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The small aluminum skiff's engine sputters and dies with a final, shuddering cough, the sudden silence leaving a ringing in my ears. The only sounds now are the gentle slap of water against the hull and the ceaseless whisper of trade wind through the palm fronds lining the shore. A crewman with sinewy arms and a lazy smile tosses a thick, sun-bleached rope over a timber cleat, pulling the boat snug against the jetty. The air that greets me as I step from the boat is warm and thick, smelling of salt and something sweetly decaying on the jungle floor. The timber planks of the jetty are warm under my bare feet, already dusted with a fine, pale sand. My sandals are tucked into the pocket of my bag. I’m wearing casual khaki shorts and a loose ‘Hurley’ T-shirt that already has sweat stains. 

Standing at the very end of the pier, a solid, weather-beaten figure watches me approach. His dark skin is creased by years of sun and sea, and his build is stocky. Tight grey curls thread through his black hair, and his arms are crossed loosely over his chest, the red cloth band on his right forearm a stark slash of color against his brown skin. He wears a simple, faded navy wraparound sulu. As I draw near, he gives a slight lift of his chin, a gesture that feels both acknowledging and appraising.

“Bula. Welcome to Vanua Lailai.” His voice is low, a Fijian accent rounding the edges of his English. “I am Seremaia Koroi. You can call me Seru. I manage the island. May I have your name for the register?”

"Hi, I'm Jack ... Jack Stevens ..." I say as I extend my hand toward him while looking past him at the resort.  

Seru’s hand engulfs mine, his grip firm and calloused, but the skin is warm and dry. He gives one solid, deliberate shake before releasing me. His eyes are dark and unreadable, holding mine for a moment.

“Jack Stevens. Welcome, Jack.” His gaze sweeps past, taking in the single bag the boat crew is now heaving onto the jetty. “Just the one? Good. Makes life simple.”

A woman's voice, warm and musical, cuts in from the shade of the pandanus trees at the edge of the jetty. “He's had a long enough journey already, Seru. Don't make him stand in the sun answering questions.” I turn to see her approaching. She's tall, with the strong, broad-shouldered build of a swimmer, while she moves with an easy grace. Her dark brown skin is a canvas for a stunning full-sleeve tattoo of intricate black spirals on her left arm. A greenstone pendant rests against her sternum, just above the full curve of her breasts. She's completely nude except for a matching red armband on her right forearm. She carries a wooden tray laden with two young coconuts, their tops sheared off, and what look like rolled towels.

She stops beside me and holds out the tray. “First things first. Hydration.” She offers a coconut, the cold beading on its outer shell. The bamboo straw inside is cool to my lips as I take a sip. The water inside is shockingly fresh, sweet, and intensely hydrating.

“I'm Tiana,” she says, her wide mouth curving into a smile that seems to light up her face. “I'll be your go-to for anything you need on the island. Seru handles the big picture; I handle the details. Like you.” She gestures with her chin toward Seru's arm, then her own. “The armbands are how we tell who does what. Red is management, like me and Seru. Blue is water activities, green is wellness, and white is hospitality. You'll get to know everyone.”

Seru remains where he is, his stance unchanged. “Where have you traveled from to get here, Jack?”

"Scottsdale, AZ ... USA ... so I'm used to the heat, just not the humidity ..." I reply between long sips of the water. "This is really refreshing ..." 

My eyes can't help but linger over Tiana's naked body.

Tiana follows the gaze back to her own body, then back to my face, a slow, knowing smile spreading across her lips. It's not mocking, but rather a warm, inclusive acknowledgment of the newness of the surroundings. “Scottsdale ...  I’ve heard it's a dry heat,” she says, her voice a low, melodious hum. “The humidity here takes some getting used to. Your skin will thank you for it eventually. And don't worry about the looking, just try not to stare. It's the uniform of the day, every day. You'll get used to it.”

She shifts her weight, causing the greenstone pendant to swing gently against her sternum. Her posture is open, completely at ease in her own skin. “The coconut water helps more than you'd think. Replaces everything you're sweating out before you even realize you're sweating it.”

Seru gives a slight, almost imperceptible nod. “Arizona. A long way from home. We're glad to have you.” He turns, gesturing with a broad hand down the length of the jetty toward the tree line. “Come. I'll walk you to your bure. Tiana can finish the briefing while you get settled. Your bag will be brought along.”

He begins to lead the way down the wooden planks, his bare feet making soft, thudding sounds on the timber. Tiana falls into step beside me, holding the tray with the remaining coconut and the rolled towels. “Your bure is number seven,” she says, pointing with her free hand toward a path that splits off from the main walkway, disappearing into a dense grove of coconut palms. “It's got a good view of the lagoon and a bit more privacy than some of the others. We thought you might appreciate that, coming all this way on your own.”

As I walk, the humid air thickens with the scent of blossoming frangipani and rich, damp earth. The sound of the surf on the outer reef is a constant, distant rumble. “We keep the schedule loose,” Tiana continues, “but there's usually a group lunch around midday in the main pavilion. Nothing fancy. Just a chance to meet everyone else. No pressure, of course.”

"No ... pressure ..." I repeat. "So what exactly are the ... expectations here ... I read the brochure on the website, but sometimes reality is different?" 

I glance around at mostly naked men and women, a few with towels or sulus.

Tiana catches the glance at the few other guests scattered on the beach or lounging in hammocks strung between palms. A couple walks past on the sand path, the woman with a light sarong tied low on her hips, the man completely nude, their bodies comfortable and tanned. Tiana's laugh is soft and understanding.

“The reality is simpler than the brochure, Jack. The only expectation here is to leave your expectations at the dock.” She gestures with her chin toward a woman reading in a hammock, completely bare except for a book resting on her stomach. “You see a bit of everything. Some people wear a wrap to meals, some don't. Some only wear one when the sun gets too intense. There's no rule. Your comfort is your own business.”

Seru, walking a pace ahead, speaks without turning around. “The only rule is respect. Respect for people's space, their choices. That's all.”

Tiana nods in agreement, her expression turning more serious, though still warm. “That's the heart of it. This isn't a performance. It's just... life, without all the layers. You'll find people are a lot more honest when they're not hiding behind a designer shirt. You'll have conversations here you'd never have back home. You'll see people ... really see them.” She pauses, then adds with a playful glint in her eye, “And they'll see you. It can be a bit of a shock at first, but you get used to it. Most people find it's... freeing.”

We reach a fork in the path. Seru stops and points down the sandy trail to the right. “Bure Seven is just down this way. We'll leave you to it. Lunch is at twelve-thirty in the Vale Levu, the main pavilion. Just follow the path back toward the sound of the kitchen.” He gives me that same slight chin lift. “Welcome again, Jack.”

Tiana offers me the last coconut on her tray. “For the walk. And the adjustment.” Her smile is genuine. “Enjoy the peace and quiet. You earned it.”

"Thank you ..." I check my phone, which has adjusted the time, indicating I have an hour before lunch. 

I've lost a day and barely slept in the last two; it was Tuesday when I left, and now it's Wednesday. Sleep over food sounds better. 

I found the bungalow with a large white 7 painted on the door. The door to the Bure swings open with a soft, sighing sound, the timber warm against my fingertips. Inside, the air is still and carries the faint, sweet scent of the thatch roof woven from palm fronds.  
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