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Synopsis



Book 3 of 3

Four women. One island. And a summer that was never meant to last.

The retreat on Isla Holbox was supposed to be a break from the noise of real life, a chance to hone my writing and maybe find myself in the process.

Instead, I found them.

Catherina, the sensual older woman who saw my potential and demanded I fulfill it. Willow, the soulful writer who opens herself to no one but me. Danique, a dazzling beauty who craves something real beneath all the glamor. And now Rachel, a brilliant young introvert who’s trusted me to be her first and only.

Each of them has changed me. Each of them has made me feel more alive than I ever have before.

But the days are slipping away. The retreat is coming to a close, and reality is calling. I don’t know how this will end. I just know I'll do whatever it takes to keep these extraordinary women and the lives we've built together.


Chapter 1



“You sound like a man in love.”

Willow panted against my neck, her hot breath washing over my skin, her body still quivering with aftershocks. I held her tightly, our flesh damp with sweat. Sunlight filtered through the palm trees above us as gulls wheeled through a cloudless sky. Their cries and the soft wash of surf on sand were the only sounds on the deserted beach.

"Oh, Lordy," Willow whispered in my ear. "You always get me there. How do you do it? Damn."

"It's my pleasure," I grinned back. "As always."

"I love you."

"I love you too."

It was still strange hearing those words coming from my mouth. It was not something I'd ever been comfortable saying, not even with my mother. But with Willow, it felt natural. It felt good.

I reluctantly rolled off of her. The two of us lay breathless on the towels we'd spread over the sand. Willow stretched luxuriously beside me, sighing with contentment. I held her hand, looking over her naked body that had become so familiar to me over the last few weeks.

"Sometimes I have to pinch myself to make sure I'm not dreaming." Willow gazed around the beach in wonder. "This place is like something out of a dang fairy tale."

"About as close to paradise as you can get, I reckon."

Willow groaned at my fake accent, playfully slapping my arm.

"That's not a West Virginia accent, Kenji. You sound like an actor in a terrible cowboy movie. This right here? This is a proper Appalachian accent."

I brought her hand to my mouth and kissed her wrist.

"Damn, you're so hot when you talk like that," I teased. "Willow Jean McCoy, your voice is like honey and sex. It riles me up. I'm getting all excited again."

"Well, put that thought right out of your mind, Mister. We just finished and you already worked me like a rented mule."

"You love it."

"Yes. I do."

We giggled together as we lay side by side, staring up into the sky. The warm breeze off the oceans flowed over our naked bodies. I let out a slow breath, enjoying the pleasure still rippling through me.

"It's crazy, right?" I squeezed Willow's hand. "This beach. Cathy's villa. Isla Holbox. How is this our life right now?"

Willow nodded slowly, her eyes scanning the perfect blue horizon.

"Sometimes I feel like I snuck in," she said. "Like someone's gonna tap me on the shoulder and say, Alright, joke's over, little hillbilly girl. Back to the holler with you."

"I know the feeling." I thought of my cramped apartment, the industrial reek of the warehouse I worked in. "Compared to where we came from, right? No trust funds for us. Just shitty dads who couldn't bother."

"Or couldn't stay sober long enough to be bothered." Willow shifted, propping herself up on an elbow, her breasts swaying. "My daddy would've laughed his ass off seeing me here. Before he'd ask to borrow money, that is."

"I don't remember my father much. Just enough to know I didn't want to be like him. Hurting people through carelessness. I always worried about that."

We fell silent for a moment, the shared understanding of difficult fathers hanging between us.

"Growing up, this is exactly the kind of life I dreamed about," I said. "Having money, traveling to beautiful places, being respected for my writing."

"Well, look at us now, Kenji. Sunning our bare asses on a Mexican beach at some fancy writers' get together."

"Living the dream," I sighed. "Even if it's just for a month."

"It's a taste, ain't it?" Willow's accent thickened. "A taste of what life could be."

Willow’s gaze drifted towards the distant line where the turquoise water met the sky.

"Just don't get too used to it," she chuckled, though the sound lacked real humor. "I keep telling myself this ain't real life. This is a vacation from real life. Come September, I'm back behind that counter at the County Recorder's Office."

"What's that like? I'm picturing you stamping documents in some dusty government building."

"You picture it correctly. Deeds, liens, marriage certificates, birth certificates. All the official paper trails of people's lives." Willow wrinkled her nose. "It's important, I guess. Making sure everything's filed right, keeping the county running smooth. But Lordy, it's dull. Stamp, file, enter data. Stamp, file, enter data. Over and over. The highlight is when someone brings in donuts from the gas station."

"Sounds thrilling."

"Utterly thrilling. Pays the bills, though. Barely." Willow picked up a seashell, running her thumb over its ridges. "I put in an application with the County Parks and Rec Department. Should hear back any day now."

"Yeah? What would you do there?"

"Oh, it's mostly trail maintenance, helping plan events at the park, maybe leading nature walks for kids. Stuff like that." A small smile touched her lips. "Being outside, you know? In the woods, by the rivers. That's where I feel right. Not cooped up shuffling papers."

"That sounds perfect. I hope you get it, Willow Jean."

"Me too." She tossed the shell aside. "What about you, Mr. Kenji Freybourne? What's the plan when Cinderella's carriage turns back into a pumpkin?"

"Back to the warehouse grind. Back to my crappy apartment overlooking the freeway noise." I turned to face her. "But it'll be different this time. This retreat has lit a fire under my ass. I'll have a mission-- finishing my novel. And thanks to you, it'll be a much better book."

"Me?"

"Yeah, you." I looked her directly in the eye. "You weren't afraid to tell me the truth. That my protagonist was an asshole, that the women were just props. Paper-thin caricatures, just reflections of the male character's desires. You called me out on it, and I needed that."

Willow blushed. "I was pretty harsh."

"It stung like hell, but you were right. Totally right. I see it now. I have to rewrite big chunks, approach it fresh. I'm thinking of my novel in a completely different way, thanks to you. Now I can even see an ending on the horizon. A way to finish this beast and finally get it done."

Willow’s cheeks flushed slightly, the way they always did when she felt strong emotions.

"Well, I just said what I thought. But you're the one doing the work. And you will, Kenji. You'll finish it, and it'll be damn good. I got no doubts." She paused, picking at a loose thread on the towel. "Cathy's gonna help you, you know. Connections, maybe introductions to agents or editors."

"Maybe."

"Don't 'maybe' me." Willow frowned. "She's obsessed with you, Kenji. Everyone sees it."

"It's complicated, Willow."

"Complicated how?"

I let out a slow breath and closed my eyes against the sunshine. Catherina Montclair was layers upon layers, success built on compromises that I was finally beginning to understand. What we shared was hard to define.

"Cathy's been incredibly generous, bringing us all here," I began. "Giving us this space. That's huge. But whatever happens after, I'm not pinning my hopes on her pulling strings for me. Having this month, seeing how a writer like her lives, how the whole publishing world can look? That's enough for me."

"Is that what you want? A career like hers?"

"The fame and money?" I shrugged. "Sure, who wouldn't? But not her kind of career. Not if it means producing books I don't believe in. Writing to market, chasing trends."

I thought about the faded manuscript hidden in my room. Cathy’s raw, unfinished first novel pulsed with a power her bestsellers lacked.

"What about you?" I asked. "Is this luxury getting to you? You thinking about writing the next big beach read?"

Willow looked away, her gaze fixed on the sand.

"I don't know," she admitted, her voice low. "Seeing all this... Catherina drifting around in silk robes, folks waiting on her hand and foot... It makes a girl think. I'm tired of scraping by, Kenji. Tired of worrying about bills and buying groceries. Is it so wrong to want nice things? To want comfort?"

"It's not wrong." I reached out, gently touching her arm. "You have to decide what path feels right for you, Willow. What you can live with. But it'd be a crime to waste your voice, your talent, on stuff that doesn't matter to you. Your stories need to be told. And only you can tell them."

She didn't answer, just chewed on her lower lip. I thought again of Cathy's early work, the fierce honesty bleeding from its pages. Writing like that shouldn't be buried. I needed to talk to Cathy about it.

"Speaking of getting work done," I changed the subject. "Ready for your craft talk tomorrow?"

Willow groaned, flopping back onto the towel.

"Ugh, don't remind me. After Frank being so damn smart and funny, and Rachel blowing everyone away with her intellect? I'm scared mine's gonna sound like cow-tippin' instructions."

"It'll be great," I laughed, enjoying her accent. "Just be you."

"Yeah, well, 'me' needs to polish her presentation tonight." Willow sighed dramatically. "Which is why I'm glad we had this afternoon. Needed to clear my head. And get you out of my system for a bit."

"Happy to oblige," I grinned.

"Are you seeing Catherina tonight?"

Willow tried to sound casual, but I caught the tension in her voice.

"Yeah. We have some stuff to discuss."

"Stuff? Do you want to share it with me?"

"No. I don't think that would be appropriate."

Willow held my gaze for a moment, then sighed softly.

"Okay. I'm not gonna poke." She shifted, her playful mood returning. "So... Rachel."

"What about Rachel?"

I knew Willow and Rachel had bonded, spending hours talking in their rooms or walking on the beach.

"Oh, don't play dumb." Willow nudged me with her foot. "Little Miss Steinberg is head over heels, Kenji. She practically glows when you walk into a room. I talked with her. She's got it bad."

"It's a crush," I mumbled, uncomfortable. "She's young and shy and inexperienced."

"It's more than a crush." Willow’s voice turned serious. "She looks at you like you hung the moon and stars. More so after we let her stay with us that one night."

"That was quite a night."

"Have you done anything more with her?"

"No. Just kissing." I met Willow's concerned gaze. "You talk with her, so you must know everything. I'm taking it real slow, Willow. Letting her set the pace."

"Good," Willow nodded firmly. "She's special, Kenji. Different, but wonderful. Be careful of her heart."

"I'm worried I might hurt her," I admitted. "Not intentionally, but just out of carelessness. Like my father used to. I mean, I've never been with a girl as innocent as her."

"She's not made of glass. And you're not the type of person to take advantage of someone like Rachel. Just be yourself."

"I will. Promise. She's lucky to have you looking out for her."

"We look out for each other," Willow said simply. "And speaking of other women. Danique?"

"What about her?" I tensed slightly.

"She's been different lately."

"How so?"

"Quieter. Less sparkle, maybe? Since you two had your time together working on Rachel's writing exercise, she's been more real. She doesn't even wear makeup anymore. That your doing?"

I could feel Willow's anxiety beneath the casual question. But I wanted to respect Danique's privacy too. The vulnerable confessions she'd made, the fears she'd shared.

"She's figuring some things out," I said, choosing my words carefully. "Exploring who she is underneath all the glitter. I maybe helped nudge her a little."

"Right." Willow didn't look entirely convinced. "Do I need to worry about Miss Blonde Ambition?"

"No." I leaned over and kissed her gently. "You don't need to worry. You and me is still you and me."

"That's terrible grammar."

"Don't be a grammar Nazi," I laughed. "Regardless, I'm right here. With you."

"For now," Willow whispered. "And how long will that last once we leave this place?"

"Let's just worry about right now. This beach. This sun. Just you and me. Okay?"

"Okay."

Willow leaned over and kissed me, her red hair falling around our faces like a curtain, shutting out the world beyond us.
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The cool chunks of pineapple felt like wet jewels against my lips. Catherina lay beside me on the woven mat, her body relaxed, still glowing from our recent exertions. We were naked on the balcony of the second villa, the ocean stretching out below us under a sky smudged with the last light of sunset.

I picked up another piece of pineapple from the small ceramic bowl between us and held it to her lips.

"Open up, Ms. Montclair."

She smiled, her eyes half-closed, and parted her lips. I slid the fruit into her mouth. She chewed slowly, deliberately.

"Mmm," she murmured. "Perfect. Sweet and tangy."

She reached out, plucked the next piece from my fingers, and popped it into her mouth. Then she took my fingers, one by one, and licked the sticky juice from them, her tongue tracing their length. Her gaze held mine, playful, challenging.

"Need to replenish our juices," she said, releasing my hand.

"Got to stay hydrated," I agreed.

"Your turn."

She held a wedge of pineapple between her lips, offering it. I leaned in and took the fruit into my mouth, our lips brushing. Before I could pull back, she kissed me, her tongue finding mine, the sweet pineapple chunk passing back and forth between us. It was a messy, delicious kiss.

Finally, she pulled away, licking her bottom lip.

"Tasty?" she asked.

"Very." I picked up another piece. "It's good for us. Lots of vitamins."

"Is that what you're thinking about? Vitamins?" She took the pineapple from me, her fingers grazing mine. "You taste better than any fruit, Mr. Freybourne."

"I aim to please."

She settled back against the cushions, sighing contentedly. The sea breeze ruffled her short black hair.

"I'm looking forward to tomorrow," she said, her tone shifting slightly, becoming more thoughtful. "Willow's craft talk. I imagine you know what she's planning to discuss? Seeing as you two are so close now."

"She hasn't told me specifics," I answered. "She’s been working on it, but kept it under wraps. Wants it to be a surprise, I guess. Whatever it is, I'm sure it'll be excellent. Willow's incredibly smart. A really talented writer. Sharp eyes."

"Yes, she is. She has a unique voice."

"She's helped me a lot," I continued, feeling a warmth spread through me as I thought of Willow. "With my novel. Pointed out some major blind spots, especially with how I was writing women. It was tough hearing it, but she was right. It sort of unlocked things for me. Made me excited to get back to it, to finish it the right way. Thanks to Willow."

Catherina was quiet for a heartbeat.

"The way you talk about her?" she said softly, her voice carefully neutral. "You sound like a man in love, Kenji."

Catherina was smiling, but there was concern in her eyes. I met her gaze directly.

"What Willow and I have is special. Important. We connect on a level I haven't experienced before." I reached over, touching Catherina's arm. "But that doesn't take anything away from this. From you. Just because I'm pulling Willow closer doesn't mean I'm pushing you away. I hope you know there's room for you too."

"Is there?" Her blue eyes searched mine.

"Always," I whispered.

I kissed her lips. It was a gentler kiss this time, a reassurance. After a moment, I pulled back slightly and stroked her hair.

"Speaking of unfinished novels..."

A flicker of understanding, then apprehension, crossed Catherina's face.

"You read it?" she asked.

"Yes. Finished it last night. Stayed up late."

She suddenly seemed uncertain, almost shy. The confident, world-famous novelist vanished, replaced by someone younger, more vulnerable. She hugged her arms around her chest, creating a barrier between us.

"And?" Her nonchalance felt forced. "What did you think of my juvenilia?"

I chose my words carefully.

"I think Dopesick Kisses is astonishing, Cathy. It's powerful. Raw and visceral. Heartbreaking. It gets under your skin."

A faint smile touched her lips, a glimmer of satisfaction at hearing my praise.

"So now you're going to tell me I have to publish it, right? Dust it off, send it out into the world?"

She tried to sound dismissive, but her eyes were fixed on mine, waiting.

I shook my head slowly.

"No, Cathy. I don't think you should publish it."

Her smile vanished. She looked genuinely stunned, thrown off balance.

"Why not? You just said it was astonishing."

"It is astonishing," I confirmed. "Almost all of it. But you can't publish it. Not like this."

"Not like this? What are you talking about?"

"The ending, Cathy."

Her composure returned instantly, a professional mask snapping into place.

"What's wrong with the ending?"

"You know what's wrong with it."

"No, I really don't," she said coolly. "The ending provides catharsis. It gives the reader closure after a difficult journey. It’s satisfying."

"Exactly!" I leaned forward, my voice rising slightly with conviction. "That's exactly what's wrong with it! Dopesick Kisses isn't a 'difficult journey' with a satisfying payoff, Cathy. It's a tragedy. It's brutal and messy and true. And then you tie it up in a neat little bow? That wise, hopeful ending scene? Where she looks back with bittersweet understanding? It's bullshit. It's a betrayal of everything that came before it."

I saw a flash of anger in her eyes, quickly controlled.

"A betrayal?"

"Yes! You painted this devastating picture of addiction, of love tearing itself apart under the weight of drugs and desperation. It's honest. It hurts to read, in the best way. And then, at the last minute, you flinch. You give them the easy out. The bittersweet understanding, the neat closure. It makes the rest of it, all that raw power, feel cheap. That ending makes the entire novel falter."

"That ending," she said, her voice tight, "is the one I envisioned before I wrote a single word. It was always heading there."

"Does it matter what you intended before you started?" I asked quietly. "That's not how writing works, is it? The story takes over. The characters take over. They earn their ending. This novel, your novel, earned a different ending. It has this brutal, undeniable beauty, this truth about how things fall apart, about how sometimes love isn't enough, how sometimes the drugs just win. You can't gloss that over with some precious, feel-good wrap-up because you got scared."

"Scared?" The word was sharp, indignant.

"Yes. Scared to follow it through. Scared to leave the reader devastated. Scared to admit that sometimes there isn't catharsis, there isn't closure. Sometimes things just end badly, and life... just goes on."

"And how is it supposed to end?" Her voice dripped sarcasm, but her eyes held a flicker of wounded curiosity. "Since you're the expert."

"It ends when the love affair is broken beyond repair," I said flatly. "When the drugs consume him. It ends with the consequences, with the wreckage. Maybe she leaves. Maybe he ODs. Maybe they just drift apart into numb resignation. But it doesn't end with wisdom gained from tragedy and a greeting card last line about 'finding yourself when you are alone.' She didn't find anything, her life just goes on. Broken. Changed. That's the truth of the story you wrote. Any other ending is cowardice."

Catherina's face hardened. She looked away towards the darkening sea. For a long moment, the only sound was the rhythmic sigh of the waves.

"That ending is too bleak," she said finally, her voice quiet but firm. "It's emotionally devastating. Unacceptable."

"Cathy..."

She turned back to me, her professional persona fully restored.

"I know my audience, Kenji. They wouldn't stand for it. My readers expect hope. They expect, if not a classically happy ending, then at least a sense of uplift, of meaning found in suffering. It's my trademark."

"Catherina Montclair's trademark uplifting ending," I echoed softly, sadness welling up inside me. "Okay. Only you can make that choice, obviously. It's your book."

"It is."

"But Cathy... you've spent your entire career writing to satisfy your readers, building that trademark, giving them what they expect. Haven't you earned the right, just once, to satisfy yourself? To write the ending the book demands, not the one the market requires?"

Catherina didn't answer. She stared out at the horizon where the last slice of sun bled orange and purple into the water. Her expression was unreadable, lost in thought. The pineapple sat forgotten between us as silence stretched out.

"I'm ready," she finally whispered.

"Ready?"

"Yes. Ready to get fucked again."

She got to her feet and held out her hand. Her face was unreadable.

"Take me to bed, Kenji."


Chapter 2



“I wish we could just stay out here.”

Willow stood at the head of the table, her hands clasped in front of her. The rest of us scribbled in our notebooks as Willow came to the conclusion of her craft talk.

"You ever heard of noodling?" she asked. "It’s this thing we do back home in West Virginia. Well, some of us do, the braver and more questionably sane of us. Noodling is where you wade out into a muddy river and catch catfish with your bare hands. That's not a joke. You literally stick your hand into a hole under a log or a rock ledge, and you just wait for something slimy, ancient, and very angry to latch on. And then, if you’re lucky, you wrestle it to the surface like the Appalachian version of a gladiator.

"I was thirteen the first time my uncle took me. He said, 'You’re either gonna love it, or you’re gonna cry and run for the truck.'

"We were waist-deep in the murky green of the Tug Fork River. I couldn’t see my knees, much less what might be lurking below. He pointed to this hollow under a rock ledge and said, 'Reach in there.' I just stared at him. What if there’s a snapping turtle? What if something bites my fingers clean off? What if I drown?

"He looked at me real calm and said, 'If you want the fish, you gotta risk the bite.'

"And that, weirdly enough, is the best writing advice I’ve ever gotten."

Willow looked around the table at us, holding each of our gazes.

"Writing is noodling," she said. "Every damn time."

"You don’t see clearly. You’re reaching blind into the muddy unknown of your own thoughts and fears and hopes. You don’t know if what you’re about to grab is a story, or a memory you’ve buried too deep, or some emotional snapping turtle that’ll bite back harder than you expected. But you reach anyway.

"Because the alternative is staying safe. Dry. Dull.

"When I write, I try to remember that first moment. My arm disappearing into black water, heart pounding so hard I could hear it over the river. And when I felt that sudden lurch, that monstrous thing clamp down on my hand? I screamed and I cried... but I didn't run.

"That catfish thrashed and twisted, its body like a living rope, all muscles and panic and power. I had to dig my feet into the mud, lock my elbow, and pull with everything I had while the thing tried like hell to drag me under. I wrestled it up gasping and dripping, arms shaking, covered in grit. And I surfaced holding a twenty-pound catfish and the wildest sense of triumph I’d ever experienced.

"That’s what it feels like when a story finally clicks. When a character shows you something raw. When the words come out messy, but real. That’s the catch.

"So yeah. I’m telling you to write scared. Write like you’re about to be bitten. That fear? That’s where the good stuff lives. That’s the hole in the river. You just have to reach in."

Silence greeted Willow. It took a moment, but when we all realized she was done, we burst into applause. Frank whistled piercingly. Cathy rose, a genuine smile lighting her face.

"Willow," Cathy began, her voice warm over the receding sound of hands slapping together, "that was exceptional. Truly. 'Write like you’re about to be bitten.' I think that’s going into the Montclair book of essential writing quotes. Thank you."

Willow’s face flushed a deep crimson, the color bright against her pale skin. She whispered a thank you, eyes scanning around the table, and quickly returned to the chair next to mine. The energy of her presentation still pulsed around her. She almost seemed to be vibrating.

"That was amazing, Willow Jean," I whispered.

She turned to me, her green eyes wide, still churning with adrenaline.

"You think so? I felt like I was gonna puke up there halfway through."

"No way. You owned it. That noodling story? Perfect."

A slow smile spread across her face, easing the tension in her shoulders as she soaked up the praise.

Then she pressed her lips to mine, a quick, firm kiss right there at the table. No hesitation, no glancing around. It wasn't showy, just matter-of-fact.

I understood why she did it. Why bother hiding? Everyone here knew about me and Willow.

I glanced across the table. Cathy watched us, an unreadable expression on her face, perhaps amusement, perhaps something else. Danique pouted theatrically. Frank grinned.

My eyes met Rachel’s. She held my gaze, her expression intense, searching. That kiss we shared, the quiet moments holding each other-- I knew Rachel wanted more. She’d laid her feelings bare in that poem slipped under my door, in the way she looked at me now.

I felt drawn to this young woman in a way that was different from the others. Along with desire came a sense of protectiveness for Rachel. And also a fear that I might accidentally damage her.

Just then, the doors from the kitchen opened and Marisol appeared, followed by Jorge. They carried large platters. Marisol placed a steaming dish in the center of the table.

"Pollo a la Brasa," she said proudly.

"This is one of Marisol's specialties," Catherina said. "A Peruvian dish. It's pieces of chicken marinated in spices and roasted until the skin crackles, set with charred onions and peppers. It's divine."

The scent of cumin, garlic, and something smoky filled the air.

"It smells delicious," Willow said.

For Frank, Jorge presented a separate platter. Thick slices of grilled halloumi cheese and marinated tofu nestled beside roasted zucchini, eggplant, and bright red tomatoes, all drizzled with olive oil and herbs. Bowls of fluffy rice and black beans followed.

We ate, the conversation shifting to lighter topics. Cathy guided the talk, ensuring everyone felt included. As always, she was the perfect host.

For dessert, Marisol brought out individual glasses filled with layered mango mousse and coconut cream, topped with toasted coconut flakes. In the tropical heat, it was light, cool, perfect.

Once the plates were cleared, Cathy tapped her water glass lightly with a spoon, drawing our attention.

"Alright, everyone," she said. "Fed and watered. Now, for the real work. Willow, your exercise?"

Willow stood again, though less formally this time. She took a breath.

"Okay, so, piggybacking off the whole 'risk the bite' thing. This writing exercise is about fear." She paused, letting that sink in. "We all have them. Big ones, small ones, rational ones, weird ones that make no damn sense. Stuff that keeps us up at night, or makes us flinch, or stops us from doing things. I want you to pick one. Any one. Doesn't matter how silly or serious it seems."

She looked around the table, taking in our serious expressions.

"You're going to pair up and you're going to talk about that fear with your partner. Really dig into it. Where does it come from? What does it feel like physically, emotionally? What does it do to you? Then, you write about it. A scene, a poem, a character sketch, whatever feels right. Explore it on the page." She offered a wry smile. "Remember, folks, this isn't therapy. We're writers mining our guts for material. Should be fun, right?"

A few nervous chuckles went around the table. Cathy smiled, pleased by the energy.

"Excellent, Willow. Deep diving. As facilitator, I’ll pair with our exercise leader." She looked at Willow. "Ready to noodle with me?"

"Bring it on, Ms. Montclair."

"And since this might require a bit more excavation than usual, let's take an extra couple of days for this exercise. I need to make a brief trip back to LA to deal with some show issues. Make the most of my absence."

Frank immediately turned to Danique.

"Well, partner," he drawled, striking a pose. "Shall we confront our mutual terror of poorly tailored seersucker?"

"Oh, Frankie, darling," Danique laughed, flicking her hair. "My only fear is a bad selfie angle."

"Nothing an AI filter can't cure!"

Across the table, Rachel offered me a small, shy smile. I smiled back, a silent acknowledgment that we'd be working together.

"Okay then," Catherina declared. "Assignments clear? Let's take our walk."

We all rose and headed down to the beach. The afternoon sun was high and bright. As we stepped onto the sand, Cathy immediately pulled Willow aside, speaking to her in low tones, gesturing towards the water. They walked slightly ahead, leaving me momentarily adrift.

Danique seized the opening. She looped her arm through mine, her bare shoulder smooth against my bicep. Her face was clean and bare, her natural beauty on full display.

"So, Kenji," she said, her voice low. "An extra couple of days? I think we should explore your fear of heights."

"I'm not afraid of heights."

"Well, I am. Or more precisely, I'm afraid of falling from those heights. Which is why the two of us are going parasailing tomorrow."

"We are?"

"The pictures alone will be worth it. Must feed the Gram."

"I don't know..."

"Seriously? You're not going to let your favorite girl confront her fears alone, are you?"

Danique grinned. Before I could answer, she planted a kiss squarely on my lips, lingering just long enough for it to register. Then she pulled back, laughing.

"It will be fucking amazing," she promised. "And afterward? We'll do some more butt stuff."

I laughed out loud at the way she said that. Danique winked and skipped ahead to rejoin Frank, who'd watched the exchange with open amusement.

I glanced towards Cathy and Willow. Cathy caught my eye and gave a small, knowing smirk. Willow’s expression was harder to read.

I knew Rachel was waiting. Hanging back, watching me, letting me come to her. She wouldn't initiate, not like Danique. With Rachel, I needed to be the one to bridge the distance.

I reminded myself to be gentle and mindful of her shyness, her inexperience. But also, crucially, not to treat her like a child. Rachel was fiercely intelligent, her poetry sharp and insightful. Condescension could kill whatever fragile connection we were building.

This exercise was going to be a challenge, especially with Rachel. But the other night when we had kissed, an idea had come to me about how we could work together.

I slowed my pace, letting the others get further ahead, and fell into step beside Rachel.

"Hey," I said softly.

She looked up, her brown eyes magnified by her glasses.

"Hi, Kenji."

"Looking forward to working on this with you."

"Me too," she replied, her voice quiet but steady. "Willow's talk was affecting."

"Yeah, she has a way of cutting right to it."

We walked in silence for a minute, the rhythmic shush of the waves filling the space. We stopped near the water's edge, watching the blue waters against the pale blue sky.

"Do you know yet?" I asked. "What fear you want to explore?"

She hugged her arms around herself, though the air was warm.

"I'm not sure. It's a crowded field. Fear of sharks. Fear of drowning. Fear of people. Fear of saying the wrong thing." She shrugged. "Lots to choose from."

"Sometimes you need to clear the decks before you can figure out what's really lurking down there." I paused, turning to face her fully. "I have an idea. A way to maybe reset. Approach this whole thing with a clear head."

"What kind of idea?"

"Meet me by the golf cart. In front of the villa." I checked my watch. "At two forty-five. Sharp."

She frowned slightly, tilting her head.

"Two forty-five? Why so specific?"

"We're on Nature's schedule for this one," I grinned.

"Nature's schedule?" she repeated, perplexed. "What does that mean?"

"You'll see. Just be there. Two forty-five."
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The golf cart bumped along the sandy path, the electric motor whining softly. It took twenty minutes to reach the northern edge of the island, not far from Punta Mosquito.

I parked the cart where the sparse vegetation met the beach. Before us, the water had pulled back, revealing a wide, temporary bridge of pure white sand stretching far out into the shallow water.

"The Holbox sandbar," I announced.

At low tide, the sandbar unfurled like a secret pathway across the sea. Ribbons of deeper blue water flanked the pale strip. The sun, starting its afternoon descent, cast long shadows and made the wet sand gleam.

Rachel stared, her eyes wide behind her glasses.

"Wow," she breathed. "It's very impressive."

"Nature's schedule," I said. "Low tide's the only time you can do this."

"Why are we here?"

"To walk," I said simply. "Clear the decks. Like I said. Come on."

I hopped out and swung the backpack onto my shoulders. It held water bottles and a towel. Rachel hesitated for only a second before getting out.

We kicked off our sandals near the cart and walked onto the beach. The dry sand was hot, the fine grains puffing around our ankles. Then we reached the damp, packed sand at the water's edge. It felt cool, firm beneath our feet.

We stepped into the inches-deep water covering the beginning of the submerged part of the path. Tiny wavelets lapped around our ankles. The water was bathwater warm.

We walked side by side onto the sandbar itself. The ground beneath us varied. Smooth, packed sections felt like walking on wet concrete, while other spots gave way slightly, water pooling around our feet.

There were no other people on the sandbar, but we weren't alone. Small crabs skittered away from our approach, disappearing into tiny holes. Sandpipers darted along the waterline, stabbing their long beaks into the sand, searching for morsels left by the retreating tide.

The air smelled clean, salty, with a faint undertone of drying seaweed. Far out, the deeper water shimmered under the sun. The sound was mostly the gentle hush of the waves, the distant cries of gulls, and the soft squish of our feet.

"So," I began, breaking the comfortable silence. "Have you landed on a fear yet? For Willow's exercise?"

Rachel shook her head, watching her feet move through the shallow water.

"Not really. I keep cycling through them. Sharks. Deep water. Open spaces. Closed spaces." She gave a small sigh. "Public speaking. Small talk. Being misunderstood. It's a lot."

"Tell me about it," I said. "I'm not sure either. Maybe something will jump out at me tomorrow."

"Tomorrow?"

"Yeah. Danique's making me go parasailing with her. She insists it will cure my supposed fear of heights, which I don't actually have. But maybe hanging hundreds of feet above the water will trigger something else. You should come watch, point and laugh."

Rachel looked genuinely alarmed.

"Parasailing? Oh, no. I couldn't. That's very high. And you're just dangling there." She shuddered slightly. "That's too much."

"I'll take a raincheck, then?"

"I don't think I can. I'm sorry I'm not adventurous. Not like Danique. Or Willow."

"Hey," I said gently, stopping for a moment. "You don't have to be like them. You're Rachel. That's more than enough. Don't compare yourself."

A faint blush crept up her neck. She looked down at the sand, then back up at me, a flicker of something hopeful in her eyes.

I held out my hand. After a tiny pause, she placed her hand in mine. Her fingers felt small, surprisingly cool against my skin.

We started walking again, hand in hand. A soft smile played on her lips and she seemed lighter, almost buoyant, as we moved along the exposed sandbar.

"I was thinking about your poems," I said after a while. "And your talk. The Factual and the True. It made me see the ocean stuff in your work differently. It’s everywhere. Sharks, tides, water, drowning."

"Like your conch shell. I'm happy you noticed."

"Yeah. Hard not to. It's powerful imagery. Where does that fascination come from? Was there a specific moment?"

Rachel drew a breath, her eyes distant for a second, remembering something.

"My parents took me to Seattle when I was maybe six or seven. We went out to the coast. It was low tide, like this, but rocky. Not sand." Her voice took on a dreamy quality. "There were all these tide pools. Little worlds trapped in the rocks when the water pulled back. Full of life. Tiny crabs scrambling about, anemones like alien, pulsing flowers tucked into crevices, green and pink. Starfish clinging to rocks, some purple, some orange. Little fish darting in the clear water. Snails leaving slimy trails."

She squeezed my hand slightly.

"I spent hours hunched over them. My parents practically had to drag me away. It felt like discovering secrets, like the ocean let me peek behind the curtain for a little while. It was mesmerizing. Beautiful, but also alien. Dangerous, maybe. Knowing the tide would come back and swallow it all up again."

She paused, looking out at the vast expanse around us.

"Ever since then, I read everything I could find. Documentaries, books, websites. Sharks became a specific focus later. Their otherness. Their power. It's all so fascinating."

She looked back at me, a little shyly.

"That boat trip? The other day? When we took the bottles out?"

"Yeah?"

"That was the first time I'd ever been on a boat where I couldn't see the shore. Deep water, I mean." Her grip tightened. "Every swell, every wave slapping the hull... I kept thinking about what was under us. I was terrified the whole time."

"You hid it well," I said.

"I tried. Being with you and Willow and Frank helped. A lot." She looked up at me, her expression earnest. "You make me feel brave, Kenji. Even when I'm scared."

Her words were simple and direct. I stopped walking, turning to face her fully. Rachel's brown eyes, magnified by her glasses, searched mine. The breeze lifted a few strands of her brown hair, blowing them across her cheek.

The world shrunk around us, shrunk down to just this sandbar, just the two of us surrounded by the immense, quiet beauty of the sea and sky.

I leaned down slowly, giving Rachel time to turn away if she wanted. She didn't. Her eyes fluttered closed as my lips met hers.

It wasn't smooth like Cathy, demanding like Willow, or teasing like Danique. Rachel's kiss was tentative at first, a soft pressure, then deepening with a surprising surge of feeling. Her lips were soft, slightly clumsy against mine, but full of an earnest passion that felt startlingly real.

Her free hand came up to rest hesitantly on my arm. I wrapped my arms around her waist, pulling her closer. I felt her tremble slightly, a fine vibration running through her body.

We held each other like that for a long moment after the kiss ended, my chin resting on the top of her head, her face pressed against my chest. The sounds of the ocean seemed to fade into a low hum.

"I wish... I wish I were brave enough to do that anywhere," she whispered, her voice muffled by my shirt. "Like Willow. Or Danique. Just kiss you without thinking about it. But I hesitate. I always hesitate."

I pulled back just enough to look down at her face.

"Rachel," I said softly, firmly. "Stop that. Stop comparing. You don't need to be Willow. You don't need to be Danique. You have your own way. Your quiet intensity, your brilliant mind, the way you see things nobody else does? That's your charm. It's dazzling. Don't ever think it isn't."

Her eyes searched mine again, looking for sincerity. She must have found it. A small, genuine smile touched her lips.

I leaned down and kissed her again, pouring reassurance into it, letting her feel my appreciation for exactly who she was.

This kiss was less clumsy, more certain. When we parted, she didn’t pull away completely but rested her forehead against my chest again, her arms wrapping around my waist.

"I wish we could just stay out here," she murmured. "Forever. Just like this."

I stroked her hair, feeling the fine strands slip through my fingers, and pressed a light kiss to the crown of her head. The sun felt warm on my shoulders, the water cool around our feet. Her slight weight leaning against me felt grounding, real.

The two of us stood together amid the beautiful, temporary landscape the receding tide had revealed. To the west, the sun lowered to the far horizon.


Chapter 3



“You almost sound like you believe in me.”

"Okay," I said. "Let's do it."

Danique and I were on a speedboat just off the northern beach of Isla Holbox. We bobbed in the shallow water, the surf gently slapping the side of the boat. Our guide was a weathered man named Mateo with skin like tanned leather.

"Is perfect day!" Mateo declared. "Wind is gentle. ¡Muy buenas condiciones!"

Danique managed a tight smile, her usual bravado muted.

She was being honest about her fear of heights, I thought.

Danique certainly looked focused. Despite her joke about taking selfies, Danique's phone was still tucked away in her bag.

Danique didn't look too concerned about her Instagram followers. She had skipped her usual tiny white bikini and was wearing a sensible one-piece suit. Oversized sunglasses hid half her face. Her hair was tied back in a simple ponytail. She wasn't wearing any makeup or perfume, just sunscreen.

As Mateo started explaining the harness system, laying out the straps and buckles on the boat seat, Danique gripped the side of the boat, her knuckles white.

"You okay, Dani?" I asked, keeping my voice low.

"Peachy," she replied, the word clipped.

"We'll be strapped in tight," I assured her. "And Mateo looks like he knows what he's doing."

"Of course I do," Mateo laughed as he expertly checked the lines. "I haven't lost anyone in at least six months!"

Me and Mateo shared a hearty laugh. Danique managed a weak smile.

"This was your idea," I said. "So no worries if you've changed your mind. We don't have to do this."

"No," she said firmly. "I want to."

"Okay then. I'll be right beside you the whole time. We'll go together."

"I know. Thanks, Freybourne."

I patted her shoulder encouragingly. Danique took in a deep breath and gave me a brief nod.

Mateo helped Danique into her harness first, his movements efficient and practiced. He tightened straps around her legs and waist, cinching them securely through her life vest. I got into mine next. The webbing felt sturdy and reassuring.

"Ready?" Mateo asked, clapping his hands together.

"As I'll ever be," Danique said.

"Fire it up!" I told Mateo, slapping his outstretched hand.

Danique and I sat side-by-side on the boat's rear platform. Mateo gave the signal. The winch whirred, feeding line out. The parachute billowed up behind us, a huge yellow and orange wing catching the breeze. The boat sped up, carving a path through the water.

"Together," I murmured.

"Together," Dani whispered.

The line connecting us to the parachute snapped taut. Suddenly, smoothly, we were lifted off the platform. The boat shrank below us with surprising speed. Danique gasped, her fingers digging into the parachute straps at her shoulders.

"Oh. My. God!" she breathed, her voice thin.

We rose higher, the world unfolding beneath us. The brilliant turquoise water near the shore deepened to a deep blue further out. Holbox became a thin strip of sand and green jungle, the colorful buildings of the town like tiny Lego blocks. Other boats looked like toys scattered on the water.

The wind rushed past us, a steady, cool pressure against my skin. It tugged at Danique's blonde ponytail, whipping stray strands across her face.

"Look at that," I said, gesturing down. "Holy shit!"

A dark mass moved beneath the surface of the water. It was a group of manta rays, their wings flapping with slow grace.

"A group of manta rays is called a squadron!" I shouted. "Rachel told me that."

Danique slowly looked down. Her grip on the harness tightened.

"Wow," she said, the word barely a whisper.

"See? Not so bad."

"It's spectacular." She managed a shaky laugh. "Terrifyingly spectacular."

Danique glanced at me, her sunglasses pushed up on her head now, revealing wide, dilated pupils.

"Fucking beautiful," she grinned.

"Hell yeah, you are."

She beamed at me. I was telling the truth. Danique was absolutely gorgeous.

We floated in relative silence for a few minutes, suspended between the blue of the sky and the darker blue of the sea. The roar of the boat was a distant hum. Up here, there was only the sighing of the wind and the creak of the harness. It felt strangely peaceful, detached from everything.

"It's like we're birds," Danique said, her voice regaining some of its usual confidence. "Very glamorous, brightly colored birds."

"The most glamorous," I agreed.

She looked down again, less hesitant this time.

"You can see everything. The whole island." Her gaze swept the horizon. "Makes you feel kind of small, doesn't it?"

"Small," I echoed. "Or maybe just part of something bigger."

"Oh god, Kenji!" Danique rolled her eyes. "Don't get all deep and philosophical. You just come off sounding like Yoga."

"Yoga? Who the hell is Yoga?"

"The little green dwarf from Star Wars!"

Danique swatted at me as I exploded with laughter, tears rolling down my face. When I recovered, I turned to see Danique watching me intently. The sun caught the gold flecks in her irises. Her lips were slightly parted.

Without thinking, I reached out, my hand hovering near hers where it gripped the strap. She looked down at my hand, then back up at my face. Slowly, she uncurled her fingers from the harness webbing and slid her hand into mine. Her skin was cool against my palm. Her grip was strong, clinging tight.

We didn't speak. We just floated there, hundreds of feet above the Caribbean, holding hands. The wind whipped around us. The world stretched out below in breathtaking detail.

"I'm so happy you're here with me," she said quietly.

"Me too."

A shout from Mateo and the creaking of the boat winch gradually brought us back to the deck.

"Good ride?" Mateo asked as our feet touched down.

"The best," Danique grinned.

An hour later, Danique and I were ordering Mexican colas in an outdoor cafe on the beach. The metal caps hissed as I pried them off the glass bottles.

I slid one across the weathered wooden table to Danique. She took a long drink, her throat working. Her cheeks were reddened from the sun and the lingering adrenaline of parasailing. We sat under the shade of a thatched palapa roof, the white sand stretching out before us, dotted with lounging tourists.

"You know," Danique said, leaning back in her plastic chair, "Holbox town reminds me of Morocco."

"How so?"

"Not the buildings or the beach. The heat. And this incredible sunshine. So different from New York City. It feels like the sun is closer here, much like Morocco. I love that place so much... one problematic incident aside."

"You get some questionable hashish?"

"Please," she scoffed, waving a hand dismissively. "Child's play. No, this was far more terrifying. It involved severe diarrhea and rabid fans."

"Sounds like a story you need to tell me."

Danique laughed, a bright, genuine sound that I had come to love.

"Okay, picture this. Marrakech. Deep in the souk, surrounded by spices, leather bags, snake charmers, the whole nine yards. I'd eaten something questionable the night before. Let's just say my stomach decided to stage a violent fucking coup. I'm talking a very real emergency. Sweat pouring down my face, cramps that felt like someone was wringing out my insides. I needed a bathroom. Like, thirty fucking seconds ago."

"Uh oh."

"Exactly. So I'm desperately scanning the labyrinthine alleys for anything resembling a toilette, practically bent double, trying to look casual while desperately trying not to shit myself, you know? When suddenly..." She paused, letting the suspense build. "Selfie time!"

"No."

"Yes! Two girls, huge fans. They recognized me despite my green complexion and the sheer terror in my eyes. 'Danique! Oh my god, Danique Van der Berg! Can we get a picture?'"

"What did you do?"

"What could I do? I'm dying, Kenji. Fucking dying. But the brand, right? Gotta protect the fucking brand." Danique struck a pose, sucking in her cheeks and offering a pained smile. "So I plastered on this suffering grin. Click. Flash. 'Thank you so much!' they gushed. 'We love your blog!' And I'm just nodding, thinking, 'Please, God, let me find porcelain salvation.'"

She took another gulp of her soda.

"I managed to stumble away, finally found a squat toilet that looked like it hadn't been cleaned since the Ottoman Empire, and just made it. Left my guts in that hole but saved my very expensive linen trousers."

"That's horrifying."

"That's not even the best part! A week later, the pictures pop up online. Tagged and everything. And the comments? 'OMG, Danique looks so miserable.' 'She seems really stuck up.' 'Why does she look so constipated?'"

Danique threw her head back and roared with laughter, the sound echoing slightly under the palapa. People around us turned to look, but Danique didn't give a damn.

"Constipated!" she shouted. "If they only knew! I was the literal opposite!"

We both laughed until tears ran down our cheeks. The story was classic Danique, a glamorous setting and the bizarre intersection with her influencer life.

When our laughter subsided, I leaned back, wiping the condensation on my bottle.

"There's something I wanted to discuss with you," I began, shifting gears.

"That sounds ominous as fuck." Danique raised an eyebrow, her amusement fading slightly, replaced by curiosity. "Okay?"

"That piece you wrote? For Rachel's exercise? The one about the conch shell."

Her expression tightened almost imperceptibly. She picked at the label on her cola bottle.

"Oh. That."

"Yeah, that," I affirmed. "The second one. When you kicked me out of your room."

"Not my finest moment."

"Maybe not your finest moment delivering it," I agreed. "But Dani, the writing itself? It's fantastic. I think you should publish it. Put it on your blog."

She snorted, turning back to me with a cynical twist to her lips.

"Kenji. My readers want 'Five Ways to Style White Jeans for Summer' or 'Mykonos Hotspots You Can't Miss'. They don't want my navel-gazing pseudo-lyricism about a busted seashell."

"Maybe some of them don't," I admitted. "But maybe the ones who actually read, not just scroll through the pictures? Maybe they would enjoy it. But screw them anyway. Publish it for yourself."

"For myself?"

"Yeah. Because it's good work. Because it shows a different side of you. The side that isn't just perfectly curated selfies and snappy captions. The side that wrote that piece is a serious fucking writer, Dani. Don't hide her."

Danique stared at me, her blue eyes searching my face. The usual playful mask was gone, replaced by a surprising vulnerability. She seemed genuinely taken aback, maybe even moved.

"You really think it's that good?" she asked softly.

"I really do."

"Wow, Freybourne," she teased. "You almost sound like you believe in me."

"Someone has to," I shot back.

She laughed, the tension breaking.

"Okay, okay. Point taken." She fiddled with the strap of her swimsuit. "I'll... I'll think about it. Seriously."

"Good."

"You know," she added, her tone shifting back to its usual playful banter, "for someone who claims my writing is so profound, you sure took your sweet time getting to know me."

"I was busy."

"Busy with Catherina and Willow? Or just busy dodging my advances?" She leaned across the table, lowering her voice conspiratorially. "I had to throw myself at you. What was it, three times before you finally caved?"

"I wasn't counting."

"Thank you for sparing my dignity," she said dryly. "You have to admit, I'm probably the easiest lay you've ever had. All that effort I put in."

"You know what? You're not wrong. You were persistent."

"Damn right," she grinned, draining the last of her cola. "Never let it be said Danique Van der Berg doesn't go after what she wants."

As her laughter mingled with mine, a familiar sound cut through the beach noise-- rapid-fire German, punctuated by excited shrieks.

"Kenji! Bist du das? Kenji!"

I turned in my chair. Striding across the sand towards our table, weaving through sunbathers, were Hannah and Leni.

"Holy shit," I mumbled.

The two German girls looked exactly as I remembered. Hannah tall and athletic in tiny denim shorts and a bright yellow bikini top that barely contained her tits, her blonde hair pulled back messily. Leni petite and curvy, bursting out of a neon pink string bikini, her dark curls bouncing. They waved frantically.

Danique looked from them to me, a questioning look on her face. I could only grin and shake my head in wonder as I stood.

"Kenji! Wir haben dich gefunden!" Leni squealed.

She launched herself at me for a hug that pressed her damp, sandy body fully against mine. Hannah followed suit immediately after, wrapping strong arms around my neck. They both smelled like coconut sunscreen and sweat.

"Hannah? Leni? What are you guys doing here? I thought you were long gone."

"Ah, America!" Hannah sighed dramatically, flicking her wrist. "Bureaucracy! Problems with the visa in San Diego. So annoying!"

"So, we thought, why not come back to paradise?" Leni chimed in. "We liked Holbox so much!"

"And we hoped maybe we'd see you again," Hannah added, giving me a suggestive look up and down. "We had unfinished business, ja?"

"Right. Unfinished business."

I glanced back at Danique, who was watching the exchange with undisguised amusement.

"Where is the handsome Frank?" Leni asked, scanning the immediate beach area. "The one with the funny suits?"

"Frank?" I chuckled. "Probably back at the villa, video chatting with his boyfriend, Darius."

"Ah, Schade," Leni pouted, though her eyes immediately flicked back to me.

Hannah, however, had turned her attention to Danique. Her gaze traveled from Danique's simple ponytail down her long frame in the one-piece suit, lingering for a moment before meeting her eyes. Leni noticed too, giving Danique a similar appraisal.

"Oh, sorry," I said quickly. "Hannah, Leni, this is Danique Van der Berg. Dani, these are Hannah and Leni, visiting from Germany."

"Danique," Hannah said, extending a hand. "It is nice to meet you."

"Likewise," Danique replied, shaking her hand with a warm smile. "Schön, Sie kennenzulernen."

"Sie sprechen Deutsch?"

"Only a little," Danique said. "I spent some time in Berlin."

She shook Leni's hand next.

"You are very beautiful," Leni stated bluntly, tilting her head as she looked Danique over again. "Like a model."

"Thank you," she said, her tone smooth as silk. "So are you two."

Hannah and Leni exchanged a glance, a shared glint in their eyes. They seemed to like what they saw.

"You must come partying with us," Hannah said. "This is required."

"It's almost dinner time," I said with an apologetic shrug. "We need to get back to the villa. Right, Dani?"

But Dani shook her head.

"I think we should go dancing," she declared.

The two girls cheered and wrapped Danique in a hug. The three of them stared at me, daring me to turn them down.

Three smoking hot women on a sultry night in paradise?

What little resolve I had vanished in an instant.

"Hell yeah," I said. "Let's go dancing!"

The girls pulled us through the bustling streets back to the center of Holbox town, giggling and skipping the whole way.

"Here!" they shouted. "Our favorite spot!"

The tiny beachfront bar pulsed with reggaeton. We kicked off our sandals near a cluster of palm trees and joined the small throng already moving on the packed sand dance floor. Hannah immediately grabbed my hand, pulling me into the rhythm. Leni latched onto Danique, laughing, her dark curls bouncing. The music vibrated through the soles of my bare feet, up my legs.

Danique glowed in the fading sunshine. Lit by the colored string lights crisscrossing overhead, her blonde hair seemed almost to glow. She moved with a fluid grace, even barefoot in the sand, throwing her head back, arms raised to the thumping bass.

Leni was a whirlwind of energy, shorter than Danique but matching her move for move, her bikini top barely containing her full breasts. Hannah danced with athletic power, her long legs kicking up sand, her eyes locked on mine with playful intensity.

We danced hard. Sweat slicked our bodies. The air hung thick with salt, humidity, and the sweet scent of cheap tequila. We moved in a tangle of limbs and laughter.

Other tourists, drawn by the energy, started clapping along, a few brave souls joining our circle. It became an impromptu rave, barefoot under the Mexican sky.

Hannah pressed close, her breath hot on my neck. Leni spun Danique around, dipping her low with a flourish that drew cheers.

We were offered shots of tequila, beers, glasses of iced sangria. We turned them down, preferring to get drunk on the music. Danique and I had our reasons for skipping alcohol while Leni and Hannah were neo-straight edge party girls. None of us needed to get wasted to get high.

Leni draped herself over Danique's back, whispering something that made Danique throw her head back and laugh. Then Leni’s hands slid around Danique’s waist, pulling her hips tight against hers. They swayed together, lost in the beat.

Hannah turned back to me, her eyes bright.

"Du tanzt gut, Kenji," she murmured, her lips close to my ear.

I didn't know what she was saying, but it sounded sexy as hell.

Hannah pushed in, her mouth finding mine. Her kiss was rough, demanding. I kissed her back, caught in the night's wild momentum. Her hands tangled in my hair. When we broke apart, breathless, Leni had spun Danique around and was kissing her just as fiercely, Danique’s hands gripping Leni’s hips.

A small crowd watched, whistling and cheering. Danique seemed to thrive on it, kissing Leni back with enthusiasm, her eyes sparkling. Videos were being taken, sure to be uploaded to social media. Danique was in her element, her online persona getting wicked promotion as she had the time of her life.

Then, as if by silent agreement, the girls swapped partners. Hannah pulled Danique into a deep kiss, her hands roaming Danique's back. Leni launched herself at me, grinding against me as she kissed me hard, her tongue probing my mouth. It was chaotic, hedonistic, a blur of heat, sweat, and tangled bodies. Danique looked utterly radiant, completely at ease, a huge smile plastered on her face whenever she came up for air between kisses.

We eventually migrated down the beach, following the sound of different music drifting from another bar. This one was quieter, playing older boleros, slow and sensual tunes sounding through the night. Strings of white lights illuminated a small wooden platform.

Danique paired off with Leni, their movements slow, foreheads touching. Hannah slid into my arms, resting her head against my chest. I held her loosely, feeling the damp heat radiate from her skin, smelling the coconut sunscreen mixed with her sweat. We swayed gently, feet barely moving on the cool wood. The sea whispered nearby.

"Our room is close," Hannah murmured against my shirt, her German accent thick. "Just back there. We have a little pool. We could swim. Have sex. Swim again. Sex again. All night long."

Her directness made my cock ache. I looked over at Danique and Leni. Danique had Leni pinned lightly against a bamboo pillar, kissing her neck. Leni's eyes were closed.

Danique turned, pulling away from Leni slightly, though keeping an arm around her waist. Her face was flushed, her eyes heavy-lidded.

"Sounds fun," Danique breathed. "Your room has a big bed?"

Leni nodded eagerly, biting her lip as she gazed hungrily at me, then at Danique.

Danique looked ready for anything. But I wasn't. I sighed, disentangling myself gently from Hannah.

"I can't," I said. "I have to get back to the villa. Workshop stuff tomorrow."

Danique’s smile faltered slightly. Disappointment flickered in Hannah's and Leni's eyes.

"Kenji, don't be boring," Hannah complained, swatting my arm playfully.

"You've been dodging us for too long," Leni added. "Circumstance has brought us back to Isla Holbox. Come play with us. We won't be here for much longer."

"Girls--" I began.

"No, he's right," Danique interrupted, surprising me. "I should probably head back too."

"Du machst mich traurig," Hannah sighed.

"But this was amazing." Danique gave Leni and Hannah a dazzling smile. "We have to do it again before you leave."

"Ja, definitely," Leni agreed.

She gave Danique a quick, hard hug. Hannah hugged her too, then turned to me, pulling me close again.

"Next time, you stay," Hannah whispered, giving me one last quick kiss before letting go.

Danique linked her arm through mine.

"Come on, Freybourne. Time to return to our little tribe."

We waved goodbye to the German girls, who were already looking around for their next adventure, and walked back towards where we’d parked the golf cart near the main plaza.

The ride back was quiet. The sandy streets of Holbox town were mostly deserted now, lit only by the moon hanging high and bright over the Caribbean and the occasional dim bulb outside a closed shop. The electric hum of the golf cart motor seemed loud in the stillness. The air felt cool against my overheated flesh.

Danique leaned heavily against my side, her head resting on my shoulder. Her breathing was deep and even, her body relaxed. She didn't speak, just nestled closer as I navigated the bumpy path back towards the villa, the headlights cutting a weak tunnel through the darkness.

Pulling up the driveway of the villa, I cut the motor. Silence fell, thick and immediate, broken only by the chirping of unseen insects and the distant murmur of the surf. Lights were off in most of the villa's rooms.

Danique stirred, lifting her head from my shoulder. Her eyes looked huge and dark in the faint moonlight filtering through the palm trees.

"Well," she murmured, her voice husky with tiredness and leftover excitement. "That was..."

"Something," I finished for her.

We sat there for a moment, the adrenaline fading, leaving behind a pleasant exhaustion.

"I need a shower so badly." Danique hesitated, looking down at her hands twisting in her lap. "Do you maybe want to come to my room? Shower with me? Maybe stay a while?"

Her question was tentative, almost shy. A startling contrast to the bold woman kissing girls on the beach. Danique was letting her public persona slip away more and more, especially when she was with me. It was moving to witness this young woman growing beyond the character she had so meticulously constructed for herself.

I reached out, gently tucking a stray strand of blonde hair behind her ear. Her skin felt cool now.

"Dani, I'm beat," I said softly. "I was up late last night. I just need to crash. Plus we've got our writing exercise tomorrow."

"Okay. Yeah. Me too, I guess." A beat passed. "You going to see Catherina?"

"No," I answered honestly. "Not tonight."

"Willow, then? Is she waiting for you?"

There was no jealousy in her tone, just a quiet curiosity.

"I don't know, Dani," I admitted. "Maybe."

She finally looked up, meeting my gaze. She searched my face for a moment, then seemed to accept my answer. She leaned in, pressing a soft, lingering kiss to my lips. It wasn't demanding or flirtatious, just warm and sweet.

"Okay, Kenji," she whispered against my mouth. "Sleep well."

"You too, Dani."

She slid out of the golf cart and walked towards the main entrance, her silhouette framed briefly in the moonlight before disappearing inside. I waited a minute, listening to the night sounds, then headed towards my room, feeling the pull of sleep.

I pushed open my bedroom door quietly. The room was dark, the only light coming from the moon filtering through the sheer curtains over the French doors.

At first, I thought the bed was empty. Then I saw her.

Rachel.

She was curled on her side atop my covers, facing the door, fast asleep. She wore one of my oversized t-shirts and a pair of cotton shorts. Her glasses were folded neatly on the nightstand. Her breathing was soft and even.

I stood at the side of the bed, just watching her sleep. Without her glasses, Rachel looked so young and innocent. She was a very pretty girl, though her shyness tended to obscure how attractive she truly was. I ran my finger along the side of her cheek, marveling at how soft her pale skin was.

I stripped off my sandy, sweaty clothes, dropping them in a pile by the door. I planned on taking a shower, but that could wait. Moving carefully, trying not to wake her, I slid into bed beside Rachel. The linen cover felt blissfully cool against my skin.

Rachel stirred instantly, her eyes fluttering open. She blinked a few times, focusing on my face in the dim light.

"Kenji?" she whispered, her voice thick with sleep.

"Hey," I whispered back. "It's okay."

She pushed herself up slightly on one elbow, her brown hair falling across her face.

"I waited," she said simply. "We missed you at dinner."

"Yeah. I stayed out with Danique."

"Oh."

"But I'm here now."

"Can I... can I stay? Just for a little while?"

"Of course, Rachel."

She smiled and lay back down, snuggling close against my side. She tucked her head into the curve of my shoulder, her small body fitting against mine. Her hair tickled my chin.

"You smell," she murmured, her voice muffled against my chest.

"Yeah?"

"Like sweat. And sunscreen lotion. And the ocean."

"Had an interesting night," I admitted, stroking her hair gently. "But I'm glad to be here now. With you."

She sighed, a soft puff of air against my skin, and snuggled closer, looping an arm around my waist.

"Thank you," she whispered. "For letting me stay. Even though..."

She trailed off.

"Even though what?"

"Even though we haven't... you know."

"It's okay, Rachel," I said, pressing a light kiss to the top of her head. "It doesn't always have to be about sex. There's no pressure here. Not from me."

"Willow said you would be like this," Rachel sighed. "She said you would be good to me."

"We'll be good to each other," I said. "Okay?"

"Okay."

She relaxed fully then, her breathing deepening again. We lay there quietly in the dark, the only sounds the distant waves and Rachel's soft breaths.

For a moment, that nagging worry returned. Rachel was just nineteen. She'd lived a very sheltered life. Willow had told me not to treat Rachel any different than I did other women, but it wasn't easy. I'd never been with a girl like her before.

I shrugged off these thoughts and kissed Rachel's forehead. She exhaled against my chest and kissed my neck.

Within minutes, we were both asleep.


Chapter 4



“Stay close.”

"Give me that cum."

I let out a groan as Willow massaged my balls, looking up at me with a wicked grin on her face. She knew what she was doing. After these last couple of weeks, Willow knew exactly how to please me.

I leaned back against the rough trunk of the palm tree, stroking Willow's red hair as she sucked my dick. Late morning sunlight filtered through the waving fronds, a warm sea breeze washing over my bare chest and rigid cock.

We were alone on an empty stretch of beach by the second villa. Willow was on her knees in the sand, working me with her mouth and hands, coaxing out the explosion that was building inside me. She took me deep, then pulled back, lovingly sucking on my cockhead while staring up at me with those incredible green eyes.

"Fuck, Willow. I'm close."

She nodded and hummed, ready to swallow my load like she always did.

But that wasn't what I wanted. Not this time.

"Pull down your top," I told her. "Get those tits out."

Willow giggled as she pulled her bikini top down, exposing her swaying tits and freckled chest. Willow squeezed her breasts together and tilted her head back, offering herself to me as she stroked my wet cock.

The dam broke. With a loud grunt, I pumped my hot load over Willow's huge rack. Ropes of cum splashed against her neck and tits, dribbling down her cleavage, dripping off her dark red nipples. Willow's eyes widened as my cock kept painting her chest with cum, her hand working my balls until I finally fell back, exhausted.

"That's a lot of jizz," Willow chuckled, looking down at her messy chest. "What got into you, Kenji?"

"More like what came out of me," I joked, panting and grinning. "I can't get enough of you, Willow Jean. Hot redheads with big tits are my weakness."

Willow laughed and playfully swatted my thighs. She lovingly kissed my cock, swallowing a few stray globs of sperm from the tip as I shivered at her touch.

I helped Willow to her feet and hugged her tight. My cum squelched wetly between our chests as we kissed.

"Let's rinse off," I told her.

Willow let out a little squeal as I picked her up and carried her to the water. I'd come to learn that Willow loved being carried around. She said it made her feel safe. She wrapped her arms around my neck and rested against me, her warm flesh jiggling with each step I took.

I waded into the warm water of the ocean, letting the gentle waves wash against my feet, my thighs, my waist. When we were chest deep, I set Willow down. She clung to me and rested her head against my chest as I gently splashed water over her tits, washing away my sticky load.

When she was cleaned off, Willow moved to pull her bikini top back up. I stopped her.

"Just leave them out for a little longer," I told her. "I never get tired of seeing them."

Willow snorted and rolled her eyes, but I could tell she enjoyed the attention I gave her. She kept her top down, shaking her head as I cupped her breasts in my hands.

"So how's the exercise going with Rachel?" Willow asked.

"Very well. We exchanged rough drafts this morning. Just sketches and outlines. We're meeting again tonight to discuss the exercise."

"And are you guys finding it helpful?"

I kissed Willow's cheek reassuringly.

"Your writing exercise is terrific. With the extra time we have this week, I'm trying to push myself to see how far I can take your writing exercise. Rachel is focused on it as well."

"I'm curious about what fears you and Rachel chose to examine."

"We'll share it at the workshop. Until then, it's best if we keep it between Rachel and me. Sharing this kind of thing too early can make you self-conscious, don't you think?"

"Fair point," Willow teased.

Willow snuggled closer. We held each other and relaxed, enjoying the closeness as we swayed in the warm water beneath the bright tropical sun.

"Rachel spent the night with you."

It wasn't a question. Willow and Rachel had grown close. They shared things with each other.

"She did."

"Rachel says the two of you haven't..."

"No. We kiss and she sleeps with me. Rachel is an only child and has never shared a bed before. It's an unfamiliar experience for her."

"She loves it," Willow said. "She talks about you all the time."

"Sounds like you encourage her."

"Why not? If she has to be with someone for the first time, I can't think of anyone better than you."

I looked down at the woman in my arms. There was something so open and empathetic about Willow Jean McCoy that I had never encountered before in a person.

"I'm happy to be Rachel's first," I said. "Or not. Whatever she decides, I'm good with it. I'm glad you are too."

"I just want the best for Rachel. She's a special girl. She has so much pent-up desire. It's wonderful to see you bring it out of her."

"I'm not doing anything special."

"Just being you is enough, Kenji. Do you... do you have any feelings for Rachel?"

I paused, trying to gauge the feelings inside me. Willow waited, letting me find the right words.

"I am drawn to Rachel," I said slowly. "I've never met someone whose mind works the way her's does. Her poetry seems baffling at first, but the more you explore it, the deeper it goes. Like Rachel herself, I guess. There's a lot of layers there."

"And she's pretty," Willow added.

"She's very pretty."

"So do you have feelings for her?"

"I think I do," I admitted.

"I should hope so," Willow grinned. "I wouldn't want my friend to be used by some greasy fuckboy."

"As long as I'm your fuckboy, right? That's what you told me."

"Fair point," Willow said again, imitating my voice.

We laughed and kissed again, slow and gentle. Willow ran her hands across the back of my head, massaging my scalp the way I liked. I gazed down into her eyes, seeing my face reflected in their depths.

"We should get back," Willow whispered. "The radio said a storm is headed our way. Expected to arrive tomorrow night. We should get to work before it hits."
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The sun had set. Night deepened across the sky, chasing away the last orange streaks above the western horizon.

Rachel and I stood on the soft sand at the eastern edge of the island, away from the lights and music of the main town. The beach stretched empty in both directions, kissed by the lazy roll of the Caribbean.

Rachel stared out at the water, her mouth slightly open. Where the small waves broke near the shore, tiny explosions of light flared and died. Pale blue sparks swirled in the wash, like drowned stars pulled from the sky. The water glittered with millions of phantom lights.

"It's incredible," Rachel breathed. "Thank you, Kenji. For bringing me here."

"You wanted to see the bioluminescent tide."

"I did. I read about it, of course. Dinoflagellates. Noctiluca scintillans, mostly. A chemical reaction, luciferase acting on luciferin." She turned to me, her eyes wide behind her glasses. "I wanted to come, but I didn't know how to ask anyone. It felt silly."

"Nothing silly about wanting to experience something amazing," I said. "I wanted to see it as well. After reading your writing exercise draft, your fear of the ocean, but how much you love it too? I figured we should experience this. Up close and personal, in real life. Just like you said."

"My talk," she said, a small smile touching her lips. "The Factual and the True."

"Exactly. Knowing all the facts is one thing. Experiencing the truth of it is another."

Rachel looked back at the glowing water.

"I should try to experience more things. Get out of my head. Out of my books. I just wish I were braver."

"Sometimes a friend helps," I said. "Just knowing someone's with you."

I nudged off my sandals. The damp sand packed cool between my toes.

"You could start now. If you want. Let's go in there with the noxious Sicilians."

"Noctiluca scintillans," she laughed.

"That's what I said!"

I held out my hand. Rachel looked from my hand to the water, then back again.

"I didn't bring a suit."

"Don't need one."

I pulled my t-shirt over my head and dropped it on the sand. My shorts followed. The evening air felt good on my skin.

"It's dark," I told her. "No one's around."

"It's not being naked," she said quickly, her voice flat but tight. "It's the water. Going in."

"I'll be right there. The whole time. We won't go deep unless you want to."

She chewed on her lower lip, her gaze fixed on the luminous waves. After a long moment, she nodded, almost imperceptibly.

"I trust you, Kenji." She turned her back to me, a shy gesture even in the near darkness. "It's easier to be bold when no one can see you blush."

Her blouse dropped to the sand, then her shorts and underwear. She turned back, pale and slender in the starlight, clutching her hands together.

I reached out and took her hand. Her skin felt cool, her grip surprisingly strong.

"Stay close," she whispered.

"I'm right here."

We walked to the water's edge. The first touch of the sea sent a fresh wave of light blooming around our ankles. Tiny sparks clung to our feet. Each step stirred up more ghostly lights, swirling trails of blue-green in our wake.

Rachel gasped softly, her fingers tightening on mine. The water felt warm, alive.

We stood there for a minute, ankle-deep. I turned to Rachel. Her face tilted up towards the stars. I leaned in and kissed her.

"First step," I whispered.

"Only because you're here," she choked out, her voice thick. "I'm still scared."

"I read your draft," I said softly, keeping my voice level. "The things you wrote about the ocean. Your fear. I think it scares you because it's so big. You can't control it. It does what it wants. All that studying you do, learning the names, the science. It's like you think if you can know everything about the ocean, maybe it won't feel so chaotic. Maybe you can pin it down somehow."

I paused, watching her face in the dim light.

"The ocean is like the world, isn't it? For you. Big, unpredictable. Scary. And you feel kind of lost in it."

Rachel stared at me, her eyes huge.

"I never thought of it like that. But... yes. That's exactly right. How did you know?"

"You put it in your writing. Between the lines. Maybe you didn't even know it was there. But you don't have to run from the fear, Rachel. Sometimes you just need to walk into it. Maybe when someone's walking with you." I looked towards the deeper water, where the bioluminescence seemed brighter. "Want to go a little further?"

"I don't know."

"I'll stop the second you want me to. Promise."

She nodded, a jerky little movement.

"Okay."

Hand in hand, we waded deeper. The water climbed our legs, cool swirls against warm skin. Bioluminescent trails followed us, brighter now, outlining our thighs, our waists. The sandy bottom felt soft underfoot. Rachel walked stiffly, her eyes fixed ahead, her breathing shallow.

When the water reached her breasts, she gasped, a sharp intake of air.

"Okay! Kenji, stop! Please!"

"Right here," I said immediately, stopping. "We're stopped."

She turned and pressed herself against me, burying her face in my shoulder. Her whole body trembled. I wrapped my arms around her, holding her close. The water lapped gently around us, glittering.

I kissed the top of her head, resting my cheek against her hair. We stood like that for a long time, just feeling the water move, watching the lights flicker until her shaking slowly subsided.

"Your exercise," I murmured into her hair. "You wrote about your biggest fear. Putting your head under water."

She stiffened in my arms.

"I can't. No. It's too much."

"You've come this far. You walked into the water. You're standing chest-deep in the ocean, at night. That's huge, Rachel." I pulled back slightly, looking down at her. "Maybe the fear is from not knowing what's down there. Under the surface. But what if you knew? What if you knew someone was waiting for you? Right there. Just below."

Her eyes searched mine, full of fear, but also a flicker of something else. Curiosity. Trust.

"I'll go first," I said. "I'll be right there waiting."

Before she could protest, I took a deep breath and slipped beneath the surface. The world vanished. Sound ceased, replaced by the dull rush in my ears. Warm darkness enveloped me. The pressure built against my eardrums.

I opened my eyes, but saw only shifting darkness and a faint glow of sparks drifting past me. I held my breath, waiting. My lungs began to burn, demanding air. Doubt crept in. Maybe it was too much to ask? Maybe I pushed too hard? I prepared to surface.

Then, a splash in front of me. Arms reached out. I felt her collide softly against my chest. Rachel. She was here. Under the water. We hugged fiercely in the silent, glowing depths.

Together, we pushed off the bottom and stood, breaking the surface, gasping, sputtering into shaky laughter.

Rachel clung to me, her eyes wide with disbelief and exhilaration. Water streamed from her hair, her face. The moonlight caught the tiny, living lights scattered across her skin, making her glitter like some sea nymph. Droplets sparkled on her eyelashes, her lips.

"You did it," I said, my voice rough with emotion.

"I did it," she echoed, wonder lighting her face.

"You're so damned brave, Rachel," I told her, meaning it more than I'd ever meant anything. "And so beautiful."

I kissed her again. She kissed me back fiercely. The bioluminescent water swirled around us, awash with sparkling light.
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The shower was running, filling the bathroom with steam. Rachel and I stood in front of the sink, contemplating each other in the mirror.

Rachel had gone passive, waiting for me to take charge. Again, that strange feeling of protectiveness filled me as I looked into the eyes of this trusting young woman.

"Can I take off your clothes?" I asked her.

Rachel nodded, biting her lip.

We had been naked with each other just an hour before, but that had been in the dim moonlight, submerged in the ocean. Here in the bright light of my bathroom, Rachel had become shy again.

Taking my time, I stepped behind her, my fingers gently brushing her shoulders. She lifted her arms as I pulled off her blouse. The damp fabric clung to her skin, requiring a gentle tug to peel it away. I helped her wriggle out of her shorts, setting them aside.

I looked over her reflection in the mirror, my eyes taking in her naked form, seeing her clearly for the first time. Rachel's body was slender, her breasts full and high with dark nipples that pebbled in the cool air as the steam warmed the room. Her pubic hair was dark and lush, a soft triangle covering the mound between her legs.

Rachel turned to face me, her hands reaching for the waistband of my shorts. Her movements were hesitant, so I helped her, sliding them down and kicking them aside. She gazed at my cock, her eyes narrowed.

We stepped into the shower together, the warm water soothing over our salt-stiffened skin. Rachel closed her eyes as the water cascaded over her face, plastering her brown hair to her head.

I reached for the bottle of shower gel, squeezing a generous amount into my palm.

"May I?" I asked.

She nodded, her eyes still closed.

I began with her shoulders, my soapy hands gliding over her skin, working the lather into a rich foam. I moved down her arms, then across her collarbone to the swell of her breasts. Rachel's breath hitched as my hands cupped them, thumbs circling her nipples in slow, deliberate movements.

"Is this okay?" I whispered.

"Yes," she breathed. "I like that. It feels nice."

My hands continued their journey, sliding down her ribcage to the slight curve of her waist, then around to the small of her back. I pulled her closer, our bodies nearly touching as I worked the soap across her back in long, sweeping strokes. Rachel's head fell forward, resting against my chest as she surrendered to the sensation.

I kneeled before her, my hands slipping down her legs, massaging her calves, her ankles. Water and soap streamed down her body in rivulets. As I worked my way back up, my hands lingered on the insides of her thighs.

Rachel's legs parted slightly, an invitation. My fingers gently explored higher, finding the dark tangle of her pubic hair. The lather worked its way through the coarse curls, white foam contrasting with the deep brown. I watched, fascinated, as the water rinsed it away, revealing surprisingly large pussy lips beneath her dripping pubic hair.

Rachel's hand found my shoulder, steadying herself. Her eyes were open now, watching me with an intensity that made my heart race.

She took the soap bottle, her movements gaining confidence.

"My turn?" she asked.

"Yes."

I stood and offered myself to her. Rachel's small hands moved over my chest, my shoulders, down my arms. She was methodical, thorough, her touch both innocent and deeply sensual. When she reached my growing erection, she paused, her eyes meeting mine in silent question. I nodded, and her soapy hand closed around me, exploring the length and girth with curious fingers.

We rinsed off together, the last of the soap swirling away down the drain. Clean now, our bodies gleaming in the steamy air, we faced each other. I cupped her face in my hands and kissed her deeply. Her lips parted beneath mine, her tongue tentatively meeting my own. Her arms wound around my neck, pulling me closer, her wet skin sliding against mine.

I turned off the tap and grabbed a towel, wrapping it around her. She did the same for me, her hands lingering on my skin as she dried me off.

I took her hand and led her into my room, pulling back the covers on the bed. We climbed in, our bodies still warm and damp from the shower.

I kissed her, my hands cupping her face. She kissed me back, her lips soft and eager. When we pulled apart, she looked up at me, her eyes shining.

"Kenji," she said, her voice soft but steady. "I... I'm not ready to have sex with you. Not yet."

I smiled at her, brushing a strand of wet hair away from her face. In a way, I was relieved. The pressure of taking her virginity, of changing her forever, weighed on me.

"That's okay, Rachel. We won't do anything you don't want to do. Just like with the ocean, remember? We'll go until you tell me to stop."

She nodded, a small smile playing on her lips.

"Okay."

I kissed her again, my lips trailing down her neck, her collarbone, her breasts. I took her nipple in my mouth, sucking gently, feeling it harden under my tongue.

She moaned, her back arching, her fingers tangling in my hair. I moved to her other breast, giving it the same attention, feeling her squirm beneath me.

My lips moved lower, kissing every inch of her skin. I licked her stomach, my tongue dipping into her belly button, making her giggle. I kissed her thighs, my hands spreading her legs apart. She hesitated for a moment, then let her knees fall open, exposing herself to me completely.

"Beautiful," I sighed, letting my warm breath wash over her virgin pussy.

"Kenji," she whispered.

I kissed the thick tendon that ran up her inner thigh, feeling her quiver beneath my touch. I waited, giving her a chance to stop me, to change her mind. But instead, she fisted her hand in my hair, guiding me towards her center.

Rachel's labia were thick and dark. I parted her folds with my fingers, revealing the soft, wet flesh beneath. Rachel was slick with arousal, her clit swollen and eager. I pressed in, my tongue lapping gently at her sensitive nub. She gasped, her hips bucking, her fingers tightening in my hair.

I took my time, exploring her with my tongue and my lips, rubbing her with my fingers. I licked her slowly, sucking on her labia and savoring her taste, feeling her pussy grow wetter under my touch.

I licked her clit slowly, then faster, getting into a steady rhythm. Rachel's moans grew louder, her hips moving in time with my strokes, her breath coming in ragged gasps.

"Oh, Kenji..."

I could feel Rachel holding back, not quite ready to give in to her pleasure. Her inexperience was restraining her. She was so close, but scared of what was happening.

"Let it go, Rachel," I murmured against her pussy. "Let yourself cum for me. That's a good girl. Cum for me, Rachel."

Maybe she needed to hear me urging her on, giving her permission to let herself go, but my words seem to tip Rachel over the edge.

She sobbed out loud, her hips bucking wildly. I could feel her orgasm seizing her, her body tensing, her breath catching in her throat. I sucked her clit into my mouth, pressing my thumb against her anus, hitting that sweet spot that made her shiver.

Rachel came hard, her body convulsing, her hips grinding against my face. I held her tightly, riding it out with her, feeling her pussy open up against my mouth.

When she finally stilled, I kissed her gently, my lips soft against her sensitive clit.

I moved up the bed, gathering her into my arms. Rachel was shaking, her breath still coming in ragged gasps, her body slick with clean sweat. I held her close, my hands stroking her hair, her back, soothing her as she came down from her high.

"That was incredible," she whispered, her voice hoarse. "It feels so much better when someone else is doing it to you."

"I'm glad you liked it."

"Can I... can I do something for you now?"

"Only if you want to, Rachel. You don't have to do anything you don't want to do."

"I want to."

"Okay."

I rolled onto my back, my cock hard and aching. She bit her lip, her eyes taking in my erection.

"I don't know how to do this."

"I'll show you."

I took her hand and spat in it.

"Now you," I told her.

Rachel daintily drizzled spit onto her palm, her saliva mixing with mine.

"Good girl," I said, enjoying the way Rachel brightened at my praise.

I guided her hand to my cock. I wrapped her fingers around me, showing her how to stroke, how to squeeze. She watched, fascinated, as I moved her hand up and down, my hips lifting to meet her touch.

"Like this," I murmured, my voice rough with desire. "Just like this."

She took over, her hand moving confidently, her grip firm and steady. I groaned, my eyes closing, my body tensing as pleasure coursed through me.

Seeing Rachel, naked and eager, her inexperience replaced by a raw determination to please me, drove my lust higher. Her brown hair falling across her shoulders and those intelligent, curious eyes of hers were focused solely on me, on the effect she was having on me. Her slender body with its soft curves and pale skin, her quivering breasts, the taste of her pussy still fresh in my mouth.

Each stroke of my cock sent waves of pleasure through me, the sight of her, the feel of her, pushing me closer to the edge. I could feel my orgasm building, my balls tightening, my cock throbbing in her hand.

"Rachel," I gasped, my eyes flying open. "I'm going to cum."

"Please," she whispered.

She watched, her eyes wide with fascination, as I erupted, my cock pulsing in her hand, my cum spurting onto my belly and chest.

"Oh, wow," she sighed. "Wow."

I lay back, drained. A satisfied grin spread across my face. Rachel grinned back, happy that I was happy. She reached out, running a finger through the thick ropes of cum, her brow furrowing as she examined it.

"It's so warm and sticky," she said. "Can I taste it?"

I laughed, my body still trembling with the aftershocks of my orgasm.

"You probably won't like it. Most girls don't, especially not the first time."

She shrugged, bringing her finger to her mouth. She licked it tentatively, her tongue darting out to taste my cum. Her eyes widened, and she looked up at me, a smile spreading across her face.

"It's nice," she said, sounding surprised. "It tastes salty, but not unpleasant."

"You're something else, Rachel. Most girls don't like the taste of cum, especially not the first time they try it."

"Maybe it's like cilantro," she said, her voice thoughtful. "Some people think it tastes like soap, but others love it. It's all about genetics. Maybe my genetics make me like the taste of your cum."

I burst into a gale of laughter.

"I'm not laughing at you," I assured her. "You are simply a unique and lovely girl, Rachel Aliza Steinberg. I've never met anyone like you."

She shrugged again, leaning down to lick the rest of my cum from my belly. She swallowed it, her eyes meeting mine, a look of satisfaction on her face.

When my belly and chest were licked clean, Rachel snuggled against me, her head resting on my chest.

"Thank you, Kenji. For everything. For today. For this."

I kissed the top of her head, my arms tightening around her.

"Thank you, Rachel. For trusting me. It means a lot."

We lay there in silence, our bodies entwined, our breaths syncing as we drifted off to sleep. The room was dark, the only sound the distant murmur of the ocean outside the window and the slow beating of our hearts.


Chapter 5



“Sometimes I wish we never met.”

The wind tore at us like a living thing trying to pull us apart. I held Willow tighter, my arms around her waist, her back pressed against my chest. Her hair flew across my face in wild tangles.

Out on the water, the surf boiled, white foam churning in the blackness. To the west, the lights of Holbox town seemed small and fragile against the stormy sky.

Lightning split the dark, a brilliant, jagged tear illuminating the choppy waves for a split second. Thunder followed, a low growl that built into a deafening boom directly overhead. Willow flinched against me.

"Storm's coming in fast," she murmured, her voice almost lost in the wind's howl.

"Looks like it. The weather report was correct."

I rested my chin on top of her head. We stood silent, watching the raw display of nature. Another flash, closer this time, followed by an immediate crack of thunder that vibrated through my bones.

"Reminds me of home," Willow said, turning her head slightly to look up at me. "West Virginia."

"You get many storms there?"

"Plenty, especially during summer. They scared the daylights out of me. Always have."

I could tell Willow wanted to share something with me. I waited as she turned back to the storm.

"When I was maybe eight, nine years old? A real bad storm blew through," she began. "Came up over the hills back of our trailer park. I remember standing at the window, watching it come. Those trees up there... these gigantic oaks, maples... they always seemed so solid. Like nothing could ever move them. Rooted right into the earth."

She paused, tracing the path of another lightning strike with her eyes.

"But that wind hit them... Jesus! They just bent right over. Swaying back and forth like tall grass on a windy day. Looked like they was gonna snap right in two. That messed me up good."

"Why?"

"Scared me," she said simply. "Seeing something I thought was so permanent, so strong, just buckle like that. Made everything else feel shaky, too. Like the ground under my own feet wasn't solid anymore."

"I know that feeling. The world tilting unexpectedly, revealing the flimsy structures beneath what you thought was solid ground."

"Exactly."

"I was maybe seven years old when my mom and me got kicked out of our apartment. My father fucked off to Thailand for good and we couldn't make rent that month. This was in Tacoma. We ended up in this grimy motel just off the I-5 highway. You know the type with weekly rates advertised on these permanently broken signs. God, that place, it smelled like stale cigarettes and something else. Desperation, maybe.

"At night, I'd lie awake listening to loud arguments echoing through walls so thin you could practically see shadows through them. Music would thump from certain rooms where women leaned out windows, calling to men in dusty pickup trucks. I didn't understand what was happening then, but I do now.

"The parking lot had this whole other life. Migrant workers would gather there after these brutal workdays, sharing food from coolers and having these quiet conversations in Spanish. I couldn't understand the words, but I understood the feeling, people making the best of things, finding community wherever they could. That was my first real lesson about how temporary everything is-- home, security, all of it. How quickly the ground can shift under your feet."

Another jag of lightning ripped through the sky. Willow pressed tighter against me.

"To me, though? It wasn't so bad," I continued. "I was a kid. It had a pool, even if the water was greenish. Other kids were around, kids whose parents worked construction, landscaping, the slaughterhouse. We played tag around the ice machine, made up games without needing the same language. My favorite place was this tiny coffee shack right on the edge of the property. A drive-through."

Willow listened, her body relaxed against mine, her hand resting on my forearm.

"It was shaped like a little house, painted brown. The girls who worked there wore bikinis. All year round, even when it snowed. Customers came for espressos and tits. The girls were always nice to me. Always gave me free hot cocoa with extra marshmallows while my mom scraped together loose change to treat herself to some fancy coffee. That little shack, it felt safe. Like a tiny, warm house just for me."

The wind gusts shifted for a moment, sending a fine spray of cold seawater over us. I pulled Willow closer.

"Then this winter storm hit. Not thunder and lightning like this. Ice and wind that screamed. Next morning, I went outside. The shack... the roof was gone. Just ripped clean off. You could see inside, the espresso machine covered in frost, overturned cups, everything exposed and broken."

I looked out at the churning ocean, remembering the hollow feeling in my chest that day.

"Seeing it torn apart like that... it was like you said. Something that felt permanent, even just a little coffee shack, could just be ripped away. Made me feel like nothing was really safe. Like everything, even the most solid things, could vanish in a heartbeat."

We stood in silence again, the shared weight of our memories settling between us as the storm fell upon Holbox town. Lightning flashed almost constantly now, the thunder a near-continuous rumble. The wind howled, picking up sand that stung our exposed skin. The mist from the breaking waves thickened.

"We're just a couple of hard cases, aren't we?" Willow asked.

"Hell yeah."

"Got some good news, though," Willow said, her voice brighter, cutting through the storm's noise.

"Yeah?"

"I got an email earlier. From County Parks and Rec. They approved my hire." She shifted, turning fully to face me, a smile breaking through the worry lines around her eyes. "Got the job, Kenji."

"Hey! That's fantastic, Willow Jean!" I beamed, genuinely happy for her. "Congratulations! What's the job title, exactly?"

"Program coordinator," she said, pride warming her voice. "Planning events, nature walks for kids, community outreach stuff like I told you. Stuff that matters. Stuff I actually care about."

"That sounds perfect for you. Seriously."

"Yeah. It's stable. Real benefits. Something I can build on." She looked back towards the flickering lights of the town. "I start two weeks after we leave here."

Her smile faded slightly, a shadow crossing her features.

"It's a career, you know? Something I can do for a long time. Maybe the rest of my life."

Her voice trailed off, a thread of melancholy weaving into the words. I could almost hear her unspoken thoughts of years spent in West Virginia, planning hikes and community picnics, the decades slipping by.

"That doesn't mean you stop writing," I said quickly. "Lots of writers have day jobs. Keeps them grounded. Herman Melville was a customs inspector in New York for twenty years."

Willow gave a short, dry laugh that wasn't entirely humorous.

"Sure, and he died broke and pretty much forgotten, his book Moby Dick just sitting unread. Maybe not the best example, Kenji."

"Fair point," I conceded. "Poor example. But you know what I mean. You can do both."

She shook her head, the wind catching strands of her hair and whipping them across her face.

"That ain't what I'm really worried about. Finding time to write." She looked directly at me, her green eyes intense even in the dim, stormy light. "I'm worried about this. About us. How do we go on?"

My chest tightened. As the days had passed, I'd been having the same thoughts.

"I'm gonna be back in West Virginia. You'll be back home. That's a hell of a long way away." Her voice trembled slightly. "How's this supposed to work, Kenji? How do we keep this going when there's half a country between us?"

Thunder rumbled in the distance, filling the silence between us.

"I don't know."

I answered truthfully, the wind snatching the words away almost as soon as I spoke them. There was no easy answer, no glib reassurance I could offer.

Willow's gaze didn't waver.

"I love you, Kenji," she said forcefully. "Damn it, I do. And I want this. I want us. Do you feel the same?"

"You know I do, Willow."

The admission felt both huge and completely natural. Willow felt it too. Tears welled in her eyes, mingling with the sea mist on her cheeks.

"Sometimes I wish we never met." Her voice broke. "What damn good is any of this if I'm just gonna lose you?"

"You won't lose me," I insisted, pulling her flush against me, burying my face in her wind-tangled hair. "We won't lose this."

"But how?" she cried, clinging to me. "How do we stay together?"

"I don't know," I repeated, the uncertainty an icy knot in my stomach. "But right now, we have this. We have each other. That's all we've got."

I tilted her chin up, searching her face in the flashes of lightning. Then I kissed her. It wasn't gentle. It was desperate, hungry, a furious connection against the storm and the uncertain future. Her lips met mine with equal force, her arms locking around my neck, pulling me down, anchoring us together against the gale.

A tremendous crack of thunder exploded directly above us, brighter and louder than anything before. We flinched violently, breaking apart, our eyes fixed towards the west.

The glittering necklace of lights that was Holbox town vanished. One moment there, the next, gone. Plunged into absolute darkness. The wind screamed, whipping sand and spray into a frenzy as the full force of the storm descended upon the blacked-out island.

"Oh no," Willow gasped.

"We better get back to the villa."

The golf cart’s little motor whined in protest as I pushed it through the sandy track, now rapidly turning to mud. The wind slammed into us, trying to rip the flimsy canvas roof from its moorings. It howled around the plastic windshield, which was already blurred by the first fat drops of rain.

"Can you even see?" Willow shouted over the din, her hand gripping the dashboard.

"Barely!" I shouted back, leaning forward, squinting through the deluge.

The headlights, weak at the best of times, cut a pathetic swath through the inky blackness. Palm fronds, ripped from unseen trees, cartwheeled across our path like tumbleweeds. The rain intensified, a horizontal torrent that found every gap in the cart’s flimsy protection, soaking us instantly.

Then, a solid shape materialized out of the dark. I saw it almost too late.

"Tree!" I yelled, stomping on the brake.

The cart slewed sideways, tires spinning uselessly in the muck. It shuddered to a halt inches from a massive palm trunk lying squarely across the road. My heart hammered against my ribs.

"Jesus Christ," Willow breathed, her knuckles white where she gripped the seat.

"You okay?"

"Yeah. You?"

"Fine." I took a shaky breath. "I'll see if we can get around it."

I fumbled for my phone, its screen already slick with water, and switched on the flashlight. The beam cut a wavering path through the downpour.

"Stay here!" I yelled to Willow, then stepped out into the dark.

The wind buffeted me, making each step a struggle. Rain stung my eyes. I walked the length of the fallen palm, its roots a dark, tangled mass ripped from the earth. On one side, dense foliage pressed against the road. On the other, a steep, sandy drop-off. No way through.

I slogged back to the cart, water squishing between my toes.

"No good," I reported, leaning in, rain dripping from my hair. "It's completely blocked. We'll have to walk. It's maybe a mile?"

Willow just nodded, her face grim.

"Let's go then."

We abandoned the golf cart, its small shape quickly being swallowed by the dark.

The walk was brutal. The wind tore at us, trying to pry us from the ground. Each gust felt like a physical blow, staggering us. Rain hammered down, relentless, soaking us to the bone.

My phone’s flashlight beam, already weakened by the downpour, offered little guidance on the muddy, debris-strewn track. Lightning flared with terrifying frequency, illuminating the nightmare landscape in stark flashes. Thunder cracked and boomed, so close it felt like the air itself was splitting apart.

Willow stumbled and I grabbed her arm, pulling her upright.

"You okay?" I yelled, my voice swallowed by the wind.

She nodded, her face a pale blur in the darkness, hair plastered to her skin.

"Just can't see shit!"

We linked arms and bent our heads against the driving rain. We pushed onward, step by sodden step. Water streamed down our faces, into our eyes, making it even harder to see. The path became a slick, treacherous river of mud.

Then, through a momentary lull in the rain’s intensity, I saw a faint, dark silhouette against the even darker sky.

The villa.

"There!" I shouted. "Almost there!"

We trotted forward, staggering onto the grounds and practically falling through the main entrance of the villa. The power was out. The large open space of the living area, usually bright and airy, was filled with flickering shadows. Candles, dozens of them, were placed on every available surface.

Marisol and Jorge rushed towards us, their faces etched with concern. Jorge, already in a raincoat, held a powerful lantern.

"Dios mío! Kenji! Willow!" Marisol exclaimed, her relief clear as she clutched a rosary.

"We were just about to go look for you," Jorge said, his voice calm but firm. "The storm, it came up very fast. The radio did not say it would be this strong."

"We're so sorry to worry you," I apologized. "We went out to watch it come in from the point. Bad idea. It caught us off guard."

"Is everyone else okay?" Willow asked, her voice hoarse.

"Sí, sí," Jorge assured her. "Everyone is in their rooms. Safe. The lines are down, of course. The island is dark. But we have prepared everyone with lights and things until the power come back."

"Thank you both so much," Willow said genuinely. "Can we help with anything?"

Marisol smiled warmly and patted Willow's arm.

"No, mija. We have it under control."

"Go, get dry. There is still plenty of hot water in the tanks. Might as well use it before it cools." Jorge handed me a sturdy flashlight. "Here. For your room."

We offered our thanks again and headed towards the hallway that led to my room.

As we turned the corner, a figure emerged from the gloom, illuminated dramatically from below by an elaborate, multi-branched candelabra.

It was Frank. He wore a flowing silk bathrobe, a deep burgundy that shimmered in the candlelight.

"Darlings!" Frank exclaimed, his voice hushed but theatrical. "You're back! We were frightfully worried. Catherina was about to send out a search party, led by Jorge, of course. Armed with nothing but his stoicism and a very large flashlight, I imagine."

"We got caught out," I said, managing a weak smile. "Fallen tree blocked the road."

"How very dramatic!" Frank’s eyes sparkled. "Well, dry yourselves off. Catherina is holding an impromptu soiree in her chambers. Wine, of course. Music from her ancient wind-up gramophone. And I believe she intends to break out the tarot cards. Very gothic, with the storm raging outside and all these delicious candles. Danique is already there, looking devastating in candlelight, as one might expect. Will you join us? It promises to be terribly atmospheric."

"We'll see, Frank," Willow said. "Need to get out of these wet clothes first."

"Of course, of course," Frank said, then lowered his voice, a mischievous glint in his eyes. "Just a little heads up, Kenji. Our shy little poet has taken refuge in your room. She's been there since the lights went out, I think. Looking rather like a startled fawn."

He winked, then swept past us, the candelabra casting elongated, dancing shadows on the walls.

"Do try to make an appearance! The night is young and full of possibilities!"

Frank sauntered away, humming. Willow and I exchanged a look.

Rachel.

We reached my door. I pushed it open. The room, like the rest of the villa, was illuminated by candles. And there, curled up in the middle of my bed, was Rachel. Her eyes were squeezed shut, her fingers pressed firmly into her ears.

Willow moved first, approaching the bed softly. She reached out a hand and softly touched Rachel’s shoulder.

Rachel jumped, her eyes flying open, wide and scared. She looked from Willow to me, then back to Willow.

"Oh," she said, her voice small. "You're back."

She visibly relaxed, her fingers slowly uncurling from her ears.

"What are you doing here?" Willow asked gently.

"I've always been afraid of storms," Rachel explained, her usual flat tone now laced with a tremor. "Since I was little. One of the things I actually like about Beverly Hills. No proper storms. Just fires and the occasional riot, which are statistically less likely to involve direct immolation by lightning."

"You okay?" I asked.

"Better now. A bit." She looked around the candlelit room. "Frank brought me some candles. Before he went to Catherina's room."

"Do you want to go to Catherina's?" Willow asked gently. "Frank and Danique are gathering there."

Rachel shook her head immediately.

"No. I'd... I'd rather stay here. If that's okay. Until the storm passes?"

Her gaze was pleading. Willow and I shared a glance.

"Of course," Willow said, her voice soft and reassuring. "We'll join you as soon as we get dry."

Willow and I stripped off our sodden clothes. The wet fabric peeled away with squelching sounds. I grabbed a couple of towels from the bathroom.

Rachel watched us, her expression unreadable in the flickering candlelight. Her fear seemed to have receded, replaced by a quiet intensity.

We toweled each other off briskly, the soft cotton a welcome friction against our skin. Naked and still damp, we climbed into my bed.

Rachel immediately snuggled closer to me, her small body trembling slightly. Willow settled against me from the other side.

"Sorry to always be sneaking into your room," Rachel murmured.

"It's okay," I whispered, kissing Rachel’s temple. "You're safe here."

"You both smell like rain and wind," Rachel said. "It's wonderful."

I turned my head and kissed Willow. She kissed me back, a lingering caress.

"This is nice," I laughed. "I feel like a king with his retinue of lovelies."

"My greasy fuckboy," Willow whispered in my ear.

"Always."

The three of us lay there huddled together, listening to the wind howl and the rain lash against the windows. Rachel’s breathing gradually deepened, her tremors subsiding. Willow rested her head on my shoulder, her hot breath washing over my skin.

The candlelight cast a warm, protective glow. Slowly, enveloped by the scent of rain and the two women beside me, the exhaustion of the night pulled me under, the storm a distant lullaby.


Chapter 6



“Show me how.”

Jorge and I stacked the last of the fallen palm leaves into the trailer. We'd already straightened the tumbled patio furniture and retrieved the golf cart from down the road. The rest of the island was cheerfully cleaning itself up.

The villa was almost back to normal. Bright afternoon sunshine washed over us, the cloudless sky showing no hint of the storm that had blown through.

A loud cheer sounded from behind us. We turned to see the women gathered in the outdoor dining area, clapping their hands and celebrating.

"Looks like power is back on," I said, wiping the sweat from my forehead.

"Sí. Just after they finished cooking everything on the grill."

"That's how it always happens," I shrugged. "At least we got a good meal waiting for us. I worked up an appetite this morning."

"I'll dump this load," Jorge said. "You go back to the others."

"You sure?'

"Sí, sí. Muchas gracias, Kenji."

I headed back to the dining area as Jorge drove off in the golf cart and trailer. Willow met me halfway with a lukewarm bottle of Mexican cola.

"Ah, that hits the spot," I sighed as I chugged down the drink, enjoying the fizzy burn hitting the back of my throat.

"Perfect timing," Willow said. "The food just got finished. All us women folk worked together preparing it. Funny how just one blackout can send us back to our traditional gender roles, isn't it?"

"I mean, you were always welcome to join me and Jorge in clearing debris."

"Pass on that. I prefer to chop onions. But I did enjoy watching you work. Shirtless and getting all sweaty. Yum!"

Willow gave my ass a hard slap and handed me a fresh T-shirt as we rejoined the others at the dining table. Catherina was at the head of the table alongside Marisol, passing out large serving bowls of food. Across the table, Danique and Frank were laughing at something on Frank's phone.

I settled into my seat with Willow and Rachel on either side of me, just like we'd spent the night in my bed. Rachel gave me a warm smile as I patted her thigh beneath the table.

Catherina tapped her glass with her spoon.

"Alright everyone! We've all survived the great Isla Holbox storm and lived to tell the tale. Power is back and we can now resume our regularly scheduled programming. After partaking of this delicious meal provided by our collective efforts, I encourage you all to resume your writing exercises as laid out by Ms. Willow Jean McCoy. Workshop is on for tomorrow, right Willow?"

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

"Precisely! Now with deep thanks to Marisol and Jorge for keeping us comfortable and safe during last night's deluge, let's eat!"

We all let out a little cheer and settled into our lunch. It was a simple menu of grilled beef and veggies with fresh tortillas and beans, with a huge garden salad on the side. Dessert was fresh pineapple sprinkled with sea salt.

After eating, we all went on our customary walk along the beach. As we crossed the sandy shore, I looked around at a landscape that had grown familiar over the last few weeks. I took it all in, memorizing this moment as best I could. My time on Isla Holbox would soon be over. I wanted to savor every moment I had left in this place, with these people.

Rachel sidled up beside me. I could tell what she wanted, though she was still too shy to ask. I held out my arm and she gratefully wound hers through mine. Side by side and arm in arm, we strolled down the beach together.

"Sleep well?" I asked her.

"Very well," she nodded. "I'm often a restless sleeper, but I slept very soundly last night. That surprised me. I'm still getting used to the novelty of sharing a bed with another person. Sharing it with two people is even more unique. And yet I had no discomfort at all. If anything, it was the opposite."

"Good company eases things considerably."

"I agree."

"Are you ready for our little excursion later today?"

"Yes, I'm looking forward to it. Will you tell me where we are going and what we are doing?"

"I'd like to keep that a surprise for now," I said. "But I think you'll enjoy it. It should help you with Willow's writing exercise."

"You've already done so much for me," Rachel said softly. "That night with the bioluminescence was such an exquisite moment. I keep thinking about it, replaying it in my mind. That... and the other things we've done."

"I've enjoyed it as well."

"And I've been thinking about your writing exercise," Rachel said. "I think I have formulated a way to explore your fear."

"Tell me about it when we meet later," I told her. "I'll be by the golf cart out front, just like before. And don't forget to bring your bathing suit!"

"Bathing suit? Why?"

"You'll see!"

Two hours later, Rachel and I were on a boat bobbing on the deep waters to the southeast of Isla Holbox. Our captain was the same man who had taken us out to throw bottles into the ocean.

Rachel and I were seated on the side of the boat. Both of us were silent, our eyes fixed on the depths below us.

A gasp tore from Rachel’s throat. Her nails dug into my arm. Her eyes, wide and fixed, stared down into the dark blue water.

"I see it!"

“Where?” I asked.

Rachel pointed. A vast, dark shadow glided beneath our small boat. Slow. Majestic. Then another, larger still.

The captain grinned, his teeth white against his sun-darkened skin.

"Ya están aquí," he announced. They are here.

Another shadow followed, and then another, behemoths moving with an impossible grace in the clear water. My breath caught. Whale sharks, Isla Holbox’s gentle giants.

Rachel’s grip on my arm loosened, replaced by a trembling excitement. Her face glowed with an almost childlike wonder.

“Oh, Kenji,” Rachel breathed. “Look at them. Rhincodon typus. The largest known extant fish species. They can grow up to over forty feet long, can you imagine? And they’re filter feeders, living mostly on plankton and krill. So gentle despite their size. See the spots? Each one has a unique pattern, like a fingerprint. They’re usually solitary creatures, but they congregate here, around Isla Holbox, seasonally. It’s one of the few places in the world you can see them in such numbers. Isn't it miraculous?”

“For sure. I knew it was something you couldn’t miss.”

Her gaze, bright and alive, met mine.

“I’ve wanted to see them. I’ve read so much. But I was afraid too. The open ocean, the sheer size of them.”

“I know,” I said softly. “But after that night with the bioluminescence, putting your face in the water like that, I thought maybe you’d be ready for another step.”

I held up two masks and snorkels, the clear plastic gleaming in the sun.

“The best way to truly see them, to experience these whale sharks, is from in the water.”

The light in Rachel’s eyes flickered. Her face paled and she shook her head, a small, jerky movement.

“No. Kenji, I can’t. That’s... that’s too much.”

Her voice was a whisper, all the earlier excitement draining away.

“I understand,” I said, keeping my voice gentle. “I won’t push you. But I’m going in. I won’t go far from the boat. The regulations say we can’t get too close to the whale sharks anyway. I’ll just hold onto the railing at the back and watch them swim by. Will you come to the back of the boat with me? Just to watch from there?”

She hesitated for a long moment, her gaze shifting between the dark shadows in the water and my face. Finally, she nodded.

We moved to the stern. The captain, seeing my intention, handed me a small, waterproof camera.

“For the memories,” he said.

I pulled off my shirt, the sun hot on my bare skin. My sandals dropped to the deck with a soft thud. I fitted the mask over my face, the rubber cool against my cheeks, then adjusted the snorkel.

Rachel stood close, her hands clenched at her sides. Her face was a mixture of fear and vicarious excitement.

I stepped onto the narrow metal platform at the very back of the boat. The water below looked impossibly deep. Anticipation, like a live current, coursed through me.

I reached for Rachel’s hand.

“I’ll get some amazing video for us to look at tonight,” I promised.

“Good luck,” she whispered.

I secured the snorkel in my mouth, took a breath, and slipped off the platform.

The world transformed. The summer heat vanished, replaced by the cool embrace of the Caribbean. Silence enveloped me, broken only by the sound of my breathing through the snorkel tube.

I looked around in awe. Sunlight pierced the surface of the water, fracturing into beams that illuminated the intense, endless blue.

I took a moment, suspended between the boat and the abyss, to find my bearings. My hand gripped the platform rail. With my other hand, I fumbled with the small buttons on the camera, finally feeling the click and seeing the tiny red light that meant it was recording.

I looked out into the blue. My heart hammered against my ribs. From the hazy depths, a shape materialized. A huge, spotted form growing larger, clearer. The whale shark passed no more than thirty feet away. Its wide, flat head, the enormous mouth, the tiny eye that seemed to observe me with a keen intelligence. The dappled pattern of its skin was an intricate mosaic of light and shadow.

I focused the camera, my hand shaking slightly, trying to control the ragged rhythm of my breathing, the snorkel feeling suddenly inadequate. Then I felt a light pressure on my hand gripping the platform.

It was Rachel. She must have seen the shark from above, the sheer scale of it. I kept recording, tracking the magnificent creature until its massive tail fin swept by and it vanished back into the blue.

I broke the surface, ripping the mask from my face, a whoop of pure triumph escaping my lips. The air felt sharp and warm after the water. Rachel leaned far over the back of the boat, her eyes wide, her knuckles white where she gripped the railing.

“Did you see it?” I gasped. “Did you see how close it was?”

“Yes!” she said, her voice high with excitement. “It was incredible, Kenji! So huge!”

“Even more amazing from down here!” I held up the camera. “I got some fantastic footage!”

The captain called out from the helm, his English choppy but clear, “More come! Many more!”

Rachel’s face was alight. She leaned down, her lips brushing my wet cheek in a quick, impulsive kiss.

“Go back! Get more!”

A grin split my face. I pulled the mask back on, fitted the snorkel, and plunged back into the silent blue world. Holding onto the platform, I pointed the camera into the depths.

Soon, another shadow appeared. Then another. And then a third, a silent procession of gentle giants. They swam closer this time, moving with a slow balletic grace.

I felt Rachel’s hand on mine again, a steady pressure. I imagined her delight, the thrill of watching this unfold, and hoped the video would capture even a fraction of what I was witnessing.

Then something shifted in my peripheral vision. Two pale feet skimmed the surface. My heart leaped. Rachel was sitting on the edge of the platform, her legs just above the water.

I surfaced, thrilled to see Rachel sitting there. She had stripped to her bathing suit, a sensible one-piece that clung to her petite frame.

"You're sitting here!" I said. "Hell yeah, Rachel. That takes guts."

"I'm processing my fear. For the writing exercise."

"And for yourself."

"Yes."

"Three sharks!" I shouted. "They were together, close with each other. Maybe it was a family? Damn, it was unbelievable to see them like that. Wait until you see the video!"

"Video," she said quietly. "Yes. I'll watch the video. Like I always do."

I could sense the sadness bubbling up inside Rachel. It must have been hard for her, aching to see the ocean creatures she loved while also terrified of the ocean itself. I gave her thigh a comforting squeeze.

"You're doing amazing," I told her.

She nodded, offering a weak smile. I squeezed her thigh again and then slipped back into the water. I breathed through the snorkel, steadying my breath as I gazed through the depths around me. I could almost feel these huge creatures circling somewhere just beyond my vision, as if their bodies were sending ripples through the water.

Suddenly, I saw Rachel's legs in the water. She must have scooted to the edge of the platform, letting her legs dangle over the side. I grinned, excited that Rachel was pushing herself so hard. As long as she was doing it on her own with no pressure, then every step she took was one she herself had earned.

I was about to surface, to tell her how brave she was, when with a small splash, Rachel slipped into the water beside me.

We stared at each other, masks inches apart, our eyes wide behind the glass. Bubbles streamed from her snorkel as she gasped. Her face, even distorted by the mask, showed a mixture of pure terror and wild exhilaration.

Rachel squeezed her eyes shut, close to panic. I reached out, pulling her close. She clung to my body, her grip like a woman drowning, her body trembling. Adrenaline, I knew, must be flooding her system.

A wave of pride, warm and fierce, washed over me. This quiet, intense young woman who lived so much in her mind, had faced a profound fear. We had to keep that momentum going.

I gently disengaged Rachel's hands from my arm, keeping one of hers in mine. I tapped on her mask until she opened her eyes, then gestured out into the open water.

Slowly, hesitantly, Rachel turned her head. Her eyes widened further as she took in the vastness, the sheer immensity of the ocean surrounding us.

Suddenly, her body went rigid beside me.

From the deep blue, two more whale sharks emerged, their vast forms materializing like dream figures. Rachel shook, a small, involuntary shudder that I felt through our linked hands.

The sharks, sensing our presence perhaps, altered their course slightly, their massive bodies turning with an effortless grace. They passed us, unbelievably close, less than ten feet away. We could see the intricate details of their skin, the rhythmic pulse of their gills, the serene, almost placid expression in their small eyes. It was a moment of pure, unadulterated awe.

We surfaced together, gasping for air. Rachel scrambled back onto the platform. I followed, pulling myself up beside her. She was giddy, breathless, her face flushed.

“Kenji! Oh my God!”

She threw her arms around me, hugging me with a desperate, joyful intensity. Her wet hair slapped against my cheek. She was panting, saying my name over and over, her voice choked with emotion.

I held her tight, laughing with her. The captain watched from the helm, a knowing smile on his face.

Rachel pulled back slightly, her eyes shining, her lips curved in a radiant smile as she kissed me.

“Thank you,” she whispered against my lips. “Thank you for this. Without you, I'd never... all this wouldn't... I mean...”

“I’m so happy to share it with you, Rachel,” I said, my voice thick with emotion. "And you were amazing to come down there."

"Because of you," she whispered. "Only you, Kenji."

We kissed again, holding each other's wet bodies, the lowering sun warming our skin.
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Back at the villa, Rachel and I stood in the spacious bathroom of my room, both of us still buzzing from our encounter with the whale sharks. Sand clung to our feet and the salt of the sea had dried on our skin, leaving a faint white residue. Rachel seemed unable to stop smiling, her usual serious demeanor replaced by an almost giddy energy.

"I still can't believe I did that," she said for the tenth time, her voice tinged with wonder. "I was in the water with them. Actually in the water."

"You were amazing," I told her, turning on the shower.

Steam began to fill the room, fogging the large mirror. I helped her undress and we stepped beneath the hot spray. We took our time lathering each other, enjoying the other's body as we washed away the sea salt.

Clean and refreshed, we stepped from the shower into the fogged bathroom, laughing like two kids after a summer swim.

"Kenji?"

Rachel pulled back slightly, rising on her tiptoes to bring her lips to my ear. Her breath was warm, her voice a whisper.

"I've been thinking about your writing exercise," she said. "Where you wrote about your fear of hurting someone weaker than yourself, of being unkind to someone vulnerable."

I stilled, surprised by this sudden shift.

"You trace its origins to the callousness of your father," she continued, her lips brushing my ear, "the way he abandoned you. But I think that fear is rooted in your relationship with your mother. Unconsciously, you blame yourself for her depression."

I pulled back, looking into her eyes.

"What makes you say that?"

Rachel's gaze was earnest, analytical.

"The way you wrote about it. The specific examples you chose. The language you used when describing the fear." She stroked my face. "My mother is a psychiatrist. Maybe I'm reading too much into your writing. I'm sorry."

"No, don't apologize," I said. "I just... I need to think about what you said. I'm not sure I agree, but it's something to consider."

I wrapped a large, fluffy towel around Rachel before grabbing one for myself. We dried off in comfortable silence, my mind turning over her words, examining them from different angles.

"You don't have to worry about being cruel to people, Kenji," Rachel said suddenly, breaking the silence. "Even unintentionally. In fact, you're just the opposite."

She moved closer, her towel slipping slightly.

"For me, you've been a revelation. You've listened to me talk about my background without judging me. You've been curious about how I see the world when others turn away from me being different."

She took my hand. Her eyes shone with emotion.

"Most of all, you've given me the courage to do things I never thought I would do. Now, I want you to help me do another thing I've feared. And in the process, you can face your fear of hurting someone."

"What do you want me to do?" I asked, my voice low.

Rachel's gaze was steady, despite the flush spreading across her cheeks.

"I want you to have sex with me. To be my first time."

I searched her face, looking for any sign of uncertainty.

"Are you sure this is what you want?"

"Yes," she said firmly. "I've wanted it for a long time. The years have been stifling, I felt like I was choking with desire, but no way to release it. Touching myself was not enough, it was false and temporary. I needed the real thing. A real experience. A real man. And now you've given me the courage to go after what I want. And what I want is you, Kenji."

She stepped closer, letting her towel fall to the floor. She peered up at me, scrutinizing my face.

"Don't you want me?" she whispered.

"Any man would want you."

"Then why do you look so uncertain?"

I hesitated, not sure what I should say. She reached out and took my hand and held it to her cheek, her eyes wide as she waited for me to speak. I knew I had to tell her the truth.

"I've never been with a virgin before," I said. "I don't want to hurt you."

"You won't."

"Your first time should be special."

"Yes. That's why I want it to be you, Kenji."

"Why me?

Rachel kissed my hand and held it to her breast.

"Even before I met you, when you were still a stranger whose pictures I researched online, I felt drawn to you through your writing. Meeting you in person only intensified my desire."

She moved closer, her body pressing against mine as I wrapped my arms around her.

"I trust you to take care of me. I know you won't hurt me." Her voice dropped to a whisper. "So will you be my first?"

I looked at this intense young woman standing naked before me, offering herself with no hesitation. She'd faced her fears and passed through them. How could I not do the same?

"Yes," I said simply.

Rachel's smile made my pulse race. I scooped her into my arms, her body still damp from the shower. She felt light, almost fragile, as I carried her into the bedroom. Water droplets from our bodies left a trail across the tiled floor.

I laid her gently on the bed, the white sheets immediately darkening with moisture beneath her. I sat beside her, my hand caressing her cheek.

"You're so beautiful," I told her.

I meant it. Without her glasses, her face seemed more open, more vulnerable. There was a purity there that was irresistible.

"Do you want your glasses?"

Rachel shook her head, a small smile playing on her lips.

"No. I know how you look."

I leaned down and kissed her, our lips meeting gently before deepening into something more urgent, more primal.

I continued to kiss Rachel, my hands exploring the soft curves of her body. Her skin felt warm and inviting beneath my fingertips. The clean scent of her was better than any perfume.

I trailed kisses down her neck, across her collarbone, taking my time. Rachel's breathing quickened as I moved lower, my lips finding the swell of her breast. I circled her nipple with my tongue before taking it gently between my lips. She gasped, her back arching slightly off the bed.

"Is this okay?" I asked, looking up at her.

"More than okay," she replied, her voice husky.

I continued my journey downward, kissing a path across her stomach, feeling the muscles tense beneath my lips. When I reached the dark curls between her legs, I paused, looking up at her face. Her eyes were half-closed, her lips parted.

"Tell me you want this," I said.

"I want it," she groaned.

I settled between her thighs, gently parting them wider. She was already wet, her arousal clear. I started slowly, placing soft kisses on her inner thighs, gradually working my way to her center. When my tongue finally made contact with her clit, Rachel let out a small cry.

"Oh!" she gasped. "That's... that's..."

I smiled against her, continuing my gentle exploration of her virgin pussy. I found the same rhythm from last time, a rhythm that seemed to please her, judging by the way her hips moved against my mouth.

"You taste so sweet," I told her.

She shivered at my words. Her hands found my hair, fingers tangling in the strands as she held me closer.

"Kenji," she moaned. "I'm getting close. Don't stop. Please don't stop."

I increased the pressure, focusing on the spot that made her breath catch. Rachel's thighs trembled on either side of my head, her back arching higher off the bed. I pressed my thumb against her anus again, and the combination of sensations pushed her over the edge.

"Oh my god, Kenji!" she cried out, her body tensing and then shuddering as waves of pleasure washed over her.

I stayed with her, gentling my movements as she rode out her orgasm. When she finally relaxed, I moved back up her body, placing soft kisses along the way. Her face was flushed, her eyes bright with wonder.

"That was so nice," she whispered, pulling me up for a kiss. "I can't get enough of it, truly. It feels so good to just spread my legs and let you take over."

"I enjoy it too."

Rachel's hand trailed down my chest, hesitating when she reached my erection.

"Can I... I want to make you feel good too. I want to use my mouth. Show me how. Please."

"Okay."

I shifted to sit on the edge of the bed. Rachel got on the floor and kneeled between my legs, her expression a mix of nervousness and eagerness. I brushed her hair back from her face.

"Start slow," I advised. "Use your tongue first, get comfortable with it."

Rachel nodded, then leaned forward, her tongue darting out to taste me. The sensation sent a jolt of pleasure through my body.

"Ahh..." I sighed. "That feels so good."

She grew bolder at my encouragement, licking my cockhead like a lollipop. She took me deep into her mouth, but immediately pulled back, coughing.

"Sorry," she said, looking embarrassed. "I didn't expect..."

"It's okay. Just take your time."

She tried again, this time more carefully. Her movements were clumsy but enthusiastic. The sight of her so focused on worshiping my cock was incredibly arousing.

Her teeth suddenly scraped my cockhead, making me flinch.

"That feels amazing," I encouraged her. "Just... uh, just watch your teeth a bit. Yeah, just like that. Yes, that's perfect, Rachel."

Rachel adjusted, finding a rhythm that worked. Occasionally, she'd try to take too much and have to pull back, but she was a quick learner. The combination of her warm mouth and the innocence of her efforts were pushing me closer to the edge faster than I expected.

The temptation to finish in her mouth was intense. I gently pulled her away, not wanting to finish before I could give Rachel what she needed.

"Come here," I said, guiding her back onto the bed.

As we lay side by side, Rachel's hand trailed down my body again, her fingers wrapping around my erection. She bit her lip, looking suddenly uncertain.

"Your penis is so aesthetically pleasing," Rachel said. "The proportions are lovely."

"Thank you," I said, suppressing a grin at her word choice.

"I just wish you were smaller," she blurted out, then immediately covered her mouth with her hand, eyes wide with horror.

I blinked, taken aback. "Smaller?"

"Oh my god, I'm so sorry!" she exclaimed, words tumbling out in a rush. "I didn't mean to body shame you. That was terrible of me. I just meant... I'm petite, and it's my first time, and I'm a little nervous about it hurting, and I thought maybe if you were smaller it might be easier, but that's not your fault, and I shouldn't have said anything, and now I've ruined everything, and--"

I cut off her frantic babbling with a kiss, unable to hide my laughter. When I pulled back, I was grinning.

"Rachel, it's okay. Really. I'm not offended."

"You're not?" she asked, her face still flushed with embarrassment.

"Not at all," I assured her. "Your concern is valid. We'll go very slow, and if at any point it hurts too much or you want to stop, just say the word."

Relief flooded her face.

"Thank you for understanding. I was afraid I'd ruined everything."

"It would take a lot more than that," I told her, kissing her again. "Besides, I'm well prepared."

I reached for the nightstand drawer, retrieving the bottle of lube that Frank had left outside my door. Rachel watched curiously as I opened it.

"This will help," I explained. "It makes everything smoother, less friction."

I reached for the condoms that Frank had also left, but Rachel put her hand over mine.

"Is it okay if we don't use that?" she asked.

"You sure?"

"Yes," she nodded. "I've wanted this for so long. I need the full experience."

"Okay."

I set the condoms aside, trusting Rachel to know what was best for her.

"Lay back," I told her. "Spread your legs."

Rachel did as I asked. I warmed the lube between my fingers before gently applying it to her pussy. Rachel gasped at the sensation, her hips lifting slightly off the bed as I massaged the lube between her labia. I took my time, making sure she was thoroughly prepared.

"That feels nice," she murmured, her eyes half-closed. "I could climax just from that massage."

"Your pussy is beautiful. I love how big your lips are."

"I've always been self-conscious about them," she admitted.

"You shouldn't be. Your pussy is fucking gorgeous."

I applied more lube to myself, making sure my cock was slippery and ready, then positioned myself between her thighs.

"Remember to tell me if it hurts," I said, looking into her eyes. "We can stop anytime."

Rachel nodded. "I want this, Kenji. I want you."

I ran my cockhead across her lush pubic hair, then leveled it against her entry. My precum mixed with the juices and lube coating her pussy.

With a last glance at Rachel's eyes, I pressed forward slowly, just the tip entering her. Rachel's breath caught, her fingers digging into the sheets.

"Are you okay?" I asked, immediately stilling.

"Yes. It's just... intense. Keep going, but slowly."

I continued, easing in bit by bit, watching her face for any sign of discomfort. The lube made the entry smoother, but I could feel her body's resistance as her pussy stretched to accommodate me.

When I was about halfway in, Rachel winced.

"Wait," she gasped. "Just... give me a moment."

I held still, letting her adjust to the feeling. After a few deep breaths, she nodded.

"Okay. You can move again."

I continued until I was fully inside her. We both stayed still, adjusting to the sensation.

"How does it feel?" I asked softly.

"So full," she replied, her teeth clenched. "I'm at my limit. It hurts, but in a good way. You're so thick."

I began to move, slow, shallow thrusts that gradually deepened as Rachel's body relaxed around me. Her pussy was incredibly tight, but the lube made each movement smooth, reducing the friction to a pleasurable glide.

"Oh," Rachel breathed, her expression shifting from concentration to pleasure. "That's starting to feel good. Lay on top of me, please. Kiss me."

She wrapped her legs around me as I leaned over her, my lips finding hers in a breathless kiss. I maintained my gentle pace, not wanting to rush her.

Rachel's hands moved from my shoulders to my back, pulling me closer. Her hips moved with mine, finding our rhythm together.

"Kenji," she moaned, her head tipping back. "It feels so good now."

I increased my pace slightly, feeling my pleasure building. The sight of Rachel beneath me, her face flushed with pleasure, her body moving with mine, her pussy gripping my cock like a vise... it was too much. I knew I wouldn't last much longer.

"Rachel," I gasped, "I'm close."

"Ejaculate inside me," Rachel urged, her eyes locked with mine. "Please, Kenji. I want to feel it."

Her legs locked around me, forcing me deeper. I couldn't pull out even if I wanted to. A few more thrusts and I was there, pleasure washing over me as I pumped my hot load deep into her pussy. Rachel's eyes widened at the sensation.

"Oh," she breathed, surprise clear in her voice. "It's warm. I can feel it. I can feel it inside me."

I collapsed beside her, pulling her into my arms. We lay there, catching our breath, our bodies slick and glistening.

"Thank you," Rachel whispered, pressing a kiss to my chest. "That was amazing. And see? You didn't hurt me. Just the opposite. That was perfect."

"For me as well."

She kissed me again, a soft confidence in her eyes I had never seen before.

"I took almost all of that inside me," she whispered, stroking my cock. "I can't believe it."

"You did amazing."

"I won't ever forget this night."

"I know. That's what had me so worried."

"You didn't have to. Not at all. I'm so glad it was you, Kenji. Because... because I'm in love with you. It might seem silly and you don't have to say it back, but I want you to know. I love you. A girl's first time should always be with someone she loves."

I looked into her brown eyes and felt my heart ache for this young woman in my arms. I didn't know how to answer her, so I kissed her instead. That seemed enough for Rachel, at least for now. She snuggled close to me, resting her head on my chest.

Outside, the moon rose over the waters of Isla Holbox, washing the beach with pale moonlight.


Chapter 7



“Stay with me.”

“I used to think I understood whale sharks," Rachel said, reading aloud from several sheets of paper.

We were gathered around the outdoor dining table. Late afternoon sunshine drew long shadows across the sand. We were just finishing our writing workshop. Rachel was the last to share her writing exercise with us.

"I could tell you about their cartilage skeletons, their filter-feeding habits, the rhythmic way they move through the water, the spots on their skin as unique as fingerprints," Rachel continued. "I knew they’ve been around for millions of years, surviving five mass extinctions. I had command of all the facts.

"Facts are clean. They’re orderly. They fit into neat sentences and controlled paragraphs. And none of those facts prepared me in any way for what it felt like to slide off the side of a boat, to submerge into the open ocean while knowing that something the size of a city bus was swimming just beneath my feet.

"I was terrified. The ocean is too big. Too chaotic. Too unknown. I felt my heart racing, my hands shaking, my mind scrambling to retreat. But someone I trust was with me. Someone who stayed close and kept me steady. He held my hand when I needed it and let go when I didn’t. Fear is solitary, but it does not have to be faced alone."

Rachel turned and smiled at me sitting beside her, the sunlight flashing off her glasses. I could feel the emotional warmth radiating off her.

Everyone else could as well. Catherina, Willow, Danique, and even Frank, all recognized the new connection between me and Rachel.

"And then... there it was. A whale shark. Enormous, ancient, moving with a grace that felt almost deliberate, like the sea itself had shaped it for this perfect, slow-motion ballet. Harmless, but still built for the deep. Still braving the unknown every day.

"Watching the whale shark, looking into its eyes and knowing it was seeing me as I was seeing it? All the billions of moments that led up to that meeting off the shore of Isla Holbox? Moments of calm, moments of terror, moments of bravery.

"Who I was at that moment? That girl floating in the open ocean? I think that’s what I want to be. A little less afraid, a little more brave. Not safe. Not hidden. But in the world. Of the world. Joyfully inhabiting the space around me.

"I think about the risks I’ve never taken in my writing, ideas I’ve kept in the dark, feelings I’ve refused to give shape to. I’ve been too careful and too precise, always clinging to the known, the safe, the structured. But maybe it's time to stick my hand in the mud hole and wait for the catfish to bite. Maybe it’s time to write like that first leap off the side of the boat. Messy. Exposed. Heart racing. Letting myself drift deeper than I’ve ever gone.

"Maybe I can be both careful and chaotic. Measured and wild. Like a creature that knows the weight of the ocean but still moves through it with unhurried grace. Maybe it’s okay to let go. To touch what I’ve only ever observed from a distance. To feel my pulse in my fingertips, my skin against another’s, my breath coming fast in the dark as I taste another, as they taste me. To take him into the parts of me that yearn to be filled. To desire, undaunted.

"Maybe it’s okay to be afraid... and do it anyway. A writer's lesson, evoked in Willow's writing exercise. To swim with the sharks, you have to enter the water."

Satisfied sighs and nods of appreciation from our little group of writers as Rachel finished. Beneath the table, Rachel took my hand. She gripped me tightly, covering my hand with both of hers.

"Thank you, Rachel." Catherina stood at her place at the head of the table. "And thank all of you for putting such a tremendous effort into this writing exercise. Please join me in thanking Willow for her craft talk and this exceptional exploration of authorial risk."

Willow flushed as we applauded her. The workshop had been another triumph. To be engrossed in the craft of writing with a group of talented writers, all in a tropical paradise? It was the kind of thing any writer dreams of.

Especially one who's been working in a warehouse to pay his bills.

I looked around the table at these now familiar faces, taking more mental snapshots. I'd need to remember days like this one once I got back to my shitty apartment and my shitty job. I needed the motivation to get back here somehow, someday.

"I also must inform you of a sad change to our merry band of writers," Catherina continued. "Unfortunately, Ms. Danique Van der Berg will be leaving us a few days early. That's the bad news. But there is good news. Danique?"

"The good news is I am leaving early to attend the Berlin Fashion Gala," Danique said. "I've been commissioned to cover the event and interview the new German First Lady. She just won the Percet Medal for her latest story collection and is considered a favorite for next year's Nobel Prize in Literature."

"Holy shit!" Frank shouted, patting Danique on her back. "That's a hell of a commission."

"Congratulations, Dani!" I grinned.

Danique gave me a wink and blew me a kiss. Her face was bare, her hair tied back in a loose ponytail. It hadn't taken long to get used to seeing Danique without makeup. Now, I could barely recall what she looked like before.

"We will all miss Ms. Van der Berg's presence, but we wish her much success in the glamor of Berlin." Catherina raised her glass. "To Danique."

"Danique," we echoed, clinking our glasses.

"Ms. Van der Berg's absence means that our brooding young novelist will be the last craft talk of the writing retreat. The change in our group means we have an extra day tomorrow. Make the most of it! Now, shall we take our stroll along the beach?"

As we walked along the beach, Danique caught up to me, falling into step beside me. She wore a white beach dress that fluttered in the evening breeze, her blonde hair gleaming gold in the sunset.

"So, Berlin," I said. "Fancy."

"It's not that big a deal," she replied with a casual shrug, but I could see the excitement in her eyes.

"Why didn't you tell me you were leaving early?"

Danique kicked at the sand with her bare foot.

"I didn't decide to take the commission until this morning. The editor has been after me for days, but I kept putting her off."

"This sounds like an amazing opportunity. Why would you hesitate?"

She playfully slapped my arm.

"Aren't you smart enough to figure out why I hesitated, Freybourne?"

I looked into her eyes and saw the affection there, the unspoken words. It clicked.

"Oh."

"Yes. Oh." She smiled, a genuine smile that reached her eyes. "You're quite perceptive for a warehouse worker."

"I have my moments."

Danique leaned in and kissed me softly on the lips.

"Keep tomorrow free. I have plans for you before I go."

Before I could reply, she turned and walked away, catching up to Frank. I continued walking alone for a moment, watching the waves roll in, when Willow and Rachel appeared on either side of me, each taking one of my arms.

"Mind if we join you?" Willow asked.

I responded by kissing both of their hands.

"Excellent writing assignment," I told Willow. "It got everyone thinking about taking risks. And Rachel, your piece was beautiful. The whale shark metaphor was perfect."

Willow snorted. "You don't need to butter us up to get inside our pants, Kenji. We're already there."

"I wasn't--"

"I told Willow everything," Rachel interrupted, her voice quiet but steady. "About us."

"And how do you feel about that, Willow? You good?"

Willow shrugged, her red hair catching the sunset light.

"I'm fine with it. I understand what it's like to be in love with you, Kenji. We both just want to enjoy our remaining time with you before the workshop ends."

"The most efficient way would be for me to have you both at the same time," I joked.

Willow rolled her eyes and laughed.

"There's the fuckboy we know and love."

But Rachel's eyes had widened behind her glasses. I could see she wasn't entirely opposed to the idea.

"Never say never," Rachel whispered.

Willow and I both gaped in surprise. Then we burst into laughter.

"Come on, Rach," Willow said, taking her by the arm. "I want to see what Frank is showing Danique."

The two of them jogged away down the beach, giggling like schoolgirls, their feet kicking up sand behind them.

I watched them go, shaking my head with a smile. When I turned back, Catherina was walking toward me, elegant as always in linen pants and a loose white blouse.

"Popular man," she said as she fell into step beside me.

"Popular?"

"With the women of this writing retreat." She gestured toward the others walking ahead of us. "I was right, wasn't I? About Willow. And Danique. And Rachel."

"You have a keen insight into these things."

"I do. So, after running through all the women, have you slept with Frank yet?" she teased.

"Frank's too old-fashioned to cheat on his boyfriend."

We walked in comfortable silence for a moment. Up ahead, Frank was showing something on his phone to the women, all of them laughing.

"I'm going to miss this place," I said quietly. "These people."

"Of course you will."

"And you, Cathy. I'll miss you too."

"Hmm. Are you free tonight?" Catherina asked, her voice casual. "Or do you have to check your calendar to see whose turn it is to share your bed?"

"I have time for you. Always."

"Good. Come to my bedroom tonight."
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"Cum for me," Catherina begged, gasping as I choked her. "Finish please baby, I can't take anymore!"

She wasn't kidding. Catherina had powered through multiple orgasms in a row and her whole body was thrumming like a live wire, her eyes rolling back in her head, foam drooling out of her mouth.

After almost a month of hooking up, I knew exactly how rough Catherina liked it... and when she couldn't go any further.

I hammered away at her battered pussy, going until I felt that coiled tension in my guts finally break and release, grunting like an animal as I pumped my load deep into Catherina's tight hole, flooding her with my sperm.

Exhausted, I rolled off of her and lay panting on the bed, staring up at the ceiling, my head deliriously empty of thoughts. Catherina took my hand as she caught her breath, the two of us both twitching after another marathon session of fucking.

Outside, the moon hung over the curving beach. The view from this villa was even better than Catherina's home. It occurred to me that I had seen the moon go through almost a complete lunar cycle here on Isla Holbox.

A synodic month is 29.5 days, as observed from Earth, I thought, smiling at the image of Rachel telling me all the details of the moon's cycles.

You're thinking an awful lot about Rachel lately.

That was true. Even after wild sex with Catherina that left me completely drained, my mind had returned to Rachel. That night with her kept replaying in my mind. Taking a girl's virginity was more impactful than I had imagined.

But it was more than just that. It was also Rachel herself. Like Willow, she made my heart ache when I pictured her face, her brown eyes wide and trusting behind her glasses. Holding her in my arms made me feel like a different person.

I looked at Catherina lying next to me, a contented smile on her face. With her, I was the younger man living out his older woman fantasies with an amazing writer. With Willow and Danique, I was enjoying the attention of two strong and alluring women.

But Rachel? Rachel made me feel mature in a way the others didn't.

Rachel made me feel like a grown-ass man.

She's in love with you. Do you love her?

I didn't know the answer to that question, not yet at least. But I couldn't deny my feelings for the brilliant young poet.

"Brooding again?" Catherina teased.

She rolled on her side to face me, resting a warm hand on my chest.

"Just thinking how much I love fucking Catherina Montclair," I joked. "I wish I could brag about it on social media, like something Dani would write. All my former classmates would be so jealous."

"It would probably be good for my image," Catherina said. "Best-selling author seduces a man young enough to be her son. It might help me sell more books."

"You don't need any help with that."

"No, I suppose I don't."

"Speaking of novels..." I said, stroking her hair.

"No," she groaned, burying her face in my neck. "I don't want to discuss my series anymore tonight. I'm sick to death of show runners and producers and script consultants."

"That's not what I meant. I'm talking about Dopesick Kisses."

Catherina tensed beside me. Her hand stilled on my chest. The easy, post-fuck mood in the room evaporated, replaced by a sudden, sharp awareness.

"What about it?" Her voice was low, cautious.

"Have you thought about rewriting the ending?"

She shifted, her body still close but a new distance opening between us.

"I have been thinking, yes. About what you said. The way it ties everything up with a pretty bow. I came to the conclusion that you were right. It felt dishonest, even when I was writing it. But I didn't know how else to finish it."

"Have you done anything about that? That realization?"

I tried to keep my voice even, a gentle inquiry. Catherina hesitated.

"I've sketched some ideas. A different path for them. More realistic. More true to Sarah and Michael's journey." She made a small, self-deprecating sound. "It's just a sketch, mind you. Nothing close to an outline. Just fragments."

"I hope you'll share it with me. When you feel comfortable."

"Perhaps."

Her tone was noncommittal, her eyes averted from mine.

"Look," I said, turning more fully towards her, propping myself on an elbow. "I'm not trying to pester you about rewriting it. Not really. I'm more concerned about you letting it languish in your closet."

"Languish?" A slight frown touched her lips. "What do you mean?"

I looked directly into her eyes, willing her to see the sincerity in mine.

"Once you rewrite the ending, you have to publish it, Cathy. You can't let it waste away."

She gave a short, dismissive laugh.

"Don't be silly, Kenji. It's clumsy. Overwrought in places. Even with a new ending, it's the work of a young woman fumbling around in the dark, trying to find her voice."

"And have you found your voice now?" I asked, my voice soft but pointed. "Are these bestselling novels, the ones that make you millions, are they your true voice as a writer?"

"My audience loves those books," Catherina said, her eyes narrowing. "They expect a Catherina Montclair novel to deliver certain things. They would not accept a novel like Dopesick Kisses."

"Catherina Montclair's audience might spurn this book," I conceded. "It's not a beach read mystery. It's raw. It hurts. It's not on brand for Catherina Montclair. But the book wasn't written by Catherina Montclair. It was written by Kate Makowski."

Catherina froze at the sound of her real name. I felt the subtle tremor that went through her body. She rolled away from me then, sitting up in bed, her back a pale silhouette against the moonlit window. The curve of her shoulders was stiff, defensive.

"Why the hell is this so important to you?" Her voice was strained. "Why do you care so much about some ancient manuscript I wrote when I was practically a child?"

"Because I care about you," I said. "And more than that, I admire the writer you were back then. The writer who poured her soul into those pages. Not the name-brand author you are now."

A sharp hiss of breath escaped her.

"Fuck you, Kenji Freybourne." The words were acid. "You're an unpublished kid, barely old enough to buy your own beer. I'm a bestselling author. My net worth is more than four-hundred million dollars, last I checked. Who the hell are you to lecture me about my writing?"

I sat up slowly, the sheets pooling around my waist. I let her words hang, let the anger dissipate a little before I spoke.

"It was you who sought me out, Cathy. You who read my draft. You who brought me to Isla Holbox. Why do you think you did that?" I paused, letting her consider. "I think you recognized something in my writing. A passion. The same fire that animated Dopesick Kisses. That's why you showed it to me. Because deep down, in a place you try to keep hidden, you want to be Kate Makowski again."

A sneer twisted her lips, visible even in the dimness as she half-turned to me.

"Or maybe I just wanted a young guy with a big cock to fuck the boredom out of me before the next book tour," she said, her voice icy. "A summer boy toy to distract me while my agent negotiated an even bigger advance for the next bestseller, making me even richer. Did you ever fucking consider that, you brooding piece of shit?"

I didn't reply. Her words stung, but I knew they were hollow. Catherina was lashing out, hurt and exposed. I stayed silent, watching the rigid line of her back, the tension in her neck.

The silence stretched, thick and uncomfortable. I wondered if I'd pushed too hard, if I'd broken something fragile between us. A part of me hoped, desperately, that it was worth it.

Slowly, I got out of bed. The air in the room felt cool on my bare skin. I found my pants on the floor, pulling them on. Catherina didn't move, didn't look at me. Her back remained a stubborn, unyielding wall.

"I know you'll finish your novel," I said, my voice just above a whisper. "And I know you will publish it. Because it's too good to stay locked away. The world deserves the chance to read Kate Makowski's novel."

I walked towards the door, my footsteps soft on the tiled floor. My hand was on the doorknob when her voice, small and fractured, reached me.

"Kenji. Wait."

I paused, my fingers still on the cool metal. I didn't turn.

I heard the rustle of sheets, the soft pad of her bare feet on the floor. Then Catherina was behind me, her arms wrapping around my torso, her cheek pressing against my bare back. Her skin was warm. I could feel her breath against my skin. She kissed my shoulder blade.

"Don't go," she whispered. "Stay with me."

I let out a breath I hadn't realized I was holding.

"For tonight?" I asked. "Or for the rest of the retreat?"

Her arms tightened.

"Both," she said, her voice muffled against my skin. "And more."

She paused, then her words came in a rush, full of desperate hope.

"Stay with me, Kenji. Here. On Isla Holbox. I've decided to buy this villa. I want you to live here. With me. As my lover. As my partner."

The air left my lungs. Shock rippled through me. I turned slowly in her embrace until I faced her. Her eyes searched mine.

"Have I shocked you?" she asked.

"What do you think? Goddamn, Cathy."

"Just come out on the balcony with me," she said, her voice regaining some of its strength, though a tremor remained. "Hold me. Kiss me like you did before. And let's talk. About us. About our future together on Isla Holbox."

Taking my hand, Cathy led me away from the door and out onto the balcony. She nestled in my arms, the two of us naked beneath the moonlight and the stars glittering over the sea.


Chapter 8



“Just shut up and kiss me.”

I swam through the crystal clear water, enjoying the feeling of weightlessness as I moved. Being underwater calmed me like nothing else. The gentle pressure against my skin, the muffled sounds, the way the world above became distant and dreamlike, as if I were suspended between realities.

My lungs eventually demanded air and I pushed up, breaking the surface with a soft splash. My feet found the sandy bottom, and I stood with the water lapping at my chest. Droplets ran down my face as I blinked and looked around the secluded lagoon Danique had brought me to.

Mangroves created a natural barrier, their twisted roots dipping into the water like gnarled fingers. Afternoon sunlight filtered through the dense canopy, creating patterns of light and shadow on the water's surface. My beach towel lay spread on the small sandy bank, bright blue against the pale sand.

And there she was.

Danique sat perched on the thick roots of a mangrove, her legs dangling in the water. She was completely naked, her skin glowing in the dappled sunlight. Her blonde hair fell loose around her shoulders, catching the light in a way that made it look like spun gold.

As always, what struck me most was that beautiful face of hers. Now bare of makeup, it showed the light dusting of freckles across her nose and cheeks that Danique used to conceal. Her blue eyes seemed more vivid without the mascara and eyeliner, more real somehow. Her lips, naturally pink rather than the glossy red she usually wore, curved into a small smile as she watched me.

I swam toward her, moving through the water until I reached where she sat. I rested my head on her knees, looking up at her face from below.

"You know," she said, running her fingers through my wet hair, "you've seen me naked plenty of times now, but you still can't help staring."

I grinned up at her, drinking in her perfect body.

"Can you blame me? I don't think I'll ever get tired of looking at you." I reached up to touch her cheek. "You look beautiful like this. Without the makeup."

She rolled her eyes, but I could tell she was pleased.

"Yeah, well don't think I did it for you, Freybourne. I just feel better without all that stuff on my face." She splashed water with her foot. "I'll still have to glam myself up when I'm working, but on my own time, I think I'll go without makeup from now on."

"You don't need makeup to be attractive," I said, moving my hands to her thighs.

"Oh really?" She arched an eyebrow. "So you're saying I'm attractive right now? Sexy without even trying?"

She leaned back slightly, pushing out her chest in a deliberate pose that made my mouth go dry. Slowly, deliberately, she spread her thighs to show off her pussy.

"You know exactly what you're doing," I said, my voice lower than before.

"I have no idea what you mean," she replied with mock innocence, stretching her arms above her head in a way that accentuated every curve of her body.

I tugged gently at her ankle.

"Come back to the sand with me," I said, nodding toward my beach towel. "Let's fuck."

To my surprise, Danique shook her head.

"I'm fine right where I am."

Something flickered across her face as she glanced at her watch. It almost seemed like she was hiding something from me.

"Danique Van der Berg turning down sex? I'm shocked," I teased.

She splashed water at my face.

"We'll fuck soon enough, stop being so needy," she laughed, but there was something in her voice I couldn't quite place.

I pulled myself out of the water and sat beside her on the mangrove roots. Water dripped down my body as I settled next to her. She turned toward me and we kissed lightly, our lips barely touching as we smiled against each other's mouths.

"When do you leave?" I asked quietly.

"Tomorrow night. Last ferry to the mainland." She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. "I arranged it so I could see your craft talk in the afternoon before I go."

"You'll be there for my talk?"

"Wouldn't miss it for the world." She bumped her shoulder against mine. "Is it ready?"

"Pretty much," I nodded. "Just need to polish a few things. What will you be doing in Berlin?"

"You really want to know?"

"Hell yeah."

Her eyes lit up as she spoke.

"Like I said, I'll be writing dispatches from the Berlin Fashion Gala for Modeanalyse-Magazin, which is exciting enough, but the real coup is that I've been commissioned to interview the German First Lady about her writing. Can you believe it? She's published six collections of short stories and has her fourth novel coming out next year."

Danique's hands moved animatedly as she spoke.

"Everyone else will be asking her about what designer she's wearing or her husband's policies, but I get to talk to her about her creative process and her literary influences. I've never been this excited about an assignment before."

"That sounds amazing," I said, genuinely impressed. "I've admired Serrah Müller's work for years. Her short story collection, Glass Houses on the Plain, had this incredible restraint to it. The way she builds tension through what's unsaid rather than what's explicitly on the page. Very Teutonic. And her use of fractured chronology in The Witness From Algiers was masterful."

"You know so much about Frau Müller," Danique said. "Maybe you should interview her instead of me."

"No way," I laughed. "You'll do great."

"I'll be reading her work and literary criticisms on the plane and during breaks in my fashion coverage," she said. "Going to cram like back at University, only without the Saturday night hangover. I want to be prepared."

"I know you'll nail it," I said, squeezing her hand.

She looked at me with a strange expression.

"This trip is actually thanks to you, you know."

"Me? How?"

"Remember that piece about the conch shell? The one you convinced me to publish?" She tucked her legs up, wrapping her arms around her knees. "I was terrified at first. Most of my readers were completely baffled. They kept commenting, wondering why their favorite snarky fashion blogger was suddenly posting this serious, personal essay."

She paused, a small smile playing on her lips.

"But it was that essay that caught the attention of Modeanalyse-Magazin. They told me they'd been considering me for Berlin but worried I was too lightweight a writer for the First Lady interview. Reading my essay convinced them I could handle writing thoughtful pieces for their highbrow audience. So in a way, it was you who got me the job. Thank you."

She leaned over and kissed my cheek. Pride and happiness swelled in my chest.

"I'm glad you took my advice," I said. "Though if I'd known it would lead to you leaving the island early, I might have kept my big mouth shut."

It was a joke, but Danique didn't laugh. Instead, she focused on me with those clear blue eyes.

"That's why I didn't immediately accept the commission," she said quietly. "I wasn't sure I wanted to leave Isla Holbox... and you... so soon. Who knows when I will see you again?"

"Dani..." I sighed.

"No, shut up. I know. Just shut up and kiss me."

We kissed then, deeply and passionately, her hand on the back of my neck pulling me closer. When we broke apart, she kept her forehead pressed against mine.

"This can't be the end for us, Kenji," she whispered. "How can we stay together after the retreat?"

I looked into her eyes, seeing my own uncertainty reflected back at me.

"I don't know," I admitted.

We stayed like that, staring into each other's eyes, hope and sadness mingling in our gazes. All around us, shadow and light played over the calm waters.

I was about to kiss Danique again when the quiet of our private lagoon was broken by the sound of female voices, giggles, and what sounded distinctly like German cursing.

"Scheiße! These branches are scratchy!"

I turned toward the sound, my eyes widening in surprise. Standing on the sandy bank, waving enthusiastically at us, were two familiar figures-- Leni and Hannah, the German tourist girls. They both wore bikini tops and shorts, grinning widely as they spotted us.

"What the hell?" I muttered, suddenly aware of how naked Danique and I were.

"Surprise! I invited them here! Consider it a parting gift before I leave Holbox." She leaned closer, whispering in my ear. "Besides, they were desperate to see you again. They practically begged when I ran into them yesterday. We're going to fuck your brains out."

Before I could respond, Danique pressed a quick kiss to my cheek and then dove gracefully into the water, swimming toward the girls with powerful strokes.

I watched, dumbfounded, as Danique reached the bank and stood up, water cascading down her naked body as she greeted the German women with kisses on both cheeks. They chatted animatedly, stealing glances at me. Then, to my astonishment, both women began stripping off their clothes.

Hannah pulled her bikini top over her head, revealing small, perky breasts with dark nipples. She was tall and athletic, her body toned from what I guessed was years of swimming or volleyball or some other sport, with tan lines marking where her swimsuit usually covered.

Leni, the shorter of the two, slipped out of her shorts and top with the casual confidence of someone completely comfortable in her own skin. Her body was curvier than Hannah's, with fuller breasts and wider hips, her olive skin unmarked by tan lines.

They waded into the lagoon, laughing as the cool water reached their thighs. I shook my head in disbelief and dove under the surface, swimming to the center of the lagoon where the water was chest-deep. When I stood up, all three women were surrounding me.

Leni moved forward first, throwing her arms around my neck and pressing a kiss to my cheek.

"Kenji! You naughty boy," she scolded playfully. "You promised to call us, but nothing! Were you trying to avoid us?"

Hannah joined in, hugging me from the side.

"We thought you'd forgotten all about us."

I laughed, feeling a strange mix of embarrassment and pleasure.

"How could I possibly want to avoid two such sexy and fun women?" I said, falling easily into their playful banter. "I didn't know you were still on Holbox. I thought you'd moved on by now."

Hannah shook her head, sending water droplets flying.

"We fell in love with this place, despite the storm! We've even talked about buying a small house here."

"Isla Holbox is paradise," Leni said, spinning around in the water with her arms outstretched. "Why would we ever leave?"

"Can't argue with that," I agreed, looking around at the secluded lagoon, the twisted mangroves creating a private world away from everything else.

Danique splashed water at me.

"Enough bullshit talk. Let's enjoy this place while we can!"

What followed was one of the most surreal and joyful afternoons I'd had on the island. The four of us played like children in the water, splashing each other, racing from one end of the lagoon to the other. Hannah taught us a German water game called Wassermann where one person is "it" and has to catch the others while everyone chants a rhyme I couldn't quite master.

Leni climbed onto my shoulders for a chicken fight against Hannah, who was perched on Danique's shoulders. The two women wrestled above us, shrieking with laughter as they tried to topple each other.

"Your lover is very strong," Leni said to me between attempts to push Hannah off balance.

"Yes, she is!" I replied with a grin.

I caught Danique's eye. She gave me a small smile that I couldn't quite read.

"A lover without jealousy," Hannah called down from Danique's shoulders. "That means we can share you!"

They all laughed at my reddening face.

After Leni finally managed to push Hannah off Danique's shoulders with a triumphant yell, we floated on our backs in a circle, our heads nearly touching as we stared up at the patches of blue sky visible through the mangrove canopy.

"This is perfect," Danique sighed.

"Hell yeah, it is."

"It gets better," Leni said, swimming toward the bank. "We brought food and drinks! Come and enjoy."

"You girls thought of everything," I said, following them as we all waded toward shore.

Hannah grinned over her shoulder at me.

"We Germans are very efficient planners."

"You are very well hung," Leni remarked, eyeing up my cock. "This is fortunate."

"Uh, thanks."

We settled on the beach towels that Hannah and Leni had spread out next to mine. I looked around at the three beautiful naked women surrounding me.

"How the hell did I get so lucky?" I wondered aloud.

"Good karma," Hannah said immediately. "It shows in your aura."

"Very clearly," Leni added, nodding seriously. "A lavender glow. Quite fetching."

"Yes, I agree," Danique said, fighting to hold in her laughter. "Such a bright lavender aura, Kenji!"

I grimaced theatrically as Leni pulled a small cooler from behind a tree and began unpacking their provisions. There were sandwiches wrapped in wax paper, crusty bread filled with local cheeses, avocado, and grilled meat. Hannah passed around Mexican sodas. There was tamarind, mango, and lime, all in glass bottles that sweated in the humid air. I sipped from one of the fizzy drinks as Hannah produced a plastic container filled with sliced papaya, mango, and watermelon, the fruit glistening in the afternoon sunlight.

"Looks fantastic," I said, my stomach rumbling.

"Before we eat, we have sex," Leni said. "Yes?"

"Better on an empty stomach," Hannah agreed. "I am eager to experience Kenji's cock."

"Uhh--" I spluttered.

Danique leaned back on her elbows, giggling at the expression on my face.

"I told you these girls were fun," she said with a wink.

I was still processing what was happening as Leni and Hannah leaned into each other, their mouths opened in a deep, sensual kiss that made my cock twitch. Danique watched them for a moment, her eyes half-lidded, and then she pressed forward, reaching out to stroke Leni's neck as she joined the kiss.

Three beautiful women in front of me, their lips and tongues moving together, were like something out of a wet dream. I sat there transfixed, my mouth hanging open slightly as I drank in the sight.

"Kenji, darling, won't you join us?"

Danique's voice snapped me out of my stunned silence.

"Hell yeah," I mumbled.

The girls giggled as they pushed me gently onto my back. I felt weirdly objectified, as if I were a piece of meat, the three of them hovering over me like hyenas about to claim their prize. I liked that feeling.

Leni kissed me first, her lips softer than I expected, her tongue slipping into my mouth. I tasted the sugar and lime from the soda she'd drunk.

Then it was Hannah's turn. Her kiss was more aggressive, startling me as her tongue thrust into my mouth. They took turns like that, each kiss a little more intense, a little more possessive, until I was breathless and dizzy with pleasure.

And then their mouths moved lower and were everywhere. Leni licked and kissed a path down my neck while Hannah focused on my chest, flicking my nipples with her tongue and teeth, making me groan.

Danique settled by my head, her hair brushing against my face as she leaned over me, lowering her face to mine. Her hands stroked my hair as she murmured against my lips, her eyes fluttering closed as I nibbled on her bottom lip, lost in her sensual caress.

But the sensations on my cock pulled me out of that momentary trance. Leni and Hannah had moved lower. They were both sucking me, their warm mouths and tongues working together to drive me wild. Their fingers stroked my shaft and teased my balls as they licked and kissed my length, taking turns sucking my cockhead while the other tongued my sack.

I looked down, torn between watching the two women pleasuring me and focusing on Danique's beautiful face as we kissed.

"You're so fucking handsome," Danique whispered against my lips. "You don't even know it, do you? My brooding novelist with smoldering eyes."

"That sounds like something Catherina would write," I panted, trying to focus while the two German girls worshiped my cock.

"Her books have nice smutty scenes," Danique said. "Titillation for middle-aged housewives. But I prefer the real thing, your fat cock up my ass."

Before I could reply, I let out an involuntary yelp. Hannah had burrowed her face into my taint, her tongue digging into my asshole.

"Whoa, hold up!" I gasped.

"You don't enjoy this?" Hannah asked.

"It's not for me."

"Are you sure? I love eating a man's anus."

"I'm sure," I said. "Goddamn!"

"Whatever. You don't know what you are missing."

Hannah shrugged and returned to my cock. Leni was looking up at me with a wicked grin as she pulled away long enough to say, "Bereit zum Spielen, Hannah?"

Hannah nodded, holding out her hand.

"Schnick Schnack Schnuck!"

They swung their fists in unison. Hannah splayed her hand for "paper!" while Leni's hand shot open with a victorious "scissors!"

Leni gave a shout then immediately climbed onto my cock, lowering herself slowly onto my length until I was buried deep inside her. Her pussy was tight and warm and very wet. I groaned as she moved, her pace slow and deliberate at first, before building to a faster rhythm.

Hannah, who'd been watching with a wistful expression, turned to Danique.

"May I ride your boyfriend's face?" she asked politely.

"Of course, go right ahead."

Danique moved aside as Hannah straddled my face and lowered her ass. I reached up to grab her cheeks, pulling her closer as I tasted her for the first time. Her folds were puffy and slick with her juices. I licked Hannah's pussy greedily, savoring her musky flavor as Hannah moaned above me.

Leni and Hannah kissed each other as they rode me, their hands groping each other's tits as they rocked their hips in a steady rhythm, their bodies shining with a light sheen of sweat. Having two women grinding on me was one of the hottest things I'd ever experienced. I knew I'd never forget this moment.

But then Danique waved my phone at me, the camera already recording, and I realized I wouldn't have to rely only on my memory. I gave her a nod, and Danique came closer, recording the three of us as we moved in sync.

Leni's cries filled the air as she bounced on my cock. I couldn't see the slim brunette, but I could feel her orgasm wash over her, her moans like sobs as her whole body shook violently.

Her breathing ragged, Leni climbed off my cock. After being buried in her pussy, the air felt cool against my wet dick. Hannah and Leni switched places and now it was Hannah who was impaling herself on my cock as Leni lowered her pussy to my mouth.

Hannah grunted loudly and whispered my name as she rode me, her juices coating my cock and dripping down my balls. I ate Leni's pussy eagerly, loving the way she tightened her thighs around my head, urging me to continue.

"Es ist Zeit!" Hannah shouted, startling me.

Letting out guttural sounds like a dog growling, Hannah crashed into her orgasm. I couldn't see her, but I could feel her pussy walls fluttering like crazy around my cock. She shouted more German. I couldn't tell if she was cursing me out or begging for more. Maybe it was both?

Hannah and Leni rolled off me, leaving me panting with exertion. I was sweaty and overstimulated, my cock throbbing painfully. I desperately needed to release the tension that was making my balls ache.

"Here, lover."

I turned to see Danique lying on her back next to me, spreading her legs in silent invitation. I didn't need any further encouragement. I got between her thighs and ran my swollen cockhead along her slit before plunging deep inside her.

Danique cried out, her head falling back, and I began to thrust, Leni and Hannah's juices mixing with hers as I pounded in and out of Danique's pussy.

But even as I fucked Danique, her legs hooked over my arms, I couldn't take my eyes off the sight of Leni and Hannah sucking her nipples, their mouths and tongues suckling on those perfect pink buds.

Danique stroked their heads as her eyes rolled back and the cords of her neck strained. The South African beauty was drowning in the pleasure the three of us were giving her. Soon she was writhing as her climax surged through her.

I felt myself getting closer too. With a final deep thrust into Danique's pussy, I pulled out and stood, my cock twitching obscenely.

"Get on your knees," I ordered.

The girls immediately obeyed, their eyes shining with excitement and anticipation. Danique was in the middle, her beautiful face surrounded by Hannah's and Leni's. They watched me intently, waiting for my next move.

"Look at me," I said hoarsely, holding their gaze as I stroked my cock. "All three of you."

Their eyes were on mine. Adoring eyes, full of lust.

"Kenji," Danique whispered.

Hearing her say my name pushed me over the edge. I exploded, my cum lashing their faces in thick white ropes across their foreheads, their cheeks, their open mouths. I jerked my cock as I painted them with my creamy sperm, grunting with pleasure as they eagerly took my load.

Emptied, I stepped back and admired these young women. They looked so beautiful like that, their faces dripping with my cum, their lips glistening.

Danique reached up to touch her face and then she laughed, a sound of pure delight.

"You're a mess," she said to Hannah, who merely smiled as she leaned forward to lick a strand of my cum from Danique's cheek.

"Yum," she said, and then they were all laughing and kissing and licking each other clean.

The whole time, I stood there, panting and sated, still recording with my phone as they swapped my cum from mouth to mouth until they finally swallowed it all with contented smiles.

I stopped recording and set down my phone. I didn't need any more videos. The memory of this moment would stay with me for a long time to come.

Danique stared up at me. Our eyes locked. Her dreamy smile told me she was thinking the same thing I was.

This can't be the end of my time with this exquisite, crazy, talented woman. There has to be more.


Chapter 9



“It's all so damned perfect.”

Midnight. The room was quiet except for the soft whir of the ceiling fan and the distant sound of waves breaking on the shore. I sat at my desk, staring at my laptop screen, the glow illuminating my tired face as I read over the outline for my craft talk.

"Active Listening: The Art of Disappearing," I murmured, reading the title aloud.

I sighed and leaned back in my chair. The words on the screen blurred slightly as I tried to organize my thoughts.

"I was always that shy kid," I said to the empty room, rehearsing. "The one who preferred to blend into the background rather than stand in the spotlight. Growing up isolated and poor, I learned early on how to make myself invisible in crowds. It wasn't about hiding, exactly. It was about observing."

I paused, considering how to phrase the next part.

"When you're quiet, people forget you're there. They talk freely and they act naturally. They say the things they wouldn't say if others could hear. And I discovered something powerful in that invisibility. I became an active listener. I heard not just what people said, but how they said it. The pauses between their words. The things they almost said but didn't."

I ran a hand through my hair, continuing my impromptu monologue.

"That's where character comes from, you know? Not from grand declarations but from those small, unguarded moments when people think no one is paying attention. I started carrying a notebook everywhere, jotting down snippets of conversation, gestures, expressions. But mostly, I just sit in crowds and I listen. Coffee shops, bus stations, at the zoo-- wherever there were people. After a while, it becomes almost like meditation. The voices flow around you and through you, and suddenly you understand something fundamental about the human condition that you couldn't put into words before."

I turned back to my laptop. The outline stared back at me. It seemed flat on the page, lacking the depth I wanted to convey. My exercise would ask the writers to go into Holbox town and just sit and listen to the tourists and locals, absorbing their words, their rhythms, their stories. Simple, but would it mean anything?

I sighed again and ran a hand through my hair again. My body felt drained, muscles pleasantly sore, and my testicles still ached from the afternoon's activities. My mind kept drifting back to what had happened with Danique and the German girls, Leni and Hannah. The way they had moved together, their naked flesh quivering with pleasure, the taste of their wet pussies...

How the hell am I supposed to focus on my craft talk after a day like that?

I still couldn't believe what Danique had orchestrated for me. The memory of their bodies tangled with mine, the warmth of their skin, the eager way they had taken my cum on their faces. It was like something from a fever dream, not real life. Not my life, anyway.

I forced my attention back to the laptop screen, but the words seemed to swim before my eyes. Compared to Willow's raw emotional honesty, Rachel's intellectual brilliance, and Frank's witty insights, my craft talk felt painfully inadequate. They had all been so good, so helpful. What if my craft talk was the disappointment of the workshop?

My eyes felt gritty with exhaustion. The words on the screen blurred again, and this time I didn't fight it. I saved the document, closed my laptop, and stumbled toward the bed.

Sleep. I need some goddamn rest.

I dreamed of floating in warmth and pleasure, of soft hands caressing my skin, of gentle kisses trailing down my chest. I was floating in a sea of pure sensation, buoyed on the caresses of unseen women.

I awoke slowly, awareness returning in gentle waves. The early morning light filtered through the French doors, casting a pale glow across the room.

The warmth from my dream remained, and as my eyes focused, I realized I wasn't alone.

Willow and Rachel lay on either side of me, their bodies snuggled up against mine. Willow's red hair spilled across the pillow like copper silk, while Rachel's brown curls framed her smiling face.

"Good morning, sleepyhead," Willow whispered, her Appalachian accent like honey.

"We thought you might like some company," Rachel said.

Before I could respond, they both leaned in, pressing soft kisses to my cheeks, my jaw, my lips. Their hands roamed over my chest, my stomach, and lower.

"Well, look at that," Willow said with a smirk, her hand wrapping around my morning erection. "It'd be a shame to waste this, don't you think, Rachel?"

Rachel nodded. "A terrible shame."

They moved in tandem, as if they'd planned this. Rachel's mouth found mine, her kiss deep and searching, while Willow's lips trailed down my chest, her tongue licking wetly across my skin. I groaned into Rachel's mouth as Willow took my stiff cock between her lips, the wet heat of her mouth enveloping me.

Rachel broke our kiss to watch, her breath quickening.

"She's so skilled at that, isn't she?" she whispered, her hand stroking my chest.

I could only nod, words beyond me as Willow worked her magic, her tongue swirling around the head of my cock before taking me deep again. Rachel's hand found my nipple, pinching lightly, sending sparks of pleasure through me.

"I want to feel you inside me again," Rachel said, her voice husky. "Is that okay?"

"Hell yeah."

Willow released me with a wet pop, grinning up at us.

"He's ready for you," she said with a smirk, my precum drooling down her chin. "He's already dripping."

Rachel climbed down and straddled me, her small body trembling slightly as she positioned herself above me. Willow moved up to kiss me, her lips still wet with my precum. We both watched as Rachel slowly sank onto my rigid cock, taking me inch by inch until I was fully sheathed inside her.

"Oh," Rachel breathed, her eyes wide behind her glasses. "Oh, that's... that's..."

"Good?" Willow teased.

"Transcendent," Rachel corrected, beginning to grind, her hips finding a rhythm that had me groaning.

"Lordy, that's a sight..."

Willow kissed me then moved behind Rachel, her hands reaching around to cup Rachel's breasts, pinching her nipples as Rachel rode me. The sight of them together was almost too much to handle.

Rachel's movements became more urgent, her breathing ragged as she chased her pleasure. I reached up to touch her face, brushing a curl from her forehead, and she turned to kiss my palm, the gesture unexpectedly tender amid our passion.

"I'm close," she gasped, her internal muscles clenching around me.

"Let it go," I urged, knowing how she needed permission to climax. "Cum for me, be my good girl."

"Give it to him," Willow encouraged, one hand sliding down to where Rachel and I were joined, her fingers finding Rachel's clit.

Rachel came with a cry that sounded like my name, her body shuddering as waves of pleasure crashed over her. She collapsed forward onto my chest, breathing hard, and I held her close, stroking her hair as she powered through her orgasm.

Willow gave us a moment before gently moving Rachel to the side.

"My turn," she said, her green eyes gleaming.

Willow climbed on top of me with practiced ease, her pussy already slick with arousal. She sank down, taking me deep inside her with a satisfied sigh. Unlike Rachel's tentative movements, Willow rode me with confidence, her hips rolling in a slow, deliberate rhythm that had me groaning.

"That's it, Kenji," she purred, her accent getting thicker. "Just lie back and enjoy what I'm giving ya."

Rachel moved to my side, her small hand caressing my chest as she leaned in to kiss me. Her lips were soft, her kisses gentle, so different from the frantic energy of yesterday with Danique and the German girls.

Yesterday had been like a pornographic fantasy come to life, all grasping hands, demanding mouths, and raw, animalistic lust. Danique orchestrating the whole thing like a sexual conductor, directing Leni and Hannah with confident commands, all of us lost in a haze of sweat and pleasure. It had been exciting, intense, overwhelming.

This was something else entirely. Willow's movements were unhurried, deliberate. Rachel's touches were tender, almost reverent. There was no manic lust here, no frantic chase toward release. It was just me and Willow and Rachel, enjoying our bodies with the morning light.

Rachel's tongue slipped into my mouth as Willow leaned forward, changing the angle, her breasts swaying tantalizingly above me. I reached up to cup them, feeling their weight in my palms, brushing my thumbs across her nipples.

"Fuck, your cock feels so good," Willow breathed, her pace quickening slightly.

Rachel broke our kiss to watch Willow, her eyes dark with desire behind her glasses.

"You're beautiful together," she murmured, her hand trailing down to Willow's pussy.

Willow gasped as Rachel's fingers found her clit, circling it with gentle pressure.

"Don't stop," she moaned. "Both of you."

When Willow climaxed, it was with a shuddering cry, her body arching backward, red hair cascading down her back. The sight of her pleasure, combined with the tight grip around my cock, pushed me close to the edge.

"I'm almost there," I managed to gasp, my hands gripping Willow's hips.

Willow smiled down at me, still trembling from her orgasm.

"Rachel wants to experience swallowing," she said, her voice husky. "Don't you, darling?"

Rachel nodded eagerly, moving into position as Willow lifted herself off me. Rachel's mouth replaced Willow's wet pussy, her inexperienced lips wrapping around me as I erupted with a groan. She did her best to swallow my spurting cum, but some escaped, trickling down onto my belly.

Willow leaned down, her tongue darting out to clean up the spillage with deliberate, teasing licks.

"Can't let that go to waste," she murmured against my skin.

I collapsed back against the pillows, groaning as my balls ached painfully. Between yesterday's marathon with Danique and the Germans and now this morning's activities, I felt completely drained.

"I don't think I'll be able to walk straight today," I sighed, throwing an arm over my eyes.

Willow laughed, pressing a kiss to my chest.

"That's going to be a problem, since we're dragging you out for an early morning stroll."

I lifted my arm to peek at her.

"You can't be serious."

She kissed me, her lips curving into a smile against mine.

"I'm deadly serious. Me and Rachel both are."

Rachel joined Willow, her small body pressing against my side as she placed a gentle kiss on my jaw.

"We're on Nature's schedule, again," she said solemnly.

An hour later, we were at the Northern edge of the island. The sandbar stretched before us like a ribbon. With each step, our feet sank slightly into the wet sand, leaving a trail of footprints that disappeared with the gentle lapping of the tide.

Rachel and Willow walked on either side of me, their hands occasionally brushing against mine.

"It feels like we're walking on water," Willow said, her voice hushed with wonder.

She wasn't wrong. The sandbar extended far from the main island, creating an illusion that we were striding across the sea itself. To our left and right, shallow waters shimmered, reflecting the early morning sunlight.

"Look how far we are from shore," Willow pointed back toward the island, now a distant silhouette against the lightening horizon. "Like we're halfway to somewhere else."

I stopped walking, feeling the gentle press of water against my ankles.

"I'm going to miss this place."

"Me too," Rachel whispered.

Willow nodded. "Pretty soon it's back to reality."

We stood in silence for a moment, watching a flock of flamingos take flight in the distance, their pink bodies stark against the pale morning sky.

"What will you miss most?" I asked them both.

Willow didn't hesitate.

"The beach. We don't have anything like this in West Virginia. Just mountains and trees. Beautiful in their way, but nothing like this." She gestured at the endless expanse of water surrounding us. "This openness, this sand and sky and water. It's all so damned perfect."

"What about you, Kenji?" Rachel asked, her glasses catching the light.

"Being immersed in writing all day. Having nothing else to do but think about stories and words. No warehouse shifts, no bills to worry about, no distractions." I paused. "Well, some distractions."

Willow snorted and playfully shoved my shoulder.

"What about you, Rachel?" I asked.

She looked down at her feet, suddenly shy.

"The people," she said quietly. "I'll miss the people the most. The shared friendship of our group. I've never had that before."

Her honesty made my chest tighten. I reached out and took her hand, squeezing it gently.

"So what comes next for everyone?" I asked as we resumed walking. "What's waiting for you back home?"

"My new job with Country Parks and Recreation," Willow said, her face brightening. "I'm looking forward to working outdoors, being in nature. And I'm more determined than ever to focus on my short stories. Being here, learning from all of you? I'm taking that home with me."

"That's great, Willow," I said. "Your stories deserve to be read."

"What about you, Rachel?" Willow asked.

"I'm starting online classes at community college. My parents and I agreed it would be a good way to ease into higher education." Rachel pushed her glasses up her nose. "Eventually, I'll transfer to university."

"That sounds like a solid plan," I said.

"I wish I had such supportive parents," Willow said.

"My parents love me and make my life comfortable," Rachel agreed, her voice taking on a contemplative tone. "But after being here on Isla Holbox, after everything I've experienced? I realize I've been too comfortable, too sheltered, too safe. I always thought of my home life as my cocoon, but now I see it's been a place I've hidden in for too long."

The raw honesty in her voice made both Willow and me fall silent. The only sound was the gentle splash of water against our feet and the distant cry of seabirds.

"What about you, Kenji?" Willow finally asked. "Will you be able to get your job back at the warehouse?"

I hesitated, feeling the weight of what I was about to share. To the east, the sun was climbing and the heat of day was steadily rising.

"Actually," I began, "Catherina has offered to let me stay here on Isla Holbox. In the neighboring villa."

Their reactions were immediate. Rachel's mouth fell open, and Willow stopped walking entirely.

"Stay here?" Rachel asked. "Permanently?"

I nodded. "That's the offer."

"What would you do here?" Rachel pressed, her brow furrowed in confusion.

"Help around the estate with Jorge and Marisol," I explained. "But mostly... mostly, my job would be being Catherina's lover. And I would have all the time I needed to finish my novel and begin the next one."

Willow's posture stiffened. She crossed her arms over her chest.

"Sounds like a dream offer," she said, her voice tight. "A young novelist becoming a sexy older woman's live-in partner. An older woman who happens to be a bestselling author who can offer you money and opportunities. I can understand why you'll be staying after everyone else has left."

"I haven't decided if I'm going to stay," I said tiredly. "That's why I'm telling you both. I wanted to know what you think I should do."

Rachel adjusted her glasses, a habit when she was thinking deeply.

"You should accept," she said firmly. "The opportunity is too good to pass up."

I turned to Willow. "What do you think?"

She looked away, her gaze fixed on the distant shore. She didn't speak for a long time.

"I'll be sick knowing you're here on the island without me," she admitted, her voice barely audible over the gentle lapping of waves. "Catherina getting to be with you full time makes my heart hurt. But I also agree with Rachel. This is too good an opportunity for you to pass up."

I stood there in silence, watching a hermit crab scuttle across the sand near my feet. The weight of their acceptance felt oddly heavy, not liberating as I might have expected.

"What's wrong?" Willow asked.

"I'm just surprised," I said. "I thought you might object more strongly to me staying with Catherina."

Rachel reached for my hand. I let her take it.

"It makes me sad not to be with you," she said, her brown eyes earnest behind her glasses. "But I want what's best for you. Because I love you."

Her words hit me like a physical force. Before I could respond, Willow stepped closer.

"I do too," she said simply. "We both want you to pursue your dreams and be happy, even if it's without us."

The three of us stood there on the sandbar, the sun casting our shadows long across the water. Without thinking, I pulled them both into a hug, feeling Rachel's slight frame and Willow's curves pressed against me. I closed my eyes, savoring the feeling of holding these two beautiful and talented women who wanted nothing more than my happiness.

How did I get so lucky?

The question echoed in my mind as we stood there, surrounded by water and light, no one else for miles around.
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I stood at the head of the dining table, sunlight streaming through the palm trees and washing over me in warm waves. The brightness dazzled my eyes, creating halos around the faces watching me expectantly.

Frank, his expression encouraging as always.

Catherina, elegant and composed.

Danique, her perfect features illuminated by the sun.

Rachel, her glasses reflecting tiny prisms of light.

Willow, her green eyes locked on my own.

The gentle sound of waves breaking on the shore filled the silence, along with the call of seabirds and the rustling of palm fronds in the breeze. I breathed in the salt-tinged air, feeling it fill my lungs, aware of the growing concern in their eyes as I remained quiet.

I cleared my throat, my mouth dry.

Say something. Speak!

"I, uh... I was up late trying to put my craft talk into order," I began, my voice hesitant. "I kept thinking about how amazing Frank's talk was. And Rachel's brilliant discussion of how we know things. And Willow's raw, honest exploration of emotional risk."

I ran a hand through my hair nervously.

"I guess I felt like I needed this craft talk to be as good as yours. To prove I belonged here. But this morning, while standing on the sandbar off the coast of Isla Holbox, I realized something."

I paused, gathering my thoughts.

"Being as good as Frank or Rachel or Willow isn't the point of a craft talk. A craft talk should be about a writer honestly expressing some aspect of writing that they think might help other writers. It's about connecting with strangers who have a shared love of language."

I looked around the table, meeting each pair of eyes.

"Except you're not strangers anymore. I feel comfortable calling everyone here my friend... and more."

Heat crept into my cheeks, but I pushed on.

"I originally planned to talk about active listening and character study. But that seems like just a technique, not a real exploration of writing. So I've decided to abandon that craft talk. Instead, I want to talk about endings. Endings to novels, endings to stories, endings to essays and poems. And endings in real life."

I paused to gather my thoughts. None of this was rehearsed, and I was close to floundering. I saw Willow shift in her seat, Rachel adjust her glasses.

"Endings are the guideposts to every piece of creative writing," I continued. "Every writing piece is malleable and full of possibility until the moment it reaches its ending. Every sentence, every paragraph, every stanza leads to that ending. Once a piece is begun, it must end to be complete."

I paced a few steps, feeling the energy of my words propelling me forward.

"Think about it. When you read a novel, the ending reshapes everything that came before it. A perfect ending can elevate a good book to greatness. A weak ending can undermine even the most beautiful prose."

I stopped pacing and leaned against the back of my chair.

"I've struggled to finish my novel because I feared choosing the wrong ending. I've been paralyzed by possibilities."

I looked directly at Catherina.

"Other writers might not finish a book because they know the right ending but are too afraid to write it."

Something flickered in Catherina's blue eyes and she nodded almost imperceptibly.

"Either way leads to paralysis and eventual abandonment of what had once seemed so vital. All because a writer couldn't end it and make the writing whole."

I straightened up, feeling a strange certainty settle over me.

"Every writer must always be working toward an ending. Because endings make books and poems whole. They give meaning to everything that came before."

The table was completely silent, everyone focused intently on my words. I groped for an example of my theme.

"My mother believed in destiny," I said, my voice softening. "That's why she was so sad during her life. She believed she was just a passenger, that other forces steered where she was taken."

I paused, a memory washing over me like a wave.

"When I was twelve, my mother lost her job at the motel where she'd worked for eight years. The new manager had been sexually harassing her for months. When she refused to fuck him, he fired her. Instead of looking for another position, she spent weeks just sitting by our apartment window, staring out at the street.

"When I asked why she wasn't looking for another job, she showed me her palm and traced the lines with her finger. 'See this, Kenji? The fortune teller said my life line breaks here. There's nothing to be done about it.'

"My mom genuinely believed her future was already written, etched into her skin, predetermined by stars or gods or whatever invisible fucking force she thought controlled our lives. She never fought for anything she wanted because she didn't believe she had the power to change her story's ending."

I swallowed against the sudden tightness in my throat.

"I love my mother and miss her every day. But she was mistaken."

I looked around the table again, making eye contact with each person.

"We are all writers. All of us have the ability to choose our endings and make them happen in our writing. We are gods within our realms of words. No outside power writes our endings. We do.

"That same ability exists in our lives. The power to work toward an ending that we want, that we need, that we make a reality."

My gaze lingered on Catherina, whose elegant posture couldn't hide the vulnerability in her eyes. She was the first person to believe in my talent, to see something in my writing that others had missed. Her faith had brought me here, to this island, to this moment.

My eyes moved to Danique, beautiful and complex. She had taught me to look below the surface, to find the truth beneath the carefully constructed facade. Her journey from superficiality to authenticity had mirrored my own in unexpected ways.

I looked at Rachel, her intelligent eyes watching me from behind her glasses. She had let me take the role of guide to someone who needed guidance, easing my fear of unintentionally hurting someone more vulnerable than myself. In helping her, I had discovered strengths I didn't know I possessed.

Finally, I looked at Willow, her red hair gleaming in the sunlight. She had called out my bullshit, challenged my assumptions, made me a better novelist through her fierce honesty and unwillingness to accept easy answers. The woman who had offered her feelings to me as freely as she offered her lush body. The woman who had made me answer, "I love you too" and truly mean it.

"As this workshop ends," I continued, "I ask you to envision what you will do after you leave Isla Holbox. Is the ending of this writers' retreat the ending that you truly want? And if not, what ending do you truly desire?

"Like a novel or a poem, the ending must come before a new start can begin. I'm asking all of you if you're willing to make the ending of this writing retreat the ending you truly need. For me..." I hesitated, then plunged ahead. "For me, I want more. I hope you do as well. Our time together is ending. Soon we will all scatter to our own lives, our own worlds. But this is not the only resolution possible. We are writers and we can write our own ending. If we want to. We can make this ending the start of something more. All of us. Together."

I fell silent, my final words lingering in the warm air. No one spoke. I looked at the faces of the women around the table, hoping I had sparked something inside them.

In my heart, I nurtured a wild hope that what I had experienced here on Isla Holbox would not end but continue on with the women I had come to love. I didn't know how, but that was my hope.

The silence stretched. I held my breath, waiting for someone to speak, to give me a sign that they understood what I was asking.

Frank was the first to move, a slow smile spreading across his face as he looked from me to the women and back again. He seemed to understand exactly what was happening, what I was proposing without explicitly saying it.

Catherina's eyes held mine, searching, questioning. There was hope there, but also caution, the wariness of a woman who had been disappointed before.

Danique's perfect features were uncharacteristically still, her usual mask of flirtatious confidence replaced by something more genuine, more vulnerable.

Rachel-- sweet, brilliant Rachel-- adjusted her glasses, her hands trembling slightly, her expression a mixture of fear and longing.

And then there was Willow. Her green eyes blazed with an intensity that took my breath away, her lips slightly parted as if she wanted to speak but couldn't find the words.

I stood there, heart pounding, waiting for someone to break the silence, to acknowledge the future I had tentatively outlined. A future where endings became beginnings, where what we had found on this island didn't have to end when we left its shores.

A future where love... complex, messy, beautiful love... might be enough to bind us together beyond the boundaries of this workshop, this island, this moment in time.

What kind of ending will we write? I wondered.


Epilogue



One Year Later

"Oh fuck, that feels so fucking good! Harder, Kenji! Get deep in my ass! Harder!"

Danique's hands gripped the edge of the golf cart, knuckles whitening as I pounded into her from behind. Her skirt was hiked up and her silk panties roughly shoved aside, giving me full access to her perfect, round ass. I spread her cheeks wide, my fingers digging into her firm flesh as I buried my cock deep into her tight asshole.

Danique moaned loudly, pressing back against me, meeting every thrust. I did a quick check to make sure we were still alone. I'd parked in a secluded spot, but it was still good to be sure.

"Harder, Kenji!" she begged, her hand snaking between her legs, rubbing her clit in fast, desperate circles. "You're gonna make me cum. Fuck, I’m so close."

I grunted, slamming into her harder, faster. Lube and precum squelched as I thrust in and out of her asshole, the wet sounds spurring me on. Sweat dripped from my brow, my heart pounded in my chest. The sound of our bodies slapping together filled the air, along with her breathy moans and my grunts of exertion.

Suddenly, Danique let out an animalistic cry, her body locking up.

"Fuck, I’m cumming!" she screamed, her voice strangled.

A hot spray hit my balls and my thighs as she squirted, her body convulsing with her orgasm. I didn’t stop. I couldn’t stop. I was too close.

I fucked her through her orgasm, her ass clenching around my cock, drawing out my release. Another hot jet of squirt splashed against me and that was the final push.

With a deep thrust, I sheathed my cock balls-deep in her ass, growling as I orgasmed, pumping my hot cum deep into her guts, my body shuddering with the force of my orgasm.

She was still dribbling squirt as her anus clenched again and again, milking every last drop of sperm from me. The two of us emptied out, I collapsed onto Danique's back, my chest heaving, my heart pounding. We stayed like that for a moment, our bodies still connected, our breaths ragged.

"Damn, that was so good," Danique gasped. "No one makes me cum like you do."

"You were in a hell of a rush," I panted, my cock still twitching in her ass. "Couldn't wait until we got to the villa?"

"I waited a whole year for that ass fucking," Danique chuckled. "I wasn't going to wait a second longer."

I reluctantly pulled out of Danique's ass, pausing to admire her gaped hole twitching as my cum dribbled out of her.

"Checking out your work?" Danique teased.

"It's a beautiful thing to see," I said, using my cockhead to push stray globs of cum back into her asshole. "You're a nasty girl, Dani."

"You love it."

"I do. I love it so much."

I patted her rump affectionately, then turned her around to face me. It had been a year since we were last face to face. Those blue eyes I knew so well still made my heart race.

"And do you love me?" she asked.

"For sure."

"Then say it," Danique urged.

"I... love you, Dani."

"You hesitated!"

"Yeah, I know," I sheepishly admitted. "I'm still getting used to saying it."

"With anyone? Or just me?"

"Just you, Ms. Van der Berg. I guess I'm intimidated by your beauty."

"Still? Silly boy, I thought you got over that."

"I'll never get over this face," I said, stroking her cheek. "That haircut, though? Might take a little getting used to."

I ran my fingers through Danique's blonde hair. Her long tresses were gone, her hair styled into a short pixie cut.

"It's easier for me," she said. "I don't spend hours on hair or makeup in the morning anymore. Just wash, moisturize, and go. I only get made up for photo shoots these days. Wigs are easy. So fucking freeing! Oh, and by the way? I love you too."

She kissed me again and stepped away to straighten her clothes.

"Here. Take this."

"You came prepared," she remarked dryly as I passed her a packet of wet wipes.

"I had a hunch you might not want to wait."

"You know me too well, Freybourne."

I handed her a fresh towel to dry herself off. I used another one to wipe my dripping balls and legs dry.

"I also brought some Mexican colas," I said. "Figured you'd need to re-hydrate."

Danique's husky laughter filled the air as she slapped my arm.

"Get behind the wheel," she chided me. "I want to see what you and the girls have been up to."

I guided the golf cart along the winding path, Danique's fingers trailing across my forearm as we drove. The warm Holbox breeze carried the scent of sea salt and flowers. I glanced at Danique sitting next to me. I couldn't help smiling at how right it felt to have her back.

"So how was South Korea? Your photos looked amazing."

Danique's face lit up.

"God, Seoul was fucking incredible! The fashion scene there is just fucking explosive right now. These underground designers are creating pieces that make Paris and Milan look stale." She gestured animatedly with her hands. "I spent three weeks with this collective in Hongdae. They're taking traditional Korean textiles and reimagining them with this cyberpunk aesthetic. No one's doing anything like it."

"You got to see their workshops, right?"

"Yes! Tiny spaces crammed with fabric and tech. One designer, Rhee Ji-Young, showed me how she's embedding flexible LED panels and micro-sensors into hanbok-inspired dresses. When the lights dim, the whole garment transforms." Her eyes sparkled with excitement. "I got to document their entire process."

"I read all your posts," I said. "Your writing was excellent. You really captured the energy and the innovation."

Danique's smile faltered slightly. She sighed and ran a hand through her short hair.

"Some of my regular followers weren't thrilled. They want more selfies in bikinis and stories about which celebrity I spotted at which club." She rolled her eyes. "But I'm getting this whole new following of people who care about fashion as art and cultural expression."

"That's because you're writing with substance now. Your piece on textile sustainability was fascinating."

"You think?" She looked genuinely pleased. "I'm trying to find my voice beyond just being a pretty face recommending lip gloss."

The cart bounced over a bump, and I slowed down.

"You know, you should think about compiling these pieces into a book. Your travel writing, the designer profiles, the cultural analysis. It's all really strong material."

"A book?" She raised an eyebrow.

"Yeah. Maybe Isla Holbox Publishing could help you out with that." I kept my face serious. "I hear they're looking for fresh voices in fashion criticism."

Danique burst out laughing.

"Oh really? And do I know anyone at this prestigious publishing house?"

"Well, I believe you're quite familiar with the editor. Some say intimately so."

"Is that right?" She leaned over and kissed my cheek. "I might have to schedule a meeting with him. See if we can come to some sort of... arrangement."

"I'm sure something could be worked out," I replied, feeling the warmth of her lips lingering on my skin. "The editor is known to be very accommodating to certain authors. Especially those who let him fuck their ass."

Danique bellowed with laughter, her body shaking with mirth.

"You greasy fuckboy!" she teased, using Willow's favorite term of endearment for me.

We rounded the last bend, and Catherina's villa came into view, its white walls gleaming in the afternoon sun.

"Wait," Danique said, touching my arm. "Stop here for a minute."

I pulled the cart to a halt, watching as she took in the sight of the villa, her eyes drinking in every detail.

"You know, I dream about that place," she said softly. "That month we spent here? I think about it all the time. The conversations on the beach, swimming at sunrise, those nights when we'd all stay up talking about writing and art. Sometimes I wake up and swear I can smell the salt air and hear the waves."

"Nothing's changed," I said, gesturing toward the villa. "Cathy's still running the retreat. The latest batch of writers just arrived three days ago. Five of them, all looking terrified and excited just like we were."

"Are they good?"

"They're all extremely talented." I checked my watch. "I'm giving a short presentation later today."

Danique laughed. "Look at you, all professor-like now."

"I don't have an MFA so I'll have to decline the professorship," I joked. "I'm just passing on what I learned here. What we all learned."

"Catherina didn't have an MFA. And she led the writing retreat."

"Fair point."

"Let's get going." Danique squeezed my hand. "I can't wait to see everyone."

I pulled the golf cart into the driveway of the second villa, the one Cathy and I had used as our hook-up spot a year ago. The property looked even better now, with freshly painted walls and new landscaping.

"So the sale went through?" Danique asked, taking in the improvements.

"A few months back. Cathy owns both houses now." I gestured to the sprawling property. "She's talking about buying the villa on the other side of her villa too. Make her own private compound."

"Compound?" Danique snorted. "That sounds like Catherina Montclair is building a little sex cult on Isla Holbox."

"Hell yeah. Sign me up."

"You're already a member," she laughed.

"Fair point," I said again.

Movement from the side of the house caught Danique's attention. Rachel emerged, holding a pair of gardening shears, her brown hair pulled back in a loose ponytail. When she spotted us, her face lit up with pure joy.

"Dani!" she called out, waving enthusiastically.

Danique hopped out of the cart and trotted across the lawn. The two women collided in a tight embrace, rocking back and forth.

"Oh my god, Rach!" Danique pulled back, her hands on Rachel's shoulders. "You look like a completely different woman!"

Rachel did look transformed. Her skin had a healthy golden tan, her formerly pale complexion now glowing with vitality.

"It's been four months and three days since I moved here," Rachel said. "When I'm not doing my online classes, I've spent almost every day swimming. And gardening. I always wasted too much time indoors, but not anymore!"

"Where are your glasses?" Danique asked, studying Rachel's face.

"I got LASIK," Rachel explained, touching the bridge of her nose as if still expecting to find frames there. "Makes wearing a snorkeling mask much easier."

"Snorkeling? You're still doing that? Wow."

I joined them, wrapping an arm around Rachel's waist. Rachel got up on her tiptoes, waiting for my kiss. I obliged her, much to the amusement of Danique.

"Tell Dani what else you've been up to," I urged.

"I'm learning to scuba dive," Rachel announced, pride evident in her voice.

"No fucking way! You? The girl who was afraid to put her face underwater?"

"That's not me anymore." Rachel shrugged, but her smile revealed how significant this change was. "The ocean no longer frightens me. And I'm exploring a lot of activities here on the island."

"But not parasailing... yet," I added.

"I'm still working up to that one," Rachel grinned. "Baby steps."

"Why don't you two head inside?" I said. "I'll collect Dani's bags from the trailer and meet you there."

The girls headed inside the villa as I unloaded Danique's luggage. She'd brought four large suitcases, which surprised me. Danique had written extensively about how she traveled light these days, no longer dragging her wardrobe and beauty products with her. Four enormous bags didn't seem to fit with that approach.

"She's here then?"

I turned to find Willow standing behind me. She was wearing a simple sundress and straw hat to shade her fair skin, her hair tied back in a ponytail. A frown creased her face.

"Just went inside with Rachel," I said.

"You were gone quite a long time. Did anything happen?"

I looked Willow over, taking in the concern on her face.

"You know what happened," I said quietly. "She couldn't wait."

Willow nodded, forcing a smile.

"She must have been thrilled to see you."

"Dani's happy to be back on Isla Holbox. And I'm happy she's here."

"Yeah," Willow said. "Yeah, so am I."

She stepped close, putting both hands on my face as she peered up at me. Her green eyes were dazzling in the sunlight.

"I love you, Kenji."

"I love you, Willow Jean."

"Always?"

"Always."

We kissed, Willow holding on to me fiercely. We rested our foreheads together, gazing into each other's eyes, no further words needed.

"Okay," she finally said. "Let me help you with these bags."

"No, no!" I protested. "I got them."

"I'll take this one," Willow insisted, grabbing a suitcase. "You take the others."

"They're heavy. I can manage. I don't want you straining."

"Straining?"

"You know. In your condition."

Willow burst into laughter. I grinned with her. When Willow smiled, there was nothing prettier.

"I'm fine, Kenji. We McCoy women are a sturdy bunch. You should have learned that by now. So come on. Let's get these bags inside and say hello to our Blonde Ambition."

I followed Willow into the villa, hauling Danique's remaining suitcases. The tile floors gleamed in the sunlight streaming through the floor-to-ceiling windows. Rachel was gesturing animatedly as she showed Danique around the main living area.

"And here's where we set up the editorial office," Rachel was saying, pointing to what had once been a formal dining room. "We converted it last winter."

When Danique spotted Willow, she broke into a wide smile. They approached each other with a warmth that surprised me.

"Willow Jean!" Danique exclaimed, embracing her.

They exchanged light kisses on both cheeks.

"Your hair looks amazing. The red is even more vibrant than I remember."

"Thanks, Danique. Sunlight does that. Your new cut suits you perfectly," Willow replied, touching Danique's short blonde locks. "Very chic."

I set down the suitcases, watching their interaction with relief. Willow and Danique might never become best friends, but the genuine warmth between them was real. The workshop had forged connections that transcended their differences.

"I was just showing Danique our office setup," Rachel explained. "The production room is in the back."

"Isla Holbox Publishing," Danique mused. "I can't wait to hear how you three managed to start a publishing company on a tiny Mexican island. Sounds like the plot of one of Catherina's novels."

"All thanks to Catherina's bottomless bank account," Willow laughed. "It's not quite as glamorous as it seems, but we're making it work. Come on, I've set up some food outside. You must be hungry after your journey."

We followed Willow through the sliding glass doors onto the spacious patio. Willow had arranged a beautiful spread on the outdoor table. There were platters of sliced tropical fruits, sandwiches on fresh-baked bread, and pitchers of colorful juice garnished with mint leaves.

"This is stunning," Danique said, turning to take in the panoramic ocean view. "I never got to visit this villa during the workshop. The view is incredible."

"The curve of the beach gives us almost 240 degrees of ocean view," Rachel explained. "And the wildlife is abundant. I've cataloged seventeen different species of birds just from sitting right here on the patio."

Danique turned to me with a sly smile.

"So this is where you and Catherina had your little love nest, huh? No wonder you decided to stay."

"It was Cathy's house, Cathy's rules. How could I say, No?"

"As if you could ever say no to any of us," Danique teased, accepting a glass from Willow. "What a pretty little harem you've assembled for yourself, Freybourne."

"Harem?" I laughed, pouring myself a glass of watermelon juice. "I've never used that word in my life."

"If the shoe fits..."

"You must acquit!" Willow joked. "Or something like that."

We all laughed, falling back into the easy comfort we shared a year ago. Danique noticed two books set on the table.

"Oh, wow!" she gasped, picking them up. "Are these what I think they are?"

"They are," Rachel said. "Advanced Review Copies of Isla Holbox Publishing's first two books."

"Dopesick Kisses, by Kate Makowski," Danique read. "And Hapa Boy, by Kenji Freybourne. Holy fuck, you finally finished it!"

"Cathy and Willow kicked my ass until I got the novel done," I shrugged.

"Check out the blurbs from other authors," Willow said, pointing to a sheet of paper on the table. "High praise from some heavyweight writers. They keep coming in."

"It was Cathy who got my book to them," I said meekly.

"Yes, and it was your writing that impressed them," Willow insisted. "They genuinely loved your work. Stop being so modest, Kenji."

"Did you tell Danique about your movie option?" Rachel asked.

"Movie option?" Danique asked, eyes widening. "No shit?"

"Three hundred thousand dollars for a one-year option," Willow confirmed. "There was a bidding war."

"It's nothing compared to the advances Catherina gets," I said. "But yeah... it's more money than I ever had in my life."

"And his book isn't even published yet," Willow said proudly. "We haven't even settled on the cover art."

Danique came and gave me a tight hug.

"Congratulations, Kenji. That's so fucking amazing. But you know what? I'm not surprised. Not surprised one bit!"

"Thanks, Dani. I'm glad you're back."

"Let's eat," Rachel said. "Willow prepared such an amazing meal."

We all sat down to enjoy the food. Danique regaled us with stories of her adventures over the last year. Rachel talked about how she eventually convinced her parents to let her move to Isla Holbox and attend college online.

"And how about you, Willow?" Danique asked. "How did you decide to come back to Isla Holbox?"

"Well, it wasn't a simple choice," Willow admitted. "I had a good job lined up in an area I loved. But in the end, this is where I wanted to be. This is where my future begins."

Willow slid her hands over her belly. It was a subtle gesture that Danique didn't notice, but it made my pulse race. Willow and I had only found out a couple of weeks ago. We hadn't shared the news with anyone else.

I was still getting used to the idea that I was going to be a father.

"And you, Danique?" Rachel asked. "What are your plans?"

"Yeah," I said. "How long do we get to enjoy your company here at the villa before you jet off to another fashion event?"

Danique suddenly went quiet, taking in a deep breath.

"I was hoping I could stay here for a while," Danique said. "For a long time, actually. Maybe permanently."

"You want to move into the villa?" Rachel asked excitedly.

"If you all will have me."

"What about your fashion writing?" I asked.

"I'll keep doing that. The airport is only a boat ride and a two-hour drive away. Traveling the world is still my job and my passion. But I don't want to be a nomad anymore. Rootless, I mean. I want a place to come home to. People to come home to."

I didn't know what to say. Danique was the last person I expected to return to the island. She had changed so much since last year. Thinking of how she was the first time I met her and how she was now? Danique was like an entirely different person.

It was Willow who eventually broke the silence.

"We're so happy to have you back," she said. "You'll always have a place on Isla Holbox, Danique. And a place with us."

My heart swelled to hear Willow welcoming Danique back to our lives. At that moment, I realized how much I had missed Dani being part of our group. Willow was right. Danique belonged here with us.

"Welcome back," I told her with a grin. "I assume that's why you brought so much luggage?"

"With more on the way!" Danique laughed.

"There's lots of space," Rachel said. "Three empty bedrooms for you to choose from. I recommend the one next to mine. The view is so beautiful."

"Thank you," Danique said, suddenly going quiet. "I was worried I missed my chance to be a part of all this."

Danique looked overwhelmed. I stood and went to her, gathering her into my arms. She clung to me tightly, her face nuzzled against my neck, her warm breath washing over my skin.

"It's good to be home," Danique sighed.

Willow and Rachel joined us, wrapping themselves around us. I closed my eyes and lost myself in their embrace, just soaking in the warmth of their bodies against mine.

"What a beautiful sight."

I turned to see Catherina standing at the edge of the patio. She wore one of the gauzy caftan dresses I'd come to love, her sensual curves on full display.

"Cathy!" I said. "Look who's back."

"Hello, Danique."

Catherina held her arms wide, taking Danique in for an affectionate hug.

"Good to see you, Catherina."

"Did you ask them about staying?"

"I did," Danique nodded. "I'm moving in."

"How wonderful. Isla Holbox hasn't been the same without your presence. Welcome home, Ms. Van der Berg."

Catherina kissed Danique's cheek, her eyes glistening. I remembered how Catherina had confessed to me that she lusted after Danique. It made me smile to think Catherina might finally get a chance to enjoy the pleasures of our young fashion writer. After our encounter with Leni and Hannah last year, I knew Danique was open to just about anything.

It's going to be an adventure having Dani back in our beds again. Poor Frank would be utterly scandalized.

"We're about to begin our workshop back at the villa," Catherina said. "Such an eager and talented group of writers! Ready to speak with them, Kenji?"

"I am."

I went to Catherina, then paused. I turned to take another look at the three women standing together in the tropical sunlight, their faces illuminated, their arms linked, their shared smiles like something out of a dream.

"I'll be back," I told them.

"We'll be here," Willow replied.

Catherina took my hand and guided me away from the villa. We walked along the beach, hand in hand, saying nothing as we listened to the surf washing onto the shore.

"This new group of writers is anxious to meet you," Catherina finally said.

"Really? Why?"

"They read the book gossip forums. When word got out that I was seeing a man young enough to be my son, it caused a bit of a stir. My readers were naturally curious. Amusingly, my sales went up. Everyone is drawn to a bit of sexual titillation."

"Glad to be of service," I said dryly.

"That's not the only reason," Catherina went on. "I gave them all an ARC of your novel. They loved it. One woman in particular was smitten by your writing. Her name is Aminata. She's a novelist from Senegal. Aminata is very eager to meet you."

"Senegal? Sounds interesting. I'll look forward to meeting her."

"She's very pretty. Perhaps you'll add her to your collection of women?"

"Perhaps I will. Still lots of room at the villa."

We laughed together, amused by the absurdity of it all. I stopped walking, squeezing Catherina's hand and turning her toward me.

"The two of us alone on the beach," I said. "This is how it all started."

"Not at all," Catherina said with a smile. "It actually started in that restaurant where we first met. I still recall seeing you there, hunched over your notepad, scribbling away. That was the moment you entered my life. And you haven't left since."

We kissed gently, both of us keeping our eyes open as our lips caressed.

"It's quite a life you are building here, Kenji Freybourne. Is this what you wanted?"

I looked into the bright blue eyes of Catherina, the accomplished woman who had recognized a spark of talent in me and taken a chance on an unknown writer. I thought of Danique and Rachel, two extraordinary women who wanted to share their lives with me and build a future together.

Most of all, I thought of Willow and the child growing inside her. More than anything else, she was the foundation for my life here on Isla Holbox.

"This is what I wanted," I told Catherina. "I can't imagine wanting anything more."

Catherina smiled and nodded, then kissed me again.

"Come on, Kenji. My new group of writers is anxious to meet you. Let's not keep them waiting."

Holding hands, we walked down the beach, making our way back to Catherina's villa. The ocean was calm, sunlight glimmering over the water. A gentle sea breeze ruffled our hair. The sand was warm and solid beneath our feet as we strolled through another sultry summer in paradise.

THE END
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