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To Rafa, for coming to life.









CHAPTER ONE


On the penultimate night of my cruise to Panama, I opened the wardrobe and found my new favorite dress, a black, long-sleeved, off the shoulder ball gown that had been a present from my older brother. The couture Valentino had shipped directly from the new flagship boutique in Rome, a museum-like space so opulent it could’ve been carved from Michelangelo’s Tuscan marble quarries. I knew it well.


The card read, “Dear Amanda, I saw this dress at a fashion show last month and thought it would look fantastic on you. Happy Birthday, Kieran.” The gown was magnificent, a romantic tapestry of nude-colored silk beneath black Italian lace, featuring a tight corseted bodice that masterfully counterbalanced the full, floor length skirt. It fit like a glove, and as I turned to admire myself from the back, I let my hands glide down the lace over my breasts to my waist, appreciating its provocative architecture. Knowing the dress didn’t need much else, I ran my fingers through my long honey-blonde hair and applied a bit of makeup, then grabbed a simple black clutch and slipped into matching Gucci stilettos, silently thanking my thoughtful, albeit mostly absent brother, even though my gut told me he hadn’t chosen it. The man who bought this dress is in love.


I made my way to the formal dining room and found it alight with sound and activity, pausing a moment to read the sign beside the oversized mahogany double doors: “Caribbean Night on the Ruby Welcomes Conjunto Matanzas, a Celia Cruz Tribute Ensemble.” I snaked through a crowd of beautifully dressed passengers, all the way down the dark corridor to the threshold of the main salon, an already opulent space artfully decorated for tonight’s celebration as a technicolor tropical paradise.


My palms sweat and my heart fluttered as the beat of the drums pounded, my body awakened by the drama of wailing horns and the grandeur of a live Cuban orchestra. I smiled as I passed by the large stage overflowing with tuxedoed musicians, all of them focused on a short, round woman in a beaded cocktail dress and blond pageboy wig, a shameless vixen who shook every part of her voluptuous body while belting out sultry foreign lyrics into the microphone. At the close of the final verse, she held an impossible note, veins in her neck straining until her last breath, then threw her arms up in the air and cried out ¡azucar! The crowd went wild.


The singer’s crimson gown exploded around her knees as she was possessed by the music, and out of nowhere, a dark, sexy musician emerged from the shadows and pulled her across the stage, his tight, violent grip forcing her up against him. They exchanged a knowing look as his hand dropped to pull her pelvis into his, both of them swirling their hips together to the rhythm, eyes bewitched. Hypnotized by the energy in the room, at least a dozen couples rose from their tables to join the crowd of flushed, panting dancers already on their feet, every man and woman seduced by the carnival atmosphere and sensual Cuban music.


Our head waiter Ernesto spotted me before I approached the table. Smiling and beckoning me closer, he edged his way between the crowded tables, asking for my hand by extending his own. I reached out, glad to see a welcoming face. Although Ernesto had to have been close to seventy years old, it was clear he’d once been a very handsome man, with kind eyes and the whitest, fullest head of hair I’d ever seen.


“Good Evening, Ms. Rose,” he said. “You look ravishing—just like a movie star.” His eyes shined as he took in my appearance and then, with a slight bow and a grand flourish, he produced a single-long stemmed pink rose. I couldn’t tell where he’d kept it hidden, but I imagine the trick must have been one of the many skills the dashing Ernesto had perfected over the years. 


“A rose for Miss Rose,” he poeticized, clearly amused by his own wit.


“Thank you, Ernesto,” I said. Pleased, he pulled a black velvet chair out from beneath the medium-sized table for six. I inhaled the scent of the rose as I lowered myself into the plush seat, and even though we both knew I’d pay for the rose a hundred times over in the tip envelope at the end of the week, it was still nice to pretend. I set the flower down beside my clutch on the crisp white tablecloth and offered my tablemates a polite hello.


Ernesto had been kind enough to seat me preferentially, facing the stage, so my attention went back to the band. The singer, breathless from dancing, returned to the microphone as the lively music came to an end and the room thundered with applause.


“Ladies and gentlemen,” she began in a thick Spanish accent, “as Celia Cruz says, ‘please excuse me, you know my English is not very good-looking!’” She paused, knowing exactly where her joke would get the big laugh. Right on cue, the audience erupted, and in appreciation she blew a kiss to the crowd. “Please enjoy your food with the romantic music of Trio Palmera and I come back later and we dance again!” Backing away with a coquettish wave and more kisses, she held her dress up and descended the backstage steps.


“Rafa, double Russian Standard Gold, neat!” Ernesto barked out the order somewhere over my shoulder, clapping his hands. “Quickly, for the lady with the rose. Rápido, muchacho! Pa’ la señora que tiene la rosa.” I’d only had to ask Ernesto for my drink once the very first night, and after that, he kept my double vodkas coming. He was just doing his job, yet his attentiveness still resonated somewhere deep inside me. 


I reluctantly turned my attention to the others, now knowing them well enough to be certain we had nothing in common. Every night this week I’d struggled to make conversation with the mismatched group, an adult mother and daughter from Boston, a cute retired California couple, and a wealthy red-headed divorcée in her sixties from Miami. The divorcée, Sharon, zoned in on me right away, desperate for conversation.


“So, Amanda, how did you like the jungle today?” she asked, fingering the dainty Harry Winston Sunflower bracelet on her wrist. I’d seen it just last month in New York, quite beautifully displayed in a window, but now it struck me as gaudy and cheap-looking on her wrist.


“I didn’t feel well,” I said. “I had to come back to the ship early and rest.”


“The heat,” said Sharon, with a certainly that led me to believe she knew her way around much more than I realized. “My—friend—told me the crew never gets off the ship here.” At the mention of a new acquaintance, I braced myself for what was coming and took another little sniff of my rose. 


“Well, I stayed in,” she said, bringing her martini glass up to her glossy red lips, “but I had a great time. Four great times, to be exact.” She gave me a wink and took a sip.


“Ah. You had company.” 


Past any formalities on this topic, I’d been hearing about Sharon’s romantic interludes all week. She must have felt some sort of single woman camaraderie with me, because she hadn’t hesitated to share the details about all the men she’d slept with on her vacation, mostly members of the ship’s crew. I began to feel awkward, and shifted in my seat, wishing for my drink, beyond happy to cut the conversation short when Trio Palmera took the stage.


As the first few notes of the Cuban son washed over me, a translucent veil fell upon the room like a memory, softening my vision and disbanding reality. It was a lovely sensation, and without any real reason, something shifted. Everything became more colorful, musical notes sounded sweeter, and for the first time in so long, I was at peace. I questioned why I’d ever tortured myself with frantic trips to European castles and museums when everything I needed was here on the water, in the air of the open ocean.


“Su bebida, señora.” Your drink, ma’am.


A man’s deep voice came from behind, unbearably close. His breath lingered on the sensitive skin of my neck, his words crashing against me, two hands without a body. No one had ever spoken to me in my ear, not even a lover, and I came alive. Anticipating the brush of his jacket against my shoulder, I froze, fighting the instinct to move toward him.


He leaned in from the left to place the cocktail on the table. First, I saw the black of his jacket, then the white of his shirt, and finally a Roman nose far more beautiful than any artist had ever sculpted. My body softened and my pupils dilated, my brain instantly high from whatever wicked chemicals rushed my body, his light blue eyes probing mine as he set the glass down beside my flower. I took in as much of him as I could, marveling at his chiseled face, the dark unruly hair framing it, and the bit of stubble above and below his perfect mouth. Digging my fingers into the flesh of my thighs under the table, my body turned rigid as a board, and when his lips parted ever so slightly, it seemed for a moment he might lean in to kiss me right there, without so much as a hello first.


Unable to withstand his gaze for more than a second, I found the spot on the glass where his hand had just been and drank deeply, and though the alcohol hugged me from the inside, for the first time its effect seemed pale in comparison to what I was already feeling. By then he was gone and I was glad, because one of us had to retreat or surely I would combust. I had just stared into the sun.


“Holy shit!” said Sharon, mouth agape, barely able to contain herself. She leaned in, her generous cleavage spilling onto the table. “Did you see him? He was gorgeous!”


Even though it was the truth, it bothered me that she was so worked up. In just a split second I’d sensed the vulnerability in him, the same kind of weariness carried by an animal that isn’t sure if you’re going to pet or kick it. I didn’t like to think of anyone being stalked by a sex-crazed woman all night, forced to put up with her antics for fear of losing his job. However, with that face it couldn’t possibly be the first time a woman fell apart at the mere sight of him. He would know what to do with her.


“What did Ernesto call him? Rafa?” asked Sharon, giddy with excitement. “He sounded Cuban, and goddamn if those Cuban men aren’t something else in bed,” she purred, her chin resting against perfectly manicured talons. “I’d like to take him home with me.” Her big diamond rings glistened in the soft light of the dining room as she allowed her mind to conjure images of undulating, intertwined flesh.


“That’s funny,” I said, actually thinking it was disgusting. Sharon’s unbridled lust of course reminded me of Plato’s charioteer analogy, and as the vodka kicked in I let my mind wander to happy places. In the Phaedrus, Plato compares the human soul to a charioteer and two horses, the charioteer representing reason, the white horse intellectual passion, and the black horse physical lust. Across the table I could almost see Sharon’s soul splintering into pieces, the white horse and charioteer half dead from being dragged straight into hell by a black stallion in heat.


“Sweetie, I’m not joking,” she said, misinterpreting the smile that had crept across my face. “What do you think these young men are here for? They all want to meet a sugar mama.” She cocked her head to the side and batted her eyes in disbelief. “Not one single crew member has approached you this week?”


“God no.” I’d never been propositioned by anyone, and I doubted it would ever happen. Men had a tendency to ignore me.


“Well, they probably think you’re still too young and pretty,” she said, scanning the room for her prey. “And you don’t say much, either.” Her comment stung because I knew she meant I wasn’t very interesting, but by that time she was barely aware of me or our conversation anyway, so I ignored it.


“Too young for what?”


“To be single and rich.”


Tired of waiting, Sharon grabbed her clutch and stood up like a woman possessed, pausing only to discreetly adjust the V-neck of her evening gown. There was no doubt she was a very attractive woman regardless of her age, and unlike me, Sharon would get exactly what she wanted.


“Excuse me,” she said to the table.


“Where are you going?” I asked. It was none of my business, but I had a good idea.


“The ladies’ room, of course,” she answered, with mock exasperation. I wasn’t sure who she thought she was fooling, because there was no doubt she was going to roam around the kitchen until she found her next meal in the form of a gorgeous waiter named Rafa.


With that, Sharon was off, and since the rest of my tablemates appeared lost in their own banal conversations, after the generous appetizer I decided I’d had enough. I just couldn’t relax knowing that at any moment he might come back, so I thought it wise to leave early. My delicate state of mind was already barely hanging by a thread, and the last thing I needed was something to upset my equilibrium and throw me into a mood that would be difficult to come back from. I’d had enough of that to last a lifetime.


The night was lovely but cold, so I decided to stay inside and take the long way back to my cabin, passing the casino, the auditorium and the now closed shops. Walking the distance of the ship made me aware of the weight of my gown, and it struck me as a shame to waste such a beautiful dress on a failure of an evening. Unlike other people I knew, I judged success not by my possessions or wealth, but by the time spent enjoying the company of people I love. In that respect, I was very poor and had been all my life. I envied people who had large extended families to share holidays and life events with, and even when our parents were alive, they always traveled without us, leaving my brother and me with the nanny of the month. We had no real family left because my mother had been the only child of an only child, and my father’s only brother had died in his late teens. I can say that my parents were in love, but their affection for each other was often at the exclusion of other people, including their children. When they died together overseas, Kieran and I barely noticed.


Since then, it had mostly been just us, my workaholic brother, and me, his shy, intellectual little sister. In later years, my one chance at a family had gone horribly wrong, and I made it my mission to pretend it had all been a bad dream. I longed for the day Kieran would find the right girl and start a family of his own, because now our only comforts were the vast wealth we’d inherited, the family business that Kieran ran for us both, Boxwood Paint, and each other.


It was almost midnight and I began to feel sleepy, so I entered the darkened library and cut across the deck to my suite. The sounds of laugher and noise gradually faded as I made my way deeper into the ship, nearing the sanctuary of quiet, secluded cabins. Looking down into my clutch for the room key, I turned the corner slowly, eyes down, and stood in front of my door fumbling, annoyed at the possibility I might have to go all the way back to the front of the ship for assistance.


“Damn,” I muttered, trying to find the card.


Just then, I heard a man clear his throat. I looked up to see him—Rafa—leaning against the handrail about ten feet away. He had a slight smile on his beautiful face, and he stood in a way that was so cool and leisurely, I thought perhaps he had mistaken me for someone else.


“Hello,” he said in a Spanish accent so thick I could barely understand even the single word. He wore the elegant tuxedo from earlier but looked nothing like a waiter; he was absolutely chic, like a model straight out of an Italian fashion magazine. He remained in his spot by the rail, about ten feet away from me, and even though I should have been scared of him, I had to admit it was the opposite.


“Have you lost your … key?” It took him some effort to come up with each word, clearly struggling to translate the ideas in his head as he spoke to me. He was working hard on all fronts, and despite the obvious language barrier, his warmth poured through me as it had earlier at the table. There was no fear, only the same incredible pull toward him again, and this time I wasn’t sure I even wanted to resist.


“No, I found it,” I said softly, feeling the slick card between my fingers. He remained perfectly still, and it was then I realized he wouldn’t move until I either went to him or told him to leave. We both stood in the quiet hallway of the ship, Rafa in his tuxedo and me in my designer gown, in awe of how two complete strangers could fall into such immediate intimacy. There was nothing around us, no music, no people, and no distractions, only the clarity of the bright lights above and the subtle hum of the ship’s engine. We saw each other plainly in the light, each of us thoroughly lucid, yet absolutely intoxicated and not pretending otherwise. It was as if the universe gave us a quiet moment to recognize one another, so as we lazily took each other in, unrushed, I came to the conclusion that he was the most beautiful man I had ever seen. Perhaps not perfect, but perfectly assembled.


A million scenarios ran through my mind. Maybe I’d inadvertently made him think I was looking for casual sex, or Sharon had said something to suggest I was alone and desperate. But even if he only wanted me in bed for an hour, I didn’t think I’d have the will power to turn him away. When a man looks like he was sculpted in Heaven’s atelier, a woman can only spend the rest of her life regretting all the things she didn’t do with him. The little smile on his face turned into a wonderfully sexy scowl, and sensing my indecision, he took his hand from his pocket and held it out to me.


“Come here,” he said in the same deep, unmistakably masculine voice I’d heard in my ear earlier. I took the three or four steps toward him and placed my fingertips on his, and smiling to himself, he pulled me in.


I became lost in the smell of his hair and a cologne that reminded me of a Guerlain fragrance I remembered from long ago. The fabric of his tuxedo brushed noisily against the tulle under my own lace gown as I came closer, and while I desperately craved his skin on mine, I was only brave enough to put my cheek against his. I closed my eyes and heard him sigh as he shifted his weight from one foot to the other.


“You’re so beautiful,” he murmured.


I didn’t want to pull back, afraid of an awkward moment. It was too delicious standing here just as we were. How can two strangers simply fall into an embrace without even knowing each other’s names? We danced without moving, a pure leap of faith off a tall cliff into a dense fog. Purring with satisfaction, he lost a little of the control he’d been trying so hard to maintain. His hands moved up my back as his soft lips found my neck, sweet kisses so tender that my legs buckled, but when he felt my body go limp in his, he grasped me so tightly by the waist that I let out a cry.


My clutch and everything in it hit the floor as his mouth came down on mine, the whole of my being opening fully, allowing him access without qualification. We parted our lips, his tongue searching my mouth feverishly, demanding entry. He pulled my body into his own and let me feel his growing need. You do this to me, he said without words.


After a few moments, he stopped and scanned me again, differently this time. He paid no attention to the black curl that fell out of place onto his lightly tanned forehead, and it was so charming I resisted the urge to push it back. With both hands snugly on my narrow waist, he then gave me a sweet, chaste kiss as if we hadn’t just been about to swallow each other whole.


“Do you want me—” Again, he tried to find the right word. He glanced down the long empty hall. “To leave?” I marveled at his expression, taking in his lips, now delightfully swollen and red from kissing me. Youthful eyes the color of the sea begged me to stay. For him, the entire encounter had been nothing but an exercise in self-control.


“No.” Still in his embrace, I whispered, “Speak to me in Spanish. I understand you.” No. Háblame en español. Te entiendo.


“Really?” he asked in Spanish. His face lit up when I nodded, as if I had just opened up a door he assumed would always be closed between us, and with that simple arrangement, the power between us shifted. For once, I wasn’t responsible for the conversation and the amusing observations. By promising to speak to him in his own language, the esteemed Dr. Amanda Rose, former professor of English, was now the student rather than the teacher.


“Can you understand me?” I asked, speaking to him in Spanish. The way I spoke was basic and unrefined, but I knew it was good enough, and as I expected he grinned from ear to ear, affording me my first glimpse of his ultra-sexy smile.


“Of course. Perfectly.”


Rafa picked my evening bag up off the floor and used the key to open the door, and as we crossed the threshold of the cabin, all pretense and fear fell away. I walked ahead of him, my heart racing and my body attuned to his presence. I stopped at the bed and waited, facing away. The door shut and I knew he was close, but there was only silence.


When I was ready, I turned to face him and began, “So, what—”


Before I could finish, he caught me off guard and kissed me. I almost fell backward onto the bed, but his arms, rock-hard across my back, cradled me as I leaned against him with all my weight. He pressed us together, my body responding to his proximity in a way that was unthinking and automatic, my physical state of arousal now completely under his control. A rush of moisture pooled between my legs as he again dipped to kiss my neck and the curve of my shoulder, his grip at my back relaxing and guiding me into a seated position on the bed.


Dropping to his knees, Rafa looked into my eyes, his angelic face lit from the side by a single fixture above the mirror. He was a vision of shadows and light, and though I lacked the eye of an artist, I was certain Rafa must be at the peak of his exquisite beauty, one so rare it would be criminal not to capture it and preserve it forever. Rafael, the angel, waiting tables on a cruise ship. Rafael, the Adonis, using his beauty to romance sad, rich, old women. It made me sad, yet I knew he must be here for reasons that made sense to him, and I wouldn’t condemn him for it.


“Please get up,” I said, troubled by the idea that he could be interested in trading a night of passion for money. I brought my knees together. Simply put, I knew I couldn’t possibly take advantage of anyone in need.


“Why?” he asked sharply. “Do you think you should kneel between the man’s legs first?”


I was surprised he would risk angering me when he had already put so much into my seduction, but I knew he’d sensed my pity, and rather than allow me to feel superior, his instinct was to challenge me. I’d presumed he could only be offering me pleasure in exchange for what was in my wallet. It might be true, but how little did I think of myself to assume it must be true?


“You don’t even know my name,” I shot back.


“Your name is Amada,” he said, as he moved his hungry gaze up and down my body and then squeezed my ankles. The muscles in my thighs relaxed and my legs inched apart again.


“It’s Amanda,” I replied. His hands moved up the back of my legs, pushing the lace skirt of my gown up as he went. Responding to him, my thighs opened a little more.


“No, you’re my Amada,” said Rafa, squeezing my knees. No, tú eres mi Amada. With each long stroke he claimed my body from the bottom up, relaxing me, eroding my control, attuning me to him. Amada, I finally remembered, is Spanish for my love.


“But you don’t know my name,” he countered. He blinked slowly, hypnotically, then rubbed the side of his face against the inside of my thigh, expertly using his coarse whiskers and soft skin to create delightful, unexpected sensations. I was coming apart already and he’d barely touched me.


“I heard Ernesto call you Rafa. Your name is Rafael.” I struggled to get the words out, finding it difficult to catch my breath with Rafa’s head between my legs. He maintained eye contact with me as he nodded yes, then turned his gaze downward so that he could gently kiss each of my knees and then lick the inside of my naked thigh.


“Nice to meet you,” he murmured, his soft, wet tongue making its way higher and higher, each stroke melting me inch by inch until I found myself flat on the bed with his handsome face fully in my core. He pulled my silk panties to the side and spread me with his fingers, one too many moments passing before he let his tongue explore me with abandon. I expected him to start thrashing away, but instead he surprised me with a series of torturously slow, precise movements right at my entrance, and when he finally made his way inside, he lapped my walls for a long time. The way he used his mouth was unlike anything I’d ever felt before, his soft tongue ebbing and flowing as he gently rubbed my breasts over my dress. I squirmed and clenched, willing him to go a little higher, but he only gave me more of the same silky kisses. His stubble grazed the delicate skin of my inner thighs again, and the rough sensation coupled with the almost unbearable softness between my legs caused me to come up off the bed. I brought my most sensitive spot to his mouth, silently begging for release.


“Not yet,” said Rafa, as he made his way back up. I tried to hide my disappointment by studying his lips, gloriously shiny and plump from his work. We lay together side by side now, and although I was incredibly aroused, I still didn’t reach out. He noticed, and I watched his blue eyes go down the length of my body and then stop somewhere I couldn’t tell. “Touch me,” he urged. His face softened as he smiled and kissed me.


Before long I was on my stomach in the center of the bed. I arched my back as he positioned himself astride me, and it took him no time at all to find the zipper of my gown and pull it all the way down until the cool air of the room swept against my skin. I shifted a little so that he could slide it off and drape it across the wing chair, and now, almost fully nude beneath this stranger, I noted that my lack of abandon, so out of character, didn’t bother me at all. I was simply going to let him have me. So this is what a one night stand is. Strip. Have meaningless sex. Get out.


“The dress is exquisite,” he said, “but not nearly as fina as you.” He let his hands roam over my back, my ass, and my legs, and I cursed myself, because even in a moment like this, I couldn’t help but notice the nuances of his language.


“Fine?” I asked, momentarily switching back to English.


Rafa paused for a moment to think, then resumed the delicious massage, slowly increasing pressure until he was sure I liked a firm touch. His precise, measured rhythm turned me to complete putty in his hands, and he worked my body as if intimately familiar with every fiber under my skin. Still kneading, he said, “Fina means elegant or delicate.”


“Like when you say, ‘fine china,’” I murmured, understanding, but lost in his touch.


“Yes. Just. Like. That.”


His voice was pure velvet in any language, and as he spoke, he pulled my panties down my legs and over my stilettos, leaving me completely naked while he himself remained fully dressed. He punctuated the last word by inserting one finger inside me, precisely where his soft tongue had just been. He rested his other hand on my lower back as my backside rose up to meet the finger massaging me from the inside. I was ass up, chest down, no doubt a pleasant view from his angle.


Knowing that he couldn’t see my face if I didn’t want him to allowed me to think only about what I was feeling, so I instinctively rotated my hips in unison with the finger inside me. He pushed downward into my soft passage, in the direction of the bed below, and when he slipped a second finger inside, I experienced the strangest sensations of warmth, happiness and well-being. It was amazing, and as he expertly rubbed just the right spot, he called forth something stronger than an orgasm. It was so intense, in fact, that I was fearful of what exactly my body might do if he continued.


“Your curves are so beautiful,” he said. “I wish you could see yourself.”


“Tell me,” I whispered. Brazen and blissfully lost in whatever he was doing to me, I turned my head in the other direction and shut my eyes, anticipating the explicit, base words he would no doubt use to describe my form, that of a shameless woman who’d allowed a complete stranger to violate her in less than thirty minutes. Whatever he said, I deserved. But even so, I just wanted to hear him speak. I cried out in protest when he slid off my legs and slipped his fingers out, never having been so close to something so wonderful.


“Turn over,” he said. Now fully under his spell, I did as he asked and once again we locked eyes. I didn’t want to his physical beauty to hypnotize me, but it was impossible. What could it be like for a man to be so unnaturally handsome that women instantly lost all sense of morality, I wondered. I pitied him for all the disgusting, hungry women who had used money and influence to lure him into their beds. “Had he been born a prince, he undoubtedly would have been an arrogant playboy with the world at his feet, but as an uneducated pauper from a third-world country, he surely had been forced to exchange his only currency to satisfy the most basic of needs.” Sadly, he of all people should have been born an aristocrat like so many of the utterly worthless men I had known, but he hadn’t been. Rafael was just a waiter, made even more vulnerable to the corruption of the world by his magnificent beauty. Even though every inch of my skin was fully bared to him, he seemed far more exposed than I.


From my supine position, I became aware of the rise and fall of my pale breasts, my nipples two swollen blossoms directly in our line of sight. Rafa held my legs apart and looked thoughtfully. I was a ball of need and didn’t care about anything except feeling him inside me again.


“I see The Origin of the World.”


He knew the painting. I blushed, recalling the model’s anatomy, her abundant pubic hair and generous curves. I could picture it in my mind’s eye perfectly, as I had just viewed it last spring in Paris at the Musée d’Orsay. He had been with me then, and I hadn’t even known it.


My pelvis still humming, I sat up and kissed him, overcome by the instinct to possess and ravish. I was out of my mind with desire for him now, and whether it made sense or not, I knew our bodies were meant for one another. I slid my hands under his jacket and felt his sculpted body beneath the fabric, he every bit as hard as I was soft. I lost any sense of self-doubt and set about consuming him because I knew I wanted him everywhere: in my mouth, in my hair, between my legs, upon me as a blanket. Devouring his lips, I unfastened his tie, his vest and then his shirt. I pushed the heavy garments off and took a moment to examine the naked torso I could feel afire beneath my own skin. He remained still and let me admire him as I traced my fingers along a narrow waist that widened into tanned, broad shoulders and muscular arms that looked as if they had carried the weight of the universe. Irrational and wild, I tugged clumsily at his belt buckle, but he took my wrist and held me still. Oh, no more of this, I thought. Just give me what I want.


“Amada,” he said breathlessly, resting his forehead on mine, “I can please you in other ways. I don’t want you to remember me and feel empty. You’re too delicate for that.” Again the word fina. I was china to Rafa: pretty and easily broken.


For possibly the first time in my life I was at a loss for words, so I gladly let my body take over. Rafa still had me by the wrist, so I used my other hand to caress between his legs. He was so hard and beckoning that I was drawn instinctively to that part of him, and without thinking I leaned down and nipped at him through the fabric of his pants. He moaned with pleasure and slightly released his grip so that I was able to pull away and have full use of my hands. Both on our knees now, we kissed and swayed together, still on the precipice of nothing and everything. I burned for him, my body yearning to coil itself around him in the most indelicate of ways. I rubbed against Rafa like an animal in heat, completely unashamed of my neediness, and with that, any sense of chivalry finally left him. Once he decided to take me, any concerns he might have had for being sensible were promptly abandoned, and I saw it in his eyes the moment it happened.


Rafa took my forearms and pushed me down, as I had been before, then got off the bed. He stared at my body as he finished undressing and I returned his gaze, enraptured just as much by his muscular thighs and his broad shoulders as I was by his large, erect penis. Just before dropping his pants to the floor, he removed his wallet from a pocket and pulled out a condom, and I watched with pleasure as he held himself away from his body and rolled it down his shaft. He was so beautiful everywhere, especially there, and because he was so turned on, I don’t know if he even realized he gave himself a quick stroke before getting back into bed on top of me.


“Rafa,” I breathed, face to face with him. He kissed me savagely and pushed his whole weight and rock hardness onto me. Feeling unbearably empty, I writhed and ran my fingernails down his back, trying to control his movements and line him up at my entrance, but he wouldn’t allow it.


“What, Amada?” he asked, looking right into my eyes. “I don’t understand.”


“I—” I gasped, choking on my own words.


“I can’t help you, then. I’m leaving,” he said, actually sitting up as if to get out of bed. I don’t know what came over me, but I went crazy. I threw my leg over his to keep him from standing up, grabbed him by the hair and bit his shoulder from behind, hard. I know I startled him, but he rewarded me with a little smile anyway.


“Please,” I begged. Still wrapped around him from behind, I peppered his shoulder blades and the back of his neck with delicate kisses.


“Wrong answer,” he said, and stood up again. It didn’t matter that I tried to stop him, as he only had to use a bit of his considerable strength to free himself and walk across the room. He stood defiantly by the dressing table and crossed his arms over his chest as he spread his legs a little and gave me a good view of the body we both knew could bring me so much pleasure. I practically salivated watching his muscles undulate under his tight, tanned skin. His jaw, tight and angry looking, betrayed him, clear evidence of his intense arousal. On the bed without him I felt cold and alone, desperate to figure out whatever it was he wanted to hear.


“I want you inside me,” I said, switching to English, only because I wasn’t quite sure what those particular words would be. Instinctively I knew he would understand, and as I predicted, he smiled and waited for more.


“It’s your fault,” I said in my sexiest voice, catching on. “You used your fingers and tongue but stopped before I could finish. Twice. You made me ache way up here where I can’t reach.” I placed my hand over my belly for emphasis.


His composure broke a little, and I saw him close his eyes and clench his jaw again. Hm. He liked that. I started to feel brave, but it lasted only a second.


“You think I have sex for money,” he said. “Do you really think I give myself to anyone who asks?”


“No, I don’t,” I stammered back in Spanish, “Not like that.” I went to him and was pleasantly surprised when he opened his arms and embraced me even though he assumed I was silently judging him.


“I think you’re doing exactly whatever you need to do, nothing more and nothing less.”


“You’re correct,” he agreed, bringing his strong hands down around my backside. He kneaded my ass as he kissed me and then, without warning, hiked me effortlessly up onto himself. I gasped with pleasure as I wrapped my arms around his neck and felt him fill me to the brim, then still.


“All I need is to feel you around me, tight and warm,” he whispered in my ear. It wasn’t enough that he was inside my body, he made it his business to be inside my head, too. “I’ve been hard all night because I haven’t been able to stop thinking about us together just like this.” He slowly began to move his hips, balancing me on his angled pelvis. “I knew you would feel good,” he groaned, moving faster, “but I never imagined I could enjoy you this much.” Nunca me imaginé que iba a gozar tanto de tí. 


I tightened my grip around his shoulders, and like the inarticulate beast I had become, I bit him again, this time on the back of the neck. He responded by grunting and grinding me down onto him even harder, generating exquisite little stabs of pain at the opening of my sex. Fully impaled and suspended in midair, we defied gravity as I rode his hard body. Rafa thrust into me again and again, effortlessly pressing me into him as we made love in our own perfect cocoon.


“You like to bite,” he mused, licking the side of my face from my collar bone all the way up to my temple. “It drives me crazy.” He probed my mouth with his tongue as if searching for his own body somewhere deep inside me, arched and stiff all over, like a famished tiger attacking its prey.


“Only you,” I gasped, not really understanding why I was compelled to be rough with him.


“That’s exactly right, only me,” said Rafa, still working us both into a frenzy with his powerful thrusts. He was all the way inside, farther than I knew was possible, pushing in and in and in. Beads of sweat rolled down his back but he just wouldn’t stop, and I shut my eyes tight when the feeling from earlier came again, an approaching wave I was certain would pull me under. Fear washed over me and I tried to push him away.


“No, I can’t,” I cried.


Ignoring my protests, Rafa turned us and backed me up against the wall, compounding the already extreme sensations deep within me. My emotions ran wild and my thoughts made no sense—one moment I wanted to hurt him, and then the next it was something approaching love. It didn’t take long before my body started to tingle in a way that worried me, a sure sign that something raw and uncontrollable and completely unknown was approaching. Because he’d braced his forearm arm above my head, it was the first thing I saw when I had the same overwhelming urge to bite him. Holding nothing back, I clamped down hard on his biceps, but this time he let me know how much it hurt.


“Amada!” He glanced at his arm and then stared at me in disbelief. Overwrought with desire and near the edge himself, he put his hand over my mouth and grappled us down to the floor, positioning me on all fours in front of him. I arched my back, and without missing a beat, he dug his fingers into my hips and kept up the same punishing rhythm until the room filled with his deep groans and my own cries. Seeking reassurance, I turned and looked into eyes already fixed on me.


“I love you,” said Rafa. His face softened while his body remained hard and unyielding. “Don’t be afraid.”


The euphoria rolled in quickly, and before I knew it the room changed color, my vision pixelated, and I hallucinated that the stars had come up above us like fireworks and bathed the room in a bright cascade of light. His virile body had stirred some sort of mystical energy in me, and as he worked my hips back and forth, side to side, he drove it out and set it free. My entire being quaked and turned inside out for Rafa, and his did the same for mine.









CHAPTER TWO


After we’d crawled to the bed and slept for an hour, Rafa awakened at 4:25 am. He went to the bathroom and tried to get back into bed quietly, but I heard him. We lay on the bed facing each other now, under the covers in the deepest hour of the night, when on impulse I asked him to tell me about himself. Most men would have hated the question, but to my delight, Rafa was a natural storyteller who didn’t hesitate to tell me all about his childhood.


Rafael De Leon was born in the little seaside town of Playa Larga, Cuba, in December of 1980. His mother had been widowed while still pregnant, and by the time Rafa was twelve, she attempted to escape crushing poverty by moving to the city. There they lived in a decrepit walk up behind the Cathedral of Havana, where an entire floor of tiny apartments shared one small, filthy washroom that his mother wouldn’t let him use without slippers. Though she was very talented, she made very little money as a professional seamstress and they both suffered because of it. Rafa grew up terribly poor, but he had good friends, and they played on the streets of Havana at all hours of the day and night.


Sometimes, when his mother was desperate for coffee, she would send her son out to beg for it, and more often than not he would return with a little sack of espresso beans. He was known affectionately as ‘Ojos Azules,’ or ‘Blue Eyes,’ in the neighborhood, and if the neighbors had anything to spare, they would let him have it. They didn’t care very much for Rafa’s mother Carmen, but they adored her smart, sweet boy and treated him like one of their own. His good looks earned him lots of perks, like the quarter pound of Serrano ham he could often charm out of the waitresses at La Bodeguita del Medio. I asked him if he knew that the bar was internationally famous because of Ernest Hemingway, and he said no, all he knew about it was that he could get his ham there. He was a well-mannered boy who made good grades, and when his mother died during his senior year of high school, he moved in with one of the elderly widows in the neighborhood who let him live there for free as long as he did most of the chores around the house.


“What happened to your father?” I asked. He stared up at the ceiling, lost in thought. He had to be thinking about his father now, and I silently cursed myself for bringing it up. I certainly didn’t like to talk about my own parents, so I don’t know why I would ask about his. But I was consumed with curiosity about Rafa, whom I had come to realize would be leaving me very soon, forever.


Rafa shifted onto his back and tucked an arm under his head. I came face to face with the bite mark I’d made, and before he could answer my question, I ran my fingers along the already darkening bruise.


“I’m sorry. I’ve never done that before,” I said, full of remorse. I pulled the sheet up all the way to my chin, embarrassed.


“Don’t worry, you were just having a little fun.” He gave me a little peck on the lips and a nice, earnest smile. While my side of the sheet was practically over my face, his side had worked its way dangerously low on his hips, and I flashed back to being crushed between him and the wall. My belly did a little somersault from the inside. Without looking at me, he spoke softly. “I don’t know why I said that.”


Of course I knew what he meant, but I told myself it had been a figure of speech that I didn’t quite understand, and I’d put it out of my mind right away knowing better than to take it seriously. Nothing was static, or wholly true or wholly untrue, and I liked to think of language as fluid and musical, full of ephemeral meaning. It was nothing but a song that had disappeared into the ether.


“I know. You were just having a little fun.” I smiled as he turned onto his side again and observed me for what felt like a long time.


“In that moment, I did mean it. I don’t know why, but I did. I’ve never done that before.” Rafa’s blue eyes disarmed me as they had from the moment we met, and any earlier inclination I might have had to censor myself went right out the window. I didn’t just lust for him, I decided I liked him.


“You are so handsome,” I mused, inspecting his chiseled cheekbones, aquiline nose, and angular jaw, all wonderfully masculine features which perfectly complemented soft skin and long, almost feminine eyelashes.


“How long does it take for people to get past this?” I asked, gliding a finger across each of his eyelids. He didn’t answer, but he came closer and kissed me again, so very sweetly. He caressed the back of my head and gently ran his fingers through my tangled hair.


“So, tell me about you,” said Rafa, genuinely curious. It was as if he wanted me to tell him a story. He was undoubtedly sexy as hell, but he could also be quite charming.


“I’m a lonely woman who goes on vacations to find attractive men to sleep with. That’s all there is.” I winked and gave him an innocent smile.


He and I clearly had the same sense of humor, because he laughed right along with me. In the quiet and darkness of the cabin, I couldn’t imagine a more welcome sound. Even though it wasn’t the most forthcoming answer I could have given considering everything he told me about himself, he accepted it for now and didn’t press any further.


“Ugh, no, that’s your friend, Sharon,” he said with obvious distaste.


“Sharon!” I exclaimed, remembering the night before. “What did she do to you? She’s not my friend, by the way,” I said, rolling my eyes.


“She showed up in the kitchen and offered me five hundred dollars to go back to her cabin.” He found this funny for some reason and smiled to himself, although I suspected he tried to find the humor in everything, perhaps out of necessity.


“Unbelievable,” I said. I couldn’t imagine the indignity of being on the receiving end of that offer. “She’s been with different men all week, but I didn’t know she was paying them for it. That’s awful.”


“Hm.” He lightly scratched his bare belly, diverting my attention to the line of dark hair that began beneath his belly button and disappeared beneath the sheet. “I’ve only been here a short time, but I’ve heard about that. It’s pretty common.”


I took a chance and asked, “Have you ever?” He considered the question, and I didn’t think he would lie, so I instinctively I braced myself for something I might not want to hear.


“Well, I can’t say I never would if I were desperate. I would do it to survive, or if my family was hungry. You do what you have to. I think most people would. But I haven’t been there yet.” I admired his honesty. “It would have to be a pretty bad situation to risk catching a disease.” I thought back to the condom he carried in his wallet. He was careful.


“How are you so sure I don’t have any diseases?” I challenged, somewhat indignant. Rafa cocked an eyebrow.


“You are not the kind of woman who propositions men, you are the kind men chase and never catch.” He lowered his voice suggestively and added, “I can tell you’re a good girl.”


“That’s a big assumption,” I said.


“It is, but I’d call it an educated guess,” he said. “How many partners have you had?”


“One.”


“How long ago was that?”


“About ten years ago,” I said. “The last five years of my relationship were lonely, and I haven’t been with anyone since then.”


He didn’t openly react, but I think he was stunned, and I began to get the feeling we wouldn’t be talking for much longer, so I pressed for as much information as I could get. I tried to ignore his bedroom eyes for now.


“What about you?”


“Amada, regardless of what you might expect, I’ve had very few partners, and because of my last job, I’ve had every vaccination and blood test under the sun many times, and so did they. I haven’t been with anyone new in a long time.”


“What was your last job? How long have you been working here on the ship?” He didn’t really want to answer, so when he noticed me shiver, he took his time drawing the comforter up over us a little higher.


“OK now?” he asked. I nodded, but kept my eyes on him expectantly.


“Just a few months.” He sighed, as if already very tired of it. “I only left Cuba six months ago. That’s why my English is so bad, but I make up for it in other ways, don’t I?” He reached under the blankets and used his thumb and forefinger to lightly stimulate one of my nipples. Oh, God.


“Were you a waiter in Cuba?” I don’t know how I got the words out, considering what he was doing to my chest. He ran his fingertips over my skin ever so lightly, in random patterns from my nipple to the side of my breast near my arm as if drawing in the sand. An exquisite sensation, all the thinking parts of my brain began to shut off one by one, like switches on a circuit breaker.


“No,” said Rafa as he moved on top of me. He kissed me deeply as his deliciously hard body blanketed mine, and we opened and closed our mouths in unison, tasting one another with no inhibitions. He positioned himself between my legs, and although I knew he must be right at my entrance, I couldn’t feel him there yet.


“You are so very lovely, and that’s why I’m here with you. The only reason,” he said. “I saw you and for a second thought you were my favorite actress. But you’re even more beautiful.”


“Who’s that?” I asked dreamily.


“Oh, come on,” he teased. “As if you haven’t heard it a million times.”


I had no idea who he was talking about, but I did believe he thought I was beautiful, and when I looked up at him and into his eyes, I saw love. I was not naïve enough to think it was for me, but I did know that I was seeing the kindness in him, the integrity, as well as his love of life and pleasure.


“I don’t have another condom,” he said, “and I have to leave in a few minutes. What would you like me to do for you? Tell me. Anything you want.” He moved down my body, took my nipple in his mouth and licked gently. I considered asking him to have sex with me anyway, but given his strong feelings about diseases, I thought I’d better not.


“Rafa,” I purred, “that feels so good.”


He continued to suck on my breast, then after a while moved to the other. I writhed beneath him as he paused every so often to let his warm breath tease my wet skin. He would stop and then start, give and then take away, a master of the erotic arts. He drove me mad by offering and then withholding precisely what he knew I most craved. Even though he said he had to leave, his drive to arouse me beyond all reason was alarming, and I began to suspect he might leave me like this. I ran my hands through his thick black hair and let my mind wander to happy places. One of my favorite poems came to mind, and I couldn’t help but recall the first few words as I often do when I am completely relaxed. Plato, Milton and random lines of poetry would often float through my mind at the strangest of times, and over the years I had learned to just let it happen, because like most things, it was for a reason.


“Had we but world enough, and time,” I said in English, “this coyness, sir, were no crime!” I playfully tugged on a handful of his hair as I said the word ‘sir.’ It caught Rafa’s attention, and he completely stopped what he was doing, which was not what I wanted at all.


“Don’t stop,” I whispered, meeting his gaze.


“I’m thirsty,” he said, sitting up on top of the sheet, completely immodest and unaware of his beauty. He ran his hand through his already mussed hair as he leaned toward the nightstand and took a big gulp from an open bottle, then offered it to me. It was impossible not to admire his graceful body as his torso extended and flexed.


“Go on,” he prompted, swallowing an enormous mouthful of water. “What was that?”


I was learning how obstinate he could be, and his body language informed me that he wouldn’t be doing anything else until I satisfied his curiosity.


“What time do you have to leave?” I asked.


“At five. I’m so sorry.” He caressed my cheek with real affection. Con cariño, I thought.


I sat up with him, allowing the sheet to pool at my waist. Ten minutes. I leaned back against the headboard and closed my eyes, hoping I could recall the poem I once knew word for word. It had been years, and thinking of it again was bittersweet, but I couldn’t deny how fitting it was. I thought of the antique round oak table in my old classroom at the college and how it had been my habit to walk the perimeter of the room as I read out loud while my students followed along in their books.


“The speaker wants to seduce a virgin, so he tries to persuade her by reminding her that as mortals, we’re all short on time.” I kept my eyes closed and recited the parts I remembered.


Had we but world enough, and time,


This coyness, lady, were no crime.


We would sit down and think which way


To walk, and pass our long love’s day;


Thou by the Indian Ganges’ side


Shouldst rubies find; I by the tide


Of Humber would complain... 


An hundred years should go to praise


Thine eyes, and on thy forehead gaze;


Two hundred to adore each breast,


But thirty thousand to the rest;


Rafa’s hands went to my eyelids, my forehead and my breasts. He wanted me to show me he understood, and although I knew the poem well, I’d never experienced it precisely in this way, not just because he was touching me, but also because for the first time I identified more with the speaker than the virgin. I continued as Rafa’s hands roamed my body.


An age at least to every part,


And the last age should show your heart.


For, lady, you deserve this state,


Nor would I love at lower rate.


But at my back I always hear


Time’s winged chariot hurrying near...


Thy beauty shall no more be found,


Nor, in thy marble vault, shall sound


My echoing song; then worms shall try


That long preserv’d virginity,


He moved the sheet aside and began to stroke between my legs, but I had to put my hand over his to still it because I knew I wouldn’t be able to go on if he continued. We remained this way, his hand on me and mine on his, until I finished the poem.


And your quaint honour turn to dust,


And into ashes all my lust.


The grave’s a fine and private place,


But none I think do there embrace.


Now therefore, while the youthful hue


Sits on thy skin like morning dew,


And while thy willing soul transpires


At every pore with instant fires,


Now let us sport us while we may;


And now, like am’rous birds of prey,


Rather at once our time devour,


Than languish in his slow-chapp’d power.


Let us roll all our strength, and all


Our sweetness, up into one ball;


And tear our pleasures with rough strife


Thorough the iron gates of life.


Thus, though we cannot make our sun


Stand still, yet we will make him run.


I opened my eyes to find Rafa studying me. It took a moment, but my brain switched gears and I was able to go back into Spanish. I squeezed the hand that was still between my legs and smiled, quite curious to know what he thought.


“Andrew Marvell. To His Coy Mistress. 1681. It’s my favorite poem.” I smiled and waited, hoping he would share his thoughts with me. He intertwined his fingers with mine, then did the same with the other hand.


“Lie down,” he said, pulling me toward the foot of the bed. Acuéstate. Now beneath him, he kissed me with a gentle pressure that fully awakened my body, then, still clasping my hands, he nuzzled my jaw and my neck, gradually using more of his mouth until he was sucking and licking as if he would eat me alive. He wasn’t shy about letting me know how much he was enjoying himself, and as he crushed his hips into mine, this time I did feel the smooth skin of his penis against my inner thigh, but he stilled just before reaching my sex.


“Amada,” he panted, “I want you again. I know you have no reason to believe me, but I swear to you it’s safe.”


“I do believe you, but how do you know I won’t get pregnant?” I asked, curious to see what he would say. His expression changed into one I had difficulty reading, but the question did seem to sober him up a little.


“Is your IUD out of date yet?” He asked so matter of fact, it took me off guard. As far as I knew, no one was supposed to be able to feel it. Had he actually been looking for the string?


“No. How—”


“I felt it, sweetheart.” As he waited for my permission, his breath hitched as he briefly closed his eyes and rubbed himself against my skin. “It’s alright either way. Even this feels so good.”


“Yes, please.” I said, and wrapped my legs around his waist. I wanted him just as much as he wanted me, maybe more.
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