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Ray

The shirtless man’s chest was so smooth that it had a delicate sheen in the bright sunlight greeting Ray Townsend as he exited the golf cart trolley that dropped him off at the front door of the grand hotel at Pacific Palms. The man had introduced himself as Rogelio when he had met Ray, his husband Ben Ritchey, and the other travelers at the island’s airstrip. 

“Welcome,” Rogelio said as he directed them toward the check-in desk, an area festooned with bright red and pink flowers, before helping the hotel attendant unload their luggage from the trolley.

His voice was as smooth as his chest. Rogelio’s Spanish-accented English washed over Ray, instantly dissolving any stress from their journey to this paradise. Between the island’s hypnotic beauty and Rogelio’s good looks, Ray knew he and Ben had made the right choice to book a week at Pacific Palms, a pricey all-gay resort in the southern part of the Pacific Ocean. 

The breeze felt soft and warm. The air smelled of flowers and ocean waves. The sky was filled with the lightest cloudy wisps. This week, this place would be perfect for getting him and his husband out of their increasingly monotonous home routine and maybe for getting their marriage back on track. They had an open relationship and had been together for many years, but things hadn’t been going well for a while. They just weren’t connecting.

He looked at Ben, who seemed stunned by what he was seeing. Ray nudged him as they stood next to each other in the hotel lobby. He still loved Ben and was determined to narrow the distance he felt growing between them. He hoped Ben felt the same way. 

“C’mon. We gotta check in, sweetie,” Ray said.

Ben snapped to attention. “Oh. Yeah. Let’s do that.”

Ray laughed and then lowered his voice. “Don’t tell me you were scoping out that blond surfer dude by the ficus.” An open marriage had its challenges, but cruising together was fun. 

Ben looked sheepish as a lock of his hair fell over his eyes and he swept it back. “Well, actually... I was checking out the guy with brown hair by that big pot with the bamboo in it.”

The brown-haired man appeared to be in his late twenties or early thirties and possessed cheekbones so sharp they looked like they could cut glass. The cheekbones were the sleek counterpoint to his eyes, which were pale and muted. From a distance they looked blue, possibly green. 

Those men, as beautiful as they were, would have to wait, at least for the moment, although check-in was so smooth it was almost like it didn’t really happen. They didn’t so much wait in line as get near people who knew who they were, what they needed and where they should go. 

Just as one of the staff members was finishing the process, Ray felt a gust of warm tropical air on the back of his neck. He looked toward the front doors that had opened to admit a tall man about Ray’s height. This man was bald and sported a neat salt-and-pepper beard. He wore his crisp, well-cut white linen suit as though he’d been born in it. The whiteness of the suit acted as an elegant contrast to the man’s mellow brown skin, a shade or two lighter than Ray’s. Ray had seen the man’s picture on the resort’s web site and recognized him as Mr. St. Eve, the stylish host and perhaps the resort and island’s owner. He and Ben watched as Mr. St. Eve greeted the new guests.

“He’s like a successful politician, only less sleazy. Maybe,” Ben said out of the side of his mouth. His lips were a soft pink and surrounded by a dark brown beard. 

“Still have the journalist’s cynicism, after all this time.” Ray caressed Ben’s cheek. Ben’s beard was slightly messy from travel, but still soft. 

“When it comes to politicians? Yes and always.”

“Good thing I never ran for public office then.” Ray smiled. When he turned, he was face to face with Mr. St. Eve, who had his right hand outstretched.

“Welcome to Pacific Palms, gentlemen.” Mr. St. Eve’s voice had a slightly trans-Atlantic accent, and his words flowed out of his mouth like sun-kissed honey.

The three men exchanged greetings. Mr. St. Eve introduced them to Ernesto, his assistant, who greeted them with a smile as sunny as the resort itself. Ernesto struck Ray as an efficient young man and sensed that Mr. St. Eve regarded Ernesto’s competency as more valuable than the young man’s significant physical beauty. He was wearing a Pacific Palms polo shirt that showed the outline of his defined pecs. His black hair was pulled back into a short, neat ponytail. 

“I hope you take advantage of all that Pacific Palms offers. Mr. Townsend. Mr. Ritchey. Please enjoy your stay.” Mr. St. Eve bowed slightly and then moved off to greet other guests.

Ray noticed Ernesto make a sort of beckoning gesture with his right hand before following Mr. St. Eve to the other guests. This triggered another member of staff, a young man with bronzed skin and dark brown eyes, to come over. He introduced himself as Edson.

“I’ll show you to your bungalow, gentlemen.” Edson picked up Ray and Ben’s bags as if they were light and empty, not filled with everything they needed for the week. “Follow me.” He didn’t so much as flinch as he started to walk away, even though Ray knew their bags were heavy. 

As they followed Edson, Ben said, “This place is unreal. Every guy here is hotter than the last one. If I’m not careful, my eyes are gonna pop right out of my head.”

Ray took this as a sign that Ben was loosening up and letting this gorgeous place work its magic. He threw his arm around his husband.

“Don’t get carried away,” said Ray. “We’ve got seven more days here and plenty more to see. You’ll be needing those beautiful eyes of yours.”

Ray watched Ben start to blush, the white skin on his cheeks slowly becoming flushed. Ray adored this man and really hoped they could both just relax for a few days. They arrived at their bungalow and followed Edson up the two steps onto the front porch and as soon as they stepped inside, Ray knew they’d made the right choice to book their vacation here. Edson handed them off to Bastian who’d be their valet while they stayed on the island.

“Our very own valet?” Ray asked.

Bastian, a slender young man with artfully tousled blond hair and light blue eyes, smiled. “Your very own. I’m prepared to help you with anything you need. First, let me show you your bungalow.”

The porch led into a living room furnished with a couple of easy chairs, a sofa and a coffee table. The kitchen lay just beyond the living room with a breakfast bar acting as a barrier between the two rooms. The bathroom was to the left of the living room. A large bedroom was at the back next to the kitchen. There they’d be able to access the deck that ran the length of the back of the bungalow and gave them a view of the ocean.

Bastian showed them the bungalow’s various amenities before leaving them alone once Ben assured him that they could unpack their own luggage. Ray stepped out onto the porch and closed his eyes. He took a deep breath, inhaling the fresh, salty ocean air. This was exactly where he wanted to be right now. He opened his eyes, taking in the aquamarine-colored water and the azure, nearly cloudless sky that acted as the water’s canopy. The shouts and laughter he heard coming from land made him smile. He wanted to share this with the man he loved. He went back inside and found Ben in the bedroom opening his suitcase. The dresser drawers were open, and he was starting to unpack.

“Honey, I thought it would be nice if we went over to the bar we saw on our way here and celebrate,” Ray said. “We can unpack when we come back.”

Ben removed a few shirts from his suitcase and laid them flat on the bed. He placed the books he intended to read, a pile of political biographies, on the nightstand. “Sounds great, sweetie, but I want to get some of this stuff put away first. The sooner I get this stuff hung up and put away, it’ll lower my chances of having to do any ironing.” He held up one of the shirts, eyeing it critically. “Except maybe this one.”

Ray groaned inwardly. He had always
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