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Synopsis



Book 2 of 3

A sensual older woman. An enemy turned lover. An insatiable fashion model. A brilliant poet yearning for a man's touch...

My thirty days in paradise continue, but nothing is as simple as it seems. Catherina is pushing me further, both in bed and as a writer. Willow, once ice-cold and untouchable, now spends her nights in my arms. I thought I was in control of the situation... until Danique made her move.

Danique is gorgeous, untamed, and relentless in her pursuit of me. But there's something behind those dazzling eyes and sultry smiles. Something darker. Something carefully hidden. Something only I can bring out of her.

But even as my lust ignites with Danique, another woman steps up the pressure. Rachel is gentle, brilliant, and wise beyond her 19 years. Her quiet intensity has stirred something inside me, and now she's ready for more.

The deeper I go with these four extraordinary women, the more I learn about what passion truly is. I didn’t come to this island looking for love, but it might’ve found me anyway.


Chapter 1



“Can I stay?”

Cathy clung to me tightly, her damp face pressed to my chest, her ragged breaths hot against my skin. The night air washed over us, cooling our sweaty bodies. The secondary villa was silent and empty except for the two of us tangled together in bed.

We lay like that for a long time, not speaking, just catching our breaths and listening to the murmur of each other's pulse. The silk sheets of the bed slithered beneath us as we cuddled in the afterglow, kissing and caressing in the moonlight washing in through the open French doors.

"I'm worn out," Catherina sighed. "My whole body is still shaking. I love it. Thank you, Mr. Freybourne."

"My pleasure," I whispered in Cathy's ear. "This has been the best week of my life. All thanks to you."

Cathy kissed my chest and looked up into my eyes.

"For me as well," she said. "And this is just the start, I promise."

I stroked Cathy's black hair, enjoying its silky feel against my palm. Then Cathy nuzzled her face into my neck, tasting the sweat and sighing.

"I'm going to miss you when I'm away," Cathy said.

"It's only three days."

"Three days too long without you," Cathy groaned. "And without this."

I grinned as Cathy reached between my legs to hold me.

"Don't go," I urged her. "Stay on Isla Holbox."

"I wish I could. But my show runner and the studio execs want a face-to-face in Los Angeles. I have to be there. You understand?"

"I understand. You're a writer, but you're also a brand. You need to keep the business running."

"Precisely. And it's fun to hobnob with Hollywood. But given the choice, I'd never leave Isla Holbox."

"You've built something very special here," I nodded. "Not just the surroundings, but the creativity of the writers' retreat. Today's workshop was incredible."

"Yes, today's workshop was incredible," she agreed. "I was so impressed by everyone's responses to Frank's exercise."

"Frank has a way of getting people to open up."

"Danique's piece about sitting under that baobab tree in South Africa when she was a little girl?" Cathy laughed, her body shaking against mine. "The way she described the texture of the bark against her small hands, and that moment when the monkey stole her hat? Witty and charming, just like her."

"She has a good eye for detail."

"And Rachel's poem about that playground near her school? Jolting. All those mechanical metaphors for the swings and slides, comparing them to instruments of medieval torture. That girl's mind works in fascinating ways."

"I'm still trying to figure out all the meanings she layers into her work. It's like deconstructing a puzzle."

Cathy propped herself up on one elbow to look down at me.

"Your piece about your dorm room was excellent too. The way you described the tracks in the snow? I could see it perfectly."

"Thanks."

"But Willow's piece..." Cathy's voice softened. "Incredible. I was nearly in tears. The way she captured those three moments. Standing at the perfume counter as a little girl, pressing her face against the airport window, watching planes take off, and then..."

Cathy paused, looking at me intently, searching my face in the dim light.

"Willow's description of you fighting those men to protect that stray dog. The mix of fear and arousal she felt watching you. It was raw and powerful. And it got me wet, just like her."

"She is extremely talented," I agreed.

"I knew Willow was a gifted short story writer, but this was something else. She stretched beyond her limits." Cathy ran her fingers through my hair. "I think you might have something to do with that progress."

I shook my head. "No, that's all Willow."

"I'm not so sure."

"I helped a little, but Willow did it all on her own."

"As you say," Cathy grinned. "So, what will you do with yourself during the three days I'm away in Los Angeles?"

"Work on my novel, mainly. I need to figure out how to end it. One of these days, it will be finished."

"Good plan." Cathy patted my chest. "But make sure you take time to relax and enjoy Isla Holbox too. Get to know the others better. I want the five of you to become close. Our temporary family will form lasting bonds after the retreat ends. I hope so, at least."

I looked into Cathy's eyes and ran a thumb across her full lips.

"Is that what you're doing with me? Forming a bond that will last beyond the writing retreat?"

Cathy's face grew serious.

"I'm enjoying you, Kenji. I don't want this to end."

"I feel the same way."

"So let's take it a day at a time and see where it goes. I'm older than you and know better."

"Fair point," I said, grinning. "Although you can have any man you want, just like you said the first time we had sex."

"Fair point," Cathy mimicked my voice, then added in her own, "But for now, you belong to me."

She kissed me again, then stretched languidly, her body gleaming in the moonlight.

"I feel sticky and damp from all this exertion. You worked me into a lather, Mr. Freybourne."

"Would you like to shower with me? I'd enjoy soaping you up, Ms. Montclair."

"Tempting, but no." A sly smile spread across her face. "I have a better idea."

Cathy rolled out of bed and took my hand, pulling me up. Naked, we padded downstairs through the empty villa, our footsteps silent on the tile floor. At the back door, she suddenly pushed me away and burst outside, laughing.

"Catch me if you can!" she called, running down the path toward the beach.

"You're being very naughty," I shouted after her, trotting in pursuit. "You deserve a spanking for this!"

"You have to catch me first!" Her voice floated back through the darkness.

The beach stretched out before us, bathed in silver moonlight. The sand felt cool beneath my feet as I chased after Cathy's slender silhouette.

She reached the water's edge and dived in without hesitation. I waded in after her, feeling the warm sea wash over my ankles, then calves, then thighs.

The sensation was shockingly sensual, like being caressed. The water temperature matched the night air, creating a seamless transition between elements. Moonlight scintillated on the gentle waves, turning the sea into a rippled mirror of the sky above.

I caught up to Cathy when we were both waist-deep. She turned to face me, water droplets glistening on her skin. Her wet hair clung to her neck in dripping strands.

"So?" she said, her voice husky. "Am I going to get that spanking now?"

I wrapped my arms around her waist, pulling her close until our wet bodies pressed together.

"I'll punish you later. For now, a kiss will do."

I pulled her to me. Our lips met in a deep kiss as the gentle waves lapped around our twined bodies. The taste of salt mingled with the sweetness of her mouth.

We swayed together, half-floating in the warm buoyancy of the Caribbean Sea. I breathed in the ocean air, savoring the feel of Catherina's wet body enclosed in my arms.

"Make sure you rest up while I'm gone," Cathy said, running her fingers through my hair. "Use these three days to recharge your creative juices. Work on your novel, but don't forget to enjoy yourself too."

"I will," I promised, kissing her forehead. "Though it won't be the same without you here."

"Rachel is doing the next craft talk when I return," Cathy said, her eyes bright with excitement. "I'm eager to see what she has in store for us all. Her mind works in such fascinating ways."

"She's been hard at work preparing," I said. "I think you'll be impressed."

Cathy raised an eyebrow, a teasing smile playing at her lips.

"And how do you know she's been hard at work, Mr. Freybourne?"

"I enjoy talking with Rachel when we have time together, She's very interesting."

"Rachel has quite the crush on you, you know," Cathy said, trailing her fingers across my shoulders.

"She's incredibly smart and talented."

I felt a flush creep up my neck that had nothing to do with the warm water. Cathy's hands moved to my waist beneath the water, her fingers teasing me.

"Rachel is always staring at you with such fascination, it's quite something to witness. And Danique is very open about her feelings for you."

"Danique is just having a good time. Try not to read too much into her flirting. It's just how she communicates."

"I'll keep that in mind. So... have you had sex with Willow yet?"

I spluttered, caught completely off guard by her direct question. Cathy laughed, the sound echoing across the empty beach.

"Your face! Don't look so shocked. I suspected you two would eventually hook up."

"You suspected?" I asked, genuinely confused. "Why would you think that? Especially when you knew how much Willow disliked me at first."

Cathy's eyes gleamed with amusement.

"It was obvious, darling. Willow was like a character in one of my novels, a woman whose hatred burned so brightly because it was fueled by her secret desire for the man she claimed to despise."

She kissed my chest and patted my cheek.

"When a woman hates a man that deeply, it often means she secretly wants him. The greater the desire, the brighter the hate."

"I find that hard to believe," I said, shaking my head.

"I may be a hack writer," Cathy replied with a shrug, "but I am also a woman. It takes a woman to truly know the heart of another woman."

"I never called you a hack," I protested, taking her face in my hands.

"I know your low opinion of my writing," she said, but her smile took any sting from her words. "I don't hold it against you. Like all men, you'll never truly understand how women love and lust."

"I know enough about the woman I'm holding," I said teasingly, pulling her closer in the warm water. "Are you jealous, Catherina? Of my relationship with Willow?"

Cathy laughed again, her body vibrating against mine.

"I'm not threatened by Willow because I don't expect you to be exclusive to me. I don't own you, and you don't have a claim on me. We're adults who can make our own decisions. I understand how you must feel drawn to another fiction writer as talented as Willow."

She leaned in close, her breath hot against my ear.

"Plus, she's quite attractive with those freckles, that accent, and those amazing breasts. I'd like a go with Willow myself, to be honest."

"I hope I can make that happen," I replied, grinning.

Cathy splashed water at me playfully.

"You're free to sleep with whoever you want. I expect you'll run through all the women at the retreat." Her eyes twinkled mischievously. "Maybe you'll have a go at Frank as well."

"That won't happen," I said firmly.

"Never say never," she replied with a wink.

Then her expression grew serious, the playfulness vanishing from her face. She placed her hands on my shoulders, her fingers digging slightly into my skin.

"Whatever you do with the other women, you must never choose them over me," she said, her voice low and intense.

"What do you mean?" I asked, suddenly aware of the shift in her mood.

"You must never shut me out or choose to be with another woman to the exclusion of me," Cathy said, her blue eyes locked on mine. "That will end our relationship permanently if you do that."

She took my face in her hands, her gaze unwavering.

"You are mine until I decide otherwise. I went against my better judgment to open myself up to a man so much younger than me. I won't allow myself to get hurt after taking this risk."

The water lapped gently around us as I absorbed her words. The playful atmosphere had evaporated, replaced by something more intense and possessive.

"I have no intention of hurting you," I assured her, wrapping my arms around her waist.

"I believe you," she said, her expression softening.

She leaned forward, her eyes open and staring as she pressed her lips against mine in a deep kiss.

"Now walk me back to the main villa," Cathy told me. "I have a flight to catch tomorrow."
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I stood under the hot spray of the shower, letting the water wash away the salt and sand from our midnight swim. Steam filled the bathroom as I replayed our conversation in the ocean.

Cathy's declaration kept echoing in my mind: "You are mine until I decide otherwise."

There was something both thrilling and unsettling about her possessiveness. I hadn't expected that from her, especially after she'd practically given me permission to sleep with the other women at the retreat.

I lathered soap across my chest, considering the complexity of what was developing between us. Cathy was unlike anyone I'd ever met-- successful, confident, passionate. The age gap between us seemed meaningless when we were together. She saw value in my writing when I doubted myself. She wanted me as a man, not a plaything.

But there was something else too, a hint of control in her words that gave me pause. "I'm not threatened by Willow because I don't expect you to be exclusive to me." Yet a few moments later: "You must never choose them over me."

I rinsed off, watching the suds swirl down the drain. Was I overthinking this? Maybe this was just how relationships worked when you were with someone as sophisticated as Catherina Montclair. She'd lived more life than me, navigated more complex relationships.

Having two women at once is more complicated than I expected. Maybe I should have read more romance novels to know how to handle this.

Chuckling, I shut off the water and grabbed a towel, drying myself quickly. The night air felt cool against my damp skin as I wrapped the towel around my waist. I ran a hand through my wet hair, pushing it back from my forehead.

When I opened the bathroom door, steam billowed out around me.

I froze.

Willow lay on my bed, her red hair spread across my pillow. She wore a thin white t-shirt and cotton shorts, her long legs stretched out casually as if she belonged there.

"Took you long enough," she said, her Appalachian accent thick with sleepiness. "I was about to come in there and make sure you hadn't drowned."

"Willow," I said. "What are you doing here?"

She sat up, hugging her knees to her chest.

"I couldn't sleep. Thought maybe you'd be up too."

"I had a late evening."

"You were with her tonight," Willow said.

It was not a question. I nodded, sitting on the edge of the bed.

"Yes. I was with Catherina."

"I figured." She reached out, touching my damp hair. "You still smell like the ocean."

"We went for a swim."

Willow smiled, but there was a touch of sadness in it.

"It sure is nice, having private beach access whenever you want. And access to a beautiful, rich older woman."

I didn't know what to say to that. Willow shifted, making room for me beside her. After a moment's hesitation, I moved up to sit against the headboard. She immediately curled against my side, her head resting on my shoulder.

"I know you two have a special thing," she said quietly. "I'm not trying to mess that up."

"I didn't think you were."

She looked up at me, her expression serious.

"I just want to be closer to you, Kenji. Is that okay?"

I wrapped my arm around her shoulders, pulling her closer.

"More than okay."

We sat in comfortable silence for a while, listening to the distant sound of waves through the open window. The moonlight cast a silver glow across the bed, illuminating Willow's pale skin and the constellation of freckles across her nose.

"Can I sketch you?" I asked suddenly.

Willow tensed slightly. "Sketch me? Now?"

"Yeah." I reached for the small notepad I always kept on my nightstand. "Just a quick drawing."

She bit her lip, considering.

"I don't know, I've never been drawn before. Would I need to..." She gestured vaguely at her clothes.

"Only if you want to," I said, though my pulse quickened at the thought.

Willow sat up, her eyes searching mine. Then, with a determined nod, she pulled her t-shirt over her head in one fluid motion. Her breasts fell free, full and pale in the moonlight, nipples dark red and already hardening in the warm air.

She stood to remove her shorts, revealing that she wasn't wearing panties. Her body was all curves-- full hips, rounded thighs, the soft swell of her stomach. The red hair covering her mound was dark against her pale skin.

"How do you want me?" she asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

"Just lie back on the bed. However feels comfortable."

Willow reclined against the pillows, one arm above her head, the other resting across her stomach. Her red hair spread out beneath her.

I began to sketch, my pencil moving quickly across the paper. I captured the slope of her neck, the fullness of her breasts, the curve of her hips. Willow watched me, her eyes never leaving my face as I worked.

"You're beautiful," I said softly, looking up from my drawing to study the play of moonlight across her skin.

"You're just saying that."

"I'm not." I continued sketching, trying to capture the vulnerability and strength I saw in her. "You're like a Pre-Raphaelite painting come to life."

"I don't know what that means, but it sounds fancy."

"They were painters who loved to depict women with red hair and pale skin. They would have fought over the chance to paint you."

I added the final strokes to the sketch and carefully tore the page from my notepad and handed it to her. Willow sat up, holding the sketch with both hands, studying it intently.

"You made me look more beautiful than I am," she whispered.

"I drew you exactly as you are," I corrected her, reaching out to tuck a strand of hair behind her ear.

She leaned forward, pressing her lips to mine in a kiss that started gently but quickly deepened. I pulled her against me, feeling the warmth of her bare skin against my chest.

"Can I stay?" she asked when we finally broke apart. "Just to sleep?"

"Of course."

I stood and let the towel drop from around my waist. Willow looked me over, her eyes lingering. It was exciting to be naked with her, but also felt totally comfortable.

I lay on the bed and opened my arms to her. Willow curled against my side, her head on my chest, one leg thrown over mine. I pulled the sheet up to cover us both, then switched off the lamp.

In the darkness, Willow's breathing gradually slowed and deepened. I stroked her hair, marveling at its soft texture between my fingers. She mumbled something incoherent and snuggled closer.

I stared up at the ceiling, listening to the rhythm of her breath and the distant sound of waves. Within minutes, Willow was fast asleep in my arms, her body warm and soft against mine.


Chapter 2



“You chose me.”

"Jorge and Marisol, you've done it again!" Frank declared. "Another amazing meal in this idyllic setting. ¡Muchas gracias!"

Jorge and Marisol smiled and nodded as we applauded them. Dinner had been another memorable feast, and we were all stuffed.

I moved to clear the plates, but Marisol was having none of it. She and Jorge quickly cleared our dishes as our writing group left for our evening walk on the beach.

"Feels a little strange without Catherina," Willow remarked as we made our way across the shore.

"I wonder how her meetings are going in LA?"

"Dreary with a bright facade painted over it," Danique said.

She tossed her blonde hair over one shoulder with practiced elegance. Tonight Danique was wearing a tailored lounging dress and white sandals. As always, her hair and makeup were perfectly done. Not for the first time, I wondered how Danique managed to stay so camera-ready pretty at all times.

"Fashion is the fucking worst," she continued, "but Hollywood comes in a close second. It's all smoke and mirrors hiding empty promises and desperate people."

"Someone's feeling cynical today," I joked.

"Not cynical, just experienced," Danique said. "Behind the glamour is so much ugliness and grime and soul-deadening problems."

"I wish I could have Catherina Montclair's problems," Frank laughed. "I'd cry all the way to the bank and my luxury Mexican villa."

We all shared in his laughter. In the tropical heat of Isla Holbox, all the problems of everyday life seemed to evaporate.

"What's that?" Rachel asked quietly.

Ahead of us was a stacked pile of driftwood. Blankets and beach chairs circled the pile, along with a large cooler.

"Ta-da!" Frank announced, spreading his arms dramatically. "A bonfire in celebration of our first week at Isla Holbox!"

"You set this up?" I asked, watching as Frank pulled a lighter from his pocket.

"Jorge helped me with it this afternoon," Frank said, bending to light the kindling beneath the driftwood. "I figured we deserved a proper beach party. The workshop's going splendidly, we're all getting along famously, and the weather is heavenly, as always."

The fire caught quickly. Flames licked the wood, hesitated, then grew stronger, catching with a soft whoosh. The fire climbed, casting flickering light on our faces. The salty air mixed with the sharp scent of burning driftwood.

Frank linked his phone to a small Bluetooth speaker on one of the chairs. Funky beats filled the air.

"Disco?" Danique raised an eyebrow, a small smile playing on her lips. "How very 70s of you."

"I revel in being a cliché," Frank deadpanned.

"Blue Eye Shadow and Gin, by The Kimber All-Stars," Rachel said. "Not the 70s. From 1981, I think."

We all stared in stunned silence at Rachel. She was the last person any of us expected to know about disco classics. She gave us a bashful grin and adjusted her eyeglasses.

"The Kimber All-Stars never die," Frank declared, snapping his fingers and doing a little shimmy on the sand. "Drinks in the cooler! Jorge made sure we're well-stocked."

We settled into the beach chairs, the fire crackling before us. The sunset painted the sky in brilliant oranges and pinks as we passed around drinks.

"No alcohol for you?" Danique asked, noting the sparkling water I chose.

"Never touch the stuff," I said.

"Me neither," Willow added. "For obvious reasons."

"Amen to that," I said, thinking of the shitty fathers Willow and I had in common.

"What about you?" Willow asked Danique.

"I used to live on tequila and champagne. Too many calories now. Rachel?"

"I don't like the taste of alcohol," Rachel said.

"Well I personally love a good wine cooler," Frank laughed. "Trashy and fun, just like me."

"And sweet, just like you," Danique shouted, kissing Frank on the cheek.

"To new friends and good creative work," Frank toasted, raising his bottle.

"And to the best damn writing exercises ever," I added.

The others cheered as we clinked our drinks.

"Now let's dance, damn it!" Frank shouted. "We've earned it!"

Everyone let out a cheer and joined Frank dancing around the fire. The music throbbed around us. With the sand and the ocean waves and the flames sending sparks into the night sky, it felt like we were all part of some tribe from long ago, celebrating the moon rising over the sea.

After a couple of songs, I took a breather on one of the blankets. I leaned back on my hands, watching my fellow writers having a good time. The sea murmured behind them, a constant rhythm beneath the music. I reminded myself to take it all in, saving these mental snapshots to cherish in the years to come.

Danique detached herself from the others and strolled over, sinking gracefully onto the sand beside me. In the firelight, her hair seemed to gleam like spun gold.

"Having fun, Kenji?"

"Hard not to." I nodded toward the fire. "This is too cool for words."

"Frank has his moments." She stretched, catlike. "And thanks for the message earlier. Letting me know the pictures arrived. Attachments can be so finicky on these goddamn phone messages."

"Yeah, for sure."

"So?" Danique asked, her voice low and sultry. "Did you enjoy my Iceland pictures?"

"They were... unexpected."

"Unexpected? How?"

"The composition was startling. Seeing you against all those geothermal features. Iceland is like an alien planet."

"Geothermal features?" she laughed. "Fuck that. I wasn't talking about the landscapes, Kenji."

"The landscapes were beautiful," I said, trying to keep my face neutral.

"And my nudes?"

"There were nudes?"

She laughed and slapped my shoulder as I grinned.

"I know you enjoyed them," she said. "You're a man. Of course you did. It's why I sent them. There's no need to play coy."

I looked her over. Danique was breathtaking, possibly the most beautiful woman I'd ever seen in real life. With her blonde hair and perfect face to go with her sculpted body, Danique was a fantasy woman in every sense of the word.

But even with all that, there was something about the way Danique carried herself that struck me as slightly off. Looking into those gorgeous blue eyes, I felt a weird sense of blankness, like I was looking into a mirror that gave nothing back but reflections.

"I did enjoy your nudes," I told her. "But you're trying too hard to impress me, Dani."

It was a joke, but it didn't land that way. For a split second, Danique recoiled. But then she collected herself, forcing a seductive smile back onto her face. For a sad moment, I recalled the beautiful Latina at the table next to me at Chez Allard Dubois.

Danique leaned in, her Seta Gialla perfume washing over me.

"Am I trying to impress you? Or am I just being honest about what we both want?" She ran a finger across my lips, her eyes never leaving mine. "It's going to happen, Kenji. I know it. And so do you."

"Do I?"

"It's inevitable," she said with a confident smile. "I'll have you in my bed before this workshop is done."

"You seem pretty sure of yourself."

"I know men," she said simply. "And every man who has met me wants to fuck me. All the straight ones, anyway. You're no different."

"You might be surprised," I told her.

"No. I can see it in your eyes. I know you're hooking up with Catherina. Probably fucking Willow too, by now. But I'm the real prize and we both know it. Anyway, I'll let you pretend to resist a little longer. It's cute."

Before I could respond, Danique got up smoothly and sauntered back towards the fire, leaving her last words hanging in the air.

A moment later, Rachel approached, hovering near the edge of the firelight.

"Can I share your blanket?" she asked.

"Absolutely," I replied, welcoming the company after Danique's remarks.

Rachel settled on the blanket next to me, close enough that our knees were touching. We watched the others dancing, not saying anything, just taking in the scene.

"Is everything okay with you and Danique?" Rachel finally asked. "You two seemed to be having an intense discussion."

"It was nothing," I said. "Just some playful banter. You know how Danique is."

"I do."

"I'm glad you're here. I've been wanting to talk to you about the poem you gave me," I said. "I reread it again last night and got deeper into the meaning you were conveying. I'm not a poet, but I still loved the complexity of your piece. It was a really beautiful meditation on love."

Rachel's eyes widened. She fidgeted beside me, adjusting her glasses again, a nervous tic she used whenever she felt anxious.

"Oh! I... I need to clarify something. The character in the poem isn't you. It's completely fictional."

"Of course," I said.

"The central consciousness of the piece," she continued quickly, her words precise, "utilizes the metaphor of a distant star observed by a planetary body incapable of reaching it. It is purely metaphorical. Not based on... anyone. Not you at all, Kenji."

"Rachel, I never thought it was about me," I lied, trying to set her at ease.

"Good," she said, but her shoulders slumped slightly. "That would be embarrassing."

"No worries then," I said, patting her leg. "Since it wasn't about me, there's nothing to be embarrassed about."

Rachel nodded, disappointment flickering across her face before she masked it with a small smile.

Frank called us back to the fire, waving his mobile phone.

"Okay, music maestros!" Frank called out, clapping his hands. "Time for a change-up. Everyone gets a turn at the DJ booth. My phone is the turntable!"

He handed his phone to Danique. She scrolled quickly through his streaming service. With a triumphant cry, she tapped the screen and the disco groove vanished, replaced by a pulsing, electronic beat. Synthesizers climbed and dropped, a driving rhythm with no vocals, just layers of sound building and releasing energy. Danique moved to it instantly, her body finding the rhythm.

"Ibiza, summer 2022," she explained. "Post-COVID blowout. Best weekend of my life!"

Next was Willow. She took the phone, scrolled slowly, then pressed play. A melancholy country ballad about lost love and small-town memories echoed across the beach. The fiddle and steel guitar painted pictures of rural landscapes and broken hearts.

"Reminds me of home," she said simply, her eyes reflecting the firelight.

Rachel hesitated before selecting a piece of classical music. We all listened in silence as a single cello sounded low and mournful across the moonlit sand.

"Bach," Rachel said, not meeting anyone's eyes. "It helps me think."

When my turn came, I scrolled through my phone and selected a raw, energetic punk track from the 70s. The angry guitars and shouted vocals caught the others by surprise. Willow winced playfully. Frank laughed. Danique looked amused. Rachel just looked confused.

"Didn't peg you for an old school punk," Frank said, nodding appreciatively.

"Fuck this rotten society," I replied with a grin. "And fuck the Queen."

"Alright!" Frank clapped again after my song ended abruptly. "Now that Kenji's done burning down the UK, it's game time! Two Truths and a Lie!"

"Oh no," Danique groaned.

"No need for groans, Ms. Danique," Frank said. "I'll even go first. Prepare to be amazed and possibly scandalized."

Frank paused dramatically, his eyes sweeping over us.

"One: I have slept with a woman. Two: I have participated in a ménage à trois. Three: I have performed in drag."

"Oh, this is too easy," Danique laughed. "You've never slept with a woman, Frank. That's the lie."

"Agreed," Willow said. "No way."

"Going with the crowd on this one," I added.

Only Rachel remained silent, studying Frank's face.

"And you, Rachel Aliza Steinberg?" Frank prodded. "What does your instinct tell you, hmm?"

"The threesome is the lie," Rachel said finally.

Frank's jaw dropped. "Rachel! How did you know?"

The rest of us stared in shock.

"That's the lie?" Willow said incredulously.

"Rachel nailed it," Frank confirmed.

"Wait," I said. "So you have slept with a woman?"

"Teenage experimentation," Frank shrugged. "Awkward for everyone. And yes, I did drag for a charity event. Played a fabulous Lady Gaga."

"But... no threesome?" Danique asked. "Seriously, Frank?"

"I'm outraged that you all assume because I'm gay, I've done all kinds of freaky stuff," Frank said, clutching his chest in mock offense. "I'm practically a nun!"

We all burst out laughing.

"Rachel, how did you know?" Willow asked.

Rachel straightened up, looking pleased that she had guessed correctly.

"From reading Frank's essays and observing him this week," Rachel explained. "He acts flamboyant, but he's a romantic at heart. His writing reveals someone who values emotional connection over sexual experiences. Frank is old-fashioned in his dedication to monogamous partnership, despite the cultural exploration of his writing."

"Terrifyingly accurate," Frank said admiringly. "You win, Rachel. Which means you're next. Dazzle us."

Rachel blinked rapidly, suddenly looking nervous. She looked around the circle, her gaze lingering on me for a fraction too long.

"Okay. Um... One: I achieved perfect SAT scores. Two: I've never had a cavity. And three..." She paused, her eyes finding mine. "I've kissed a boy."

The atmosphere shifted, becoming painfully awkward. There was a heavy silence. The fire crackled loudly, and Rachel continued to stare at me.

We all knew what the lie was. No one spoke for several uncomfortable seconds until Frank cleared his throat and clapped his hands together.

"Well, I for one am shocked... shocked!... that our Rachel might have dental issues. Those teeth look perfect to me!"

The tension broke as we all chuckled, grateful for Frank's intervention. Rachel blinked, as if suddenly realizing the awkward situation. She turned to the others, plastering a forced smile on her face.

"Uh, yeah. That's correct. I, uh, have had a cavity. A long time ago. When I was a kid. Not a serous cavity or anything, just a... a small one. And I did have perfect SAT scores. And, uh, I've certainly kissed a boy before. Of course I have. Several of them!"

Rachel's voice trailed off as the blush rose across her cheeks. She snuck a glance at me. I gave her an encouraging smile.

"My turn!" Danique shouted, drawing the attention away from Rachel. "I've got so many greasy secrets, you'll never be able to pick out the lie."

I appreciated the gesture from Danique. For all her loud self-regard, she had consistently shown a protective streak for Rachel. It was a hint about who Danique really was beneath that overwhelming beauty.

The game continued with Willow and me getting easily caught in our lies. As the night wore on, Frank kept the music flowing, mixing everything from disco to hip-hop. We danced around the fire, sharing stories and laughter. The flames gradually died down, the once-roaring bonfire reduced to glowing embers and charred sticks.

"I think that's about it for tonight," Frank announced, checking his watch.

"Already?" Danique pouted, but even she looked tired.

"All good things, darling."

Frank and I grabbed the empty cooler, now filled with melted ice. We carried it to the dying fire.

"Ready?" Frank asked.

"On three," I replied.

We tipped the cooler, sending a cascade of water onto the embers. The fire hissed angrily, releasing a cloud of steam and the distinctive smell of doused wood. We kicked sand over the remains, making sure every ember was fully extinguished.

The women collected the chairs and blankets, folding them neatly. We worked together in comfortable silence, the only sounds being the gentle waves and the occasional yawn.

"I hereby declare our first-week celebration a rousing success," Frank announced as we finished. "You've all earned your three days of free time. And I, for one, am looking forward to Rachel's craft talk when we reconvene."

Rachel smiled nervously. "I've been working on my presentation. I hope it's not too academic."

"It'll be brilliant," Frank assured her. "Just like you."

We made our way back to the villa, Frank and I carrying the heavy cooler while the women balanced chairs and blankets. When we reached the main dining area, we set everything down.

"Goodnight, everyone," Frank said with a theatrical bow. "Sweet dreams."

One by one, everyone headed toward their rooms. I caught Willow's eye, hoping she might follow me, but she fell in step with Rachel and Danique. She gave me a quick glance over her shoulder, but continued with the other women.

Back in my room, I stripped off my sandy clothes and stepped into the shower. The warm water washed away the salt and smoke, refreshing me after the long evening. I dried off, slipped into my robe, and sat on the edge of my bed.

Rachel's poem lay on my nightstand where I'd left it. I picked it up, rereading the carefully crafted lines. The metaphors were complex, layered with meaning beyond what you'd expect from someone so young. For all her awkwardness, Rachel possessed a depth of emotional understanding that seemed beyond her 19 years.

How could someone who'd never even kissed a boy write with such insight about longing and desire?

The contradiction fascinated me. Her words captured a yearning that felt authentic and raw, despite her inexperience.

A soft knock interrupted my thoughts. Not from my door, but from the French doors leading to the patio. I crossed the room and pulled back the curtain.

Willow stood outside, moonlight silvering her red hair. I quickly unlocked the door.

"Hey," I said, surprised. "Why'd you come around the outside?"

She slipped in, glancing behind her before I closed the door.

"I didn't want anyone to notice me coming to your room."

"Why? Does it matter?"

"I just prefer to keep this discreet," she said, her voice low. "That's all."

She looked beautiful in the soft lamplight, her green eyes searching my face. I leaned forward and kissed her gently. She responded immediately, her hands coming up to rest against my chest.

When we broke apart, she fixed me with a direct gaze.

"What happened between you and Danique tonight? By the fire? She was touching your face."

"We were just talking about photography," I said diplomatically. "Her Iceland modeling shoot."

Willow raised an eyebrow, looking me over.

"Right. You know she's going to try to seduce you, don't you? She hasn't exactly been subtle about it. She's been telling me and Rachel how much she wants to quote, 'screw your brains out.'"

"Sounds like our Danique," I said. "Does that bother you?"

"Of course it does. But again, I don't have any claim on you." She leaned closer, her lips nearly touching mine. "But I'll have one thing over Danique, at least."

"What's that?"

"I'll have slept with you before she did. You chose me before you chose the fashion model who always gets what she wants."

I laughed softly. "Is that right?"

"That's right," she whispered, and kissed me again. "Now take me to bed."

The room was bathed in the soft glow of the bedside lamp, casting a warm light over Willow's body as I slowly undressed her. Each piece of clothing that fell away revealed more of her creamy skin, the curve of her hips, the swell of her breasts. She reached for the lamp, her fingers brushing against the switch.

"Leave it on," I said, my voice low. "You're beautiful, Willow. I want to see all of you."

She hesitated, then let her hand fall away, her eyes meeting mine. I slipped the last of her clothes off, stepping back to admire her. Her red hair cascaded over her shoulders, her green eyes shining with a mix of desire and vulnerability. Her body was soft and feminine in the way I loved, her large breasts topped with dark red nipples that begged to be touched. The fiery red hair over her mound made my balls ache for release.

I'd seen her naked before, but now it was different. Now I was going to enjoy all that Willow was offering to me.

Willow's gaze drifted down to the tie of my bathrobe. She tugged at it, the robe falling open to reveal my hard cock.

"You're already..." she started, her voice trailing off.

"That's what you do to me, Willow," I said, my voice husky with desire.

"Can I suck on that thing?" she asked, theatrically drawling in her Appalachian accent.

"Hell yes."

She kissed me softly then sank to her knees, her hands wrapping around my cock. She looked up at me, her eyes on mine as she took me into her mouth. The warmth, the wetness, the sight of her lips wrapped around me was pure pleasure. I exhaled sharply, my fingers tangling in her red hair as she bobbed her head up and down, taking me deep, thrumming my cock with her tongue.

"That feels amazing, Willow. Good girl. Keep sucking it just like that."

I could feel the pleasure building, the pressure increasing. I didn't want to cum yet, not like this. I wanted to be inside Willow, to feel her around me.

I gently pulled her to her feet, leading her to the bed. She lay down, her legs spreading wide, inviting me in. Her pussy was wet, glistening in the lamplight, her red pubic hair speckled with her wetness.

"Fuck me, Kenji," she whispered, her voice raw with need.

I crawled onto the bed, positioning myself between her legs. She reached down, guiding me into her, urging me to fill her pussy. She groaned as her pussy stretched around my cock. The sensation of her tight, wet heat enveloping me was incredible. I moved, thrusting into her, our bodies coming together with a force that made the bed shake.

The room filled with the sounds of our bodies slapping together, the wet squelch of her pussy taking my cock, our moans and gasps. The scent of sex hung heavy in the air, a mix of sweat and her slick juices. I could taste the salt of her skin on my lips, feel the softness of her breasts pressed against my chest as I lay on top of her.

I fucked Willow hard, each thrust bringing me closer to the edge. Her nails dug into my back, her legs wrapped around my waist, pulling me deeper into her. Her moans grew louder, more desperate, her body tensing beneath me.

"Kenji," she gasped, her voice a plea. "I'm close. So close."

I could feel it too, the pressure building, the pleasure intensifying.

"Cum inside me," she begged. "Give it to me, Kenji."

Her words were what I needed to hear. I thrust into her one last time, my body convulsing as I came, filling her with my spurting cum. She cried out, her body shaking as her own orgasm ripped through her, gasping as I emptied myself inside her.

We lay there, panting, our bodies still pressed together. The room was filled with the sound of our ragged breaths, the smell of sex and the ocean breeze. I could feel her heartbeat, the rise and fall of her chest, the warmth of her body against mine.

"Still think I'm a arrogant fuckboy?" I teased her.

"Yeah," she giggled, her voice hoarse. "But you're my fuckboy, so it's okay."

"Just okay?"

"Better than okay," she laughed, kissing me. "The best."

"You got me all sweaty," I said. "I've already had a shower, but I guess one more can't hurt."

"My legs are a little shaky," Willow sighed. "Carry me?"

"No problem."

Willow held on to my neck and nuzzled my ear as I lifted her off the bed and carried her into the bathroom.


Chapter 3



“The Factual and the True.”

Rachel stood at the head of the long wooden table, her hands clasped tightly before her. Bright afternoon sunlight washed over our group as we sat in quiet attention, notebooks filled with scribbled notes.

Rachel cleared her throat, her voice gaining a bit more strength as she concluded her craft talk.

"So, the object itself," she said, her gaze sweeping over us, "the physical thing, the Factual, has its own reality. Its weight, its texture, its chemical composition. That's undeniable. But our relationship with it, the personal history, the emotion, the True meaning it holds for us... that's just as real. Maybe more real. Art lives in bridging those two realities."

Rachel paused, collecting her thoughts.

"The heart," she said, "is a pump made of muscle to circulate blood. It is also the repository of the soul, the source of love and anguish. We need both the Factual and the True to make sense of anything, especially ourselves."

She fell silent, blinking behind her glasses. A beat passed, then Frank started clapping, a wide grin on his face. Soon, all of us joined in, the sound loud in the quiet afternoon air.

Catherina beamed at Rachel, an almost maternal pride in her expression.

"Brava, Rachel! Truly insightful," Cathy declared once the applause died down. "A wonderful framework for thinking about description and meaning."

Rachel flushed, ducking her head slightly. "Thank you."

I tapped my pen against my notebook. Rachel's craft talk had sparked something in me. It felt like she’d given me a key to understanding her dense, intricate poems. The way she layered scientific detail with raw, sometimes unsettling emotion. It wasn't just an intellectual exercise, it was her attempt to reconcile the physical world with the messy, overwhelming world inside her head.

The Factual and the True.

"Alright, everyone," Catherina said. "We'll get Rachel's writing exercise after we eat. Jorge and Marisol have prepared something special. I hope you all used your three free days wisely. Relaxed, rejuvenated, perhaps even found some inspiration?"

My thoughts turned to Willow. The past three days with her hadn't just been relaxing, they'd been like a waking dream. Nights spent tangled together in my bed, the initial awkwardness melting away into a comfortable, easy intimacy. We learned each other's bodies, the places that made the other sigh or gasp.

And it was more than sex. We talked for hours, sharing stories, fears, dreams. Willow pushed me to dig deeper into my novel, her sharp insights forcing me to confront uncomfortable truths about my characters and myself. I felt a renewed energy, a clarity I hadn't had before. The ending of my novel felt closer, more attainable. And a large part of that was Willow.

I looked at Willow sitting across the table. Her smile made my belly flutter like I was a kid back in junior high. It was a startling realization. I hadn't felt this way about a girl in a long time.

Just then, Jorge appeared from the kitchen bearing a large platter. Marisol followed with another. The aroma that wafted toward us was surprisingly familiar yet exotic.

Thick, juicy burgers sizzled on the platter, nestled in soft buns baked golden brown. But instead of standard beef, Jorge explained they were made from freshly ground carne de res sourced from a local ranch, seasoned with island spices.

Beside them, Marisol arranged bowls of thick-cut papas fritas made from local potatoes alongside a colorful salad. It was American comfort food reimagined with Isla Holbox flair.

And Frank hadn't been forgotten. Jorge had prepared special vegetarian burgers just for him, thick patties made from black beans, roasted corn, and local spices. They were topped with melted Oaxaca cheese that stretched in tempting strands when Frank lifted his burger. The burger was garnished with slices of grilled pineapple that were caramelized beautifully at the edges.

I noticed Jorge had even taken care to place Frank's burgers on a separate platter with a small rainbow flag toothpick marking them. It was a thoughtful touch that made Frank beam with appreciation.

We all loaded our plates, the conversation buzzing again. Rachel sat beside me, picking at her burger.

"That was a great talk, Rachel," I said. "Seriously. It gave me a whole new way to think about writing."

She offered a small, grateful smile.

"Thank you, Kenji. I was so nervous. I didn't sleep at all last night."

"Really? You seemed pretty calm up there."

"I went for a walk to settle my nerves," she admitted, her gaze flicking towards the beach. "I watched the sunrise. It helped. Danique came with me."

I looked across the table to where Danique was laughing at something Frank said.

Danique, up for sunrise? That's surprising.

Almost as if Danique had heard my thoughts, she called across the table to us.

"Can you believe it? Me? Up before noon? But the sunrise was fucking spectacular. Worth the lost beauty sleep, I reckon. Right, Rach? Me and you greeting the new day in paradise?"

Rachel nodded, beaming. It was a small thing, Danique accompanying Rachel on an early morning walk, but it chipped away another piece of the glamorous, untouchable facade Danique projected. The South African beauty occasionally flashed a surprising capacity for simple kindness, a genuine care for the people around her.

After we devoured the burgers and fries, Marisol cleared the plates and brought out dessert. It was simple but perfect for the warm afternoon: thick, creamy Greek yogurt drizzled with local honey and topped with a mix of sliced mango, papaya, and pineapple.

After we finished dessert, Cathy tapped her spoon gently against her water glass, regaining our attention.

"Alright, lovely people. Time for the interactive portion of the afternoon. Rachel, would you do the honors?"

Rachel stood again, seeming a bit more relaxed this time.

"Okay. So, based on the talk, the exercise is about exploring both the Factual and the True. You'll work with a partner. First, one person shares an object that has personal significance. They will write a short piece focusing only on the True, the emotional weight, the memories, the meaning it holds for them. Their partner will write a piece focusing only on the Factual, a detailed, objective description of the object-- its physical properties, dimensions, materials, maybe even its history if it can be determined."

She paused, making sure we understood.

"Then, you switch objects and roles. The main thing is to talk with each other and spend time understanding the relationship and the object. The Factual and the True."

A murmur of interest went around the table. It sounded challenging, but intriguing.

"Excellent, Rachel," Cathy said. "As always, I will pair up with the leader of the exercise. Rachel and I will explore the Factual and True nature of... oh, perhaps my favorite fountain pen."

Rachel nodded eagerly. Frank immediately piped up, pointing a finger towards Willow.

"Dibs on Willow Jean!" he called.

Willow looked up, surprised, then gave Frank a small smile.

Across the table, Danique caught my eye. She gave me a slow, deliberate wink as a smirk played on her lips.

I glanced instinctively at Willow. Her smile faded slightly, replaced by a flicker of apprehension. I met Willow’s gaze and offered what I hoped was a reassuring smile.

"Okay then," Cathy said, clapping her hands together lightly. "That settles the pairs. Kenji and Danique, you two are together. Why don't we all take our usual stroll down the beach before you get started? Digest, discuss, enjoy the view."

We pushed back our chairs and ambled towards the sand, the sun high overhead in a sky streaked with a few hazy clouds. Before I'd taken more than a few steps onto the beach, Danique slipped her arm smoothly through mine, her skin warm against my own.

"Well, Kenji," she said, her voice a low purr close to my ear. "Looks like it's finally our turn. I've been looking forward to working with you."

Her proximity was arousing, the scent of her expensive perfume mingling with the salt air. I kept my gaze focused on the gentle waves lapping at the shore.

"Me too, Dani. It's a great exercise Rachel came up with. Really looking forward to digging into it with you."

"As do I," she agreed easily. "It’ll be fun to see what object you choose. Something deeply meaningful and tortured, I bet."

"Still working on it." I chuckled. "How about you? Already got your True object picked out?"

"Oh yes," she said, a mysterious glint in her blue eyes. "Definitely."

We walked in comfortable silence for a few moments, the others scattered along the beach ahead of us. The group paused near the water's edge, admiring the view.

"Alright everyone," Cathy called. "Don't linger too long. You have writing to do! Grab your partners and get started."

As the others paired off and wandered back towards the villa, Danique squeezed my arm gently.

"My room? Say, in an hour?"

I hesitated. Her room. The invitation felt loaded, despite the context of the writing exercise. Images of the photos she'd sent flashed through my mind.

Danique laughed, a bright, musical sound that drew Frank’s attention momentarily.

"Relax, Kenji," she said, seeing the look on my face. "It's just for the exercise. You can analyze the Factual nature of my chosen object while I contemplate its True meaning. We have to start somewhere, right? This is strictly literary."

She leaned closer, lowering her voice. A playful smirk touched her lips.

"For now, at least."

An hour later, I stood outside Danique's bedroom door. The smooth, whorled surface of a large conch shell felt cool in my hands. I found the shell on a shelf in the villa's library. It was large and perfectly formed, its pink interior still holding the whisper of the ocean. It felt substantial, real. Factual.

I knocked lightly on the door. It swung open almost immediately. Danique leaned against the frame. She wore a tiny triangle bikini top that barely contained her breasts, the white material bright against her tanned skin. A simple sarong was knotted loosely around her waist, falling open slightly at one hip, revealing her matching white bikini bottom.

Danique's makeup was perfect, and her blonde hair was pulled into two loose pigtails that bounced when she moved. A slow smile spread across her face as she registered my reaction, my eyes widening despite myself.

"Ready for a little field trip, Kenji?" she asked.

Before I could answer, she reached out, smoothly linking her arm through mine.

"We're going on an adventure!"

She led me out of the villa's main hallway and toward the sandy path outside. The electric golf cart waited near the entrance, shaded by palm fronds. A canvas duffel bag sat on the back seat.

"Okay," I said, glancing at the bag. "Are you going to tell me where this adventure is taking us?"

"Nope! It's a surprise. Adds to the fun, don't you think?"

She slid into the driver's seat.

"I'll drive. Unless you object?"

"Be my guest," I said, settling into the passenger seat.

The worn conch felt heavy on my lap as the cart hummed to life.

"I appreciate a man who isn't afraid to let a woman take control."

She shot me a sideways glance, a playful glint in her eyes. I chuckled, shaking my head.

"You really lay it on thick, don't you?"

"Only because you can't keep your eyes off me," she retorted, pulling the cart onto the sandy track leading away from the villa. "Admit it."

"I'll admit you look good," I conceded. "But let's not forget, I've already seen it before. Topless Marco Polo, remember? And those photos you sent."

"Exactly!" she laughed, steering us eastward along the coast. "Proof that men can never get enough. Even when they've already seen everything, they still want to look."

I had to grin. She wasn't wrong.

We drove away from the more populated stretch near Cathy's villa. The buildings grew sparser, replaced by thicker stretches of palm trees and dense, low-lying scrub. The sandy track became rougher, the island narrowing, the untamed vegetation pressing closer on either side.

Danique fell quiet, her usual stream of chatter replaced by a focused intensity as she navigated the path. The sun dipped lower, the light turning golden and soft.

"It'll be dark in a few hours," I observed, watching the changing colors in the sky reflect off the calm water to our right.

"Late afternoon is the perfect time," she murmured, her eyes fixed forward. "For where we're going."

Another thirty minutes passed, the silence broken only by the whine of the electric motor and the crunch of tires on sand. Finally, Danique pulled the cart off the main track, stopping near a dense wall of mangrove trees.

"End of the line," she announced. "We walk from here. Grab the bag, please."

Conch shell in hand, I grabbed the duffel bag from the back seat, its weight surprising me. Danique led the way, pushing aside thick leaves and stepping onto a narrow path that wound into the mangroves.

The air grew thick and humid, carrying the scent of damp earth, salt, and decaying leaves. Twisted roots arched over shallow pools of dark, still water reflecting the sky. Small crabs skittered away into the mud as we approached.

The tangled branches created a dense canopy overhead, muffling the sound of the distant surf. Danique moved with surprising certainty through the maze-like environment. She paused suddenly, holding up a hand.

"There," she breathed, her voice filled with awe.

She pointed through a gap in the trees. I stepped forward, pushing aside a curtain of wiry branches.

My breath caught. Before us lay a wide, shallow lagoon, bathed in the soft afternoon light. Wading through the still water were flamingos. Hundreds of them. Tall, impossibly slender legs supporting elegantly curved necks, their feathers glowing pink in the sunlight.

Danique motioned for me to follow, leading me carefully along the edge of the lagoon to a raised bank sheltered beneath the low-hanging branches of a large mangrove. It offered a perfect, unobstructed view.

"This is my object," she whispered, sinking gracefully onto the sandy bank. "For the exercise. The True."

She gazed out at the birds, a soft, genuine wonder in her expression I hadn't seen before.

"I came out here with Rachel the other morning. But there are so many more now." She tilted her head. "Maybe they're more active at this time of day?"

"Could be," I said, my eyes scanning the flamingos. "I have no idea. I can look it up, though. For the Factual piece."

I opened the duffel bag. Inside was a thick woven blanket, a couple of bottles of sparkling water, and a box of dark chocolates. There was also Danique's makeup bag. I held it up, cocking an eyebrow at the blonde fashion model.

"What?" she laughed. "Wherever I go, my makeup bag goes as well. It takes effort to look like this."

Shaking my head, I spread the blanket on the ground, the sand cool beneath it. We sat side-by-side, close enough that our legs brushed, the warmth radiating between us.

We didn't speak. The only sounds were the gentle lapping of water, the occasional soft honk or squawk from the birds, and the splash as they dipped their heads to feed, their curved beaks filtering through the muddy bottom. They moved with a slow, deliberate grace, a fluttery ballet of pink and black against the deepening blue of the water.

"They're amazing," I murmured, finally tearing my gaze away from the birds to look at Danique. "Kind of makes my conch shell feel a little inadequate."

"I doubt you've ever been inadequate, Kenji," she smiled.

"That's because you don't know me well."

"Well enough, I think. Señora Montclair certainly doesn't find you inadequate. And Willow doesn't seem to either. Everyone knows you two are practically living together."

Heat crept up my neck. I cleared my throat, shifting uncomfortably on the blanket.

"We're all just... getting along. Working together. It's a workshop."

"Right," she said, her tone light but pointed. "Getting along so well that you're sleeping with both of them. Doesn't sound like either one demanded exclusivity."

I didn't answer, focusing instead on unwrapping a piece of chocolate. Danique's silence confirmed she knew she'd hit the mark.

"So," she continued, leaning slightly closer, her bare shoulder brushing my arm. "Why haven't you tried to kiss me yet?"

I popped the dark chocolate into my mouth, the bittersweet taste sharp on my tongue.

"That assumes I want to kiss you."

Her blue eyes locked with mine, challenging.

"Am I wrong?"

I hesitated. The truth was, sitting this close to Danique, watching the unguarded wonder on her face as she watched the flamingos, feeling the warmth of her skin against mine... yes, I wanted to kiss her. Very much. But her absolute certainty, her assumption that I was just another easy mark, rubbed me the wrong way.

Danique saw the uncertainty in my eyes. She shrugged, a delicate movement of her shoulders.

"Fine. Then I'll kiss you. You don't have to kiss back if you don't want to."

Before I could react, she leaned in, closing the small distance between us. Her lips pressed against mine, soft and tentative at first. Her eyes were open, watching me, mirroring my surprise. Then the pressure increased, her lips parting slightly.

A jolt went through me, sharp and undeniable. I leaned into it, my hand coming up to cup her cheek. The kiss deepened, tongues exploring gently, then with more urgency. The taste of chocolate mingled between us.

Finally, Danique pulled back, her breathing slightly uneven. A look of triumph flashed in her eyes, a smug satisfaction that immediately cooled the heat rising within me.

"I'm on the pill, by the way," she whispered, her fingers going to the knot of her bikini top. "No condom needed."

Her fingers fumbled with the bikini tie.

"Dani, stop," I said, gently catching her hand.

She froze, looking up at me, her expression shifting from confidence to confusion.

"It's getting late," I said, my voice steady. "We both need to get started on our writing. We should head back."

"Are you... are you serious?" Disbelief colored her tone.

"We need to get back to the villa," I repeated.

I withdrew my hand and stood up. I started repacking the duffel bag, moving deliberately.

Danique just sat there on the blanket, staring up at me in stunned silence, her bikini top still half-undone, the magnificent flamingos forgotten in the lagoon behind her.

"Come on," I said softly. "Let's go home."


Chapter 4



“Is that all you got?”

The warm tropical air wrapped around us, thick with the scent of salt and night-blooming jasmine from somewhere below. Catherina leaned back against me, her head resting on my shoulder.

We stood on the wide balcony of the second villa overlooking the darkened beach. Above, the sky glittered with countless brilliant stars. The moon draped silver light across the gentle waves rolling onto the shore.

"You make those flamingos sound like something out of a dream," Cathy murmured. "It's ridiculous, isn't it? I own property here, I’ve stayed on Isla Holbox for years and I think I've only bothered to go see them once, years ago."

"You should go again," I said. "Seriously. It's majestic. All that pink against the blue water and green mangroves."

"Maybe you could take me," she suggested, tilting her head back to look up at me, her eyes reflecting the moonlight.

"Yeah. I'd like that. It's worth seeing."

I looked past her, toward the faint cluster of lights down the beach from the main villa. It seemed small and distant from here, another world almost.

"Looking over there, it makes me wonder what everyone else is doing right now."

Cathy chuckled, a low, throaty sound.

"Who, specifically, Mr. Freybourne? Danique, plotting her next seduction? Willow, pining for you as she writes her exercise?" She shifted slightly, her hand resting lightly on my hip. "Or are you fantasizing about sweet Rachel? Thinking about all those complex poems she writes?"

I laughed. "Maybe I'm thinking about Frank."

Her hand slid lower, patting the front of my shorts.

"No. I don't think so. You are far too interested in women to experiment, darling."

I couldn't argue with that. "You're probably right."

"I am always right."

"So tell me," I said, turning Catherina in my arms to face me, her hands now resting on my shoulders. "How were your meetings? Did you charm the soulless executives in Los Angeles?"

"Ugh," she groaned, leaning her forehead against my collarbone for a moment. "Gross. Utterly gross. You cannot imagine."

"Tell me."

She straightened up, a wry smile playing on her lips.

"Alright. Picture this: a conference room colder than a morgue, filled with men in expensive suits who kept calling my novel 'the property.' We spent an hour debating whether the female detective should have a quirky pet. A parrot, perhaps? Or maybe a deaf cat?"

"A deaf cat?"

"Apparently, it tested well with focus groups for 'relatability.' And one producer, this man whose face seemed carved from a canned ham, kept suggesting product placement opportunities. Could the detective drive a specific brand of electric SUV? Could she drink a certain artisanal kombucha? Could I work Seta Gialla perfume into the plot?"

"Wow," I chuckled.

Catherina rolled her eyes dramatically.

"It's soul-crushing, Kenji. They talk about stories like they're selling mobile phones."

"Sounds like a blast," I said dryly.

"It's why I prefer writers," she said. "Even with all the neuroses and insecurities."

She looked directly into my eyes as she held my hand to her cheek.

"I just wanted to come back here. I kept looking at the clock, counting the hours until my flight." Her gaze drifted down to my mouth, then back up. "I missed you."

The admission hung in the air between us, simple and direct. I felt a warmth spread through my chest as we kissed.

"So," she continued, pulling back slightly. "Three days all to yourself. Did you follow my instructions? Get to know your fellow writers better? Or did you just sleep and swim?"

"Mostly slept and swam," I admitted. "And sat in the shade drinking Mexican colas. But we did have a bonfire one night. Frank organized it."

"Ah, Frank," she smiled. "The social director."

"He really is," I agreed. "He just has this way of including everyone, making sure no one feels left out. We played that game, Two Truths and a Lie. It got interesting. It felt like we connected as a group."

"Good. And Rachel? I worry about her fitting in."

"Rachel," I mused. "She's something else. Intense. Her writing exercise is difficult, really makes you dig deep into observation. We talked on the beach the other day. She sees things most people miss. She's brilliant, but it’s like she operates on a different frequency."

"She is extraordinarily bright," Cathy agreed. "And painfully awkward. What about Danique? Did you manage to resist her charms while I was away?"

I thought of the flamingo lagoon, the rejected sex, the stunned look on Danique's face.

"Danique has layers," I said carefully. "More than she lets on. There’s something else going on beneath that beautiful surface."

"I see it too. In her writing. For all the breezy 'Blonde Girl Tripping' persona, there’s a current of melancholy there. A sadness she tries very hard to cover up. I hope she finds the courage to explore that in her work, to be vulnerable on the page."

Catherina paused, her expression shifting again, a knowing look settling on her features.

"And Willow?" Her voice was soft, almost teasing. "I don't even need to ask about Willow Jean, do I? Jorge mentioned her staying in your room every night. The staff talks, you know."

I shifted my weight, suddenly uncomfortable under Catherina's direct gaze.

"We're getting close," I admitted. "She's... she pushes me. Makes me want to finish the book. Makes me see things differently."

"How so?"

"She's just incredibly talented," I said, feeling a genuine admiration rise in me. "Reading her work, talking about writing with her... I feel like I'm growing just by being around her. And not just as a writer."

"How do you mean?"

I hesitated, then decided to be honest.

"She called me out on something in my novel. A female character I'd written. Willow said I treated her like an object, made her pathetic just to advance the male character's plot."

"Ah, the sex scene between your protagonist and the fat girl," Catherina nodded. "And did you agree with Willow's critique?"

"Yeah," I admitted, the shame still stinging. "It wasn't conscious, but she was right. Willow saw this ugly streak in how I'd written the character, maybe how I sometimes think about women. It was hard to hear, but it made me look at myself."

I ran a hand through my hair, thinking about the conversations Willow and I had shared over the last few days.

"She has this way of cutting through all my assumptions, you know? Makes me question things I've always taken for granted. Like she'll ask me why I wrote something a certain way, and I'll start with some literary explanation, but then she pushes deeper until I'm confronting parts of myself I didn't even know were there."

I found myself smiling despite the discomfort of the memory. Catherina was listening intently, her silence urging me on.

"Being around Willow is like having someone constantly holding up a mirror, but not in a cruel way. She genuinely wants me to see more clearly. And the thing is, she's extraordinary to spend time with. There's this raw honesty about her that's terrifying and exhilarating at the same time. I've learned more about writing... and about myself... in our conversations than I did in years of college. Willow helps me find new aspects of myself to explore, new angles I never would have considered. It's like she's unlocking places in my mind I didn't know existed."

Cathy watched me, her expression unreadable in the dim light.

"It sounds like you might be falling in love with her, Mr. Freybourne."

The words hit me like cold water. Fear, confusion, denial-- they all churned inside me. I got scared and tried to deflect, to push the uncomfortable feeling away with crassness.

"Nah," I scoffed, forcing a shit-eating grin. "I just got a thing for any woman who'll listen to my bullshit. Especially if she's got more tits than brains. Writers are all about fucking their muses, right?"

The words tasted bitter as they left my mouth, a deliberate poison I was using to push away the uncomfortable truth about my feelings for Willow.

Crack!

Catherina slapped my face. The sound echoed in the sudden silence. My cheek stung sharply. I stared at Catherina, stunned, my hand instinctively going to my face. Her eyes blazed, not just with anger, but with a profound disappointment that cut deeper than the slap.

"Don't you ever," she hissed, her voice low and trembling with fury, "say something so ugly, so cheap. You are better than that, Kenji. That pathetic shit diminishes you, not her."

Rage flared briefly inside me, hot and defensive. But looking at Catherina's face, the hurt mixed with the anger in her eyes, the fury evaporated as quickly as it came.

In its place, shame washed over me. Catherina was correct. It was a disgusting thing to say, a childish attempt to mask my muddled feelings. I cared what Catherina thought of me, and seeing the disappointment in her eyes hurt.

"You're right," I mumbled, dropping my gaze. "That was piggish. I'm sorry, Cathy. Really sorry."

The tension in her shoulders eased slightly. She let out a slow breath, the anger receding from her eyes, leaving behind a lingering sadness.

"Apology accepted." She paused, studying my face. "Was it what I said? About being in love with Willow? You stupid, silly man. Did that scare you so much you had to say something deliberately ugly?"

I looked away, out at the moonlit ocean.

"I don't know," I said honestly, meeting her eyes again. "I don't know what I'm thinking or feeling half the time right now. Everything is happening so fast. Being on Isla Holbox with such talented people, doing challenging work while also having Willow... And you..."

I reached out, gently touching her cheek, running my thumb across Catherina's lips.

"All I know is this. This beautiful woman in my arms. This incredible night. Is that enough? For now?"

Desire returned to Catherina's expression. She leaned into my touch, a small sigh escaping her lips. She melted against me, her arms wrapping around my neck.

"It's enough, Kenji," she whispered against my skin. "For now, it's enough."

She tilted her head up and her lips found mine. My hands roamed her bare back, warm and smooth, as she pressed her body close.

But still, I held back. The doubts and fears churning just beneath the surface made me hesitate. Catherina had made me feel vulnerable in a way I hadn't felt before. My muscles tensed with the need to either hold Catherina tighter or push her away. I couldn't decide which impulse to follow.

"Hey," she whispered, her lips close to my ear. "You're thinking too much."

Her hands slid down to cup my ass, pulling me closer.

"I can feel that tension coiled up inside you, Kenji. That restless energy. Don't try to fight it. Let it grow, let it fill you up."

Before I could answer, Catherina leaned in, taking my earlobe between her teeth. Her tongue flicked against the tender skin, sending a shudder through me.

"Fuck me," she breathed, her warm breath tickling my ear. "Now."

I nodded, my hands moving to her slender waist. Scooping her up into my arms, I carried her to the canopy bed, its white curtains open to the cool night breeze.

The sheets, crisp and clean, whispered against my bare legs as I laid Catherina down gently, my mouth finding hers once more. She wound her arms around my neck and pulled me on top of her.

I kissed Catherina more urgently, my hands roaming over the curves of her body as I shed my clothes. My lips trailed down her neck, tasting the subtle tang of her skin. She sighed, her fingers clutching at my hair as I gently nuzzled her throat.

But suddenly Catherina pushed me away, sitting up and regarding me with a perplexed expression.

"Why are you being so gentle?" Her brow furrowed. "Is that how you treat Willow? Like she's a china doll that will break?"

"Cathy?" I asked, baffled. "What's going on--"

She interrupted me, her voice sharp, a hint of anger flickering in her eyes.

"Or is it me? Do you see me as some fragile older woman who can't handle a real man? Is that why you're treating me like I'm decrepit?"

"What? No--"

"You've been so fucking disappointing tonight, Kenji. So fucking weak and childish. I don't want a little fucking boy. I thought you were a real man."

Her words stung, and a familiar defensiveness rose within me. With a grunt, I stood and loomed over her.

"What the hell are you talking about?" I demanded. "You think I'm not a real man? That's funny coming from you, Ms. Montclair. You're the one who brought me here. You're the one who jumped on my cock and begged me to fuck you. Would a real man satisfy you better than me? Is that what you think?"

A devilish grin spread across Catherina's face, her eyes glinting with hard lust.

"Prove it," she challenged as she stood up and faced me. "Take me, if you think you can. Show me what a real man can do. Or are you just a stupid fucking boy?"

With that, she slapped me again, a sharp crack that sent a jolt through my body. The look on her face told me this wasn't like her first slap, this wasn't a rebuke.

It was an invitation.

Any last shred of hesitation vanished, replaced by a surge of primal lust. I lunged and grabbed her, pressing her mouth with mine, my tongue roughly thrusting between her lips in a hungry, demanding caress. Her lips parted, taking me in, her breath coming in short gasps.

Catherina's hands roamed over my chest, her fingers digging into my skin. I pushed her back onto the bed, my weight pressing her into the mattress. She bucked her hips, an animalistic grunt escaping her throat.

I reached down, grabbing her hair and forcing her head back to expose the delicate skin of her neck. With a growl, I ripped open her expensive caftan dress, exposing her bare flesh. I kissed and bit my way down, nipping at her collarbone before trailing kisses lower, my hands roaming possessively over her body.

"Is that all you got?" Catherina gasped. "Is that all you can do?"

"I can do a lot more."

"Then fucking show me!"

I felt a black lust inside me rising even higher at her words. I forced her legs apart, positioning myself against her slick entrance. With a deep thrust, I entered her, plunging in balls deep, reveling in her cry of pleasure as I bottomed out in her wet pussy.

No gentleness now, that's not what Catherina wanted. I pounded her pussy, my eyes fixed on hers as she fisted the bedsheets, her head thrown back in abandon. Her breath came in harsh gasps, her body tightening around me with each stroke.

I could feel her climax mounting, her walls clenching around me as she climbed higher. I rammed her through her orgasm, but it wasn't enough. I needed more.

Gripping her hips, I pulled her to the edge of the bed. She looked up at me, her eyes gleaming with a mixture of surprise and lust.

"Suck me," I ordered, my voice rough. "Now."

She didn't hesitate. With a hungry moan, she took me into her mouth, her lips sliding down my length. I groaned, my head falling back as she swallowed me, her tongue teasing and swirling. I thrust my hips, fucking her mouth as she gagged and drooled, her eyes watering.

"Look at me," I demanded, my voice harsh. "Look at me while you suck my cock, Catherina Montclair."

She obeyed, her eyes locking on mine even as her mouth continued its rough suction.

"Look at that," I said, my voice hoarse. "You like that, don't you? Being used like a whore by a guy half your age? I'm young enough to be your son, Catherina. And you love getting face fucked by me, don't you?"

She responded by moaning around me, her fingers digging into my thighs. Suddenly, she pulled away, a string of saliva connecting her lips to my cock.

"You can do better than that," she challenged.

A thrill shot through me. I leaned down and spat on her pretty face. Treating her like a rag doll, I threw Catherina back on the bed. I rolled her on her belly and straddled her, positioning myself at her entrance.

"Tell me you want it," I demanded. "Tell me you want my cock."

"I want it," she panted, looking over her shoulder at me, her eyes wild. "Fuck me with that fat cock, Kenji. Hard. Now. Make me your whore."

With a savage cry, I thrust into her, pounding her with rough, powerful strokes. Her fists clenched the sheets and she bit down on the pillow as her hips rose to meet mine.

I reached down, wrapping my arm around her throat, choking her as I plunged deeper. Her eyes widened, her head thrashing as she cried out, her body convulsing around mine as she orgasmed.

As her body violently shook beneath me, I released her throat, sliding my hand down to grip her shoulders as I continued to pound into her until, with a final, savage thrust, I buried myself deep in her pussy, pumping my cum into her, flooding her with my hot load until my balls were utterly drained.

Slowly, I withdrew, collapsing beside her on the bed, my chest heaving as I struggled to catch my breath. We lay there for a moment, our hearts pounding, our skin glistening with sweat.

"What the hell was that?" I panted, half-laughing, half-disbelieving. "What got into you? And me?"

Cathy chuckled, turning to face me, her eyes sparkling with gleeful satisfaction.

"Sometimes, I like it rough, Kenji. A little pain with my pleasure. You didn't know that about me, did you?"

I shook my head, still struggling to catch my breath.

"No, I didn't."

She trailed a fingertip down my chest, a thoughtful expression on her face.

"Good. It's good to know there are still things for you to discover about me. About us."

I lay on my back, Cathy's head nestled against my chest, her fingers tracing across my sweaty skin. My breathing had finally slowed, but my mind raced, trying to process what had just happened between us. The wildness, the intensity... it was unlike anything I'd experienced before.

"You're thinking again," Catherina murmured, pressing a kiss to my collarbone. "I can practically hear the gears turning."

I laughed softly, running my fingers through her short black hair.

"Just thinking about how much my life has changed. A month ago, I was stacking boxes in a warehouse, going home to an empty apartment, and writing fiction no one might ever read." I tightened my arm around her. "And now I'm here, with you."

She propped herself up on one elbow, studying my face. The moonlight streaming through the windows cast half her face in silver, the other half in shadow.

"And is that a good change, Mr. Freybourne?"

"The best," I whispered, reaching up to trace the curve of her cheek. "Meeting you changed everything, Cathy. Not just my writing, though God knows that's improved. But how I see myself, what I think is possible."

"You give me too much credit."

"I don't think that's possible."

She leaned down and kissed me, soft and lingering. When she pulled back, her expression had shifted to something more practical.

"We should get some sleep. We both have a long day ahead of us tomorrow."

I nodded, knowing she was right. The workshop wouldn't pause for our nocturnal pleasures.

"I should head back to my room."

"You should," she agreed, though she made no move to let me go.

I sat up, pulling her with me for one more kiss.

"You mean a lot to me, Cathy. More than I know how to say yet. Though maybe ease up on the slapping? My face is going to be permanently red at this rate."

She laughed, a sound of pure delight that made my heart skip.

"After sex like that?" She raised an eyebrow. "I can't make any promises."

We both burst into laughter. I reluctantly slid from the bed and began gathering my clothes, pulling on my boxers and jeans.

"Wait," she said quietly.

Catherina rolled off the bed. She kneeled down and reached beneath it, pulling out what looked like an old manuscript box, bound with twine. The cardboard was worn at the edges, the twine frayed. It had clearly been around for years.

"What's this?" I asked as she handed it to me.

She hesitated, suddenly looking vulnerable in a way I'd never seen before.

"Something you might be interested in reading, when you have a chance." She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, a nervous gesture that puzzled me. "I'd be interested in hearing your thoughts on it."

Before I could ask more, she leaned in and kissed me again, then playfully pushed me toward the door.

"Go on, get out of here," she said, her usual confidence returning. "I'll head back to the main villa in a bit."

I nodded, tucking the box under my arm and heading out. At the door, I glanced back. Catherina stood there naked, moonlight silvering her skin. I wanted to memorize every detail-- the curve of her hip, the proud set of her shoulders, the way her eyes held me.

Catherina blew me a kiss and then shooed me away.

Outside, the night air felt cool against my skin. I paused on the path and looked back at the villa. Cathy had moved to the balcony and stood watching me, a small silhouette against the warm light behind her. I raised my hand in a wave, and she returned the gesture before turning away.

Back at the main villa, I slipped into my room through the French doors. I set the box on the bed and stood there for a moment, shaking my head at the night I'd just had. From Danique's attempted seduction to rough sex with Cathy. It felt like something out of someone else's life, not mine.

I rubbed my cheek, still feeling the phantom sting of Cathy's slaps, one delivered in anger when I'd said something stupid, the other to provoke me into a roughness I hadn't known I possessed.

I set the box down, thinking I'd check it out after a shower. But curiosity got the better of me.

I sat on the edge of the bed and untied the twine around the manuscript box. Inside was a sheaf of loose papers, yellowed slightly with age. I lifted the top sheet and read the title page.

Dopesick Kisses by Kate Makowski.

I frowned, trying to figure out why Catherina would give this to me. Was it another writer she liked? Maybe someone Cathy thought wrote similarly to me?

Who the hell is Kate Makowski?

Then it hit me. My breath caught as I realized what I was holding.

This was Catherina's first novel, the one she'd told me she'd abandoned, the serious literary work she'd set aside for commercial success. The one no one had ever read.

Catherina Montclair is her pen name. Kate Makowski is who she really is.

I flipped through the pages, my heart racing. I understood the amount of trust she'd just placed in me. This wasn't just pages, this was her past, the dream she'd set aside, the path not taken.

I settled back against the headboard, the manuscript in my lap, and rubbed my mouth, still tasting Catherina on my lips. The intimacy of what we'd shared physically paled compared to this, her trusting me with the words she'd never shown anyone else.

I took the first page and began to read.


Chapter 5



“You realize you've upgraded, right?”

I sat in the shade of a mangrove tree, watching a flock of flamingos across the wide, shallow lagoon. They moved with an odd, deliberate grace, squawking and fussing as they filtered the water with their curved beaks. The scene felt surreal, like I'd stepped into one of those nature documentaries my mother used to watch on Sunday afternoons.

Mom would have loved this.

The thought hit me unexpectedly, a pang in my chest sharp enough to make me draw a quick breath. I pictured my mother sitting beside me on the sandy bank, her face tilted up, eyes wide behind her glasses. She would have loved taking all this in. The sheer, bizarre beauty of it.

Mom rarely smiled near the end, but this place, these birds... maybe they would have smoothed the lines on her forehead for a moment. Maybe she would have reached out, her thin hand gripping my arm the way she did when she couldn't find the words to speak. The thought brought a familiar ache.

A rustle beside me broke the spell.

"You're far away," Danique said.

"Sorry. Just thinking.

Danique settled onto the grass, unfolding her long legs. The tension from our last meeting seemed to have eased, though her seduction games continued. Danique wore the same tiny string bikini top and sarong from our visit to the lagoon yesterday. Sunlight caught the gold threads in the fabric.

Danique waved a few sheets of paper. My Factual writing exercise about flamingos.

"This is really good, Kenji."

Her voice, soft and low, pulled me back to the present.

"You made plain facts sound very pretty. Lyrical, almost. I enjoyed this line: 'Flamingos rest on one leg, staying perfectly balanced for hours, a posture of stability within the shifting waters they inhabit.' Good clean writing."

"Thanks. I got kind of lost in the research. Flamingos are weirder than you think."

"Clearly."

"Rachel was right, though," I added, looking back at the birds. "What she said during her talk. 'To know something precisely is to know that thing intimately.' I felt that, digging into how these birds live."

"God, that sounds so academic and dry." Danique rolled her eyes and waved her hand dismissively. "Very Rachel."

Her casual disregard rubbed me the wrong way. Rachel might be intense, but her insight was genuine. Danique was being ungracious and flippant. Why did she swing so unpredictably between the empathetic Dani I'd caught glimpses of and the snarky online version of Danique Van der Berg?

Danique handed me a single sheet of paper.

"Here's mine," she said. "Your turn to critique."

Just one page? For the Factual part of the exercise?

I took it, disturbed by the lack of effort it represented. Danique stretched out beside me on her side, propping her head on one hand. Her sarong rode up her thigh. Sunlight dappled her smooth skin.

I forced my eyes down to the page, keenly aware of her closeness, the faint scent of coconut sunscreen, the deliberate display. She was playing her usual fashion model persona, using her body as a distraction, a tool to provoke, just another of her games.

I wouldn't let it work. I focused, reading the few paragraphs she’d written about conch shells. Then I read them again.

When I finished, I didn't speak immediately. I looked out at the flamingos, their startling pinkness reflected in the still water. The silence stretched between us.

Danique clicked her tongue impatiently and nudged me with her elbow.

"Well? Don't keep me in suspense."

I looked down at the sheet of paper and chose my words with care.

"You found some interesting facts. Things I didn't know about how conch shells form, the different types. "

She tilted her head, her blonde hair catching the light.

"I hear a 'but' in there, Kenji."

"But... it feels jumbled. The facts are there, but they don't connect. There's no flow, no structure holding it together." I paused, trying to soften the blow. "Honestly? Some sentences sound like they were pulled straight from Wikipedia."

Danique shrugged, seemingly unfazed. She picked at a blade of grass.

"I put it together pretty quickly this morning. Just wanted to get something down for the exercise. Rachel’s whole idea? Comprehensively understanding an object to strengthen your relationship with it? I don't buy it. My relationship with a conch shell is that it looks pretty on a shelf and reminds me of the beach. Knowing its fucking biological phylum doesn't change that."

She flicked the blade of grass away.

"So, yeah. I didn't knock myself out on this part."

Her indifference was hugely disappointing. At the moment, Danique was behaving like some spoiled freshman brat pretending like she knew more than her instructors.

"But that's the point of the workshop, Dani," I said patiently. "We're supposed to take the exercises seriously. Learn from each other. Frank gave that great talk, Rachel put real thought into this exercise. It only works if we all commit, right? If we trust that everyone is putting in genuine effort."

"I am taking the writing seriously," she countered, sitting up straighter. "The True part. The personal part. That matters to me. This Factual stuff? It just doesn't click for me, not in the way Rachel meant it. It's fucking boring."

Danique's beautiful face was set in a pouty frown. Not the fashion model pout, but the pout of a kid ready to throw a tantrum.

After a little over a week on Isla Holbox with Danique, I'd come to learn that pushing her to do something just made Danique more resistant. It was better to take a more conciliatory approach with the blonde beauty.

"Okay. We can disagree on the importance of the Factual part. As long as we both give the True part our best shot." I tried to keep the frustration out of my voice. "Deal?"

"Deal.

Danique offered her hand, her expression mocking the formality. She pumped my hand theatrically. She held on for longer than necessary. When she let go, Danique immediately brightened, her mood shifting like the wind.

"You know what would help our creative process?"

"What?" I asked warily.

"A change of fucking scenery."

She scrambled to her feet in one fluid motion, brushing sand from her sarong.

"There's another lagoon nearby. A hidden one Rachel and I found the other day. It's gorgeous. Come on."

She held out her hand again. I hesitated, not sure if I wanted to give in to another of Danique's whims.

"Don't tell me you're scared to be alone with me, Kenji," she teased, looking down at me with a wolfish grin.

A smile tugged at my lips despite myself. It was hard to resist the playfulness of Danique Van der Berg.

"Ain't scared of nothing," I shrugged.

"You sound like Willow," she observed. "She's rubbing off on you."

I got up and gathered the blanket, stuffing the empty water bottles back into the duffel bag alongside Danique's ever-present makeup bag and sunscreen.

"Lead the way," I said.

Danique tossed her golden hair and turned away, heading toward a dense break in the mangrove trees. I followed her into the shade, my eyes wandering over her toned back down to Danique's perfect ass beneath her sarong.

The air grew humid, buzzing with unseen insects. We pushed past rubbery leaves and navigated around the gnarled roots snaking across the sandy path. Sunlight filtered through the canopy in shifting patterns.

After a few minutes of walking through the thicket and across small, sandy clearings, the trees thinned again. The sound of lapping water grew louder.

We emerged onto the edge of a small, perfectly circular lagoon. It was completely enclosed by a curtain of mangroves, their roots forming intricate lattices at the water's edge.

The water itself was astonishingly clear. Sunlight pierced the surface, illuminating the sandy bottom and waving fronds of seagrass.

"What do you think?" Danique asked, her voice softer than usual. "Worth the walk?"

The lagoon was undeniably beautiful, a hidden oasis untouched by the usual tourist crowds. For a moment, I forgot about the workshop exercise, about Cathy's manuscript waiting for me back in my room, about all the complications of the past few days.

Danique saw the expression on my face and nudged me with her elbow again.

"You know, when I imagine what Heaven is like, I picture a place like this," she said, her eyes fixed on the clear water. "Entering these waters will feel like being baptized by nature, don't you think? To be reborn."

I turned to look at her, startled. This wasn't the usual Danique, the one who joked about Instagram filters and gossiped about celebrities. There was something almost reverent in her voice, a depth I hadn't expected.

"That's surprisingly poetic," I said.

She shot me a look. "What, you think I can only talk about shoes and selfies?"

Before I could answer, she reached into the duffel bag and pulled out a bottle of sunscreen.

"Here," she said, handing it to me. "Put some on my back."

I frowned, noticing the sheen on her shoulders.

"You're already wearing sunscreen."

"You can never be too careful with so much heat around," she replied with a smile.

Then, without warning, Danique untied her sarong and let it fall to the sand. Her bikini top followed and in one fluid motion, she slipped out of her bottoms.

I immediately looked away, fixing my eyes on a distant mangrove root. Danique laughed incredulously.

"Are you seriously averting your eyes? After our topless Marco Polo game? After the pictures I sent you?" She stepped closer. "I know you want to look, Kenji. It's okay. I'm used to men eye-fucking me."

There was something in her tone, a practiced confidence that felt almost rehearsed. She obviously enjoyed this game.

I finally looked at her. It was impossible not to admire Danique's body. She was flawless-- long, toned legs, flat stomach, full breasts with light pink nipples. Her skin was golden from the sun, her blonde hair falling over her shoulders. Her mound was smooth and hairless.

"Well?" she said. "Are you going to do my back or not?"

"Turn around," I said, squeezing sunscreen into my palm.

Danique turned, holding out her hand.

"I'll do my front. Unless you want to?"

"I'm fine doing your back."

She giggled as I spread the lotion across her shoulders, feeling the warmth of her skin beneath my fingers. Her back was smooth, her spine a ridged line leading down to the curve of her buttocks. I worked methodically, trying to keep my touch light, but there was no ignoring the intimacy of the moment. My hands on her naked body, the sound of her breathing, the isolation of this hidden lagoon.

When I finished, Danique turned and began applying sunscreen to her front, her movements deliberate and unhurried. She held my gaze as I watched her oiling up her throat, her breasts, her smooth torso.

"Your turn," she said when she finished. "Strip down."

I pulled off my t-shirt, but Danique clucked her tongue in mock irritation.

"Are you going to keep your shorts on while I'm standing here naked?" She cocked her head to one side. "What's wrong? Uncomfortable with your size down there? I'm okay with men of all sizes, you know. I am very body positive."

"You're trying too hard. Again."

"Am I?" She ran a hand down my arm. "Or maybe you're worried because you're aroused? That's natural, Kenji. A normal male response."

She grinned and ran the back of her hand over my lower belly.

"Actually if you're not aroused, I might be insulted," she told me.

I knew Danique was provoking me, testing my boundaries, but it was hard to resist. This blonde goddess standing before me, naked and flirting so openly. What man wouldn't be tempted?

With a shrug, I tugged down my shorts and stepped out of them.

Danique openly eyed my naked body, her gaze traveling from my chest down to my cock and back up to my face.

"Well," she said with a smile, "you definitely have nothing to be ashamed of. Except maybe for those tan lines. Your pale ass is blinding me in the sunlight."

I rolled my eyes, squirted sunscreen into my hand, and then handed the bottle to Danique. She moved behind me and began rubbing the lotion onto my back while I worked on my front. Her touch was surprisingly skilled, her fingers finding knots in my shoulders I hadn't even realized were there.

"Where'd you learn to massage like that?" I asked.

"There's lots you don't know about me, Kenji Freybourne," she replied, her voice close to my ear.

As she continued applying the sunscreen, her hands moving in slow circles down my back, I felt myself growing aroused. I was embarrassed, but knew this was exactly the reaction she wanted. I didn't bother to hide it.

Danique gave my butt a playful pat.

"You're all greased up, like a little piggy." She glanced down at my erection and smirked. "That's an impressive cock. The water should cool it down."

Before I could reply, she dove into the lagoon, her lithe form gliding beneath the surface all the way to the middle. When she stood, the water came up to her chest. Her wet blonde hair was slicked back and water droplets glistened on her face, her makeup somehow still perfect.

"What are you waiting for?" Danique called.

I dove in after her. The water enveloped me, sliding over my naked skin like cool silk. I swam to where Danique stood and we faced each other, standing close enough that I could see droplets of water clinging to her eyelashes.

"These mangroves are incredible," she said, gesturing to the trees surrounding us. "They're like the guardians of these coastal ecosystems. Their roots filter the saltwater, creating this perfect balance of fresh and salt. Brackish water, they call it. The roots trap sediment, prevent erosion. They're carbon sinks too, absorbing more carbon dioxide than most forests."

She ran her hand through the water.

"And they create these protected nurseries for fish and other marine life. It's like a perfect circle of life, all contained in these weird-looking trees."

"Did you read that on Wikipedia while doing the Factual exercise?" I asked, unable to resist.

Her face darkened.

"I've always been interested in natural environments. You think I'm dumb, right?"

"I don't think you're dumb at all," I said quickly. "I think you're very intelligent. But I also think you often choose to hide it. There are aspects of yourself you keep hidden."

"And you think you're the man to access those hidden aspects?" she challenged, moving closer. "Or do you just want to access my body, like every other guy?"

"You're deflecting again."

"I'm not deflecting. I'm stating facts." She glanced down at the water between us. "Your body, your hard cock. That's the real Factual, isn't it? The specific making it intimate, to quote pretty little Rachel. Your cock tells the truth about what you want."

She looked back up, her blue eyes intense.

"I want it too," she whispered.

Danique leaned forward and pressed her lips to mine. At first, I didn't respond. There was still a reluctance to give in to her, a feeling like Danique was again trying to assert herself over me, using her beauty as a weapon. It felt like a conquest.

But her lips were warm, her body soft against mine in the cool water. My doubts dissolved under the press of her flesh, her hungry mouth. I found myself kissing her back, my hands finding her waist beneath the surface.

Danique broke the kiss, leaning back slightly in the water. Her face was flushed, but there was something else there too, a familiar look of triumph that flickered across her features before settling into a satisfied smile. She'd gotten what she wanted.

"Touch my tits, Kenji," she whispered. "I know you want to."

I hesitated. The hunger was there, no question. But something about this felt choreographed, like I was following a script Danique had written long before we'd even met.

Seeing my hesitation, Danique took matters into her own hands. She grabbed my wrist beneath the water and guided my hand to her breast.

"There," she murmured, pressing my palm against the soft flesh. "Squeeze them."

Her breast fit perfectly in my hand, firm and smooth. I cupped it gently, feeling the weight of it and stroking her nipple with my thumb. Danique shivered at my touch, her eyes fluttering closed for a moment.

"Do you like them?" she asked, watching my face carefully.

"They're perfect," I admitted.

Danique laughed, a genuine sound that echoed across the small lagoon.

"They better be perfect. I paid sixty thousand dollars for them." She gave me a wink. "Dr. Choe of Beverly Hills is the best plastic surgeon in America. And he does not work cheap."

Her candor surprised me. Most women I'd known with cosmetic surgery never mentioned it, preferring the illusion of natural beauty. But Danique seemed almost proud, as if her artificial enhancements were badges of honor, proof of her commitment to perfection.

"Would you like to kiss them?" she asked, her voice dropping to a seductive whisper.

Despite feeling like Danique was deliberately overwhelming me with her sexiness, using her body like a battering ram against my defenses, I nodded.

"Yeah, I would."

"You'll have to catch me first."

Before I could react, she splashed water directly into my eyes. I sputtered, momentarily blinded, and heard her laugh as she swam away. By the time I'd cleared my vision, she was already halfway across the lagoon, her arms cutting through the water with surprising strength.

I took off after her, splashing through the warm water. The chase felt good, playful and uncomplicated. We were just two people having fun in this hidden oasis, away from the workshop, away from the villa.

Danique reached the far bank first and pulled herself out of the water. She stood on the sandy edge, not bothering to cover herself, waiting for me with her hands on her hips.

I stopped a few feet from the shore, the water at my waist. For a moment, I just looked up at her in awe.

Danique's perfect body glistened with droplets that caught the filtered sunlight streaming through the mangrove canopy. Her beautiful face was framed by the wet tangle of her golden hair. She looked like some kind of fantasy painting come to life, a water nymph or a pagan goddess emerging from the sea.

Danique grinned, clearly enjoying the way I was looking at her. She tilted her chin up slightly, shifted her weight to one hip, a practiced pose that accentuated every curve.

In that moment, I realized something about Danique Van der Berg-- she found genuine joy in being looked at, being admired, being lusted for. Her beauty wasn't just a gift or a tool. It was central to her identity.

Something in my expression must have changed, because Danique's smile faltered. For a brief moment, I caught a glimpse of uncertainty in her eyes, as if she'd sensed my thoughts and found them unsettling. But she quickly shook off the doubt, tossing her wet hair back.

"You still haven't caught me," she called, her voice light and teasing again.

I waded slowly out of the water, feeling the air cool against my wet skin. I approached Danique deliberately, my eyes never leaving hers. When I reached her, I didn't grab her or pull her to me as she might have expected. Instead, I gently stroked her hair, pushing a wet strand back from her face.

"Caught you," I said softly.

Danique took my hand and pressed her lips against my palm.

"You caught me," she conceded. "Now here's your reward."

Danique's lips grazed my chest, her tongue flicking over my skin as she lowered herself, kissing my chest as she got on her knees. I could feel her breath, warm and eager, as she trailed kisses down past my navel.

She kneeled before me, her blonde hair cascading over her shoulders, her blue eyes locked onto mine.

"You're a beautiful man, Kenji," she murmured. "So brooding and handsome."

She nuzzled my cock, her cheek pressing against it, her breath hot and teasing. Her hand cupped my balls, gently rolling them in her palm. The sensation was electric, sending jolts of pleasure through me.

My cock quickly hardened. She looked up at me, her eyes filled with a mix of glee and hunger.

"Take a mental snapshot," she said, her voice playful. "You'll want to remember this. Me, on my knees, your cock in my mouth. It's something you'll remember on your deathbed."

Her words threw me off, but before I could respond, she took me into her mouth. The sight of her lips wrapped around me was intoxicating. She worked her tongue around my cockhead, her lips sliding up and down the shaft. She took her time, paying attention to every inch, her skills evident in every movement.

I groaned, my hands finding their way to her hair, fingers tangling in the soft wet strands. She brought me to the edge, then slowed down, her mouth and hands working in perfect harmony. The pleasure built, wave after wave, each one more intense than the last.

Finally, I couldn't take it anymore. She sensed it, her eyes flicking up to meet mine.

"Do you need to cum, Kenji?" she asked. "Tell me how badly you need it."

I was being toyed with, but I was too far gone to resist.

"Yes," I gasped. "I need to cum now. Please."

She laughed, a sound filled with triumph. Her cheeks hollowed as she clamped down on my cock, sucking hard.

The orgasm hit me like a tidal wave, taking my breath away. She deep-throated me, letting me pump my load down her throat. When I was done, my knees were wobbly, my body spent.

Danique licked the last globs of cum from my cock, then stood up, a grin spreading across her face, her lips glistening with my sperm.

"Next time, I'm taking this beautiful cock up my ass," she whispered. "You good with that?"

"Hell yes," I grinned, still catching my breath.

"Good man," she said, running a finger down my chest.

"You're not going to write about this in your fashion blog, right?"

"No promises," she grinned. "And Kenji?"

"Yeah?"

"You realize you've upgraded, right?"

"Uh, upgraded?"

"No disrespect, Catherina and Willow are lovely women," Danique said. "But they were just the warm-up, weren't they? You've gone past them now. You got me. Congrats."

She snuggled against my chest, her body warm and soft. I held her close, the smell of her skin and her sunscreen mixing with the fresh scent of the water.

Yet despite the waves of pleasure still coursing through me, Danique's words left me feeling disturbed. As I looked down at this gorgeous woman in my arms, I couldn't shake the feeling that she saw me not as a lover... but as a prize she had just won.


Chapter 6



“The sea is a beautiful but hostile environment.”

I sat on the patio outside my room, the late morning sunshine warming my skin. The ocean stretched before me, the soft murmur of waves caressing the shore. Seagulls cried overhead and the breeze carried the scent of the sea.

All of this natural beauty was lost on me as I remained absorbed in the manuscript Catherina had given me. The pages were faded at the edges and smelled faintly musty. But the story they contained was electrifying.

Cathy's first novel, "Dopesick Kisses," told the story of a young woman who falls in love with a homeless drug addict. The writing bore no resemblance to the slick, commercial prose of Catherina Montclair's bestsellers. This was raw, unflinching, even ugly at times. But there was a vitality to it that shocked me, a brutal honesty that cut to the bone.

I turned another page, my fingers tracing the faded type. The protagonist's pain leaped off the page, her desperate need for connection so visceral I could feel it in my chest. Once again, I realized I had underestimated Catherina.

No, not Catherina Montclair. Kate Makowski.

I looked up from the manuscript, my eyes seeking the horizon. The gulls wheeled over the water, diving occasionally for fish.

Why had Cathy abandoned this novel? Why choose the easier path? Was it just for fame and money, or was she scared of the darkness she was exploring? And the bigger question, why give this manuscript to me? She said she'd left it abandoned for years. What made her bring it out now?

My thoughts were interrupted by voices approaching from around the villa. Frank and Willow rounded the corner, deep in conversation until they spotted me.

"Well, if it isn't our resident brooding novelist," Frank called out, a playful smile lighting up his face. "What tragedy are you contemplating today, Hemingway?"

Willow patted Frank on the back before turning to me with a warm smile.

"We missed you at breakfast," Willow said. "Hope we're not interrupting anything important."

"Just doing some reading," I said, quickly closing the manuscript box. "What are you two up to?"

"We're going parasailing at the end of the island," Frank said, excitement clear in his voice. "Care to join us in tempting fate while tethered to a speedboat?"

"We just need to tell the company that we're with Catherina and it's no charge for us," Willow grinned.

"Of course it is," Frank said with a dramatic eye roll. "Catherina has so much money she probably subsidizes half the fun activities on this island. Why not use her name to fly through the air like glorified kites?"

"Cathy and Rachel are already in town doing their writing exercise," Willow added, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. "Want to come with us? It should be fun."

"Thanks, but I'm waiting for Dani. We need to exchange our writing exercises."

"Ah, the lovely Ms. Van der Berg," Frank teased. "I'm sure you two have much to discuss."

"We're leaving soon if you change your mind," Willow said, shooting Frank a look. "I'll meet you by the golf cart in a few minutes, Frank. I want to ask Kenji something about our exercise from yesterday."

"Sure, sure," Frank smirked. "You two need your 'alone time.' I understand completely."

Frank sauntered off toward the other side of the villa. When he was out of sight, Willow pulled me to my feet and kissed me.

"Is everything okay with you and Danique?" she asked, her green eyes searching mine.

An image flashed in my mind of Danique on her knees, looking up at me with those piercing blue eyes, my cum glistening on her lips. I pushed the thought away.

"Everything's fine," I said. "Why do you ask?"

"You looked distracted when I first saw you," she said, her fingers playing with the collar of my shirt. "I was concerned."

"I was just lost in reading something," I gestured vaguely at the manuscript box.

Willow glanced at it. "What are you reading?"

I hesitated, feeling I should honor Cathy's privacy.

"Just something I was asked to look over."

"Mysterious," she teased, then her expression grew more serious. "Has Danique tried to seduce you yet?"

The question caught me off guard, though it shouldn't have. I remembered what Willow had said about Danique.

"We've gotten closer while working together," I said carefully.

A shadow passed over Willow's face, but she quickly masked it with a small smile.

"There's no need to walk on eggshells. I'm not trying to own you or control you, Kenji."

"You don't need to be concerned about Danique."

"Any sane woman would be concerned about someone like Danique," Willow said. "I have eyes. And I know what men want."

She leaned in and kissed me hard. Willow growled and playfully bit my lips before she pulled back.

"Just remember, no matter what happens with Danique, you chose to be with me first. Right?"

"Right," I agreed, smiling at her fierce expression.

Willow stepped away, her eyes holding mine for a moment longer.

"Good luck with your writing exercise, mister."

"Thanks. I'll see you later?"

"Lord willing and the creek don't rise."

I watched her walk away, a deep ache in my heart. Catherina had teased me about falling in love with Willow. Was she right?

Thinking of Catherina, I sat down again and picked up the manuscript box, running my fingers over its worn surface. Catherina had a fierce talent. It was sad that she hadn't fully developed it.

A knock at my front door pulled me from my thoughts. I opened it to find Danique standing there, looking stunning in a flowing white sundress that highlighted her tan. She was holding a manila folder.

"Good morning, handsome," she said, leaning in to kiss my cheek before giving my groin a playful squeeze. "You shouldn't skip breakfast like that. Most important meal of the day."

She walked past me into the room, her Seta Gialla perfume lingering in her wake.

"Did you spend all night thinking about me?"

"I spent all night working on the writing exercise," I said, retrieving five printed pages from my desk and handing them to her.

Danique scanned them quickly.

"I am seriously fucking impressed by how much you've written." She handed me the manila folder. "We can go over our writing tonight at dinner. Jorge and Marisol are preparing something simple for us to eat in my room since the others will be out late."

"Sounds good," I said. "I'm looking forward to reading your work."

Danique leaned close, her breath warm against my ear.

"I have a sweet dessert planned for tonight," she whispered. "Working with me in my room means you don't have to go running to Cathy or Willow when we're done."

With a seductive smile, she turned and walked toward the door.

"Don't be late to dinner," she called over her shoulder.

I stood in the hallway watching her go, admiring the beautiful blonde from behind, wondering what she had planned for tonight.

I returned to the patio, the warm Caribbean breeze ruffling my hair. Setting aside Cathy's manuscript, I felt a pang of regret. I was eager to dive back into her prose. That would have to wait until after Danique's writing exercise and whatever else she had planned.

I opened the manila folder and frowned. There were only two double-spaced pages inside. The title alone made me roll my eyes.

"Flamingos Are The Baddest Bitches On The Avian Catwalk."

The title seemed like a typical Danique fashion blog, not the result of a serious writing exercise. But I reminded myself not to underestimate Danique like I had underestimated Catherina. With an open mind, I began reading Danique's piece.

My heart sank as I made my way through the writing. It was bullshit. All of it. Completely vapid, frivolous bullshit.

I read it twice. At only two pages, it didn't take long. My opinion of her piece did not change. In fact, it got worse on the second reading.

I set the papers back in the folder, staring out at the gulls dipping over the waves. Danique's piece was as shallow and superficial as a celebrity Instagram post, all glossy surface with no depth.

What can you even say about something like this?

I chuckled ruefully to myself. Maybe I should have gone parasailing with Willow and Frank instead of staying behind for whatever this was.
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The message from Danique arrived just after sunset. A simple text: "Come to my room. Dinner is here."

I grabbed the manila folder containing her writing and made my way to the second floor of the villa. I knocked on Danique's door and she called, "It's open!"

I stepped inside. Danique emerged from the bathroom wearing a see-through caftan dress with nothing underneath. The gauzy fabric floated around her body like mist, revealing the perfect curves beneath. Her blonde hair swayed over her shoulders, her makeup perfect as always.

"Do you like it?" she asked, twirling so the dress fluttered around her.

"You look beautiful," I said honestly. "But did you run out of underwear? All your panties and bras in the laundry?"

"Smartass." She struck a pose, one hand on her hip. "I bought it in town after seeing Catherina's caftan. Who wears it better? Me or Catherina?"

Through the transparent fabric, I could see her flawless skin, the swell of her breasts, the cleft between her legs. The dress concealed nothing while somehow making her even more alluring.

"You both look amazing in your own ways," I replied diplomatically.

"That's such a boring answer," Danique pouted. "Let's eat."

She led me to a small dining table where Jorge and Marisol had prepared our meal.

"I hope you like lamb," Danique said as we sat down.

The meal was simple but elegant. Perfectly roasted lamb with rosemary and garlic was accompanied by roasted potatoes and fresh vegetables. As we ate, Danique launched into a story about dining in Paris.

"So there I was, having dinner with Pietro Yanaguchi at this tiny bistro in the Marais," she said, gesturing with her fork. "The waiter brings out this rack of lamb, absolutely gorgeous. Pietro leans over and whispers, 'This reminds me of my first boyfriend's ass. Bony and greasy.' I nearly choked on my wine! Then the poor waiter asks if everything was to our liking, and Pietro says with a straight face, 'The lamb is firm yet tender, like young love. And just as expensive.'"

I laughed despite myself. Danique had a gift for storytelling, her timing on point as she delivered the punchline.

After we finished eating, she collected our plates and stacked them neatly on a side table. It was a thoughtful gesture for when Marisol cleaned the room tomorrow.

"Jorge and Marisol, as instructed, did not prepare a dessert," Danique said with a smile. "Nevertheless, I have something very sweet for you, Kenji."

My pulse quickened at her suggestive tone, the way her hand trailed down her flat tummy.

"But first," she continued, "we need to do the writing exercise."

She grabbed my writing and her manila folder and led me to her balcony where a small table and two chairs awaited us.

We sat together, watching as the last rays of sunlight disappeared from the horizon. The beach below was bathed in the soft blue light of dusk. The gentle sound of waves provided a soothing backdrop.

"I enjoyed your piece about the conch shell," Danique began, surprising me with her earnest tone. "I felt your fascination with your Asian social studies teacher, one of the few Asian people in your working-class white town. Very fucking gritty, very proletarian setting. The way you described how your teacher kept that conch shell on her desk, telling students about Hawaii and the cultural significance of the shell to Hawaiian culture? It was lovely."

I nodded, impressed by her close reading.

"And the way this awakened your interest in knowing more about your half-Asian father was well portrayed," she continued. "Your connection to the shell as a symbol of your heritage felt super authentic."

"Thank you," I said, genuinely appreciative of her thoughtful feedback.

"If I have any critique," she said, leaning forward, "it would be that you took the exercise too literally."

"What do you mean?"

"You talked about how you related to the conch shell, but wasn't it also True to explore the metaphorical aspects?" Danique asked. "Like fashion, the beauty of the outside of the shell shouldn't obscure its function. A conch shell isn't just a gaudy bauble or an object of personal exploration. It served a purpose for a living creature, didn't it? It was home and protection, something pretty fucking essential rather than just decorative. The sea is a beautiful but hostile environment. It was these stresses that produced the conch's shell. The beauty came from the creature's need not to get gobbled up by turtles or goddamn sharks or whatever, right?"

I listened intently, surprised by the angle of Danique's observations.

"The mollusk inside grows this beautiful structure over its lifetime, adding to it as it develops. Did you know they can live for decades? And the shell's spiral shape follows the golden ratio, it's mathematically fucking perfect. Nature's architecture. So while you connected with the conch shell personally, that was... smaller than you could have gone. There's this entire other dimension of what the shell represents in the natural world and to other people that you just ignored. I think you could have expanded on that part. Anyway, that's my critique."

I opened my mouth, but no words came. I didn't know what to say. After reading her seemingly frivolous piece, I had assumed Danique was just blowing off the writing exercise. Instead, she had studied my writing closely and offered a critique that I would have to seriously consider.

"Thanks, Dani," I nodded.

Danique looked me over, a wry smirk playing on her lips. She was fully aware she had caught me off guard.

"Your turn," she said. "Tell me what you thought about my writing on the True aspects of flamingos."

I had been dreading this part of the evening. Tonight with Danique had been so good until this point.

I hesitated. It would be easy to say a few bland lies about her work and move on to the promised pleasures her body offered. But I couldn't forget how earnest Rachel was during her craft talk, how much it meant to think deeply about the Factual versus the True.

To dismiss this writing exercise would be to dismiss Rachel's efforts. It would also be dismissive of Danique, a way to get on her good side just so I could have sex with her.

I didn't want to do that. Instead, I would be honest.

I took the two pages out of the manila folder. Looking up, I saw Danique smiling at me, patiently waiting. I took a deep breath.

"Danique, I have to be honest. The writing you produced was very disappointing."

Her smile faltered.

"It was snarky and carelessly written," I continued. "You focused on jokes and witty observations more suited to your fashion blog than a serious writing exercise. There's no depth here, no actual attempt to find the True in your relating with the flamingos. Instead, you fell back on the same superficial observations you could make about a runway model or a designer handbag."

An angry flush was creeping up Danique's neck. I pushed on.

"The slapdash approach you took was disrespectful to Rachel, who gave us such a powerful writing exercise. It was also disrespectful to me as your writing partner. I appreciate the critique you just gave me, but you did not do the same work for your own writing. The effort I put into my writing deserves an equal effort from you. It's not some huge academic obligation, it's common courtesy."

Danique's eyes narrowed. I could see the color rising from her chest to her face.

"Most of all, your careless writing is disrespectful to yourself. This exercise was meant to push you to stretch your skills and expand your craft as a writer. Instead, you chose to let yourself down by barely trying at all. And that's what's so disappointing about these two pages."

I paused, my heart hammering in my chest. I hadn't planned to say all this, but now that I'd started, I couldn't stop the words from tumbling out.

"You're capable of so much more, Danique. I've seen glimpses of real insight in your other work. But this? This feels like you just wanted to get it over with, like you couldn't be bothered to dig deeper. That's the real shame here."

A long silence followed. I could hear the waves breaking on the shore below, the distant call of a night bird.

"That's it?" she asked quietly.

"Yes," I said. "Unless you have any questions."

"Questions?" Danique snarled. "Fuck you, Kenji Freybourne! Who the fuck do you think you are? You think you can talk to me like I'm some dumb bimbo undergrad who needs your condescending bullshit?"

"I'm not condescending to you," I protested. "I'm being honest because I respect your skills and intelligence."

"Oh, please!" she sneered. "You think you're better than everyone here because you're a fucking novelist writing the next Great American Novel or some shit. Oh and because the wonderful Catherina Montclair loves your writing and apparently loves your cock as well! Respect me? What a fucking joke!"

I saw Danique was enraged, her chest heaving with emotion. Despite the ugly things she was saying, I felt my cock throbbing as I became aroused by this beautiful woman, spitting with rage. I needed to go so we could both cool off.

"I think it's better if we call it a night. Maybe we can discuss this in the morning when we've both had a good night's sleep. Good night, Danique."

I stood and headed for the door.

"Fok jou morsdood jou eenvoudige kont," Danique yelled. "No one walks away from me like that. Not again!"

She rushed to block my exit. With a rough jerk, she stripped off her caftan dress, standing before me completely naked.

"What are you doing?" I asked, disturbed by her behavior.

Danique smiled coldly as she ran her hands over her body.

"We haven't had dessert yet."

"This isn't a good time," I said.

"It's the perfect time," she insisted. "Angry fucking is the best fucking. You're going to hammer my ass with that big cock of yours until I scream because fuck you, Kenji! You stupid prick!"

Danique grabbed my wrist and began pulling me toward her bed, but I remained rooted to the spot. This felt like another way to score a point for herself. That wasn't what I wanted.

"I'm not going to have sex with you," I said firmly.

"What?"

"No," I told her. "It's not going to happen, Dani."

The shock on Danique's face was immediate and complete. This beautiful woman had never had a man turn her down for sex before. Not until me. I watched as she struggled to process what was happening as I gently disengaged her hand from my wrist.

"Are you fucking serious?" she asked, her voice small and uncertain. "Again, Kenji? What are you playing at?"

For the first time since I'd met her, Danique seemed unsure of herself, almost scared. She looked like a confused little girl. I felt a sharp pang of sympathy for her.

"Good night, Danique," I said softly.

I walked out of her room and closed the door gently behind me.


Chapter 7



“So much beauty.”

I lounged in the driver's seat of the golf cart, enjoying the warm afternoon breeze as we bounced along the sandy path toward Holbox town. Willow sat beside me, her red hair whipping in the wind, while Frank and Rachel occupied the back seat.

"I'm telling you," Frank exclaimed, "parasailing is absolutely transcendent! You're just floating up there, suspended between ocean and sky."

"It really was amazing," Willow chimed in. "At first I was terrified, but once you're up there, it's like flying. The boat pulls you along and you're just soaring through the air, seeing the whole island stretched right out, the water looking like this perfect turquoise jewel. It's downright breathtaking."

I kept my eyes on the sandy path, loving how Willow's accent thickened when she got excited.

"I might have to try it before we leave," I said.

"You absolutely should," Frank said. "Though not everyone handles it as gracefully as our Willow here."

Frank leaned forward between our seats.

"There was this Canadian guy in line behind us. He kept bragging about how he'd done all these extreme sports and how parasailing was 'child's play.'"

"Oh no," I laughed, already sensing where this was heading.

"Oh yes," Frank continued. "The poor man was barely twenty feet up when he turned greener than a lime. Started screaming for them to bring him down, but of course they couldn't just stop. So there he was, projectile vomiting from the sky while his wife filmed the whole thing from the boat."

We all burst out laughing, and I nearly drove us off the path.

"His wife kept shouting, 'I told you to take the Dramamine, Gordon, eh!'" Frank added in a perfect Canadian accent.

We were still laughing when I parked the golf cart at the edge of town.

Holbox was bustling with afternoon activity. Tourists in swimwear and sunhats crowded the sandy streets, moving between colorful shops and open-air restaurants. Street vendors called out their offerings in Spanish and broken English. Music blared from several directions at once, creating a chaotic soundtrack to the scene.

As we made our way through the crowd, Willow threaded her arm through mine, pulling me close.

"So," she said quietly, "how did your meeting with Danique go last night?"

I tensed slightly, not wanting to rehash the ugly scene.

"It was complicated."

Willow raised an eyebrow. "That bad, huh?"

"Let's just say we have different approaches to the workshop."

"I checked your room last night. You weren't there."

Her voice was casual, but I caught the question in it.

"I was with Catherina in the other villa," I admitted.

Willow bit her lip, a flash of sadness crossing her face before she brightened.

"Well, at least you're mine for the day, right?"

I stopped walking and turned to face her.

"Yes, I am absolutely yours for the day, Willow."

I leaned down and kissed Willow softly. When we broke apart, I noticed Rachel staring intently at us, a look of longing in her eyes. Frank noticed too and quickly stepped in.

"Hey, where's my kiss?" he demanded playfully.

I laughed and planted a quick peck on his cheek. Frank immediately clutched his heart and pretended to swoon.

"My stars!" he exclaimed in an exaggerated Southern accent. "I do believe I've got the vapors!"

We all laughed, and the moment of awkwardness passed.

"So what exactly are we doing in town?" I asked as we continued walking.

"Secret mission," Frank said mysteriously. "We're going to that same bar we visited last week."

"Maybe them German girls are still lurking around," Willow added.

"I'm pretty sure Hannah and Leni are long gone by now," I said.

The reggaeton music grew louder as we approached the beachfront bar with its thatched roof and open sides. Inside, tourists danced while bartenders mixed colorful drinks.

"You two wait here," Frank instructed, gesturing to a small table at the edge of the crowded space. "Willow and I need to talk to the manager."

As they disappeared into the crowd, Rachel and I sat down at the table. Rachel fidgeted with the edge of her shirt, clearly uncomfortable in the noisy environment.

"So what's this trip all about?" I asked her, trying to make her more comfortable.

"Frank and Willow are getting bottles from the bar manager," Rachel explained.

"Bottles?"

"Yes. Frank and Willow are going to write messages and put them in bottles, then release them into the sea."

I frowned, pretending to be scandalized.

"Isn't that just adding to ocean pollution?"

"They've discussed that. We're going to collect garbage from the ocean to offset our environmental impact. And glass bottles are much less harmful than plastic."

"Are they, though?"

"Very much so. Plastics degrade into microplastics. Microplastics are particularly insidious. They're less than five millimeters in size and often contain harmful chemicals that leach into the water. Marine animals ingest these particles, and they enter the food chain. Many studies show microplastics in human blood now."

"That's disturbing," I said.

"It really is."

Just then, the music shifted to a K-pop song with a driving beat. I noticed Rachel wince and shift uncomfortably in her seat.

"Not a K-pop fan?" I asked with a smile.

"Actually, I do like K-pop," she replied. "Just not this particular song. It makes my eyes dizzy."

"Your eyes dizzy? What do you mean?"

Rachel hesitated, then said, "I have chromesthesia."

"I've never heard of that."

"It's a form of synesthesia. I see sounds as colors. Different notes have different colors. C is blue for me, F-sharp is bright yellow, and so on."

"You're kidding me. You see music?"

"Yes," Rachel confirmed, her gaze distant. "Ever since I can remember. For the longest time, I just assumed everyone experienced music visually. I didn't realize it was unusual until I was maybe nine or ten, in music class. We were listening to the band practice and the teacher asked for feedback. I mentioned that the French horn player was playing 'too blue' today, that it needed to be a bit warmer, more toward indigo."

Rachel paused, a faint blush rising on her cheeks.

"Everyone in the class just burst out laughing. I didn't understand why. But afterward, the teacher, Mr. Cohen, pulled me aside. He asked me very gently if sounds had colors for me. When I said yes, he explained what synesthesia was. That was the first time I understood my brain worked differently."

"That's fascinating," I said, leaning forward slightly, genuinely intrigued. "Can you describe what these colors look like? Are they like paint swatches? Or something else?"

Rachel tilted her head, considering my question seriously.

"It's like seeing different colored spotlights, maybe?" she explained, her gaze unfocused, as if watching the phenomenon unfold. "Blinking on and off in perfect time with the music, following the rhythm and melody precisely. Every distinct note has its specific color, every single time, without fail. A C sharp is always this particular shade of electric green, a B flat is always this deep violet. It’s like a complex, internal light show playing out in my mind, a private performance that only I can see."

"Amazing," I said. "So what's happening with this song?"

"It has a repeating pattern of notes that creates a visual strobe effect for me. Red, green, purple, yellow, all flashing rapidly. It's disorienting."

"Can you see colors right now as we talk?"

"Yes. Your voice is mostly deep amber with flecks of forest green." She smiled shyly. "It's quite pleasant."

"And everyone's voice is unique?"

"Completely different. Willow's is a rich burgundy. Frank's is electric blue with silver edges."

"What about Cathy's?"

"Lavender and gold. Very elegant, like her."

I watched Rachel's face as she spoke, fascinated by this hidden dimension she experienced. A thought occurred to me.

"Your poetry," I said. "One thing that struck me was your use of language. Sometimes you choose words that don't quite fit the meaning of the stanza, but instead come at it slantwise, as they say in poetry circles. Is it because you read your poetry aloud and choose words according to their colors?"

A deep flush crept up Rachel's cheeks. She blinked at me, her eyes wide and startled.

"Yes," she whispered. "I read it aloud to myself and... and see how the poem's colors blend. I often sacrifice precision to go with beauty. It's beauty only I can see, I know that. I never told that to anyone, but you figured it out. How?"

"Just a hunch," I said.

"I know it makes me weird."

"Like I said before, you're not weird, Rachel. You're interesting. Hell, you're damned fascinating. I've never met anyone like you before."

"Me too. I mean, you. Not me, I'm talking about you and... and uh, thank you. For saying that."

I could see Rachel spinning out a little, thrown off-balance by some of the feelings she might have for me. I changed the subject from her back to her synesthesia.

"Does it ever get overwhelming?" I asked. "With music like this?"

"Sometimes. Especially in places with multiple sound sources." She flinched as the song hit a particularly jarring note. "This song is the worst though."

"Do you want to leave?" I asked, concerned.

She shook her head.

"I'll just plug my ears until it's over."

She pushed her fingers in her ears. We sat in awkward silence, exchanging glances. The way Rachel stared at me made her feelings painfully obvious, despite her denial about the love poem. Her eyes were intense behind her glasses, studying me with an unguarded admiration that made my heart race.

She leaned in slightly, her slender hands fidgeting on the sides of her head, as if she wanted to reach out but was holding herself back. The air between us felt charged. I shifted uncomfortably, unsure of how to deal with this intensity.

As we regarded each other without speaking, I found myself really looking at Rachel for perhaps the first time. I knew she was a pretty girl, but now I was seeing her in a different way.

There was an innocent beauty to Rachel that I hadn't fully appreciated before. Her delicate features, the way her brown hair fell across her forehead, the keen intelligence that animated her face. She wasn't conventionally stunning like Danique or sexy like Willow, but there was something compelling about Rachel's earnestness, her unfiltered way of engaging with the world. I felt an ache growing inside me the longer I looked into her big brown eyes.

The jarring K-pop track finally faded, replaced by the familiar, pulsing beat of reggaeton. Relief washed over Rachel’s face as she lowered her hands from her ears.

"I hope I didn't embarrass you," she said, her voice small.

"Not at all," I assured her. "Some music just hits wrong, I get it."

A warmth bloomed in her gaze, a soft appreciation that made my chest feel tight. Tentatively, her fingers brushed against mine on the table. She hesitated for a heartbeat, then her hand closed around mine, a quick, shy squeeze before she pulled away just as fast.

Her cheeks flushed pink. We looked at each other, a silent understanding forming amid the noise from the bar.

The spell broke as Frank and Willow reappeared, weaving through the crowd. Frank carried a cardboard box containing several empty glass bottles.

"Everything okay over here?" Willow asked, her eyes darting between Rachel and me. "Looked like you two were having a real serious talk."

I offered a casual grin.

"Just discussing musical tastes. Rachel wasn't feeling that last song."

"Ah," Frank nodded knowingly. "Some of that K-pop can be a bit much. Anyway, I know a quieter spot. We have liberated these bottles for our artistic endeavors."

We followed him back toward the street. Frank stashed the box carefully in the back of the golf cart.

As we stood there, Willow caught Rachel glancing my way again, that soft, unguarded look still lingering.

Willow raised a single auburn eyebrow at me, a silent question hanging in the air: What's going on? I gave a small headshake and a slight shrug, trying to play it cool, though I knew Rachel’s feelings for me were anything but casual.

"Oh my god!" Willow suddenly gasped, stepping quickly behind the golf cart.

I turned. Trotting toward us, tail wagging hesitantly, was the pregnant pit bull I’d rescued from the drunk Russians earlier in the week. Her belly looked even bigger now.

"Hey girl," I said softly, kneeling on the sandy ground.

Willow watched, still wary, from her safe spot. The dog nudged my hand, then licked my fingers gratefully.

To my surprise, Rachel kneeled beside me without a word. Her knee brushed against mine as she reached out a gentle hand, stroking the dog’s broad head. The dog leaned into her touch, tail thumping softly against the sand.

Rachel and I looked at each other, sharing a warm, easy smile. After a moment, the dog gave a last lick to Rachel’s hand and ambled off down the street, disappearing around a corner.

"Wow, Kenji," Frank chuckled. "All the bitches love you. Even the pregnant ones."

I laughed, pushing myself up. I offered my hand to Rachel. She took it and I helped her to her feet. She held on for an extra second, giving my hand another quick squeeze before reluctantly letting go.

"Right," Frank declared, clapping his hands together. "I'm craving a proper Mexican cola. And maybe some sherbet. Anyone else?"

Nods all around. We left the golf cart and started walking, Frank leading us away from the main tourist drag onto narrower side streets.

The noise faded behind us. Here, the sand paths were less crowded, bordered by smaller houses painted in bright, sun-faded colors. Laundry lines stretched between buildings, fluttering like flags.

The air smelled of salt and cooking fires instead of sunscreen and perfume. The frantic energy of the beachfront gave way to a sleepy afternoon calm. From somewhere nearby, the cheerful notes of an acoustic guitar drifted towards us.

Frank grinned. "Perfect."

He led us to a tiny, unassuming storefront tucked between a tienda and a closed dive shop. A simple hand-painted sign read "Helados."

Outside, perched on a worn wooden stool, sat an old man, his weathered fingers expertly plucking the strings of a guitar. The music coming from his instrument was lively and bright.

Frank and Willow went inside to order.

"Can you see the music?" I asked Rachel quietly, nodding towards the guitarist.

She tilted her head, listening intently.

"Yes. It's very soothing. Lots of warm yellows and oranges, like sunlight on water. Very smooth transitions."

Frank emerged, followed by Willow, each holding two glass bottles of Mexican cola and small paper cups filled with vibrant sherbet in lime green, mango orange, hibiscus pink.

Frank rattled off something in fluent Spanish to the old man, who nodded and smiled, replying in kind.

"This gentleman, Miguel," Frank announced, gesturing to the guitarist, "is a local legend. Incredibly talented. We're in for a wonderful show."

We found a small, slightly wobbly metal table nearby and sat down. We sipped the cold, sweet sodas and scooped up bites of icy sherbet while Miguel continued to play.

The music was gorgeous. It filled the quiet street, a perfect soundtrack to the lazy afternoon.

When Miguel finished the piece with a final flourishing chord, the four of us broke into applause. He gave us a gracious nod, his eyes twinkling, and immediately launched into another tune, this one faster, with a driving, danceable rhythm.

Frank jumped up, grabbing Willow's hand.

"Come on, McCoy! Let's show 'em how it's done."

Willow yelped in surprise but let him pull her into the small open space in front of the shop. Frank moved with his usual grace, spinning and stepping with infectious energy. Willow, laughing, did her best to follow his lead, her movements less polished but full of enthusiasm. Rachel and I clapped along to the rhythm, watching them.

I grinned at Rachel, the music irresistible.

"May I have this dance?" I offered her my hand.

A flicker of panic crossed her face, her eyes widening behind her glasses. But then a huge, radiant smile spread across her lips. She placed her hand in mine, and I pulled her gently to her feet, leading her to join Willow and Frank.

The four of us danced there on the sandy street, laughing and stumbling occasionally, fueled by sugar and the sheer joy of the music as Miguel played song after song, his fingers flying over the frets.

Finally, breathless and sweaty in the afternoon heat, we collapsed back around the table. Frank fanned himself dramatically with his hand.

"Lord, I'm getting too old for this," he sighed. "I'm parched."

"I'll grab more Cokes," Willow offered, heading back into the shop.

Suddenly, Miguel paused. He looked directly at me, a mysterious glint in his eye, and gave a subtle wink. Then, he began to play again, but the music changed completely. It was slow, sensuous. I saw the shy, almost startled look in Rachel’s eyes and felt a pull I couldn't ignore.

I stood and offered her my hand again.

"One more?"

She nodded wordlessly, her gaze locked on mine. I drew her close, sliding one hand around her waist, her hands resting lightly on my shoulder. We swayed together, slowly, finding the rhythm as our bodies pressed close, the heat radiating between us.

Miguel started to sing. His voice, surprisingly sweet and clear for his age, filled the air with Spanish lyrics I didn't understand, but the sensuality of the song was unmistakable. Rachel melted against me, pressing herself tightly into my chest. She closed her eyes, a soft, dreamy smile on her lips.

I glanced over her shoulder. Frank sat watching us, a gentle smile on his face. Willow stood in the shop's doorway, holding four cold Cokes, her expression warm, almost encouraging. Our eyes met across the small space, and she gave me a slow, almost imperceptible nod of approval.

I lowered my head until my cheek rested against Rachel's thick, soft brown hair. I breathed in her scent and let the feeling of her body against mine, the warmth of the Mexican sun on my skin, and the thrumming music washing over us.

"What are you seeing now?" I whispered.

Rachel's voice was a breath against my chest.

"Beauty," she murmured. "So much beauty."


Chapter 8



“A night she'll never forget.”

The small charter boat drifted on deep waters, no land in sight. The late afternoon sun scintillated across the calm surface of the ocean. A few clouds drifted overhead, darkening the blue waters in patches of shadow.

Willow and Frank leaned over the side of the boat, dipping long-handled nets into the gentle swell, scooping up drifting plastic bags and faded bottles. Four garbage sacks bulging with collected ocean trash sat near the stern.

Rachel and I worked together, pulling the drawstrings tight on a fifth bag, the plastic rustling. The boat's captain was a weathered Mexican man with laugh lines etched around his eyes. He watched us from the helm, a small smile playing on his lips. He smoked a hand-rolled cigarette, the smoke curling up into the still air.

Frank hauled up a final netload. It was mostly disintegrating plastic bottles and a single, sad-looking flip-flop. He dumped it into an empty sack and straightened up, wiping sweat from his forehead with the back of his hand.

"Well, McCoy," he declared, his voice carrying over the water, "I think we've paid our karmic dues. Enough penance for launching two little bottles, wouldn't you say?"

Willow nodded, pushing damp strands of red hair off her face. Sweat glistened on her shoulders and neck.

"More than enough, Frank. Feels good, though."

Frank steered Willow toward the collection of tied sacks near the stern. He pulled his phone from his pocket and handed it to me.

"Document the good deed, Kenji. For the Gram."

I took the phone. Frank slung an arm around Willow, both of them beaming, flushed from the sun and exertion as they proudly posed beside their haul of sea garbage. I snapped a few pictures, capturing their triumphant smiles against the backdrop of the open ocean.

Frank turned to the captain.

"Capitán," he called out, "llévanos a aguas más limpias, por favor. Un lugar bueno para nuestros mensajes." Take us to cleaner waters, please. A good place for our messages.

The captain nodded, flicked his cigarette butt overboard, and the boat's engine rumbled to life. The boat surged forward, cutting a clean white wake through the blue.

The four of us moved to the bow, bracing against the sudden speed. The wind whipped through my hair. I instinctively put an arm around Willow's waist, pulling her close against the motion. She leaned into me.

On my other side, Rachel linked her arm through Frank’s. Frank threw his head back and belted out a surprisingly robust sea shanty, something obscene about a drunken sailor and a mermaid. We all laughed, the sound snatched away by the wind. When he finished, breathless, he waved to the captain.

"¡Aquí está bien, Capitán! ¡Detenga el barco, por favor!" Here is fine, Captain! Stop the boat, please!

The engine cut out and the boat slowed, settling back into the gentle rhythm of the ocean. The water here seemed even deeper, a more intense shade of blue, almost purple in its depths. The sudden silence was startling, broken only by the soft slap of waves against the hull.

Willow and Frank retrieved their bottles. Frank held up a dark green gin bottle, Willow a clear tequila bottle. Inside each, a rolled-up sheet of paper was visible. The bottles were sealed at the neck with a sturdy cork pushed in tight and covered with plastic wrap.

Frank cleared his throat, holding his bottle aloft.

"We commit this message," he intoned solemnly, then broke into a grin, "containing my five-step plan for achieving world peace through interpretive dance, to the capricious currents of the sea! May it find a worthy reader, or at least entertain a literate dolphin."

Frank dipped the bottle toward Willow, pretending to knight her shoulder with it.

"Dame Willow, grant this vessel safe passage!"

Willow giggled, playing along.

"Go forth, noble bottle! Spread Frank's questionable wisdom!"

With a dramatic flourish, Frank flung his bottle far out into the water. It landed with a small splash and bobbed on the surface.

Willow held her tequila bottle gently. She looked at it for a moment, her expression soft.

"Find someone who needs to hear you," she whispered to it.

Willow pressed a quick kiss to the glass before tossing it underhand into the water.

We all cheered, clapping. Even the captain joined in, applauding softly from the helm.

Frank suddenly grinned, his eyes crinkling with mischief. He pulled his thin cotton shirt over his head, revealing his lean torso.

"Whoa there, Frank," Willow teased, raising an eyebrow. "Gonna give us a show right here in the middle of nowhere?"

"You bet your sweet Appalachian ass I am," Frank retorted. "Full monty, ocean edition."

Frank peeled down his shorts and flung them aside. Rachel gasped, covering her mouth, but her eyes were wide with amusement behind her glasses. Willow hooted with laughter as Frank stood bare-assed naked at the boat's edge.

"Behold!" Frank declared, striking a pose. "Not just a strip show, folks, but a magic show! Now you see me..." He paused for dramatic effect. "...now you don't!"

With a whoop, he leaped over the side.

"Frank!" Willow and Rachel cried out simultaneously, rushing to the edge of the boat.

For a moment there was nothing but a circle of bubbles where Frank had plunged into the ocean. But then Frank surfaced a few yards away, slicking his wet hair back, treading water with effortless kicks. He grinned up at us, water streaming down his face.

"Woo! Always wanted to do this! Swim in the big blue!" he yelled, his voice echoing across the water's surface.

From the boat, Frank seemed startlingly small against the expanse of the ocean. His pale body was a tiny white smear in the endless blue, his movements creating gentle ripples that disappeared into the immensity around him. Despite his confident strokes, there was something humbling about seeing a human form so diminished by nature's scale.

Rachel leaned further over the edge, her knuckles white where she gripped the rail.

"What if... what if something's down there? Aren't you scared?"

"Scared shitless, darling!" Frank yelled back, laughing. "That's what makes it fun! Adrenaline!"

Frank turned his gaze to me. The challenging look I had come to know was back in his eyes.

"How about it, Freybourne?" Frank called. "You gonna let the gay dude show you up? Or are you coming in?"

I looked out at the water. Deep, endless blue. No land anywhere. Just us, the boat, and whatever swam beneath.

A tremor ran through me, part fear, part raw excitement. Weeks ago, I was stacking boxes in a dusty warehouse, dreaming of something more.

This. This is more. Way more.

"Fuck it," I grinned.

I pulled my t-shirt off, tossing it onto the deck. As my hand went to the button of my shorts, Willow touched my arm. Her eyes were wide, filled with concern.

"Kenji, are you sure?"

I leaned down and gave her a quick, firm kiss.

"Yeah. Never more sure."

Then I shucked off my shorts, standing naked for a brief moment before taking a breath and launching myself feet-first over the side.

The plunge was a shock. Noise vanished, replaced by a rushing silence. The surface water was warm, sun-heated, but as I continued downward, I felt cooler currents against my skin. I kicked hard, propelling myself deeper, feeling the pressure build in my ears, daring myself to go as deep as I could.

Everything around me became a blue blur. Below me was darkness like I'd never seen before. I felt small and vulnerable and utterly alive. Everything in my life suddenly seemed very far away.

Lungs burning, I turned and swam upward toward the shimmering light above, breaking through the surface with a gasp.

Frank was right there, grinning. He slapped the water near me.

"Yeah! Attaboy!"

We whooped together, treading water. I looked around, blinking the seawater from my eyes.

"Holy shit!" I screamed, spinning around to take in the ocean surrounding us. "This is fucking terrifying! Do you realize how deep it is below us right now?"

"Miles!" Frank shouted back gleefully. "An abyss!"

I turned back toward the boat just as Willow climbed onto the side. She stood there, poised, completely naked, her red hair vibrant against the blue sky, her freckled skin pale and glistening with sweat. Sunlight caught the curve of her hip, the swell of her heavy breasts. She hesitated, hugging herself slightly, clearly gathering her nerve.

Frank clapped me on the shoulder, his voice dropping lower.

"You're a lucky man to have a woman like Willow," he said, his voice suddenly serious despite his grin. "Don't blow it, asshole."

"I'm doing my best."

Willow's gaze found mine across the water. Her green eyes were huge.

"You can do it, Willow!" I yelled, my voice cracking slightly. "Come on! I'm right here!"

Her expression firmed. She took a deep breath, pinched her nose like a kid at the public pool, and jumped. For an instant she hung suspended against the sunny sky, then she hit the water with a clean splash.

I waited, scanning the spot where she'd gone under. One second. Two. Three. Just as panic started to set in, Willow burst through the surface a few feet away, gasping and hooting wildly. Her wet hair clung to her face, her skin glowed, and her eyes shone with a mixture of terror and triumph.

In that moment, she was utterly breathtaking.

Willow threw her arms around my neck, and I wrapped mine around her waist, pulling her close. We clung together, treading water, laughing breathlessly.

"Oh my god," she gasped, her voice shaky. "Oh my god, Kenji!"

"You did it!" I grinned, tightening my hold.

The pure joy of the moment surged between us. We kissed again, laughing breathlessly.

"This is amazing," I murmured against her lips.

"It's terrifying," she whispered back, but she was smiling.

We separated slightly, holding hands and leaning back, floating easily on the buoyant saltwater. Tilting our heads back, we stared up at the sky.

"It feels like..." I searched for the words. "Like we're floating between everything. Between the deep water and the high sky. Just... suspended."

"I feel like I might sink any second," Willow confessed, her voice shaky. "But I'm glad you're holding my hand."

I squeezed her hand. A wave of pure happiness washed over me, so potent I had to let it out. I let out a loud whoop of joy that echoed across the water.

Willow laughed and joined in, her shout blending with mine. We turned our heads, looking at each other and sharing a fierce joy.

"I love this so much!" I shouted.

"I love you, too!" Willow blurted out.

The words hung in the still air between us. A look of utter shock washed over Willow's face. My heart hammered against my ribs, a sudden racing beat.

"I mean," Willow stammered, flustered, looking mortified. "I meant... I love this. The ocean, the sky, the feeling. Everything."

I just laughed, a soft, happy sound. I brought her wet hand to my lips and kissed her knuckles.

"Say it back, you moron!" Frank yelled playfully from a few yards away, splashing water in our direction.

I laughed again, ignoring him, and pressed my forehead gently against Willow's. Water dripped from my hair onto her face.

I looked deep into her wide, green eyes, seeing the lingering shock mixed with something else, something hopeful.

"I love you, Willow Jean," I whispered.

Then I kissed her again, slow and deep, the two of us floating naked between the ocean and the sky.
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The bonfire crackled, flames licking at the driftwood. Orange light flickered across our faces. Willow sat beside me on a thick woven blanket, our shoulders occasionally brushing. Rachel and Frank shared another blanket nearby. Above us, the moon hung full and bright. The salty ocean air mixed with the scent of wood smoke and the faint sweetness of cooling sand.

Frank raised his glass bottle of Mexican cola.

"A toast," he announced, his voice warm. "To Jorge and Marisol, culinary wizards. That picnic dinner was divine."

We murmured agreement and tapped our bottles together, the glass making a satisfying clink in the quiet night.

"These bonfire nights are the best," Willow sighed, leaning back on her elbows and gazing into the fire. "Just perfect."

"The company helps," Frank added. "Speaking of which, where's our esteemed leader tonight? Ms. Montclair missing the beach party?"

"Catherina is working," Rachel said quietly. "She has virtual meetings scheduled. We did our exercise session earlier, just talking through ideas for my second piece."

"Ah, the demands of fame. And what about our blonde ambition? Danique seems to have vanished into thin air these past few days. Avoiding us, perhaps?" He shifted his gaze pointedly toward me. "Any idea why Ms. Van der Berg is keeping such a solitary profile, Freybourne?"

I felt Willow tense slightly beside me. I kept my voice neutral.

"Maybe she just needs some focused time. That exercise you gave us, Rachel, it requires concentration. She might be deep into her writing."

Frank made a noncommittal sound. He stretched again, yawning widely.

"Well, speaking of the exercise," he said, changing the subject smoothly. "I need to get cracking on my second piece. That Factual versus True concept? Rachel, it’s powerful stuff. Really made me rethink my approach. Looking at things both ways, dissecting, then finding the deeper resonance."

Willow nodded vigorously.

"Yes, it's the same with me," she said. "I always focused on the feeling, the raw truth, right? But finding the beauty in the Facts, the precise details... it’s a different kind of beauty. Like studying the veins on a leaf instead of just seeing the green."

"Exactly," I agreed. "It adds layers. Seeing the item objectively first made the later, more impressionistic attempt feel earned."

Rachel smiled shyly. The firelight caught the red rising in her cheeks.

"I'm glad it was useful," she said.

"Useful? Honey, it's transformative!" Frank declared. "Might even make my essays readable. Imagine that."

Frank pushed himself to his feet, dusting sand off his linen trousers.

"Right, I'm off to wrestle with the muse," he said. "Or at least outline something True before I forget the difference."

"Good idea," I said, starting to gather myself. "We should probably all head back. It's been a long day. A fantastic day."

Frank and I took turns shoveling water and sand onto the embers, the flames hissing and dying down until only smoke curled into the night air. Willow and Rachel shook out the blankets.

Just as we finished, Frank’s phone buzzed in his pocket. He pulled it out, read the screen, and a wide grin spread across his face.

"Ah! Romance calls!" he announced, tucking the phone away. "Wishing you all a lovely night. Darius is waiting. We're going to masturbate together on video chat."

Willow groaned good-naturedly. "Frank! TMI!"

Frank just laughed, gave a jaunty wave, and jogged off toward the villa, his silhouette quickly swallowed by the darkness beyond the beach.

Willow looped her arm through mine. I offered my other arm to Rachel. She hesitated for just a second, then shyly tucked her hand into the crook of my elbow.

Arm in arm, the three of us started the slow walk back along the soft sand. The villa glowed invitingly ahead. I hummed a few bars of Frank's sea shanty, deliberately flat.

"Lord, you're a terrible singer," Willow teased, bumping her shoulder against mine.

"Just expressing my inner pirate," I retorted.

Back inside the cool, quiet villa, the sounds of the ocean faded away. We stood in the main living area. Willow turned and gave Rachel a warm hug.

"Night, Rachel. Sleep good."

"Goodnight, Willow." Rachel hugged her back.

I stepped forward and hugged Rachel too. She clung tight for a moment, her cheek pressed against my chest, before pulling away quickly.

"Night, Kenji."

"Night, Rachel," I said softly.

Willow took my hand, her fingers lacing through mine, and we started toward the hallway leading to my room.

"Kenji? Willow?"

Rachel’s voice was small, hesitant. We stopped and turned back. Rachel stood twisting the hem of her shirt, avoiding our eyes.

"Can I... can I come with you?"

Willow frowned slightly. "Come with us where, Rachel?"

"To your room?" Rachel’s face flushed a deep crimson. "Are you both going to Kenji's room?"

"Yeah," Willow said slowly.

Rachel took a deep breath, her words barely a whisper.

"May I join you?"

Willow and I exchanged a quick, curious look. What did she mean? Maybe she just felt lonely, didn't want the night to end yet? The intensity of the day, the swim, the shared vulnerability-- it forged bonds quickly.

"Sure," I said easily, offering her my free hand again. "I'd love to hang out with two gorgeous women. Beats being alone."

Willow nodded, squeezing my other hand.

"Yeah, c'mon, Rachel. The more the merrier."

Relief washed over Rachel's face. She took my offered hand and the three of us walked down the hall to my room.

Inside, I flicked on the soft lamp beside the bed. The room felt cozy, intimate.

"Can I get you another drink, Rachel?" I asked. "Water? Or we could sit out on the patio? The moon's moving higher."

"We could play cards?" Willow suggested, picking up the deck from my nightstand. "Gin rummy?"

Rachel stood near the door, shifting her weight. She shook her head slightly.

"No, thank you. I know you two probably want to be alone." Her voice was quiet, strained. "Thank you for letting me come here. I appreciate it. A lot."

She took another breath, gathering herself. She seemed to want to say something. Willow and I waited, giving her space to find her words.

"Today was one of the best days of my life," Rachel began. "The town, the boat, cleaning the ocean, seeing Frank jump in and then you two."

A small smile touched her lips. She looked from me to Willow.

"Since I arrived at this retreat, I've done things I never thought I'd do. Things I only read about, or wrote poems about. It's like stepping out of a bubble. My safe little Beverly Hills bubble. And meeting people. People who are nice to me, even though I'm..." She gestured vaguely, "You know. Quirky. I haven't really had friends before. Not real ones. But here, you all feel like friends. The friends I always wished I had."

Willow moved closer to Rachel, putting a hand gently on her arm.

"We like you too, Rachel. A lot. And we respect your work. Your talk, this exercise? It's amazing."

"Thank you," Rachel whispered. "That means so much. I just want to be honest. With you both."

She looked down at her hands and took a deep breath.

"Remember when we played Two Truths and a Lie? By the fire?"

Willow and I nodded.

"My lie," Rachel continued, her voice barely audible. "It wasn't about my never having a cavity. That was true. I've never had a single one. The lie was... that I'd kissed a boy before."

Her gaze flickered up to meet mine for a split second, then dropped again.

"I've never kissed anyone. Or... or done anything. With a boy. Or a girl. Anyone. But I have feelings. Desires. Needs. Strong ones, inside me, howling to get out."

"I see them in your poems," I said softly. "That passion. Especially after you told me about the chromesthesia, I understood them more. How intense everything must be for you."

"I pour it all in there," Rachel confirmed, nodding. "All the feelings, the desires. But... I want to feel them out here, too. In the real world."

"What do you mean, Rachel?" Willow asked gently. "The real world?"

Rachel couldn't meet our eyes. Her cheeks burned bright red.

"These desires. These sexual needs overwhelm me at times." The words came out in a rush, choked with embarrassment. "And I don't know what to do with them. I tried... I tried watching porn once. But they were strangers. It just felt clinical. Gross. Detached."

She looked up, her eyes pleading. "But if I knew the people... if I liked them... maybe I could connect? Understand it?"

"Rachel, what do you need?" I asked quietly.

Rachel took a shaky breath and chewed on her lip. Gathering herself, Rachel looked at both Willow and me for the first time since we came to my room.

"Could you..." she whispered. "Could you let me stay? With you? Could I just watch? While you... make love?"

The air left the room. Willow and I stared, stunned into silence. Rachel saw the shock on our faces. Panic flared in her eyes.

"Oh god," she stammered, backing toward the door. "I'm sorry. I'm so sorry. That was weird. Forget I said anything. Please. I'll go. I'm so ashamed."

Rachel fled for the door. But before she could turn the knob, Willow rushed forward and caught her hand.

"Rachel, stop."

Willow's voice was firm but kind. She pulled Rachel back gently.

"You have absolutely nothing to be ashamed of. Nothing." She looked Rachel straight in the eye. "Those feelings are normal. Natural. And the fact that you trust us enough, feel safe enough to ask us this? Honestly, Rachel, I feel honored. So, yes. Of course, you can stay. Watch. Do whatever makes you feel comfortable."

I couldn't take my eyes off Willow. This generosity, this empathy. Offering comfort and acceptance to Rachel without hesitation. Everyone knew Rachel was different, vulnerable in a way the rest of us weren't. A wave of warmth washed over me, a deep appreciation for Willow's kindness.

Willow turned to me, her green eyes searching mine.

"Kenji? Are you okay with it?"

I looked at Rachel, saw the hope warring with fear in her expression. But there was more than just that in Rachel's eyes. There was also need... and rising lust.

"Yeah," I said, my dick throbbing. "Yeah, Willow. I'd be happy if Rachel stayed."

A smile broke across Rachel’s face. Willow smiled back, then gently led Rachel over to the bed and sat her down near the pillows against the headboard.

"Just make yourself comfortable," Willow said softly. "Watch as much as you want."

Willow patted the bed and I joined her there. We kissed, Willow's lips on mine, soft and insistent. At first, it was strange knowing Rachel was right there, watching, but as Willow's hands roamed my body, I forgot about everything else. I lost myself in her touch, her taste, the scent of her skin.

Willow pulled back, her breath ragged. She undressed me, her fingers deftly unbuttoning my shirt. I did the same, sliding her dress off her shoulders, revealing her freckled skin and the bikini top underneath.

We took our time stripping each other, our clothes scattered across the floor. Willow's hands were on me again, her fingers wrapping around my cock. I was already hard, and she stroked me slowly, her thumb circling my tip. I groaned, my hips jerking forward.

Willow grinned up at me, then lowered her head, taking me into her mouth. I groaned again, louder this time, my hands tangling in her red hair. I could feel her tongue, wet and warm, sliding along the underside of my cock. She knew just how to please me.

And then I saw Rachel.

She was perched at the edge of the bed, her eyes narrowed, her mouth slightly open. Her hand was under her blouse, massaging her breast. She was watching Willow suck my cock, and she was enjoying it.

The sight of Rachel touching herself while watching us sent a jolt through me. I had never been watched like this before. It was surreal, but so amazingly hot.

I pulled Willow up, kissing her deeply. I could taste myself on her lips. I laid her back on the bed, her red hair fanning out around her. She spread her legs, wrapping them around my torso as I positioned myself at her entrance. I slid into her, feeling her warmth envelop me. Willow moaned, her back arching as I sank into her depths.

To my surprise, Willow held out her hand. Rachel took it, the two women smiling at each other as I began thrusting in and out of Willow's tight pussy. Rachel gripped Willow's hand, her other hand disappearing under her skirt.

Rachel was masturbating, her eyes never leaving us as I fucked Willow. Rachel's eyes locked on mine as I picked up the pace. Staring at Rachel as I pounded Willow was driving me wild.

Willow was feeling the excitement as well. Her hips met mine, our bodies moving in sync. The room was filled with the sound of our breaths, our moans, the wet sound of our bodies coming together. I could feel the pressure building, the pleasure coiling in my gut.

Willow's legs tightened around me as her breathing grew ragged.

"Kenji," she gasped, her eyes locked onto mine. "I'm close. So close."

I thrust harder, deeper, chasing my release. Willow gasped and threw her head back, the cords in her neck straining as she climaxed. I looked up to see Rachel's hand thrumming wildly beneath her skirt as Rachel groaned.

It was all too much. I exploded into Willow's pussy, pumping my hot load deep inside her, my body shuddering with the force of it.

As our breaths slowed, I became aware of Rachel again. She was standing now, her hand no longer under her skirt. She looked at us, her eyes wide and glassy.

"Thank you," she whispered, her voice barely audible.

And then she turned and left the room, closing the door softly behind her. I looked at Willow, confusion swirling in my mind.

"Did we... did we do the right thing?" I asked, my voice hoarse.

Willow cupped my face, her thumb brushing my cheek.

"Yes," she said, her voice soft but firm. "This was a night Rachel needed. A night she'll never forget."

She kissed me, her lips gentle against mine.

"And neither will I."


Chapter 9



“You can have all this.”

I drifted on a boundless ocean, warm water cradling me like a womb. Above, the sky stretched out in perfect blue. Contentment washed over me, the gentle rocking of the waves a soothing rhythm.

Then a shadow fell. A seagull descended, landing squarely on my forehead. Its sharp beak pecked my skull.

Pak! Pak! Pak!

My eyes snapped open. Darkness. My bedroom. The rhythmic sound continued.

Pak! Pak! Pak!

Not a seagull. Someone was tapping on the glass of the French doors. Moonlight backlit a silhouette against the pane.

Willow? Did she forget something when she went back to her room?

I fumbled for my phone on the nightstand. The screen glowed, 4:03 AM.

I swung my legs out of bed, my bare feet cool on the tile floor. I padded towards the doors and pulled them open. A warm breeze blew in, scented with a familiar perfume.

Before I could utter a word, the visitor launched herself at me, arms clamping around my neck, pressing her face into me. Hot lips kissed my neck, wet and urgent.

This wasn't Willow.

"Dani?"

She pulled back slightly, her blonde hair framing around her face, eyes wide and bright even in the dim light.

"Enough is enough," she breathed, her voice thick. "Stop playing hard to get, Kenji. I'm here, I'm ready. Just fuck me. Fuck me now."

She grabbed my hand, trying to pull me towards the bed. Her grip was surprisingly strong. She wore only a thin silk bathrobe, loosely tied. As she tugged, the robe gaped open, revealing smooth, tanned skin. She was completely naked underneath the robe.

Danique reached for my face, trying to kiss me, her mouth seeking mine clumsily. Her other hand fumbled at the waistband of my boxers.

"Come on," she urged, stumbling slightly. "Let's do this. Right now."

Her words were clear, even through the slur of alcohol. Danique's eyes were narrowed with a mixture of lust and the boldness that came with being drunk.

"I wasn't joking earlier, you know," she continued, her voice low and thick with lust. "I love anal sex. Especially with a well-hung guy like you, Kenji. I want you to fuck me like that. Hard. Fill my ass up and stretch me out until I scream. Fuck my anal cunt until I scream, pump your cum into my guts while I scream your name."

Her words shocked me, but I felt a rush of excitement. I knew I should say something, respond in some way, but my brain struggled to form a coherent sentence. Danique's hand was still tugging at my boxers, her other arm wrapped around my waist, pulling me closer.

"I've been wanting this for too long, Kenji," she murmured, her hot breath fanning my neck. "I know you want it too. Sucking your dick was just the start, just a taste. You can cut the bullshit now, baby. Stop the games and the hesitation. We both want this."

Her fingers found the sensitive skin of my ballsack. She fondled me there as she spoke, her touch sending shivers through me. I could feel my resistance wavering as my cock hardened.

"Dani," I managed to say, my voice hoarse. "You're too⁠—"

Danique silenced me with a fierce kiss, her tongue seeking mine. She tasted of tequila and chocolates. Any further protest died on my lips as I surrendered to her insistent mouth and the desire that had been smoldering between us.

"Fuck my ass," she murmured. "Fuck me hard, Kenji. Make me cum. Make me scream. I know you can."

This isn't right. She's drunk.

I pulled away from Danique and caught her wrists, gently but firmly stopping her advance. Her skin felt hot and feverish.

"Whoa, Dani," I tried for a light tone. "I think you need coffee more than anal."

It was the wrong thing to say. Her face crumpled for a second, then hardened. She wrenched her hands free and dropped to her knees before I could react. She pushed her face against my groin, her breath hot through the thin cotton of my boxers. Her hands clawed at the elastic band, trying to pull them down.

"Dani, stop."

I kneeled on the floor, facing her, keeping her hands away from my boxers. Her hair fell across her face, strands sticking to her damp cheeks.

"How much have you had to drink?" I asked.

She looked up, her blue eyes unfocused.

"Half a bottle? Maybe more? Tequila." She giggled, a short, sharp sound. "Don't usually drink that much. It is your fault."

"My fault?"

"Yeah." She swayed slightly, reaching out to brace herself against my knee. "Your fault. All day, I've been thinking and thinking and thinking. Wondering why? Why did Kenji say no? He's slept with Cathy. Slept with Willow. He's not gay, right? He loved it when I sucked his dick. So it makes no sense. Kenji wants them... but doesn't want me?"

"Dani--"

"Men don't turn me down, Kenji. I turn them down."

Danique was getting overwrought. I kept quiet, letting her get out whatever was distressing her. I'd learned long ago that it was best to let drunks just keep talking shit instead of trying to silence them.

Danique paused, gathering her thoughts.

"It was so upsetting. Rejected? Me? I needed a drink so I grabbed tequila from the bar in the kitchen. Didn't bother with the fucking glass, just gulped straight from the bottle like some soutpiele. Ek gee fokkol om!"

I frowned at the guttural words. I was pretty sure Danique was swearing in Afrikaans. She gestured vaguely towards my French doors, a savage grin on her face.

"I watched you, you know? All of you sitting around the bonfire last night. You. Willow. Frank. Sweet young Rachel." Her expression soured. "I wanted to come out and be with my friends, my fellow writers. But I couldn't. Couldn't stand seeing you lovey-dovey smooching Willow. Knowing you said no. To me."

A slow, triumphant smile spread across her face, making her look momentarily clear-headed, almost predatory.

"And then it hit me." She leaned closer, her breath thick with alcohol. "I figured it out."

"Figured what out?"

"Why you turned me down." Her smile widened. "You're intimidated."

"Intimidated?"

"Yes!" she said, nodding vigorously as her gaze swept over me, assessing me. "That's it, isn't it? You were scared of me, scared of my looks. Scared I was too much for you."

I almost laughed. Her drunken logic was astounding.

"Dani, that's not--"

She placed a finger firmly on my lips, hushing me.

"Shhh. It's okay. I get it." Her voice became conspiratorial. "Of course, you'd sleep with Catherina. Older woman. Successful. The one who brought you here. Total fantasy fulfillment for a younger guy, right? The accomplished older woman taking a special interest. I can practically hear Frank making some joke about Mrs. Robinson and The Graduate. It's the kind of greasy scenario that populates the thoughts of pubescent boys everywhere. I understand what that means to guys, even if she is past her prime. That's part of the appeal, the desperate older woman desperate for young cock, desperate to feel young again. I fucking get it. Plus, the opportunity she represents for you. Professionally, at least."

My amusement started to curdle into irritation.

"And Willow," Danique continued, her tone dismissive. "Well, she's so very attainable, isn't she? Totally in your league. Easy, no pressure, no need to worry if you're good enough for her. Total confidence in your level compared to hers. No worries about getting her into your bed, right? Enjoying that sweet West Virginia country pussy? How very proletarian."

I listened to her ramble, the alcohol-fueled snark stripping away the charming facade, revealing something sharp and unkind beneath.

Danique's obsession with her appearance, her need to measure herself against other women and diminish them was disturbing. The more she spewed, the more Danique's physical perfection seemed less compelling, overshadowed by the pettiness spilling out of her.

Danique reached up, taking my face between her warm palms. Her eyes searched mine, surprisingly earnest despite the drunkenness.

"It's okay, Kenji. You don't have to worry. You don't have to deny yourself anymore." Her voice softened. "You are good enough for me. You can have all this, I promise. I want you. So much. Congrats, baby."

She leaned in, her lips brushing my cheek.

"Stop thinking I'm out of your league. Just fuck me now. Get that fat cock out and put it up my ass. I want you balls deep inside me, baby. I know you want that too."

A strange coldness settled in my chest as Danique continued her obscene promises. Looking at her, naked and pleading, I felt nothing resembling desire. Only a weary sort of pity, mixed with distaste.

I stood up slowly, gently disentangling myself, and helped her to her feet. She swayed, leaning heavily against me, her skin radiating heat.

"We've got the entire rest of the retreat, Kenji," she murmured against my neck, her hands sliding down my back to cup my ass. "This is going to be amazing. Everything you imagined. You have been imagining it, right? Fantasizing? Thinking of me even when you were fucking them?"

She giggled again, a breathy, unpleasant sound.

"Well, no more fantasy. You get the real thing now."

She reached for me, but I stepped away and bent down, picking up her discarded bathrobe from the floor. I held it open for her.

"What are you doing?" she asked, confused.

"Not here," I said, keeping my voice even. "Not in this bed. Willow and I were just... I'll take you back to your room."

Her eyes lit up immediately.

"Ooh, my room! Yes! I'd love to break my bed with you." She eagerly slipped her arms into the robe, fumbling with the tie. "Lead the way."

I opened my front door, the one leading into the villa's main hallway. As I stepped aside to let her pass, she reached for me again, lost her balance, and pitched forward, slamming hard against the opposite wall with a loud thud.

"Oof!" She slid down the wall slightly before catching herself, then erupted into loud laughter. "Whoops! Never could hold my liquor!"

Down the hall, a door creaked open. Frank peered out, blinking owlishly, his hair sleep-rumpled. He wore pale pink silk pajamas.

"Everything alright out here?" he asked.

"Kenji's taking me to my room!" Danique beamed at Frank. "We're gonna screw! I want him to bury his cock in my ass!"

Frank's gaze flickered from Danique's flushed face to mine. His expression shifted from sleepy confusion to wry understanding in an instant. He gave a small nod.

"Okay, kids. Have fun. Use condoms. Lube's always a good idea. G'night."

Frank retreated back into his room, closing the door quietly as Danique giggled wildly.

I helped Danique straighten up. She looped an arm around my neck, clinging to me as I steered her down the silent hallway. We entered the cavernous main living area, dark except for the moonlight filtering through the massive windows overlooking the outdoor dining area and the sea beyond.

We started up the staircase. Danique didn't let go, peppering my neck with sloppy kisses, her free hand roaming over my lower back and ass. She whispered crude promises about what she wanted to do to me once we got to her room.

At the top of the stairs, she stopped abruptly at her door.

"Wait." She looked up at me, attempting a seductive pout. "Carry me. Like a bride. Over the threshold."

She let her body go limp, sagging against me. To avoid her slumping onto the floor, I scooped her up. Danique was almost as tall as me, and carrying her dead weight was a struggle. My arms strained as she wrapped her arms around my neck. For a fleeting second, I pictured carrying tiny, compact Rachel.

That would be easy.

Danique giggled and clamped her arms tighter around my neck as I maneuvered her through the doorway and towards the large bed dominating the room. The duvet had already been pulled back. I laid Danique down gently on the cool, smooth silk sheets.

Instantly, she reached for me, trying to pull me down on top of her, simultaneously fumbling with the knot of her robe. It slithered open, revealing Danique's perfect model body.

"Come here, babe." She put my hand on her breast. "I'm so fucking horny right now."

I gently disentangled her hands and sat on the edge of the bed beside her. The scent of tequila and Seta Gialla perfume was overwhelming.

"Dani, you should get some rest. We have Rachel's exercise tomorrow, remember?"

"To hell with the exercise," she muttered, grabbing for my shirt. "Fuck me."

"Dani, no." I held her hand down on the bed. "It's not going to happen."

Danique froze, her hands suddenly clenching into fists. Her eyes, bleary and unfocused with alcohol, suddenly sharpened.

"Why? Why not?"

"Because you're drunk," I said, keeping my voice low and calm.

She scoffed, pushing herself up on her elbows. I tried to ignore the way her tits swayed with her movement.

"So what if I've been drinking? I'm lucid enough for sex. More than lucid."

"I disagree," I said. "But that's not the only reason."

"What other reason could there possibly be?" she demanded, her voice rising, laced with disbelief.

I looked at her, at the beautiful face marred by petulance and alcohol, at the perfect body offered so carelessly.

"Because right now, Dani," I said, choosing my words carefully, "you're not very attractive."

She blinked, as if I'd slapped her. I continued, saying the things I'd been thinking since I'd taken Danique back to her room.

"You want me to have sex with you? No, you demand that I have sex with you? You think if you flash your tits and spread your legs, I'll just give you what you want? Like every other guy, right?"

"Am I wrong?" she asked. "Tell the truth."

"The truth is that you are drunk and entitled and crude. Saying cruel things about Catherina, about Willow. Even Rachel. These are your friends. Your fellow writers. The things coming out of your mouth? It makes you look..." I hesitated, then finished. "Ugly. Right now, in this moment, you look ugly to me, Dani."

Danique went utterly still. The color drained from her face, leaving it pale and tight. Her lips compressed into a thin, bloodless line. Her perfect breasts rose and fell rapidly as her breathing grew ragged. A deep crease appeared between her eyebrows, a wrinkle on her face that I had never seen before.

When Danique finally spoke, her voice was devoid of warmth, each word like spitting out chips of ice.

"There's a folder. On the desk." She pointed a trembling finger towards the writing desk near the window. "My exercise for tomorrow. Take it and get the fuck out of my room."

Her eyes bored into mine, cold and furious. I said nothing. I stood, walked over to the desk, and picked up the plain manila folder lying there. I turned and headed for the door, sensing her glare following me every step of the way.

At the door, I paused, my hand on the knob.

"Good night, Dani," I said quietly. "I hope you sleep well."

"GET THE FUCK OUT!" she screamed, the sound raw and startlingly loud in the quiet room.

I exited, pulling the door shut gently behind me. The click of the latch echoed in the silent villa.

I retraced my steps back to my room. In the dim light, my gaze fell on the floor outside my door. Sitting there was a box of condoms and a bottle of personal lubricant.

A reluctant grin tugged at my lips despite the tension coiling in my gut.

Thanks, Frank.

I shook my head, scooped up the items, and went back into my room. I set Frank's thoughtful, if misplaced, offerings on my writing desk.

I let out a slow breath and sank onto the edge of my bed. Tomorrow's writing session with Danique was going to be a minefield. She wasn't used to being denied anything, least of all by a man she wanted. Rejection, especially coupled with being called ugly, even qualified with "right now, in this moment" would likely send her into an emotional tailspin.

Maybe I had gone too far? Maybe I had lost my cool after the things she said about Cathy and Willow? I ran a hand through my hair and grimaced. There was nothing I could do about it now.

Sleep. I need sleep.

But Danique's folder lay on the desk, drawing me in. Curiosity gnawed at me. I shrugged, figuring I'd take a quick peek before bed.

I picked up the folder and opened it. Inside were five sheets of paper covered in dense, single-spaced paragraphs. No wide margins, no large font. Just solid blocks of text.

Bracing myself for more snarky observations or maybe a venomous piece disguised as fiction, I started reading the first page.

"What the fuck," I mumbled under my breath after the first few paragraphs.

This wasn't what I expected. Not at all. It was the kind of writing I never would have expected from Danique. It was hard to believe she had written this.

Stunned, I forced myself back to the beginning, reading it again, slower this time, making sure I wasn't misinterpreting it in my sleep-deprived state.

Then I read it a third time.

When I finally looked up, the first pale streaks of dawn painted the horizon pink and orange. I stared out the French doors, seeing only my startled reflection superimposed on the emerging day. The pages felt heavy in my hand.

"What the fuck," I whispered again, looking down at the words Danique had given me.


Chapter 10



“What's left when the looks fade?”

The electric whine of the golf cart motor rang through my ears. I kept my eyes on the sandy track ahead, sunlight dappling through the palm fronds overhead.

Beside me, Danique sat stiffly, hands folded in the lap of a flowery sundress that fell below her knees. It was a far cry from her usual uniform of barely-there bikinis and wispy sarongs.

Her blonde hair streamed back in the humid breeze, catching the light. Perfect makeup, as always. She looked fresh, rested, and impossibly beautiful, showing no trace of the drunken mess from the previous night.

But for all that, I had never seen her this quiet, this contained. A stillness radiated from her. We hadn't exchanged more than a dozen words since meeting up after breakfast for the final part of Rachel's writing exercise.

She avoided my gaze as I drove, staring straight ahead. I could feel Danique forcefully shutting me out. Was it anger still simmering from my calling her ugly? Or shame from her behavior, the cruel words she’d drunkenly flung at me?

I didn't know. I didn't regret setting the boundary, telling her the truth about how her words landed. But maybe the delivery lacked finesse. Maybe calling her ugly... maybe that crossed a line.

I steered the cart off the main path onto the narrower trail leading toward the mangroves. The tires crunched over fallen leaves and twigs. I pulled up near the familiar cluster of dense green growth.

Before the cart even stopped rolling, Danique hopped out. Without a word, without waiting, she turned and pushed through the first screen of foliage, disappearing into the shade.

I sighed, cut the motor, and grabbed the heavy canvas duffel bag from the back seat. I jogged to catch up, following the faint trail she left.

The air grew heavy with the smell of damp earth and salt water. We passed the edge of the larger lagoon where the flamingos congregated. Their raucous squawks bounced through the trees, flashes of pink visible through the gaps in the leaves as they stalked through the shallows.

I moved ahead of Danique, parting the low-hanging branches and tangles of vines, holding them back so she could pass without snagging her dress. She said nothing, just slipped through the openings I made.

We emerged into the small secluded lagoon we’d visited before. Sunlight pierced the dense canopy in shafts of light, scattering across the surface of the still, clear water. The mangrove trees formed a living wall around the clearing, blocking out the rest of the world. It felt serene, untouched.

I dropped the duffel bag near the water's edge. I pulled out the folded blanket and handed it to Danique. She took it, shook it out with a snap of fabric, and spread it carefully over a patch of dry sand and soft grass. Marisol had packed us sandwiches, fruit, and cold bottles of water. Towels were tucked inside, along with Danique’s ever-present makeup bag and tube of sunscreen.

We sat on the blanket, side by side but miles apart. The silence stretched, filled only by the buzz of unseen insects and the gentle lap of water against the sandy bank. We both watched the light play on the lagoon’s surface.

Minutes passed. Finally, I cleared my throat.

"So," I began, keeping my voice low. "Should I go first, or do you want to start?"

Danique shifted, pulling her knees up slightly under her dress.

"I'll go," she said.

Her voice was flat, devoid of its usual teasing lilt. She reached into the duffel bag and pulled out the pages of my flamingo essay. I saw she’d covered the margins with notes in her neat, loopy handwriting. Several lines were underlined in blue ink. She'd definitely spent time with it.

Danique smoothed the papers on the blanket between us.

"I thought it was strong," she said, her gaze fixed on the pages, not me. "Insightful. Pretty much what I've come to expect from your writing."

She paused, took a breath, and launched into her analysis. The words came out evenly, without inflection, almost like she was reading a prepared statement.

"You start with the obvious, the almost kitschy appeal of the flamingo, the plastic lawn ornaments, the Vegas hotels. But you didn't stay there. You explored how they get that color, how they're born gray and drab, and only turn pink from the brine shrimp and algae they eat. It’s a solid metaphor, isn't it? How we, as writers, absorb our surroundings, our experiences, and that becomes the 'color' in our work. We aren't born with it, we ingest it."

She tapped a paragraph with a perfectly manicured fingernail.

"And then you shifted. You went beyond the aesthetic, the surface beauty, into something more visceral. How harsh their environment is, the salt flats, the caustic water. You wrote about their resilience, their adaptation. How something so delicate-looking survives in such a tough place. It became less about the symbol and more about the creature itself. And then at the end, you return to the flamingo chick, drab as the mud around it, waiting for its plumage to grow in."

She gathered the papers and handed them to me. Her fingers brushed mine for a fraction of a second. A tiny spark quickly extinguished.

"It was a moving piece. You should be proud of it."

"Thank you," I said, taking the pages. "I appreciate the feedback. I'll look these over carefully."

She nodded curtly, still not meeting my eyes.

"Okay. My turn, I guess." A humorless smile touched her lips. "I'm sure you have a lot to say. Especially after last night."

The bitterness was back, coating the words. Danique folded her hands back in her lap, her spine straight, bracing herself. Waiting for the hit.

"I do have a lot to say," I admitted.

Her jaw tightened almost imperceptibly. A tiny muscle pulsed near her temple.

I reached into the duffel bag and pulled out the five pages she’d given me last night. The ones that had kept me up until dawn. I held them, feeling the solidity of the words, the stark honesty packed into those dense paragraphs.

"These pages," I started slowly, choosing my words with care. "These are not like anything else you've written. Not like the opening chapters from your memoir, not like the exercises we've done before."

Her eyes finally flickered towards mine, wary.

"Is that good or bad?"

"It's good, Dani."

I looked directly at her, willing her to meet my gaze. She did, for a moment, her blue eyes clouded with uncertainty.

"It's really good." I held up the pages. "No, better than good. It's fantastic. Honestly, it's one of the best things I've read in a very long time."

Her brow furrowed slightly, confusion finally replacing the defensiveness in her expression.

"You took the prompt, the conch shell," I continued, leaning forward slightly, "and you did exactly what Rachel asked. You observed it. Closely. You didn't just describe it, you dissected its beauty. The whorls, the curves, the impossible architecture of it. You talked about the nacre, that pearlescent lining, how it catches the light. You wrote about the evolutionary pressures that shaped it, the mathematics hidden in its spiral. It was elegant, precise. You captured the objective beauty of the thing perfectly."

I paused, letting the words sink in. She remained still, watching me, listening intently now.

"But that wasn't the part that stunned me. That was good writing, smart analysis. What really got me was the second half." I tapped the latter pages. "You talked about that same beauty, the very thing you'd just described so eloquently, and you showed how it became the conch's downfall. How its captivating shell made it a coveted object, a target. How humans hunt it, dig out the meat inside, then polish the shell to sell to tourists. How the thing that makes it beautiful is the very thing that makes it vulnerable and puts it in danger."

I looked right at her. Danique sat perfectly still, her face slightly turned away from me, her eyes fixed on the waters of the lagoon.

"You wrote about beauty as a liability," I said quietly. "And that part... that was powerful. Powerful and incredibly moving."

I set the papers down near her hand.

"Thanks for writing it, Dani. And thank you for letting me read it."

Danique drew her legs up to her chest, resting her chin on her knees. We sat in silence, listening to the distant squawking of the flamingos and the rustle of wind through the mangrove trees.

"You can say it," Danique murmured.

"Say it?"

"Beauty as a liability. You're a smart boy, Kenji. You know about subtext."

I let out a slow breath. Again, I reminded myself to stop underestimating Danique.

"The subtext seems obvious," I admitted. "I didn't think it needed mentioning. The beauty of the conch shell ironically making it a target for humans. You relate it to your own life. This is not only Factual for you. It's also True."

"It wasn't intentional," she said. "I wasn't trying to be some fucking navel-gazing precious bitch. I didn't even realize I was writing about myself until I'd finished the goddamn thing."

"I think it's the most honest thing I've read from you," I said. "Maybe the only honest thing I've read from you."

Danique snorted and shook her head.

"You're a prick, you know that?" she said.

"I know," I replied. "Willow has reminded me of that several times now. It's a character flaw. Makes me interesting."

I took out two bottles of water from the duffel bag. I opened one and handed it to Danique. We sat there and drank our water and didn't speak for a long time.

"Catherina told me I was one of the few people to tell her the truth about her writing," I finally said. "She's surrounded by sycophants who just want her to keep writing best sellers and making television series."

"The truth about her writing? What truth is that?"

"That's between me and Catherina."

"Fine. Keep it to yourself. So what's that got to do with me, then?"

"Just that you also know what it's like to be coddled. To be pandered to by people who want something from you. People who tell you pretty lies to make you happy, to make you like them. I think you hate being treated this way. But I also think you love it, that you need it."

"You've known me for twelve days and you've got me all figured out?"

"Beauty as a liability," I said. "Like you mentioned, I know how to read subtext. After last night, I can't help but think about your shell, Dani. Your beauty protects you. But it also makes you a target."

"Are all novelists amateur psychologists?" she asked sarcastically.

"Am I wrong?" I asked, echoing one of her favorite phrases.

Danique didn't reply. I waited, giving her time to find her words.

"Am I wrong?" I asked again, softly.

Danique finally turned her head, her gaze sliding past me to the still water.

"No," she whispered. "You're not wrong."

She hugged her knees tighter. In the distance, I could hear the cries of seagulls over the nearby beach.

"My mother was Miss South Africa," Danique continued. "A real beauty queen back in the day. She was just 23 when she married my father. Old money, big industrialist. They moved to London, then Paris, then New York. He gave her everything she ever wanted, except maybe... I don't know. Attention?"

She shrugged, a small, dismissive gesture.

"From the time I was a little girl," Danique went on, her voice low and even, "my mother told me I was special. Better than the other little girls. Better because we had money. Better because we were Van der Bergs. But mostly? Mostly because I was pretty. She honestly believed that beauty was a woman's ultimate currency. The only real currency. She'd brush my hair for hours. Tell me stories about how men would fall at her feet. How doors opened for beautiful women. How the world bent to their will."

Danique picked at a loose thread on her sundress. She took a sip of her water and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand.

"I remember this one time, maybe I was seven? Eight? Private school on the Upper East Side. There was this girl, Sarah. Plain little thing. Brown hair, braces. Sarah had this pencil case. It was so pretty, pink and covered in glittery unicorns. I wanted that case more than anything. So, I took it from her desk when she went to the bathroom."

Danique paused, looking out over the lagoon again.

"Sarah came back, saw it was gone, saw me holding it. She started crying. Then she yanked my hair. Hard. I screamed, dropped the stupid pencil case, and started bawling too. Teacher came over, Sarah blubbered about me stealing, I wailed about my hair being pulled. The teacher, Ms. Evans, she scolded me for taking the pencil case."

"When I got home and told my mother what happened, she didn't comfort me. Not really. She smoothed my hair and told me Ms. Evans was an idiot. She told me to ignore the teacher, go straight to Principal Thompson's office the next morning, and demand that Sarah be punished for assault."

Danique let out a dry little laugh.

"Assault. I was eight. Anyway, I asked her why Principal Thompson would believe me. Ms. Evans saw me take the pencil case. My mother just smiled this cool little smile and said, 'Because you, Danique, are a very pretty girl. And Sarah is not. That little girl is not your equal. Never forget that.'"

She shook her head slowly, lost in the memory.

"And you know what? Mother was right. Principal Thompson listened to my story, patted my head, told me what lovely manners I had, and gave Sarah detention for a week. He took my side. Just like my mother said he would." She looked at me then, a challenge in her eyes. "So tell me I'm wrong about beauty being power."

"Your mother sounds like she has a warped view of the world."

"Warped? Maybe. But life keeps proving her right, doesn't it? I'm not stupid, Kenji. I know why my blog took off. I know why editors took my calls. I know why I got the book deal for 'Blonde Girl Tripping'. It wasn't just the writing, okay? It was the complete package. The money, the connections, sure. But mostly... all this." She gestured towards herself, her face. "You understand?"

"Yes."

"I've floated through life," she said lightly. "People open doors. People give me things. People forgive me for shit they'd crucify anyone else for."

"They do the same for Catherina."

"Men fall all over Catherina, yes, but she's earned her success, her fame. Mine? It's always felt borrowed. Based on something I didn't earn. Something I was just born with." She sighed. "Men especially. It didn't take long to figure out what they wanted. How that look in their eyes could be useful. How to turn their desire into something I could gain from."

"You're more than that, Dani," I said quietly. "You're more than just your looks."

Her expression softened, becoming almost sad.

"Catherina says you're honest, Kenji. Brutally honest, sometimes." She met my gaze directly. "So, be honest now. My blog, the book deal, all that. Take away the face, the body, the Van der Berg name. Would any of it have happened?"

I opened my mouth to argue, but the words caught in my throat. Could I say that with certainty? Her brand was built around being the "blonde girl tripping". Her image was inseparable from her success.

I hesitated. Danique watched my face, her expression unchanging. She didn't need me to answer. My silence was enough. She gave a small, sharp nod.

"Exactly."

She looked down at her hands again.

"The clock's ticking, you know? This," she touched her cheek, "doesn't last forever. Wrinkles happen. Gravity wins. And then what? What's left when the looks fade? When I'm just some slightly less rich, slightly less connected, middle-aged woman who used to be pretty?"

The fear in her voice was raw, undisguised. There was nothing of her usual persona to hide behind.

"Your writing is what's left," I said.

I leaned forward, picking up the pages she'd written.

"This is what's left, Dani. This has nothing to do with how you look. The power in these words, the honesty, the insight? That came from you. From your mind, your heart. Not from your cheekbones or your hair color." I tapped the pages again. "This is real. This is yours. And unlike beauty, this is something time makes better, not worse."

She stared at the pages in my hand, then slowly lifted her eyes to meet mine. She reached out, not for the pages, but for me. Her hand gently cupped my cheek. Then she leaned in and pressed a soft kiss to my forehead.

"I'm sorry, Kenji," she whispered, her breath warm against my skin. "For last night. For how I acted. The things I said."

She pulled back slightly, though her hand remained on my face. Her gaze dropped.

"It sounds pathetic, but I'm used to being the one guys want. The most beautiful woman in the room. Seeing you with Catherina first and then Willow... it threw me. I panicked. Like, suddenly I wasn't enough." She trailed off, searching for the word. "I couldn't stand that feeling. So I went after you. Tried to win. Like it was some kind of competition."

I managed a small smile.

"It did feel a little like you were trying to turn me into your personal conquest. Another notch on your bedpost."

"I've never had a man turn me down like that. When you refused me, it just amplified everything. The fear, the insecurity." Her voice dropped lower. "I'm so ashamed of what I said. About Catherina. And Willow. And Rachel. I was drunk but please, Kenji. Please don't ever tell them."

"I won't," I promised. "It stays between us."

Relief washed over her face. She leaned in again, kissing the same spot on my forehead, lingering this time, her lips soft, her body close. The scent of her expensive perfume mixed with the damp, earthy smell of the mangroves.

"I still want you," she murmured against my skin. "Maybe more now than before."

I pulled back just enough to look into her eyes.

"Want me?" I teased. "Or want a conquest? Something to soothe your wounded pride?"

Hurt flickered in her eyes, quickly followed by determination.

"I want you, Kenji. The man. The writer. The guy who drinks too much Mexican cola and calls me out on my bullshit."

She leaned forward again, her lips aiming for mine. Gently, I placed my fingers against her mouth, stopping her.

Fear and confusion clouded her expression. I saw the familiar defenses start to rise. I kept my touch light, tracing the outline of her lips with my thumb.

"I want you too, Dani," I said softly. "But I want the Danique who wrote those pages. The real one. Not the cover girl."

Her breath hitched. She watched me, uncertain, vulnerable.

I reached into the duffel bag beside us. Her eyes followed my hand, puzzled, as I pulled out her expensive-looking makeup bag. Zipping it open, I took out the small packet of makeup removal wipes. Her eyes widened slightly as she understood.

Slowly, carefully, I brought the wipe to her face. I started with her eyes, gently stroking downwards, dissolving the perfect lines of black eyeliner, wiping away the layers of mascara that made her lashes look impossibly long and thick. Dark smudges stained the white wipe. I got a fresh wipe and I moved to her cheeks, erasing the subtle pink blush that gave her a perpetual glow. Finally, I wiped away the coral-colored lipstick, leaving her lips pale and soft. I used another wipe to catch the remaining traces, moving with deliberate tenderness across her forehead, her nose, her chin.

Danique closed her eyes during part of it, then opened them again, watching me with unnerving stillness. When I finished, I tossed the used wipes aside.

Danique's face, stripped bare, was different. The flawless mask was gone, revealing faint freckles across the bridge of her nose, a tiny scar near her eyebrow I'd never noticed, the almost invisible network of lines around her eyes that spoke of laughter and late nights. The manufactured perfection was replaced by something authentic, something human.

She was still beautiful, breathtakingly so, but it was a different kind of beauty now. Less polished, more raw. More real.

"There you are," I whispered.

A fragile smile touched her bare lips. I leaned in and kissed her. She returned my kiss, her mouth opening and drawing me in.

"Still want this?" I whispered.

"Yes."

I laid Danique down on the blanket, her blonde hair fanning out around her like a halo. My hands found the ties of her sundress, pulling them loose. I kissed her neck, her collarbone, then moved lower, kissing her breast, feeling her nipple harden under my tongue. She arched into me, a soft moan escaping her lips.

I moved lower still, my hands sliding up her thighs, pushing her skirt up. She lifted her hips, helping me. I pulled aside her panties, revealing her smooth, glistening slit.

I leaned in, inhaling her scent before my tongue darted out, licking her from bottom to top. She gasped, her hands clutching the blanket. I circled her clit, feeling her grow more swollen, more wet. I slid two fingers inside her, curling them upwards, working her as she bucked against me, crying out as she hit her climax.

Danique pulled me up to her face, kissing me hard, licking her juices from my chin. She started talking, her voice low and rough.

"I want you to pound my anal cunt with that fat cock, Kenji. I want you to fuck me like the little slut I am--"

I stopped, pulling back.

"Danique," I said, my voice firm. "You're playing a role again."

She looked at me, her blue eyes wide. Then she sighed, her body relaxing beneath me.

"You're right," she whispered. "I'm not used to this kind of thing."

"Not used to... what do you mean?"

"I'm not as sexually experienced as I pretend to be," she admitted in a small voice.

"But your blog. All the casual sex..."

"I made most of it up. I wanted to sound interesting. Worldly."

I stared at her for a moment, then smiled and kissed those full lips.

"You don't need to pretend with me, Dani."

"I know."

She undressed me slowly, her eyes greedily drinking in the sight of my hard cock. I positioned myself between her spread legs, pushing into her gently. Her pussy was slick and tight. She moaned, her body arching to meet mine.

I began to thrust in and out, slowly at first, then with growing urgency. Dani's soft moans filled my ears, spurring me on. I could feel her body responding to mine, her hips rising to meet my movements. Her hands ran over my back, her nails gently raking my skin.

"Kenji," she said, her voice shaky. "I wasn't pretending about one thing. I... I love anal. I want you to fuck my ass."

"You sure?" I panted.

"I can handle your size," she assured me. "I want it."

"Okay."

I pulled out of her, my cock soaking wet. I added my spit, making it even slicker. Then, going slowly, I leveled my cockhead against her and pushed into her anus. Danique gasped as her tight ring resisted, her body tensing for a moment before finally relaxing, letting me into her pillowy depths. I moved carefully, letting her adjust to me.

Danique spread her legs even wider as I fucked her ass, my pace increasing as she moaned and pushed back against me. The wet sounds of my cock plunging in and out of her asshole mixed with the meaty slap of flesh as I pounded into her. Danique's eyes rolled back in her head as her whole body shook with the force of our fucking.

Suddenly, Danique let out a guttural scream, her ass clamping down on my cock. Hot liquid spurted out of her, squirting all over my lower belly and cock. I was shocked, shocked and turned on beyond belief. I instantly exploded inside her, flooding her ass with my hot load as she continued to squirt against me.

Exhausted and emptied, I collapsed on top of her, my cock still sheathed in her ass. Danique laughed breathlessly, looking up at me with wild eyes.

"I should have warned you," she said, grinning. "The look on your face when I started squirting!"

I laughed too, shaking my head.

"Never had that before," I said. "I loved it. Just don't make Marisol clean the towel."

Danique's body was flushed, her eyes bright. She tapped my shoulder.

"I need to cool off after that," she said.

"Me too."

I rolled off her, my cock slipping from her gaped asshole. Cum drooled down her thighs. I got up and pulled Danique to her feet. Her legs were still wobbly, so I carried her into the clear waters of the lagoon, submerging us both. When we rose again, I held her close.

"Am I still ugly to you?" she asked me.

"You've never looked more beautiful."

Danique wrapped her arms around me, her body pressed against mine.

"I've never felt more beautiful," she sighed.


Chapter 11



“Quieter inside.”

The golf cart hummed quietly as I parked it under the palm trees near the villa entrance. I switched off the ignition, plunging us into near silence broken only by the rhythmic wash of waves on the nearby shore.

Danique slid out of the passenger seat, her movements fluid even after the hours we spent fucking wildly at the secluded lagoon.

Inside the villa's main living area, the low lighting cast dim shadows. The cool tile felt good under my bare feet. Danique turned towards me, her face still scrubbed clean of makeup, her blue eyes luminous. She reached up, her hands finding my shoulders, and pulled me closer.

The kiss was different from the desperate, almost frantic kisses we'd shared earlier. This was softer, slower, full of a quiet warmth. It held the memory of the afternoon, the vulnerability, the surprising honesty.

"Thank you," she murmured. "For being my writing partner. And everything else."

"This was a lovely day," I said. "I'm glad I spent it with you."

"We still have eighteen days left here, Kenji. We should make the most of it."

I hesitated, choosing my words carefully.

"Dani, I want to spend time with you. But I won't stop seeing Catherina. Or Willow."

She didn't flinch. She just nodded again, her expression serious.

"I know. That's not what this is about." She stepped closer again, her hands resting lightly on my chest. "I just want to be the person I was with you today. The real me. I liked her, I want to be her more often. And I think... I think being with you helps."

Her eyes searched mine as she held my hand tightly.

"Just make some time for me too, okay?" she asked.

"I will. I promise."

She smiled, a genuine, radiant expression that lit up her face. She leaned in and kissed me again, a quick, sweet press of lips.

"Goodnight, Freybourne."

"Night, Dani."

She turned and headed towards the staircase leading to the upper bedrooms. I watched her go, a mix of feelings swirling inside me. After today, Danique was like a new person to me, a woman who I was only just beginning to know. Eighteen more days didn't seem like enough time.

I turned and walked down the cool tiled hallway toward my room. I was tired. I'd spent the whole day with Danique. After our talk, we spent the rest of the time having sex and swimming and having sex again. Despite not being as promiscuous as she pretended, Danique was a whirlwind when it came to fucking.

A shower and an early night are what I need.

I pushed open my door and flipped the light switch. The sudden brightness made me blink.

Then I saw her.

Rachel sat slumped in the chair at my writing desk, her head pillowed on her folded arms amidst a scatter of my notebooks and pens. Her glasses were slightly askew, her brown hair falling across her cheek. She looked small and out of place at my desk.

For a moment I just stood there, startled. What was she doing here? I crossed the room quietly and kneeled beside the chair. Rachel's breathing was soft and even.

I hesitated, then gently touched her shoulder.

"Rachel?"

Her head jerked up, eyes wide and unfocused behind her glasses. She blinked rapidly, pushing her glasses straight.

"Kenji?" She looked around, disoriented, then down at my desk. "Oh, I'm sorry. I fell asleep. I didn't mean to."

"It's okay," I said softly, staying crouched beside her. "But what are you doing here?"

She pushed herself upright in the chair, smoothing down her simple cotton skirt.

"I was waiting for you. To get back."

"Waiting for me? Is everything alright?"

"Yes. No. I mean..." She glanced towards the door, then back at me. "Were you... were you with Danique? All this time?"

"Yeah," I admitted. "We went to see the flamingos. Got back a little while ago."

Rachel stood up, her hands twisting together in front of her.

"Oh. Okay." She started speaking quickly, her words tumbling out in a rush. "She's very beautiful, Danique. It makes sense. I understand why you would spend time with her. She has that magnetic quality people are drawn to, even though Willow told me you aren't exclusive or anything, which is interesting because I saw you, you know, together, that night, and it was very intense, I enjoyed observing the dynamic and the physical expression of affection, and--"

"Rachel," I interrupted gently, standing up too. "Slow down. Why were you waiting for me? What do you need?"

She took a deep breath, seeming to gather herself. Her gaze dropped to her nervously fidgeting hands, then lifted to meet mine. Her voice was much quieter now, almost a whisper.

"I can't stop thinking about it. The other night. When you... when you let me stay. While you and Willow..."

She swallowed hard, recalling the night she spent with Willow and me.

"I went back to my room afterwards. I touched myself some more. It felt good. Better than before, thinking about what I saw. But watching Willow, the pleasure you gave her. It was..." she trailed off, searching for the word. "...different. So much more intense. Real."

She looked down again, her cheeks flushing pink.

"I want that," she whispered, so low I almost didn't hear her. "But I'm scared."

"Scared of what, Rachel?" I asked gently.

"Everything," she breathed, her eyes flickering up to mine. "Life. People. Feelings. My own body sometimes. It's all too loud, too bright, too much. I feel like... like I wasn't built right for this world."

Her gaze fixed on mine. The intensity of her look was jolting.

"But you? You make me feel safe, Kenji. Quieter inside. When I watched you and Willow, I wasn't scared then. Just curious. And more, of course. Desire. And passion. Lust." She took another shaky breath. "I want to experience that. The pleasure. Like Willow did. But the fear... it holds me back."

She looked up at me, her expression pleading.

"Can you help me? Help me be less scared? Of wanting?"

I looked down at her, at the fierce intelligence warring with profound uncertainty in her eyes. The sheer effort it must have taken her to walk into my room, to wait, to articulate these desires, hit me hard.

This wasn't a game for Rachel, not a flirtation. It was a desperate plea for connection, for help navigating a world that scared her.

Without thinking, I leaned down and brushed my lips against hers.

Rachel froze, rigid as stone for a heartbeat. Then, tentatively, her lips softened under mine, responding with a shy pressure. I deepened the kiss gently, pulling her closer.

Her small hands came up to grip my shirt, clinging tight as if afraid she might float away. A faint tremor ran through her small frame. I slid my arms around her, holding her slight body against mine, feeling the rapid beat of her heart.

Rachel melted into the embrace, the kiss becoming less hesitant, more searching. I tangled one hand in her thick, soft brown hair, stroking the back of her head, feeling the tension slowly ease out of her shoulders. She clung to me, her entire focus narrowed to the kiss, to the contact, blocking out the overwhelming world around her.

"You're so beautiful, Rachel. I want to help you see that, if I can."

"Please," she whispered. "Please, Kenji."

I held her close, this strange, brilliant girl. She snuggled against me, small and trembling, her face buried in my chest.

Outside, the night deepened. Sunrise was just a few hours away. A new day would soon begin on Isla Holbox.


Coming Soon



As my time on Isla Holbox winds down, my nights with my fellow writers heats up. Catherina, Willow, and Danique are all vying for my attention. And now sweet young Rachel is asking for her turn. Will I be able to satisfy them all?
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