her expression was unreadable, but I could tell she wasn't thrilled. Hell, neither was I, to be honest.

I'd calmed down since the other night, but nothing had changed between Willow and me. Our tense interactions so far didn't promise an easy collaboration.

Still, I recognized Cathy's matchmaking. She was giving me exactly what I'd asked for, a chance to work things out with Willow. It was up to me to make the effort.

"You're free to pair up and begin in your own time," Cathy said, rising from her chair. "Remember, you have three days to complete the exercise before sharing with the group."

Everyone stood, pushing their chairs back. Danique sauntered over to me, leaning close enough that I could smell the scent she was wearing. Even I could recognize the warm spice of Seta Gialla parfum. It was an expensive scent for an expensive girl like Danique.

"Next time for sure," she whispered, her fingers briefly touching my arm. "I'm eager to work more closely with you."

Then she turned to Rachel, draping an arm around the smaller woman's shoulders.

"Come on, Rachel. We have a lot of girlie talk ahead of us."

Rachel glanced back at me as Danique led her away, looking both disappointed and slightly intimidated by her brash new partner.

Soon, only Willow and I remained at the table. Jorge and Marisol began clearing plates, stealing curious glances at us, clearly wondering why we sat in awkward silence while everyone else had paired off excitedly.

I cleared my throat and stood.

"Would you like to walk on the beach?" I asked.

Willow nodded curtly and headed off without a word, leaving me to follow. We walked along the shoreline, the waves lapping the sand. The silence between us grew heavier with each step.

Finally, Willow stopped and stared out at the ocean, her hair swaying in the breeze. I stood a few steps behind her, studying the rigid line of her shoulders, the way her hands were shoved deep in her dress pockets.

There was no easy way to start this interaction, so I figured I'd just address things straight up.

"I don't know why you seem to dislike me," I said. "But I don't feel the same way about you, Willow. Actually, I really admired the short stories of yours that I read. The one about the dog? It's one of the best short stories I've ever read."

The waves filled the silence between us.

"Whatever you have against me," I continued, "I'd like to talk it through. But if you don't want to, I won't push. All I ask is that we work together on this exercise in a civilized way."

Willow remained motionless, facing away from me. I waited, then sighed and started to turn away.

"The perfume counter at Macy's," she said softly.

I paused, realizing she was starting the exercise. I pulled out my trusty notepad to take notes.

"I was twelve," Willow continued, her voice barely audible above the circling seagulls overhead. "My daddy took me to Macy's. It was an odd choice for my birthday, but I didn't care. I was just so happy because he was actually with me, you know? And he wasn't drunk."

She kicked at the sand, still not turning around.

"We stopped at the fragrance counter and he told the lady working there he was looking for a nice perfume for his daughter. I remember feeling special, like maybe for once he was doing something special for his daughter. While he was talking to the woman, I saw Daddy pocket this fancy bottle of Seta Gialla perfume. Yellow Silk in Italian. The same thing Danique wears. It was expensive, like real expensive."

She crossed her arms tight against her chest. Willow's accent grew thicker as she continued.

"I felt shame because he was stealing, but also... happy? Because I thought he was finally doing something for me, even if it was wrong. Later, when he didn't give me the perfume, I figured maybe it was for Mama. She worked at this diner where truckers would harass her all day long. A fancy perfume wasn't the best for her job, but I was still happy thinking he was doing something nice for us."

Willow's voice dropped as she collected her thoughts.

"Mama worked double shifts most days. Came home with her feet so swollen. She'd soak 'em in Epsom salts while I did my homework. I knew why she was so tired and sad. Those truckers would say the most awful things to her, grab at her sometimes. A fancy Italian perfume seemed like... I don't know... something that might make her feel pretty again, not just tired all the time."

She kicked at the sand again.

"We lived in a trailer back then. Real poor, not a pot to piss in. Daddy never gave us money, just came around when he felt like it. Then, like he always did, Daddy would disappear again for months."

Her voice carried the weight of those memories, each word tinged with a bitterness that seemed to have settled deep in her bones. The way she said "Daddy" held none of the warmth the word should carry, just a hollow familiarity with constant disappointment.

Willow finally turned halfway toward me, her profile sharp against the blue horizon.

"Then I found out he never gave Mama that perfume either."

I waited, wondering if there was more. When she didn't continue, I asked, "What happened to it? Did he sell it?"

Willow's laugh was harsh.

"No, he didn't sell it. He gave it to an eighteen-year-old girl he was seeing. Name of Peggy Smith. Dumbest girl I ever met. She turned up pregnant a few months later."

We stood in silence. The waves continued their muted approach and retreat beneath the bright sunlight.

"That's my story for this exercise," Willow said flatly. "The perfume counter at Macy's. My shitty father. What's your story?"

"I... I haven't thought of it yet," I admitted.

"Come find me when you do," she said, already walking away, leaving me alone on the beach.

I sat down on the warm sand and watched the ocean. I should have felt dejected or frustrated, but instead I felt a wave of recognition. I knew this place. Not this beach with the Caribbean's placid waves, but the emotional landscape Willow inhabited.

I closed my eyes and pictured Willow as a little girl wearing her Sunday best for a trip to Macy's with her father. Long pigtails bobbing as she walked, freckles scattered across her nose, eyes bright with the rare excitement of having her father's attention. How that small, ordinary moment had crystallized into something permanent in her memory, something that still hurt.

I understood what it meant to be poor, to watch other kids get things you couldn't have. And I knew what it meant to have no father in your life. Mine had left when I was just a kid.

Willow and I were more alike than she might think. Both of us carried those childhood scars into our writing.

I pulled out my phone and typed a quick message to Willow.

"I have my story now. My room?"

Her reply came back almost immediately: "k"

Just one letter. Not exactly warm, but it was something.

I stood up, brushing sand from my shorts, and made my way back to the villa. The path wound through swaying palm trees, and I could smell the jasmine growing along the villa's edge.

When I reached my room, I straightened the two chairs on the small patio outside my French doors. I positioned them facing the beach, then sat down to wait.

The afternoon sun cast shadows across the sand. A gull dove into the water with startling precision, emerging with a fish wriggling in its beak.

From somewhere in the villa, I heard Frank's distinctive laugh, followed by Cathy's melodic voice.

This place was paradise, and I was lucky to be here.

I spotted Willow approaching across the sand. Despite everything, I couldn't help noticing again how beautiful she was with her fair skin dotted with freckles, her red hair and lush curves, the way her breasts swayed as she walked.

But more than her physical appearance, I found myself drawn to the sadness she carried, the same melancholy that permeated her stories, especially the one about the dog that had moved me almost to tears.

She didn't smile as she approached, didn't wave or call out a greeting. She simply walked up to my patio and sat in the empty chair beside me.

Willow had a small notebook in her hands and a pen between her fingers. For several minutes we sat in silence, watching the waves roll in and out.

"My dorm room," I said finally, breaking the quiet.

Willow turned slightly toward me but said nothing. She opened her notebook but didn't write anything yet.

"It was Christmas break, my sophomore year. The campus had emptied out, all the other students rushing home to families and holiday dinners and presents under trees."

I paused, framing the memory in my mind.

"My mom had died a month earlier. Suicide. She'd been fighting depression for years and she finally lost the battle. I had nowhere to go for Christmas break. The dorm was the closest thing I had to a home. They let a few international students stay over break, plus a couple of us who had... special circumstances."

I described the small dorm room with its institutional furniture, the narrow bed with its thin mattress, the desk with the wobbly chair, the dresser with three drawers that never quite closed properly.

"It was a night about a week into the break. The campus had turned into this weird ghost town version of a place that was normally so busy. I sat by my bedroom window, watching snow fall over the courtyard and walkways below."

I closed my eyes, letting myself return to that moment.

"It was so quiet. Most of the windows in the other dorms were dark. Just a few scattered lights here and there. I watched someone walking along the pathway below me, leaving footprints in the fresh snow. I remember thinking, 'I'm an orphan. Like some kid from a goddamn Dickens novel.' The thought made me laugh out loud, but the sound was weird in the empty room. Hollow."

I shook my head, smiling faintly at the memory.

"The strange thing was, despite everything, I felt peaceful. Sitting alone in winter, watching the snow fall, I felt... not happy exactly, but content. You know? Like I'd reached the bottom and discovered it wasn't as bad as I'd feared."

I shifted in my chair, turning to face Willow more directly.

"My mom struggled her whole life with poverty, with mental illness. I think she held on until I was away at college, finally on my own, before she did what she always wanted to do and made her exit."

Willow's hand tightened on her pen, but she remained silent.

"That night, with nothing else to do, I started doodling on this yellow legal pad I used for school notes. I sketched the scene below me, trying to capture the melancholy feeling with the strokes of my ballpoint pen."

The story was flowing now, memories I'd never shared with anyone now spilling out to this woman who barely tolerated me.

"My father left behind a composition notebook with some doodles inside. He was apparently a talented artist. That's one of the few things my mom ever told me about him. I wondered if he still doodled while he was living in Thailand. He died in Thailand when I was six. Got cremated there. I don't know why thoughts of my father came to me at that moment. I rarely think about him. The composition notebook and my Japanese name are his only gifts to me."

I looked out at the ocean, gathering my thoughts.

"When I finished the sketch, something compelled me to write a caption. But instead of a location and date, I wrote, 'The snow dusts the asphalt, covering it in a new white skin.'"

"The first line of your novel," Willow said softly.

I turned to her, surprised. "You recognized it?"

She nodded once, her eyes still fixed on the horizon.

"Yeah, that's the first line," I continued. "That moment in my dorm room is when I began writing my novel. That moment in snowy winter led up to this moment right now, here in sunny Mexico. With you."

I chuckled, remembering a last detail.

"There was one more thing that happened that night. When I looked up from writing that caption, I noticed a light in the dorm across the courtyard. I could see someone's silhouette in their window, probably another student stuck on campus for break. Feeling silly, I waved at them. To my surprise, they waved back. It was a small thing, but it made me feel less alone."

I leaned back in my chair, watching a seagull glide overhead.

"That's my story," I said simply.

Willow didn't reply. She closed her notebook without having written a single word and stood up. She hesitated for a moment, hovering at the edge of my patio.

For one of the few times since we'd met on that pier, Willow looked directly at me. Our eyes met and I was struck by how lovely her green eyes were, clear and deep with flecks of gold.

Willow opened her mouth as if to speak, but then seemed to think better of it. She turned away, walking off toward the other end of the villa.

I watched her retreat, her red hair catching the late afternoon sun, her shoulders straight and tense. Something fluttered in my chest. Not quite satisfaction, but a sense that perhaps the distance between Wilow and me had shrunk, if only by inches.


Chapter 7



"Ready when you are."

The full moon hung over the horizon, casting a shimmering path across the water. Cathy and I stood at the shoreline, letting the gentle waves lap at our bare feet.

It was almost full dark. The beach was empty except for us, the rest of the workshop participants having retreated to the villa after dinner.

Cathy was mid-story, her laughter rippling through the night air.

"So there I was on my balcony with Frank, going over his exercise notes, when he suddenly says, 'Darling, I need to introduce you to someone.' Before I can object, he's video-calling his boyfriend."

She gestured dramatically with her free hand, her other arm looped casually through mine.

"His boyfriend-- Darius, lovely man-- immediately launches into this pitch about his actress friend who would be 'absolutely perfect' for the lead in my next TV adaptation. Mind you, I haven't even finished writing the book yet!"

I smiled, enjoying the animation in her voice.

"Frank is sitting there, looking horrified because he had no idea Darius was going to ambush me like this. Meanwhile, Darius is showing me this woman's demo reel on his phone through Frank's phone. It's like the world's worst FaceTime inception."

"What did you do?" I asked.

"Well, the poor girl's reel was just scenes of her dying in various student films. Stabbed, poisoned, drowning... it was like a showcase of creative ways to perish on camera. So Frank is mortified, Darius is oblivious, and I'm watching this parade of deaths trying to keep a straight face. Finally, Darius says, 'Isn't she versatile?'"

Cathy paused for effect.

"I told him she certainly had a knack for dying convincingly, but unfortunately my protagonist survives to the end of the book."

I burst out laughing, the sound carrying across the empty beach.

"I swear, Frank nearly died himself of embarrassment."

As our laughter faded into comfortable silence, I realized how natural it felt to be with Cathy like this. The nervousness I'd felt when first meeting her had quickly transformed into something warmer, more genuine. She wasn't just Catherina Montclair, bestselling author, but Cathy-- funny, sharp, and surprisingly candid. Even with the huge age gap, she felt more like a partner than a mentor.

Cathy snuggled closer, her arm tightening through mine as a breeze came off the water.

"It's beautiful tonight," she murmured.

"It's always beautiful here."

"Not always. Sometimes storms blow through."

The moonlight silvered her profile, highlighting the elegant line of her jaw and the soft curve of her lips. She was wearing one of her loose caftans again, the fabric draped over the curves of her body.

Without thinking, I tilted Cathy's chin up and leaned in. Cathy looked up at me, her blue eyes reflecting the moonlight.

Our lips met in a probing, deep kiss. I slid my hand up to her breast, feeling her soft sigh against my mouth as my thumb brushed across her nipple through the fabric of her dress.

When we finally broke apart, we were both breathing hard. A sly smile creased Cathy's lips.

"I wanted to get your opinion on something," she said, her voice slightly husky.

"Are you hiring me as a casting director now?" I joked. "Because I think I'd need more qualifications than just kissing you on the beach."

She laughed, pressing her forehead briefly against my chest.

"It's not about the TV series. I want to show you something else. Come with me?"

"Lead the way."

Cathy pulled out her phone and switched on the flashlight, guiding us further along the shore. We walked in comfortable silence for a few minutes, the sound of waves our only company.

"I heard Danique and Rachel giggling together earlier," she said eventually. "They seem to be having a great time."

"They're an interesting pair," I replied. "Different personalities, different writing styles. It's good they're meshing so well."

"Different personalities, but similar desires. I think they both want you. Well, Danique does. With young Rachel, it's more like an infatuation."

"I think you're imagining things, Ms. Montclair. They don't even know me."

"That never stopped a woman before."

"I'll take your word for it."

"And how's your pairing with Willow going?"

I hesitated, considering my answer.

"We've made progress, I think. There's still much coldness there, but we completed Frank's exercise today. I'm getting to know her better. Hopefully she's getting to know me too."

"You know, I could intervene if--"

"No," I said quickly. "Thank you for giving me a chance to work things out with her on my own. I appreciate it."

"I trust you," Cathy said. "You're quite a remarkable young man, Kenji. Not just a talented writer, but a thoughtful person."

Her words moved me more than I expected. Like most men, receiving compliments was something I struggled with. Getting approval from a woman like Cathy meant a lot to me.

I glanced back over my shoulder, noticing the lights of the villa growing distant behind us.

"Where exactly are we going?"

Cathy gestured ahead where the silhouette of a smaller villa stood dark against the night sky.

"There. I have an opportunity to buy that place and I wanted your opinion on it."

We left the beach and walked up a sandy path toward the villa. It was smaller than Cathy's main property, built in a more traditional Mexican style with whitewashed walls with rounded corners, terracotta roof tiles, and colorful blue trim around the windows and doors. Bougainvillea climbed up one side of the house and a small courtyard garden was visible on the other side.

Cathy approached the front door and used her phone to unlock it.

"Keyless entry," she explained.

Lights automatically clicked on as we stepped inside, revealing the tastefully decorated interior.

The living room had exposed wooden beams across the ceiling. The floor was tiled and colorful local textiles hung on the wall. Comfortable-looking leather furniture was arranged around a stone fireplace. Hand-painted clay tiles decorated the kitchen backsplash and potted cactuses sat in corners like prickly sentinels.

"It looks like someone's still living here," I said, noting the books on the coffee table and the throw blanket casually draped over the couch.

"I leased it for six months to give me time to decide if I want it permanently," Cathy explained, running her hand along the back of a chair. "I've been staying here occasionally when I need a change of scenery."

"I see. Are you planning to rent it out to tourists?"

"I don't exactly need income from Airbnb, Kenji," Cathy laughed.

"Fair point."

"I'm thinking of expanding my estate, making it even more private." She walked to the sliding glass doors, looking out at the dark ocean. "I'm considering moving to Isla Holbox permanently."

"Really? What about New York?"

"I'd keep the apartment there for business trips, but..." She shrugged. "I can write anywhere. And I feel at peace here in a way I never do in New York or Los Angeles. The constant social obligations, the industry events. It gets exhausting."

"I can imagine."

"Come upstairs. I want to show you something else."

Cathy led me up the wrought iron staircase to the master bedroom. The room was large and dominated by a huge four-poster bed draped with white mosquito netting that billowed gently in the breeze from the open windows. The furnishings were simple but beautiful. A dresser of dark wood, a pair of reading chairs, lamps that cast a warm glow over everything.

"What do you think?" Cathy asked, watching me take it all in.

"It's beautiful."

I went to a side window. I could see Cathy's main villa in the distance, its lights glowing against the darkness.

"I wonder what everyone else is up to right now," Cathy mused, following my gaze.

I imagined Willow in her room, sitting cross-legged on her bed with her laptop open, her face serious as she worked on her stories, hair falling across her cheek, the laptop screen casting blue light across her features. The image was unexpectedly vivid.

"Kenji?" Cathy's voice brought me back.

"Sorry. Just thinking."

"Come see my favorite part," Cathy said.

She led me toward the French doors on the far wall. Cathy pushed them open, and we stepped out onto a large balcony.

I whistled, impressed by the view. The balcony overlooked a sharp curve in the coastline, giving an almost 180-degree panorama of the ocean. The night sky seemed to surround us on all sides, stars scattered across the darkness beneath the pale moon overhead.

Cathy moved close to me, slipping her arm around my waist.

"When I stand out here, I feel like I'm at the prow of a ship gliding through the ocean," she said softly.

I nodded, understanding exactly what she meant. The view was startling and awe-inspiring, like we were floating above the water rather than standing on solid ground.

"It's amazing how much more of the sky you can see here," I said, looking up at the dense field of stars. "Less light pollution than in the cities. The darker it is, the brighter the stars."

Cathy turned to face me, her eyes reflecting the starlight. She reached up, her fingers gently touching my cheek.

"Starlight is all we need," she whispered.

Then she kissed me. I pulled her close, holding her tightly as she parted her lips and invited my tongue to explore her hungry mouth.

Cathy stepped back, breathless, her eyes searching mine.

"I've been thinking about you, Kenji. About your body. About your cock in my mouth."

"That's a nice thing to think about."

"Don't get smug."

"Hard not to after what you just said."

"Fair point," she said, mimicking me from earlier. "You have no idea the things I've imagined. It's pathetic, really. Me... a woman who could have any man she wants. Rich men. Famous men. Men my own age."

"I don't doubt that for a second."

"One man, a billionaire, said he wanted to fly me to his private island and fuck me senseless on his jet."

"Did he now?" I said, running the back of my hand against her cheek.

"He did. And I almost said yes." Her eyes darkened. "Do you know why I changed my mind?"

"Why?"

"Because he was stupid. Unbearably stupid. And I couldn't bring myself to open my legs for someone so goddamn stupid."

"Do you want to change your mind about me, Ms. Montclair?" I murmured against her mouth.

"No. Never."

"So you'll open your legs for me?" I teased.

"As wide as you want." Her fingers dug into my shoulders. "I want you, Kenji. Now."

Her kiss was fierce and hungry. I crushed her against me, her soft body molding into mine. Her hands roamed, nails scratching down my back, making me shiver.

Cathy let out a delighted squeal as I scooped her up and carried her to the massive bed, laying her down gently amidst the gauzy netting.

The moonlight shone through the open French doors, casting a silvery glow over the room. I stood over her, savoring the sight of this beautiful, powerful woman offering herself to me.

With slow fingers, I pulled her dress down, baring her smooth skin inch by inch. Her body arched towards me as the fabric slid down, a soft whisper of a sound.

Cathy was beautiful. The blood rushed to my cock as I looked over her naked body. She was old enough to be my mother, but that didn't matter to me. If anything, it made me want her more.

I pulled off my clothes as she watched, biting her lip.

"Look what you've done to me," I laughed, my rigid cock bobbing and twitching.

"Lovely," she sighed, licking her lips. "I need that inside me, Kenji."

I eagerly joined her on the bed, my naked body covering hers. I kissed her throat, her collarbone, licking gently on her smooth skin, tasting a hint of sweat.

Cathy's fingers tightened in my hair as I kissed lower, my tongue swirling around her nipple, teasing it until it puckered, hard and tight. She gasped, her hips lifting off the bed.

"Kenji, please."

I looked up, meeting her eyes as I kissed lower, down her quivering stomach, my lips teasing her sensitive skin. She spread her legs, her fingers tangling in my hair, guiding me between her thighs.

"Lick me, Kenji," she urged. "Kiss it."

I obliged, kissing her soft folds, my tongue teasing her clit until she moaned and writhed beneath me. Her musky scent filled my nostrils as I kissed and licked, my tongue delving into her, tasting her, her wetness coating my face, making my chin glisten.

Cathy's fingers tightened painfully in my hair as her hips bucked, urging me on. She gasped and shuddered, her breath catching as her orgasm broke inside her.

"Kenji! Oh god..."

She shivered with aftershocks as I continued feasting on her pussy until, with a growl, Cathy pushed me back and sat up, turning me so I sat on the mattress as she slid off the bed to kneel between my legs.

The night breeze cooled the sweat on my skin as she looked up at me, eyes gleaming with lust.

"I want to suck your cock," she whispered. "Can I?"

"You may," I chuckled.

Cathy gave me that dreamy smile I loved, then took my cock in her mouth. Her tongue twisted around my cockhead, tasting and teasing, and then she took me deeper, her lips sliding down my length as her hands gripped my thighs.

Cathy pulled back, leaving me wanting more, then immediately plunged down again, taking me deeper than before. Her hands steadied me as my hips bucked, my cock sliding down her throat.

She hummed, a deep, vibrating sound that sent shocks of pleasure through me. Her tongue worked my cockhead as I thrust into her mouth, holding her head, my hands tangling in her hair.

I felt her smile, her lips sliding up my cock.

"You fill my mouth so well," she whispered, before taking me back in.

Cathy worshipped my cock with her mouth until I felt that delicious pressure building in my guts.

"I'm close," I warned her.

"No, not yet!"

Cathy pushed me onto my back, her mouth hungry on mine. She straddled me and took my cock and pressed it to her entrance, rubbing it up and down her slick lips, coating me with her juices.

With a moan, she lowered herself onto me, my throbbing cock pushing inside her, sheathing my cock in her hot, tight pussy. She began to move, rocking her hips in a steady rhythm that quickly had me panting.

"I love your cock," she groaned, her eyes rolling back. "It's so fucking good."

She leaned forward and her breath was hot on my neck as she rode me, her tits bouncing with each thrust. I reached up, gripping her ass, helping Cathy set a fierce pace. Her fingers dug into my chest as she rode me harder, faster, her hips moving in tight circles.

"Yes..." she whispered. "Oh, fuck, Kenji. You're going to make me cum again."

Hearing my name on her lips pushed me closer to the edge. I was aware of the curtains billowing around us, the distant sound of the waves, the moonlight bathing her skin in silver. I thrust up to meet her, again and again, chasing my own release.

With a cry, she threw her head back, her body stiffening as her pussy clenched around me. Her orgasm ripped through her, and I held her tight, feeling her shake with the force of it.

As her tremors eased, I rolled her onto her back, my cock slipping free with a lewd, wet sound. I positioned myself between her thighs and thrust back inside, pinning her down, taking control.

"Yes, fuck yes," she moaned.

I pounded into her, the bed creaking in rhythm. Her nails gouged into my shoulders, leaving red crescents on my skin. Her legs wrapped around my waist, pulling me in as I drove forward, again and again.

Our grunts and moans filled the room, mixing with the sound of the ocean outside. I could feel her walls clenching around me, milking my cock as I thrust deep.

With a final growl, I exploded inside her, filling her pussy with my hot load.

Cathy stroked my hair, urging me on as I emptied myself into her tight depths, flooding her until it squelched out of her in sticky globs of sperm.

We lay together, sweaty and panting, our hearts pounding in rhythm. I felt her fingers tracing lazy swirls across my back, her breath evening out as she relaxed.

"You made me climax so hard," she whispered. "How did you do that?"

"It's mutual, Ms. Montclair. We're good together."

Cathy kissed my sweaty cheek.

"We should come to this villa from now on," she murmured. "I think the others are starting to suspect something."

I propped myself up on one elbow, looking down at her.

"Why do you care what they think?"

She was silent for a moment.

"Fair point."

I smiled at her teasing, brushing a stray lock of hair from her forehead. We held each other as a cool breeze blew in through the open French doors. Moonlight stripped our bodies in pale streaks.

"I don't want this to end yet," Cathy said, cupping my cock in her hand. "Can you go again?"

"Yeah," I whispered. "I think I can."

"God, I love younger men."

"I can tell."

Cathy kissed me and pressed her damp forehead to mine.

"Ready when you are," she whispered.


Chapter 8



"You acted like how a man should."

"It's great that cars aren't allowed here," Willow said. "It's so peaceful and quiet without them."

Willow and I were in the villa's golf cart. It was mid-morning and we were heading into Holbox town.

"You look like you're enjoying this," I said.

"I always used to laugh at those old people who rode around in these things," Willow snorted. "But I'm beginning to see the appeal."

I waited, but it seemed like Willow had said all she wanted to say. That was fine. At least she wasn't actively sneering at me anymore. After the coldness of our initial interactions, indifference was a step up.

I leaned back in my seat and enjoyed the ride. The town drew nearer as we navigated the gravel road. The sun was out and the sky was cloudless.

It was another perfect morning on Isla Holbox.

I was looking forward to the day ahead. Frank explained the next step of our writing exercise involved finding a place that spoke to the stories we shared with our partners. We were then to write a brief piece in whatever genre we liked, whether fiction or essay or poem.

The others had chosen to venture out to the other parts of the island. I was glad when Willow agreed to go into town with me. With its murals and bustling activities, I figured that there would be lots of different possibilities for Willow and me to complete the exercise.

"Looks like it's a busy day in Holbox," I said, noting the crowds already filling the streets.

"Hoping you'll run into your German girls again?"

"Seems like I can't go into town without them finding me," I replied easily, ignoring the mocking tone of her voice. "Teutonic efficiency."

Willow snorted again and shook her head. From the corner of my eye, I could see a small smile ghost across her lips before quickly disappearing. I hoped it was a sign she was loosening up a little.

Willow parked our golf cart in a neat row of identical white carts outside the main square. I grabbed my backpack while she slung a worn canvas tote over her shoulder. The morning sun beat down on the sandy streets as tourists and locals mingled in the growing bustle.

"So what exactly are we looking for?" Willow asked.

"Frank said we need to find a mundane place. Nothing big or important, just somewhere that connects to the stories we shared yesterday. Somewhere that feels right for the exercise."

"Sounds vague."

"That's the point. We're just supposed to wander around and trust we'll find something that fits." I gestured toward the colorful buildings ahead. "The murals might be a good start."

She nodded and I caught a glimpse of the writer in her, curious despite her reluctance.

"Fine. Lead the way."

We joined the flow of people moving through the sandy streets. Kids darted between tourists, vendors called out their wares, and music drifted from open doorways. I guided Willow toward the large underwater scene mural Frank and I had visited earlier.

"Check this out," I said.

We approached the wall painted with whale sharks and manta rays gliding through vibrant coral. The colors popped against the white building, blues and greens so vivid they almost looked wet.

Willow's face softened as she took it in.

"Wow. That's darned impressive."

"Right?" I said. "The artist truly captured how it feels to be underwater. Frank loved this mural. I bet Rachel would too. She loves sharks."

Willow pulled out her phone and held it out to me.

"Would you mind taking a picture?"

"Sure."

I took her phone and stepped back as she positioned herself in front of the mural.

A middle-aged couple strolled by, the woman pausing to watch Willow pose.

"Would you like us to take a picture of both of you together?" she offered with a warm smile.

"That would be great, thanks," I said before Willow could refuse.

I handed the phone to the woman and joined Willow by the mural. I stood beside her. I was feeling pretty bold and considered putting my arm around Willow's shoulders, but thought better of it. Instead, I left a respectful distance between us and flashed a big cheesy grin at the camera.

"Perfect!" the woman said, snapping several photos. Her husband nodded approvingly beside her.

As she handed the phone back to Willow, the woman beamed at us. "You two make such a lovely couple."

Her husband clapped me on the shoulder. "Lucky young man. She's a real beauty."

Willow's face flushed red instantly.

"Thank you," I said quickly, stifling my laughter. "That's very nice of you to say. We're so happy together."

The couple waved and continued on their way. I couldn't help but chuckle as we started walking again.

Willow remained silent, but I could sense her exasperation was tinged with amusement. The corners of her mouth twitched slightly upward.

"You thirsty?" I asked. "Want to grab a Mexican Coke? They make them with real sugar here."

"Sure," she said after a moment's hesitation. "As long as you're buying."

"Not a problem. A dollar goes a long way in Mexico."

I bought two glass bottles from a small convenience store and found a spot beneath a striped umbrella facing the beach. It was the same beach where Frank and I had danced with the German girls. Tables were scattered across the sand, filled with tourists enjoying the perfect weather.

"Ha!" Willow suddenly shouted, pointing toward the beachfront bar. "Your friends are back."

I turned to see Hannah and Leni dancing on the bar's small platform. They were topless again, drawing a sizable crowd of hooting onlookers.

I quickly spun my chair around so my back was to the scene. Willow raised an eyebrow.

"Why are you hiding from your German friends?" she asked, a hint of laughter in her voice.

"They're fun," I admitted. "But right now I want to focus on you."

Willow's eyes widened.

"To get our writing exercise done," I added quickly. "Have you thought about what place you want to connect to my story?"

Willow took a long sip of her Coke, the bottle beading with condensation in the heat.

"I have, actually," she said. "I think I can link your story about your dorm room in winter with something from my childhood."

"Yeah?"

"When I was ten, my mom took me to the West Virginia International Yeager Airport." She shook her head ruefully. "Calling it 'international' was a stretch. It's tiny, but to me it seemed massive."

I leaned forward, intrigued to hear where this was going.

"At the time, we lived in a trailer park in McDowell County. Poorest county in West Virginia, which is really saying something. So stepping into that airport felt like entering another planet. Mom had to pick up a package or something. While she dealt with that, I sat by this huge window and watched planes take off and land."

She ran a finger along the condensation on her bottle, lost in her memory.

"I remember watching all these people going someplace else. Anywhere else. I felt this... longing, I guess. To be one of them. To fly away from West Virginia."

Willow looked up, meeting my eyes directly. I felt an electric jolt every time she did that, holding my gaze with her own.

"That's what connected with your story. That feeling of being alone at a window, looking out at something you can't touch yet. You were watching snow fall, and I was watching planes leave. Both of us wanting something beyond the glass."

I didn't respond right away. The beach bustled around us as K-pop music blared from the bar's speakers, but I barely noticed. I was struck by the vulnerability in her voice, how she'd opened up without her usual defensive walls.

"I'm looking forward to reading what you write," I finally said. "It's pretty amazing when you think about it."

"What is?"

"You longed to escape West Virginia, and now here you are in Mexico at an exclusive retreat. And it was your stories about West Virginia that got you out." I gestured around us. "In the end, your writing about West Virginia took you where you wanted to go."

Willow fell silent. She stared out at the water, deep in thought.

"I never thought of it that way," she admitted after a long pause.

"You should be proud of your work. As I mentioned, I loved your stories. Your talent is..." I searched for the right word. "It's exceptional."

"Thank you," she said quietly, still looking away.

A blush crept up her chest as she pretended to study the crowd. Her freckled skin reddened up to her neck. I forced myself not to stare at her cleavage, at the scatter of freckles across the swell of her breasts.

Was I attracted to Willow? She was talented and beautiful, sure, but she had made it clear she disliked me. So why did I feel drawn to her? Why did I care so much what she thought?

"What about you?" Willow asked, breaking into my thoughts. "Have you decided on a place to connect to my story?"

"Yes," I nodded. "Your story about your father and the Macy's perfume counter reminded me of something from when I was a kid. A grocery store checkout line."

She tilted her head, waiting.

"When I was eight, my mom took me grocery shopping the day before my birthday. Money was tight, but she splurged on a box of cupcakes for me. She was using her EBT card to pay."

I took a swig of my Coke and wiped my lips with the back of my hand.

"The cashier was this middle-aged woman who started lecturing my mom. 'I work all day and my taxes go to people like you, wasting tax dollars on sugary junk food!'" I said, mimicking the woman's shrill voice.

"What did your mom do?" Willow asked.

"Nothing. She just stood there, taking it. I felt so humiliated for her, for us." I looked down at my hands. "When we got to the bus stop, I thought she was crying. But she wasn't crying. She was laughing."

"Laughing?"

"Yeah. Mom looked at me and said, 'What a fucking cunt!' I'd never heard my mom curse before. Ever. I was shocked, but then I started laughing with her."

I smiled, remembering the moment.

"We laughed so hard we cried, just holding onto each other at this dirty bus stop. My mom hugged me so tight and her laughter was just... joyful. You know? Like she'd won somehow."

I met Willow's gaze. Staring into her green eyes was mesmerizing. It was easy to get lost in their depths.

"That's what connected with your story," I said, clearing my throat and looking away. "That brief moment when you thought your father stole the Seta Gialla perfume for you. That flash of happiness in an otherwise sad moment."

Willow was quiet for a long time. The beach sounds washed over us, waves lapping at the shore, children squealing, music thumping.

"That's a lovely story," she said, her voice soft.

Again, a thrill ran through me at her words. It wasn't much, but it felt like another small breakthrough. Like I'd connected with her again, just a little.

"This music's giving me a headache," I said, wincing at the thumping bass coming from the bar. "Mind if we move on? There are some other murals in a quieter part of town."

Willow nodded, already standing up.

"Yeah, let's go."

I kept my face turned away as we left, not wanting to catch Hannah and Leni's attention. The last thing I needed was for them to call me over while they were dancing topless on the bar.

We wound our way through the busy streets, passing tourists snapping photos and locals going about their day. The farther we got from the beach, the quieter it became.

A rich, savory smell wafted through the air, making my stomach growl.

"You hungry?" I asked Willow. "Something smells amazing."

"I could eat," she admitted.

We followed the aroma to a small food stall tucked between two souvenir shops. A cheerful older man with deep laugh lines and a well-worn apron was cooking meat in a large pot on a grill, the sizzle and steam rising into the evening air.

The sign above read "Birria Tacos".

"Sorry, what is birria?" I asked the vendor, pointing at the bubbling pot.

"Birria is goat meat," he replied in English, grinning proudly. "Very delicious. I make you tacos, yes?"

I winced involuntarily.

"Oh, uh, thanks. Willow? Maybe we can find something else."

Willow raised an eyebrow, the corner of her mouth quirking up.

"What's wrong, Kenji? Scared of a little goat meat?"

I blinked in surprise. Was Willow teasing me? And smiling?

"I'm not scared," I protested. "Just not interested."

"We ate goat all the time back in West Virginia. Called it chevon. It's delicious." She turned to the vendor. "I'll take two tacos, Señor. Unless my friend here is too scared to try."

Her smile was challenging. I couldn't help but grin back.

"I'm game for anything," I said. "As long as you're buying."

"Dollar goes a long way in Mexico," she said. "Two tacos, por favor."

The vendor enthusiastically prepared our food. Moments later, Willow and I huddled close together, holding a paper plate between us. The tacos were loaded with meat, cilantro, and onions, with lime wedges on the side.

"You first," I said.

Willow rolled her eyes and took a big bite. She nodded appreciatively as she chewed.

"Mmm, chevon. So good!" she enthused.

I took a bite of mine and was surprised by the rich, tender meat.

"This is good," I said, sharing a smile with her. "Damn good."

Something wet and cold nudged my hand. I looked down to see a brown and white pit bull licking my fingers, eyes fixed on my taco.

Willow squealed, jumping back.

"Watch out! Pit bulls are meaner than a two-headed snake!"

Her accent had thickened dramatically, and I fought back a laugh.

"This one seems hungry, not scary."

I kneeled down. The dog wagged its tail. I carefully removed some meat from my taco and held it out. The dog gently took it from my fingers and swallowed it in one gulp.

I gave it the rest of the meat, making sure to clean off the onions. The dog took it, licking my fingers clean. I patted its head, and the dog immediately rolled onto its back, offering its belly. As I scratched its stomach, I noticed the swollen abdomen.

"She's pregnant," I told Willow. "Probably why she's so hungry."

Willow inched closer, still wary.

"You sure she won't bite?"

"She looks well-fed and comfortable around people," I said. "The locals and tourists probably take care of her."

With a last pat on the dog's belly, I stood up.

"Thanks for introducing me to goat tacos," I told Willow. "That was really good."

"You can trust my judgment when it comes to food," Willow said, a hint of pride in her voice.

"I'll keep that in mind," I said. "There's another mural just down the street. Want to check it out?"

"Let's go."

As we walked, I asked, "So why are you so scared of pit bulls?"

Willow sighed and shrugged.

"My neighbor had this old pit bull that went deaf. I used to pet him all the time, but one day I came up from behind and touched his head. Poor thing got startled and bit my hand." She held up her right hand, showing a small scar across her knuckles. "Been afraid of 'em ever since."

I started to say, "Pit bulls are like any other dog--" when harsh laughter interrupted me.

I turned to see two middle-aged men teasing the pregnant pit bull. One dangled meat in front of her, then snatched it away when she tried to eat it. They repeated this cruel game, laughing and joking in slurred Russian.

"Look at those bastards," I said to Willow, anger rising in my chest.

One man poured his beer over the dog's head. She tried to escape, but the other man kicked her rear, making her yelp in pain.

Rage surged through me like a red wave.

"Oh fuck no," I growled, charging toward them.

The man who had kicked the dog was laughing, his face twisted with cruel amusement as he drew back his foot for another blow.

I shoved him hard without hesitation, putting all my strength behind it. The impact sent him flying backward, his arms windmilling as he lost balance and crashed onto the sand with a satisfying thud.

His friend swung at me, his fist connecting with my jaw with surprising force. I stumbled back a few steps, my vision momentarily blurring as pain radiated through my face.

The metallic taste of blood filled my mouth where my teeth had cut into the inside of my cheek. I worked my jaw back and forth, making sure nothing was broken as I regained my balance on the uneven sand beneath my feet. The adrenaline pumping through me dulled the pain, but I knew I'd be feeling it later.

The drunk man was leering at me, his fists raised in a clumsy boxing stance. His bloodshot eyes narrowed, sizing me up with drunken confidence. The stench of alcohol wafted between us as he swayed slightly on his feet. My heart hammered against my ribs, time seeming to slow.

With a roar that surprised even me, I charged in and punched him square in the face, putting my whole body behind the blow. My fist connected with his jaw with a sickening crack.

He dropped like a stone, unconscious before he even hit the ground, his body making a dull thud as it collapsed in a heap. I stood over him, shaking out my throbbing hand, suddenly aware of my ragged breathing and the avid stares from onlookers around us.

Suddenly, strong arms wrapped around me, holding me back. It was the taco vendor, speaking rapidly in Spanish, trying to calm me down.

From the gathering crowd, two police officers emerged. One checked on the fallen men while the other approached me.

"We saw what happen," he said in broken English. "You're not in trouble, but better you go now."

The vendor patted my arm, murmuring in agreement. Willow appeared at my side, taking my arm.

"We need to leave," she said firmly.

I nodded, letting her guide me away. Looking back, I was relieved to see the pregnant dog sitting in the shade beside two young girls who were petting her gently.

A local woman hurried up to us.

"Gracias," she said in a low voice. "Those tourists, they behave very badly. We cannot do anything, bad for business. I am glad you stand up to those bad men."

She rushed away, leaving me grinning at her words. My only regret was not landing a few more punches on those assholes.

Willow led me back to our golf cart. I slumped into the passenger seat, rubbing my throbbing jaw.

"Is my face messed up?" I asked.

"Handsome as always," Willow replied, then looked surprised at her own words.

"I appreciate that, Willow. Thank you."

"Don't go getting all swell-headed." She studied me as she started the cart. "I didn't expect you to get so angry. Or so violent."

"I grew up poor. Had to fight for everything." I looked at her. "You grew up poor too. You know what I mean."

"I do," she said quietly. "You acted like how a man should."

"Damn right."

We pulled away from the curb.

"You can relax while I drive us back," Willow said. "You've earned a rest."


Chapter 9



"Marco!"

I peered at my face in the bathroom mirror. The swelling on my jaw was minor, just like the cut inside my mouth. It hurt, but was nothing I couldn't handle.

"Worth it," I told myself. "What kind of asshole kicks a dog?"

A white-hot anger still roiled inside me when I thought of those two drunks. I knew their type, I'd grown up seeing men like them lounging on street corners or porches, making themselves feel better by hurting weaker people or animals.

Fucking losers.

Still seething, I headed back into my room. As I was checking my online email, my phone buzzed.

It was Cathy.

"We're all having a swim before dinner," she wrote. "Come join us."

I grinned. A leisurely swim sounded perfect.

"OMW" I replied.

I put on my swimming trunks and grabbed a towel. Stepping through the French doors of my room, I headed toward the beach.

The late afternoon sun cast a golden glow across the sand as I approached the main outdoor dining area where everyone was swimming.

Cathy, Frank, Willow, and Danique were laughing together in the calm waters, splashing each other playfully. Sitting on the beach beneath a big sun umbrella was Rachel, watching the others from a safe distance.

The group in the water noticed me approaching and waved enthusiastically. I waved back, but went to Rachel.

"Hello, Kenji Freybourne," Rachel greeted me in her characteristically formal way.

"Good afternoon, Ms. Steinberg," I replied.

I noticed Rachel was wearing one of Cathy's caftan dresses. The flowing garment was much too large for her petite frame, making her look even smaller than she was.

"Mind if I join you in the shade?" I asked, curious about this strange, intense young woman.

Rachel looked pleased, her eyes widening slightly behind her glasses.

"You may," she said, scooting over slightly.

I sat down beside her, the sand warm beneath my butt. We watched the others frolicking in the water for a moment.

"Have they been out there long?" I asked.

"Just ten minutes or so. They were waiting for you."

"Very considerate of them."

"I heard you got into a fight in town," Rachel said abruptly, her gaze fixed on the horizon.

I shrugged. "It was nothing."

"I'm glad you're unhurt," she said, her voice flat but sincere.

"Me too. How are you liking the retreat so far?" I asked, changing the subject.

"I'm enjoying it very much. Danique and I spent the day looking at flamingos on the eastern part of the island. It helped us complete our writing exercise."

"Did you choose to do the exercise as a poem?"

"Yes. A villanelle poem. I used the repetition of the A-B-A rhyme scheme to impart the closed-off infatuation I was trying to convey in the exercise."

"A villanelle? I haven't encountered that since Freshman Literature. I'm looking forward to reading what you wrote. Your poetry is very sophisticated."

Rachel looked flustered, a slight blush coloring her cheeks.

"Thank you. That's nice to hear."

"How come you're not swimming with the others?" I asked.

"I'm uncomfortable in water deeper than my knees," she admitted. "Any deeper water scares me."

"That's surprising. Two of your poems that I especially liked were about sharks. You seemed so passionate about sea life."

"My passion for sharks and the ocean is very real," Rachel explained, her voice growing animated. "Did you know that some deep-sea lanternsharks can glow in the dark? They have specialized cells called photophores that produce light through a chemical reaction."

Rachel's eyes lit up behind her glasses. It was fascinating to see how she warmed to her subject.

"And the cookiecutter shark removes perfectly circular plugs of flesh from larger marine animals. It's like a living hole punch. They have even attacked nuclear submarines, mistaking the rubber sonar domes for whale skin."

"That is fascinating," I said. "It reminds me of your poem about the sixth sense that sharks have."

"'Ampullae of Lorenzini'," Rachel grinned.

"Yes, that poem. It was wonderful."

"Thank you, Kenji."

The way she was staring at me was a little unsettling. I cleared my throat and looked away.

"So, a shark lover, but not fond of the ocean?" I asked. "That seems counterintuitive."

"I just... I'm afraid to go into the water." She paused, looking down. "I know that makes me weird."

"You're not weird," I assured her. "You're interesting."

Again, Rachel looked flustered and pleased, a small smile tugging at her lips.

Our conversation was interrupted as Danique came wading toward us from the water.

"Danique used to be a model," Rachel mentioned quietly. "She's very pretty."

"She is," I agreed.

Danique was a vision in her white bikini, water streaming down her toned body as she approached. The wet fabric clung to her curves, semi-transparent in the sunlight. Her blonde hair was slicked back, highlighting her striking blue eyes and perfect features.

Danique looked like a movie star on a film set. She moved with the confidence of someone who knew exactly how hot she was.

"Are you coming swimming, Kenji, or are you going to stay on the beach all day flirting with Rachel?" Danique called out with a teasing smile.

Rachel blushed furiously and looked down.

"We're not flirting," she mumbled.

"I'm just teasing," Danique laughed. "It's just that when I arrived at Isla Holbox, the first thing I saw was Frank and Kenji dancing with two party girls. Willow called you a Chad fuckboy, if I recall correctly. Is that what you are, Kenji? A Chad fuckboy?"

"Maybe," I joked, matching her challenging tone. "I am a little bit of a player."

"A big-time playa and a pussy slayer?" Danique shot back.

I laughed, recognizing the lyric from a popular rap song. There was something enjoyable about seeing such a beautiful girl talking so filthy.

"Come into the water with the rest of us," Danique insisted. "We all want to hear how you beat up a gang of Russian hooligans."

"They were just two drunk middle-aged geezers," I groaned. "And I don't even know if they were Russian so don't be prejudiced!"

Danique laughed again and held out her hand.

"Tell it to the others."

"I'll catch up with you later," I told Rachel. "I still want to talk poetry with you. And hear more interesting facts about sharks."

"Of course," Rachel said, smiling widely. "I look forward to it."

I stripped off my shirt and set it down in the sand before taking Danique's hand. She hauled me to my feet with surprising strength, though perhaps not so surprising given how fit she was. She continued to hold my hand as we walked toward the water, the others cheering as we approached.

To my surprise, I caught Willow frowning at our joined hands. The expression vanished so quickly that I wondered if I'd imagined it.

Cathy, however, was beaming at us from the water, her eyes crinkling with what looked like genuine delight, maybe even arousal, at seeing me holding hands with Danique.

I wondered if Cathy liked women as much as I did. It would certainly fit what I knew of her sensual character.

The water felt deliciously warm as Danique and I waded in. By the time we reached the others, it was chest-deep. Frank threw his arms around me dramatically.

"My God, you survived the Russian mob!" he exclaimed. "Tell us everything."

"It was just a couple of drunk jerks."

"It was more than that," Willow countered, her Appalachian accent thick. "Kenji got ferocious defending that poor dog."

"Willow told us what happened," Cathy nodded. "Don't downplay it. You should be proud. Not many people would intervene like that."

"I just did what anyone would do," I shrugged.

"But you were the one who actually did it," Cathy said, her eyes serious. "That matters."

I felt my face grow warm under their admiring gazes and quickly changed the subject.

"This water is amazing. So warm and calm."

"The south side of the island is sheltered by the bay," Cathy explained. "It's protected from the open ocean. That's why whale sharks often bask nearby."

"Rachel would love that," I said. "She's fascinated by sharks."

"This reminds me of the pool I used to play in as a kid in San Diego." Frank splashed water playfully. "We'd spend all summer playing Marco Polo."

"I loved that game," Cathy reminisced.

"Never played it before," Willow admitted.

Danique's eyes lit up. "We should play now!"

Everyone agreed enthusiastically. Frank looked around.

"What can we use for a blindfold? We have to have a blindfold."

"Here's our blindfold!" Danique announced.

She reached behind her back and untied her bikini top. Shrugging it off, Danique waved the bikini top triumphantly.

Frank let out a wolf whistle as Danique's breasts jiggled with her waving. They were perfectly round and firm, clearly the work of a skilled surgeon, with light pink nipples standing at attention in the slight breeze.

Cathy laughed appreciatively while Willow managed an uneasy grin. Danique basked in their attention... but her eyes were fixed on me, a sly smile playing on her lips. I grinned back, openly enjoying the view.

"Kenji was the last to join us," Danique declared. "So he should be first to be 'It.'"

"Fair point," I agreed.

Danique waded toward me, her breasts bobbing slightly with each movement. She stretched the bikini top between her hands and tied it around my head as a blindfold. The wet, stretchy fabric clung to my face, and I couldn't help but think how it had been cradling her perfect tits just moments before.

Danique leaned in close, her bare chest brushing against mine.

"Can you see anything?" she whispered, her breath warm against my ear.

"I'm blind," I confirmed, feeling the soft pressure of her breasts against my chest.

"Good," she murmured. Then, with a giggle, she shoved me backward into the water.

When I surfaced, sputtering, Danique called out, "Count to twenty!"

"One... two... three..." I began, hearing splashes as everyone scattered around me.

"Twenty!" I called out.

I was pleasantly disoriented in the darkness of Danique's bikini top wrapped around my eyes. The wet fabric clung to my face, smelling faintly of coconut sunscreen.

"Marco!" I shouted, extending my arms in front of me like a sleepwalker.

"Polo!" came the chorus of responses from different directions.

I pivoted toward what sounded like Frank's voice, wading slowly through the chest-deep water.

"Marco!" I called again, moving cautiously.

"Polo!"

This time I detected Cathy's voice to my right and adjusted course. The water rippled against my body as I moved, giving me subtle clues about movement nearby. Someone was definitely close. I could hear soft splashing.

"Marco!"

"Polo!" the voices responded, but one was distinctly closer.

Danique's melodic laugh gave her away. I lunged forward, hands outstretched, but grabbed nothing but water. A splash to my left had me turning quickly.

"Marco!" I called, more urgently.

"Polo..." came a whispered response that had to be Danique, again, practically in my ear.

I spun and reached out, my hands connecting with warm, soft flesh. My fingers inadvertently cupped around what could only be Danique's bare breasts.

"Whoops!" I pulled my hands back immediately. "Sorry about that!"

Danique's laughter rang out. "I got caught fair and square."

Her fingers untied the makeshift blindfold. As she leaned in to remove it, her naked breasts brushed against my chest again, just like before. It couldn't have been more deliberate.

I blinked as my vision returned, finding Danique's amused face inches from mine.

"You didn't try very hard to get away from him, Danique!" Frank shouted from several feet away. "Almost like you wanted to get caught!"

"I did not!" Danique protested with an exaggerated pout.

She handed me her bikini top.

"Your turn to blindfold me."

I took the tiny garment and moved behind her. Her wet blonde hair clung to her neck as I carefully positioned the fabric over her eyes. I couldn't help but admire how beautiful Danique looked from behind.

"Is it too tight?" I asked, tying a gentle knot.

"No, I enjoy being tied up," she purred, then immediately started counting. "One... two... three..."

Everyone scattered, but I had a different plan. I swam directly toward Willow, positioning myself right behind her.

"What are you doing?" Willow demanded in a harsh whisper, turning her head slightly.

Stifling my laughter, I whispered back, "Cheating!"

"Twenty!" Danique announced. "Marco!"

"Polo!" we all responded in unison.

Danique turned immediately toward the sound of my voice and began wading in our direction. Willow realized I was using her as a human shield. She spun to face me, her green eyes narrowed.

"You're an asshole," she whispered, but a smile played at the corners of her mouth.

"This is how the game is played," I teased.

"Marco!"

"Polo!'

As Danique moved toward us, I had to fight to keep from laughing. I was enjoying teasing Willow as much as I enjoyed watching topless Danique making her way towards us.

"Marco!"

"Polo!"

Danique was two feet away from us.

"Marco!"

"Polo!" I called.

"He's right behind me!" Willow shouted.

Willow ducked under the water as Danique lunged at me, her hands finding my chest. I let out an exasperated shout as Willow emerged from the water beside me.

"Cheater!" I laughed.

"Got your no account, triflin' ass," Willow giggled.

"Hello?" Frank called. "There are other people here, you know."

"You're next, Frank!" I promised as I tied the bikini top around my eyes. "I'm coming to get you!"

We played more rounds until everyone had a chance to be "It". An hour later, tired and hungry, we trotted out of the water and onto the beach.

"I was watching for sharks," Rachel told me as I retrieved my shirt. "None approached your area."

"That's very reassuring. Thanks, Rachel."

"You're welcome."

"Dinner in an hour!" Cathy called. "After dessert, Frank will give us a reading from some of his essays. Don't be late, Kenji!"

"It was one time! One time that I was late!"

Everyone laughed as I protested my innocence. They headed back to the villa, chatting enthusiastically.

Rachel got out from beneath the umbrella. She dusted the sand from her legs.

"Can I help?" I offered.

"Yes, please."

I kneeled down and patted the sand from the back of Rachel's caftan dress. I could feel Rachel's thighs and butt beneath the gauzy fabric. She bent over slightly, tightening the fabric around her body as I touched her.

"There you go," I said, stepping back.

Rachel's face was flushed as she turned to face me. She licked her lips nervously, then quickly lowered her eyes.

"See you at dinner," she squeaked.

Amused, I watched as Rachel scurried away

I returned to the villa feeling relaxed after our game in the water. Showering quickly, I changed into fresh clothes and headed to the outdoor dining area.

Jorge and Marisol had outdone themselves again, transforming the patio into a magical space for Frank's reading. Strings of small lanterns crisscrossed overhead, casting a warm glow over the long wooden table. Candles flickered in glass hurricanes, the sound of waves providing a gentle background.

Everyone was already seated when I arrived. Frank was animatedly describing something to Cathy, his hands moving expressively. Willow sat next to Rachel, who seemed to be explaining something scientific with intense focus. Danique was scrolling through her phone, occasionally showing something to Cathy.

"Just in time," Cathy called as I approached. "Jorge is bringing out the main course."

I slid into the empty chair between Frank and Danique. Jorge appeared with a massive platter of grilled fish surrounded by colorful vegetables, while Marisol followed with steaming bowls of rice and beans.

"This is pescado a la talla," Jorge explained, setting down the platter. "Local red snapper grilled with two different chili sauces."

"It smells incredible," I said, inhaling the aromatic mix of spices and lime.

Conversation flowed easily as we passed dishes around. Cathy shared stories about the island's history, while Danique described her day photographing flamingos. Frank kept us laughing with tales of his students' dramatic interpretations of Shakespeare.

"You should have seen this one kid playing Hamlet," Frank said. "He delivered 'To be or not to be' like he was ordering fries at a drive-thru."

After dinner, we remained at the table as Jorge cleared the plates. Cathy tapped her glass with a spoon.

"As promised, Frank has prepared a reading from his essays," she announced. "Frank, the floor is yours."

Frank stood, pulling a slim leather portfolio from beside his chair.

"Thank you all for indulging me. I'd like to share two pieces tonight. The first is called 'The Last Dance'."

He cleared his throat and began reading in a measured, resonant voice that commanded our attention. The essay told the story of Martin, a retired schoolteacher who finally came out as gay at age sixty-six after his wife of forty years passed away.

The writing was beautiful and restrained, describing how Martin found joy in his newfound identity, joining a senior LGBTQ+ group and even dating another man for the first time in his life.

The essay took a devastating turn when Martin was diagnosed with pancreatic cancer barely a year later. Frank's voice remained steady, but I could see the emotion in his eyes as he described Martin's determination to live his remaining months authentically.

"Martin danced at Pride that June," Frank read, his voice softening. "He wore rainbow suspenders over a crisp white shirt and moved with surprising grace for a man carrying his death inside him. When I asked if he regretted waiting so long to come out, he smiled and said, 'I got to be myself, even if just for a moment. Some people never get that chance.'"

Frank finished, a respectful silence greeting him. Cathy dabbed at her face with a napkin, while Willow stared at her hands, visibly moved. Even Danique, who typically maintained a carefully composed expression, was blinking rapidly.

"That was beautiful, Frank," Cathy said softly.

Frank nodded in acknowledgment, then grinned suddenly.

"Now, I promised you two essays, and I don't want to leave you all in tears. This next one is called 'Coming Out: A Comedy in One Act.'"

His second reading was hilarious, an account of a sixteen-year-old boy's disastrous attempt to come out to his mother, only to have her misunderstand completely and think he was confessing to crashing her new minivan. Frank's delivery was perfect, his timing impeccable, and soon we were all laughing out loud.

When he finished, we applauded enthusiastically. Frank took an exaggerated bow before returning to his seat.

"Thank you, Frank," Cathy said, still smiling. "That was exactly what we needed tonight."

Cathy turned to address all of us.

"Remember, tomorrow we'll be sharing our writing exercises with each other. If you need to resolve any last details with your partners, tonight would be the time."

She stood, gathering her things.

"I'm heading to my room to work on some notes for the upcoming TV series. Don't stay up too late, everyone."

Frank yawned dramatically.

"I'm having an early night too. Darius is feeling a bit lonely, and I promised to video chat with him."

One by one, the others made their retreats. Willow mentioned needing to revise her exercise, while Rachel mumbled something about organizing her notes. Soon, only Danique and I remained at the table.

Jorge appeared with desserts in small glass bowls.

"Vanilla bean flan with fresh berries," he announced, placing the bowls before us.

"Oh God, I should skip this," Danique sighed, eyeing the dessert longingly. "So many calories."

"You're on a retreat!" I laughed. "Besides, calories in Mexico are worth a lot less than calories in America. Because of the conversion rate."

"That's the stupidest fucking thing I've ever heard." But Danique was smiling as she pulled her chair closer to mine. "I'll split yours. That way we both get half the guilt."

She picked up my spoon, scooped a bit of the flan, and held it toward my mouth. I accepted the bite, the creamy custard melting on my tongue.

"Good?" she asked.

"Incredible," I confirmed.

Danique took a small spoonful for herself, closing her eyes as she tasted it.

"Oh my God," she moaned theatrically. "This is so damned good."

We continued sharing the dessert, our heads close together. The night air was warm, and somewhere in the distance, I could hear music drifting from town.

"I reread your novel excerpt," Danique said suddenly. "Have you decided what happens at the ending?"

"I don't know yet. Still figuring it out."

"Well, it's brilliant so far."

"Thanks. I read your fashion blog posts last night. They made me laugh and think. I didn't know fashion could be so interesting."

"Really?" She looked genuinely pleased.

"Yeah. I'd love to read more of your memoir when you write it. Your description of growing up with wealthy South African parents and living in luxury in New York was like reading about a foreign culture. You're an entertaining guide to a world I know nothing about."

Danique smiled, looking almost shy for a moment.

"That's quite nice of you to say. Hold still."

She wiped a spot of custard from my lips, bringing her finger to her mouth to lick it clean. The sight made me tingle all over. Danique sensed my reaction and grinned. She knew what she was doing.

"Are you still modeling?" I asked, trying to keep my voice steady.

She shook her head.

"Not actively. I'm focusing on writing right now. Though I did a shoot in Iceland a few months ago that was amazing. The scenery was just..." she gestured expansively. "I'll send you some pictures later."

"I'd like that."

I set down my spoon, the dessert finished. Danique picked up the small bowl and licked it clean, her tongue lapping the glass, her eyes fixed on mine.

My cock throbbed as I watched her.

"What about you?" she said, setting down the clean bowl with a grin. "Still at the warehouse?"

"Warehouse? Oh... uh, no," I spluttered, trying to regain my focus. "I quit to come here. But no worries. They'll hire me back when I return."

We sat in comfortable silence for a moment, listening to the waves.

"I should probably go work on my writing exercise," I said finally.

"Me too."

Danique stood, smoothing her dress.

"Thanks for hanging out today," I told her. "I had fun playing Marco Polo. Haven't done that in so long."

"Yes. Same."

Danique was usually animated and expressive, but now she seemed more subdued. It was a startling change in her demeanor, almost as if she were relaxing the extroverted front she usually maintained. I liked this new side of her.

"The stars are so beautiful out here," she said.

"The darker it is, the brighter the stars," I agreed.

We stood in silence. Danique chewed her lips, suddenly seeming to have gone shy.

"Looking forward to reading your exercise tomorrow," I finally said. "Have a good night, Danique."

"I, uh... You can call me Dani. If you want to."

"Okay, Dani."

"Do you like to be called Ken?"

"I hate it actually," I laughed.

Dani laughed with me. She leaned in and kissed me on both cheeks, European-style. Her lips were warm and her skin lightly scented with perfume.

"Good night, Kenji."

"Good night, Dani."

I watched her walk away, the feeling of her lips lingering on my skin as I headed back to my room.


Chapter 10



"I just wish I could see you better."

I sat at my desk and rubbed my temples, the glow from the laptop washing over me as I read over what I had written. The words had not come easily, each sentence like pulling teeth.

I exhaled slowly, licking my dry lips. Outside it was fully dark. The moon hung over the horizon and the soft rustling of waves drifted in through the open French doors.

Frank's writing exercise had been a bear to complete. When he first gave it to us, I thought it was a little corny, like something from a Creative Writing 101 class. Taking another person's experience with a specific place and linking it with your own seemed too cutesy to be effective.

In the end, though, it had prodded me into exploring a different kind of writing than I'd ever tried before.

Your writing partner might have something to do with that.

That was undoubtedly true. Willow Jean McCoy may not have liked me, but her story and her emotional openness made me explore myself in response. Maybe it was the tension between her coldness and her attractiveness that was so provocative?

It was hard not to be drawn to a woman like Willow. She was smart, talented, and beautiful. Her red hair and curvy body had pulled me in from the moment I first saw her.

But getting to know her real self, even hearing her true West Virginia accent come out, is what made Willow truly irresistible. Even the other night when I was about to have sex with Cathy... it had been Willow my mind had turned to.

"We always want what we cannot have," I sighed.

My phone buzzed. I picked it up eagerly. Despite what Cathy had said about working on her TV show, I was expecting another rendezvous with my sexy best-selling author.

To my surprise, it wasn't Cathy messaging me.

It was Willow.

"Stuck on my writing exercise," she wrote. "I'd like to talk some with you. Can I come over?"

I hesitated, a lot of different emotions churning inside me, before replying.

"It would be my pleasure."

"I'll be there directly."

I was surprisingly nervous about Willow coming over. My heart thumped in my chest as I quickly tidied up my room, straightening the bed cover and stuffing my clothes into drawers. I scooped up a pile of books from the floor and arranged them on the nightstand, then gathered my dirty laundry and shoved it into the closet.

The room looks better, but what about me?

I ducked into the bathroom and checked my reflection. My hair stuck up in odd places. I wet my hands and smoothed it down, then examined my teeth for any remnants of dinner. I splashed water on my face and dried it with a towel.

A knock at the door made me jump.

I took a deep breath and opened it. Willow stood there in a pretty sundress, her red hair tied back in a loose ponytail. The hallway light caught the green of her eyes, making them sparkle. She was stunning.

"Hey," I managed, trying to maintain my calm.

"Hey yourself," she replied.

"Come in," I said, stepping aside.

Willow entered hesitantly, looking around my room with curious eyes.

"Damn, your room is bigger than mine or Danique's." She turned to me with a half-smile. "You must be Cathy's favorite."

"Me?" I laughed nervously. "I never really was the type to be the teacher's pet."

"Could've fooled me," she teased. "The way Cathy looks at you..."

Heat crept up my neck. I shifted my weight from one foot to the other. Willow cleared her throat.

"Thanks for letting me come over."

"No problem," I said, grateful for the subject change. "Want to sit?"

I gestured toward my desk chair. She shook her head.

"Can we sit outside like last time? I liked that."

"Sure, but it's dark out there."

"I don't mind."

"Okay."

I turned on the outside light and we settled into the chairs on the small patio. The night was dark beyond our pool of light, the moon low and dim.

"I love how there aren't many insects here," Willow said after a moment. "Being so close to the ocean and all."

"No need for screen doors," I agreed.

Willow chuckled as she leaned back in her chair.

"Growing up, we always had screen doors. And windows. The screens would sag and get torn and we'd repair them with duct tape."

"We did that too," I said. "It was heaven when we finally got AC."

"Mama couldn't never afford AC at our trailer, so we kept the windows open during summer. Skeeters would be banging against my window screen all night. That sound they made was the sound of summer."

"I know what you mean," I said. "Sometimes I'd wait in the car while my mother cleaned office buildings. I wished the car windows had screens to keep the bugs out."

Willow looked at me, a wry smile on her face.

"Hope we aren't romanticizing being poor."

"Those days sucked," I admitted. "But it's good to look back on them from a distance."

We fell silent. I respected the fact that Willow and I had poverty in common. It created a bond between us that was hard to explain to people who hadn't lived it.

After a long while, I asked, "So what can I help you with for the assignment?"

Willow shifted in her seat. I noticed she hadn't brought her notepad or pen.

"For the final part of my writing exercise, I'm going to use the taco stand we went to and the dog that you fed," Willow began. "I'll tie it to the pit bull that bit me when I was little and how my fear of the dog mingled with sadness that it was getting so old."

"That seems perfect," I said. "A great way to tie up the exercise."

"Yeah, well..." She hesitated. "I wanted to run it by you because I'm going to describe my feelings when you protected the dog."

"Why would you need to run that by me?" I asked, puzzled.

Looking uncomfortable, Willow fixed her gaze on her hands.

"I didn't want you to be caught by surprise when I read my piece to the group and get to the part where I felt so much attraction toward you as you fought those two men."

Silence fell between us as I absorbed what she'd just admitted. Willow felt attraction for me? That didn't seem right. It must be misplaced feelings because of the dog?

"Are you sure it wasn't just the situation?" I asked, trying to give her a way out. "The adrenaline of the moment?"

Willow shook her head firmly.

"I felt tremendous desire for you in that moment. And those feelings have only grown since then."

My heart raced. I was excited to hear about Willow's feelings, but also cautious.

"I'm flattered," I said carefully, "but I'm confused about the change. You seemed to hate me when we first met."

Willow didn't answer for a long time. She kept her eyes averted, her fingers twisting nervously in her lap.

"I want to explain things," she finally said. "Would you go walking with me on the beach?"

I looked out at the beach beneath the moonlight.

"It's really dark out there."

"In the dark, it's easier for me to say certain things," she replied softly.

"Okay."

We got up from our chairs and headed out to the beach together. Willow and I walked in silence to the edge of the water. Silvery moonlight shimmered on the calm sea, creating a luminous path that stretched to the horizon.

I waited for Willow to speak, breathing in the salt-scented air as I looked out over the dark waters. The gentle rhythm of waves lapping against the shore filled the silence between us.

"Can I ask you something?" Willow finally said, her voice barely audible.

"Yes."

"Are you hooking up with Catherina?"

I stiffened, a flicker of panic rising in my chest.

"Why would you ask that?"

"It's not just me," she said, still looking out at the water. "Frank and Danique have noticed the way Cathy looks at you, the way she acts around you."

"Has Rachel noticed too?" I asked, trying to deflect.

Willow chuckled, a low sound that carried across the empty beach.

"Rachel was the first to notice. She's the most perceptive of all of us, even if she seems introverted and eccentric." She turned toward me, her face half illuminated by moonlight. "So is there something between you and Cathy?"

My first impulse was to deny everything. But standing there with Willow, I realized I didn't want to be dishonest with her. Out of everyone at the writing retreat, she had been the one who most challenged me to be honest with myself.

"Yes," I admitted. "We've been intimate."

"Frank noticed you two sneaking off to the villa next door."

"That's true."

"Were you lovers before this retreat?" she asked quietly.

"No. The relationship only started after I came to Isla Holbox."

Willow nodded, digging into the sand with her bare foot.

"I can understand what Cathy sees in you. The rest of us have talked about it."

"Talked about what?"

"How compelling you are. How talented. How attractive."

"I'm none of those things," I scoffed.

"You can't see yourself the way others do," she said. "Have you ever wondered why Cathy brought the five of us to this island? And why we're not only talented, but all attractive and young?"

"She wants to help upcoming writers."

"That's part of it," Willow nodded. "But Cathy also wants to feel like an authentic writer again. And no one at this retreat is more authentic than you."

I didn't know how to respond to that so I said nothing at all.

"Your novel is one of the best things I've ever read," Willow continued. "I heard you got accepted to Gorst University on the strength of that writing sample."

"Yes. But I didn't enroll. I couldn't afford it. And I decided I didn't need it."

"Frank, Rachel, and I all applied to Gorst," Willow said. "We were all rejected. Only two people are allowed in each year. It's the most exclusive creative writing MFA program in America. And you, with no connections or famous mentors, you got in on the strength of your writing alone. That speaks to your talent."

Her praise made me deeply uncomfortable. I stared at my feet, unsure what to say.

Willow finally turned to face me fully. She was just a shadow in the dark, but I could feel her gaze upon me.

"Reading your novel made me desperate to meet this talented author. But it was also your novel that made me hate you before I even met you."

"Why did you hate me?"

"I hated you for what you wrote," she said simply.

"What do you mean?"

Willow took a deep breath and let out a long, drawn-out breath.

"I was swept away by your novel," she said, "right up to the point where your main character loses his virginity. He sleeps with a fat, ugly girl with sub-normal intelligence. A virgin girl who he uses and discards, laughing about tricking her into giving him sex. And that girl was a dumb Southern hick, a caricature of working-class rural people. People like me and my mother."

Her voice cracked slightly.

"Reading that passage was like getting knifed through the heart. All my life, I've been treated as lesser by strangers because of where I'm from. I even went to great pains to hide my accent to keep from being mistreated. So to read a book that was so engrossing, only to have it throw that ugliness in my face once again? It made me despise the man who wrote it."

"The character is complicated," I protested. "That incident is a plot point in the character's arc--"

"Is the fat hick girl just a plot device to be used and discarded?" Willow shot back, anger flaring in her voice.

I felt my own anger rising, but quickly pushed it down. Despite everything, the last person I wanted to lash out at was Willow.

"What you read was an unfinished novel," I said carefully. "Emphasis on unfinished. I don't know how it ends yet, but I know the main character changes and grows and regrets how he treated the girl. You didn't give him the benefit of the doubt."

I paused, finding my next words.

"More importantly, you didn't give me the benefit of the doubt. An author is not his characters, Willow. As a fiction writer, you should know that."

Willow was quiet for a moment. I listened to her breathing mingling with the rustling of the surf.

"You're right," she finally said. "I shouldn't have projected my feelings for the main character onto the author. My only defense is that he seemed so real that I assumed he was a stand-in for you. Plus, he was part Japanese like you."

"I modeled him on my father, who was half-Japanese," I explained. "I'm only a quarter Japanese. Aside from my black hair, I don't even look Asian. I've never experienced the racism or cultural confusion my protagonist faced. I am not my main character... and I am also not my father. I barely knew him."

"I know what it's like to have an absent father," Willow said softly. "And I know I was wrong to hold your main character against you. It's just... I'm so angry at my father that I have only disdain for any man who is like him. I thought... I thought you were a fuckboy loser, just like my father."

"I'm not."

"I know that now." She stepped closer to me. "After spending time with you and getting to know you, I know I was wrong. And now with that stupid disdain gone, I'm left only with my desire for you. I've been fighting it even before I arrived on Isla Holbox. But now I don't have to fight it anymore."

Before I could respond, Willow leaned forward and pressed her lips against mine. I froze for a moment, startled by her boldness. But the hunger of her kiss quickly melted my hesitation and I pulled her close, wrapping her in my arms.

Her lips were soft and warm and the taste of her was dizzying. The kiss deepened as she pressed herself to me, her curves fitting perfectly against my chest. The sweet scent of her skin and hair was better than any perfume.

I ran my fingers through her silky red hair, marveling at its softness. A small moan escaped her lips, sending shivers down my spine.

I was stunned by how good, how right this felt. Despite everything, I couldn't deny that I had wanted Willow Jean McCoy from the first moment I read her stories and saw her coming down that pier toward me.

"I've been wanting this for a long time," Willow said, as if echoing my thoughts.

"And me," I replied, caressing her face in the dim moonlight. "I just wish I could see you better."

"The dark makes me brave," Willow whispered. "You can be whoever you want in the dark."

She kissed me again, harder and more urgent, her tongue lapping mine, inviting me in. I ran my hand across her back, moving lower to cup her ass.

"Kenji..." Willow sighed.

Hearing her say my name like that made my heart race even faster. I lowered Willow onto the sand, my lips never leaving hers.

Leaning over her, I trailed kisses down Willow's neck, my hand cupping her breast. She reached up, unbuttoning the front of her dress, giving me full access to her warm flesh.

"Thank you for not wearing a bra," I whispered playfully.

"I had a feeling this might happen when I came over," she admitted, her voice breathy.

I kissed her breast, feeling her nipple harden in my mouth.

"I've wanted to hold these since I first saw you," I confessed.

"I know," she said, a smirk in her voice.

"I tried to be discreet," I protested.

"Kenji, darling," she said, her accent thickening again. "I've had big tits all my adult life. I know when men are peeking. You were always trying so hard not to look, it was adorable."

She pulled me back into a kiss, her tongue caressing mine. She guided my hand down under her skirt. I grinned when I realized she wasn't wearing panties either.

I stroked between her legs, feeling her wetness. I teased her, drawing out gasps from deep within her.

"You're so good at this," she joked. "Maybe you are a dirty fuckboy after all?"

I laughed, putting her hand on the bulge in my pants.

"Maybe you're right."

I alternated between kissing her and sucking on her breasts as I fingered Willow's wet slit. She grew increasingly heated, moaning and squirming beneath me. I slipped a finger into her entry, working her G-spot, slipping another finger in to stretch her out and make her writhe with pleasure.

"Oh lord," she groaned. "You're gonna make me cum."

"I want that," I told her, kissing her lips. "Cum for me, Willow Jean McCoy."

Willow twined her fingers in my hair and pressed her forehead to mine, our hot breaths mingling as she orgasmed. I could feel her thighs shaking, slick with her wetness.

Willow growled with lust and reached out to stroke my cock through my pants... but I stopped her. I pointed, showing her the lights approaching. In the distance, we could hear Frank's laughter as Danique talked animatedly.

I scrambled to straighten my clothes as Frank's voice drifted toward us. Willow hurriedly buttoned her dress, then sat up beside me, brushing sand from her hair.

"There you are!" Danique called.

She and Frank approached us, their phone flashlights bobbing like fireflies.

"We're the search party," Frank announced dramatically. "We've been sent to find you two wastrels."

"Wastrels?" Willow scoffed, her voice still breathy. "We're just discussing our writing exercise."

"Alone on the beach? In the dark?" Frank teased, his eyebrows raised suggestively.

Willow shrugged. I knew if there was more light, I'd see her fair skin flushed crimson.

"We're having an ice cream party in Frank's room," Danique announced. "Vanilla, chocolate, and some dairy-free shit that Frank likes."

"I sneaked several cartons from Cathy's fridge," Frank chuckled. "Larceny in the Mexican Heat. It sounds like a B-grade noir novel."

"Quite an adventure," Willow said.

"A yummy adventure," Danique agreed. "Come on. Let's go!"

"Kenji?" Frank asked.

"I think I'll pass," I said, remaining firmly seated to keep my erection hidden. "Need to put some final touches on my writing exercise."

"Suit yourself!"

Frank helped Willow to her feet. As Willow dusted the sand from her dress, Danique squatted near me.

"Hey Kenji, did you get those Iceland pictures I sent you?" Danique asked, her voice lilting.

"Pictures? Uh, no. My phone's back in my room."

"I'd love to hear what you think of them. Sure you don't want ice cream?"

"I'm good."

"Okay, then. If you're sure. Goodnight, Kenji."

"Don't work too hard," Frank teased.

"Thanks for seeing me," Willow said. "I hope we can catch up again?"

"Any time."

I watched them walk away, their phone lights creating small pools of brightness in the darkness. I waited until they were a safe distance away before standing up and brushing off my clothes.

In the dim glow of their retreating flashlights, I saw both Willow and Danique glance back in my direction. I waved, though I doubted they could see me in the dark.

Back in my room, I closed the French doors behind me and leaned against them, exhaling slowly. My fingers were sticky. The scent of Willow's pussy still lingered on them. I held my hand to my nose and inhaled deeply, savoring Willow's musky scent.

I was tired and my head was buzzing. It had been a hell of a night.

I saw my phone had a new message notification. I picked it up and found Danique's message with several attachments. Curious, I scrolled through stunning landscapes of Iceland's volcanic terrain.

"Oh wow," I muttered in surprise.

There was Danique, completely nude, stretched across black volcanic rocks, her perfect body on full display. Photo after photo showed her in different poses, each more provocative than the last. With her blonde hair and statuesque body, Danique looked like some Viking shieldmaiden offering herself to Odin.

I set my phone down, shaking my head in disbelief at what Danique had sent me. I was looking forward to getting to know the blonde fashionista over the coming weeks.

A white envelope on the floor by my door caught my eye. Puzzled, I went over and retrieved it. Inside was a single sheet torn from a notepad.

I unfolded the page to find a handwritten poem. It was about a young man with "wind-tousled black hair."

Grinning, I realized it was a love poem. Rachel must have slipped it under my door while I was out. I imagined her crouched by the door like some mysterious fairy tale character conveying an enchanted message.

This has been an absolutely insane evening.

Sitting on my bed, I marveled at my situation. In the short time since arriving at Isla Holbox, my life had transformed. Everything had happened so fast.

My hand still smelled of Willow's pussy and my cock still ached from kissing her on the beach. There was only one thing that could make this night more perfect.

I grabbed my phone and messaged Cathy.

"Headed to the neighboring villa. Join me."

Her reply came quickly: "Looking over TV producer contracts. Can't get away."

"No excuses, Ms. Montclair. I'll be waiting in bed for you."

After a long pause that made me worry I'd overstepped, my phone buzzed.

"Give me twenty minutes."

"You've got ten. And don't be late."

Still marveling at all that had happened and feeling completely exhilarated, I opened the doors to the beach and headed back out into the night.


Coming Soon



My bond with Cathy ignites in ways I never expected, while Willow takes me deeper into her world. But just as I find my rhythm with these two irresistible women, lusty Danique makes her move. Sweet and innocent Rachel wants her turn with me as well. Will I be able to manage all these demands in the tropical heat of Isla Holbox?


About the Author


Hi, I'm Chase. I write harem adventures and slice-of-life romances.

If you enjoyed this series, please check out my other harem series, DIRT ROAD DEBUTANTES, DADDY'S HAREM, HOTEL HAREM, GIVE HER SHELTER, SUCCUBUS HAREM, TROPICAL SEDUCTION, OFFICE HAREM, and FARM GIRL HAREM.

For more sexy adventures, visit my Author Page on Amazon. Follow me to get updates on new releases.

If you can, please leave a rating and review. They really help!

Most of all, thank you for reading my work!
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