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CHAPTER ONE


“That’s the reason I hate this book. Daisy’s so weak!” Maya Davidson’s small, heart-shaped face erupted into a tangle of fury and indignation. Like most young literature students, she slammed her book shut and pushed it across the table to underscore her point, too green to realize it was the classic sign of immaturity that professors quickly groomed out of the most promising graduate students. As a sophomore she wasn’t there yet, but I could see the promise in this one. I couldn’t hold back my smile as I let the students dive into what always proved to be a hot topic, even during our very first class together. After going around the room and introducing ourselves, we went straight into the text on the syllabus, The Great Gatsby.


“Are you crazy? Daisy’s the biggest gold digger of all time. She’s a master manipulator!” shouted Rudy, a tall, thin African-American jock who’d made a point of stating that his interest in English lit was solely because of its worth as a pre-law major. Even though it was a more useful track for his career path, he hadn’t chosen rhetoric and composition, he’d explained, because of his love of debate. I couldn’t fault him; a lively conversation could be compelling and addictive with the right group, like this one.


Collins College, affectionately called ‘Collins Country Club,’ was known for attracting children of the very rich and semi-famous. Offering only a handful of majors deemed mostly useless by the middle class, there weren’t any aspiring nurses or computer programmers here. Most of these students would collect their fancy liberal arts degree and head back to New England or the West Coast to a cushy job in their parents’ companies, never really experiencing or understanding the lives of characters in the classics. Yet, if I posed the right questions, the discussions could turn into something quite special.


“Hang on, everyone,” I said, throwing my hands up. I was so glad Rafa had encouraged me to go back to work, practically shoving me out the door today when Dean O’Malley had called. Desperately in need of someone to teach an Am Lit section abandoned mid-term by a flaky lecturer related to someone on the Board of Regents, the dean had called and asked for the favor, just until he could find someone permanent. Rafa and I were still in bed when the phone rang.


“Dr. O’Malley, I don’t know,” I said. “It’s been a while.”


“Yes, my dear,” he said. “Long enough.” He was referring to the circumstances under which I’d left, to grieve the death of my son. “You belong in front of a classroom and we both know it. Can’t you step in for a couple of weeks? I’m asking as a friend.”


“What?” whispered Rafa from his side of the bed, eyes barely open.


“The dean wants me to take over a class until he finds a permanent teacher,” I said, holding the phone away from us. “Today.”


“So do it,” he said, running his hands through his dark curly hair. “You should go back to work. It’s good for you.”


“But I have other things to do now,” I said. He shook his head and pointed to the phone. “You can do more than one thing, mamita. Say yes. He’s probably in a jam.”


“Want to sit in?” I asked Rafa after ending the call. I’d playfully hopped on top of him when he tried to get out of bed. “We can meet the contractors at Madrina’s as soon as class is over.”


“I’d love to watch you teach,” he said, sitting up, the sheets just barely protecting his modesty, if he’d had any. “Absolutely!”


So here I was again, back in the Collins College English department, everything the same except my office, which now belonged to Rita Blackstein. My return had been completely unplanned, probably the only way it could have ever happened. If I’d had too much time to think about it, I’m certain I would have said no, but now that I was here, I felt right at home, especially with Rafa in the back. Clearly fascinated by the building, the students, the subject and likely me, in a way he’d never seen me before, he was doing his best to follow the discussion even though I knew it must be difficult. Collins was such a small, casual school that it wasn’t unusual for friends of students to occasionally tag along to classes, so Rafa would have gone unnoticed had it not been for some of the girls’ not so subtle stares.


“Have you learned about reader response theory yet?” I stared at the fifteen blank faces around the massive oval oak table. Clearly not a one. “Okay, you’ll get that in depth during Literary Criticism next year with Dr. Carlsen, but let me just give you a little preview. Reader response theory is the idea that the reader creates just as much meaning in the text as the author. There are sixteen people in this room, correct? We’re all reading The Great Gatsby, but we’re not all reading the same text. There are sixteen different texts in this room, and therefore sixteen different potential meanings. Fitzgerald as author is not the sole creator of meaning.”


“So on the next exam I can write anything I want and it’ll be correct because that’s the meaning I give it?” asked a student in the back. “Sweet!” The class erupted in laughter and a few students gave each other high five.


“Yes . . . and no,” I said. I ran a finger along a split in the oak at the head of the table, feeling how the rounded edges of the many layers of lacquer had softened the natural bite of the rigid wood. The Collins English Department was known for its small classrooms furnished with massive, hundred-year old oak tables that were so oversized you could barely get around them. In fact, they were so heavy that the only way to move them out at this point would be by crane, though no one would ever want to. They were the defining characteristic of the English building and both students and faculty alike were quite fond of them.


“We only have about ten minutes left, so I probably shouldn’t start this now, but what the hell,” I said.


“Damn I hate when it gets good and then class is over,” offered Lisa, a shy but slowly blossoming girl learning to find her voice. “It’s never as good the next time.”


“So true,” I agreed. “But let’s just think about what that means.” I shut the book in front of me and placed it on top of the dictionary I always brought to class. “As a reader, you create meaning, but there are accepted interpretations of the classics. For example, Gatsby is not about spaceships or war. We can all agree on that, can’t we?” Everyone in the class nodded.


“But it kind of is. War, I mean. You could say there’s a war inside Gatsby,” muttered someone.


“Who was that?” I asked, trying to figure out who’d spoken. Rudy rolled his eyes and slouched in his chair as if he already knew. “It’s okay, I don’t bite, and you can say anything you want without fear of being embarrassed.”


“Unlike Professor Adams,” said Lara to my left, locking eyes with the girl next to her. “What a raging asshole,” she hissed. I winced in sympathy. Joel was an asshole.


“So what was that about war?” I asked. “Jeff?” Jeff Jones, the young man who had introduced himself as a gamer and tech aficionado straightened up in his chair and reluctantly shared his thoughts.


“Gatsby’s been troubled, in turmoil, since Daisy rejected him. Now he’s at the front line, at war with Tom, Daisy. The world. Himself. It’s bloody. It ends with violence.”


“Yes!” I said triumphantly. “Exactly! This is how we end up with post-colonial readings, feminist readings, and so forth. We can each make different connections, see different patterns. To you, Rudy, Daisy Buchanan is a gold digger, and to you, Maya, she’s a weak woman ruled by men. What Fitzgerald intended, in his own mind and the world he lived in, is only part of it. We can analyze the text and learn about his life and speculate on themes and subtexts, but really you complete the text. That is reader response, and it’s very powerful. You’re not going to draw a comparison to something ridiculous like a cartoon let’s say—although I swear some people could pull it off—but if you see parallels between one character and another, or one text and another, or even a character and a living person, then by all means please do so. Find their faults, where they fall apart and where they come back together again.”


“But what if you hate the book?” asked Maya. “How do you write a good paper when you can’t stand the main character?”


“You know, you’re not going to like every character in fiction. They’re not supposed to be perfect. They’re flawed, like people, but that’s what makes them interesting. I don’t think many of you have read Paradise Lost yet, but when you do, ask yourself how even Milton’s Satan has a story, how the author manages to humanize the most demonized figure or concept in all of history. And for kicks, compare Milton’s Satan to Dante’s Satan. Which one is more fun and why?” I wagged my eyebrows and couldn’t help but break into a smile. “Which one is a frozen block of ice and which one has real emotions? Which one is more human and therefore infinitely more entertaining?” I saw a few people write something down, including Maya, and then remembered to get back to her question. Sometimes it was so easy to get off course.


“Real literature is not meant to teach you what kind of person you should be. That’s why the humanities are concerned with the human condition. What happens when characters are written without flaws? Are they believable? Do you believe anyone you know who claims to be perfect? Anyone?”


“It’s phony,” said Rudy. “I really hate that, especially on social media.”


“Exactly. A good story is not a morality play or a 1980s sitcom with a teachable moment at the end. Characters can piss you off, make you uncomfortable, enrage you, and that’s okay, but it doesn’t mean the story has no value. Quite the opposite is true, actually. Maya, to finally answer your question, what you do is write a criticism of Daisy, or of the book as a whole,” I said. “But I think as you get into your paper you will find that only the most masterful of writers can elicit such extreme reactions from their readers. Good writing is complex and not easily deconstructed. There’s more there than you might see at first.”


“Daisy Buchanan reminds me of Scarlet O’Hara,” said Lisa quietly. “And I can’t stand either of them.”


“Perfect. So write that paper,” I said. “Use that energy, work out your thoughts and write it. I’d love to read it. Just curious: does anyone disagree with Maya and Lisa?” I glanced around the room expectantly. “Is anyone inclined to write a defense of Daisy?”


“I am,” said a junior named John. A creative type, John had introduced himself as an aspiring fashion photographer, so I knew his artists’ eye for beauty would no doubt make for a fascinating analysis. Some people just had a way of finding the most unique perspective.


“Oh, this is getting too good,” I said, rising. “I have an idea. Let’s have a seminar next week instead of the midterm exam here on the schedule.” I flipped through the poorly written syllabus given to me by the department secretary on the way in and tossed it aside. I’d have to create a new one for this very bright group.


“What’s a seminar?” asked Maya, putting her hair up in a ponytail. John glanced quickly in her direction and then stared straight ahead. Already a budding romance in progress.


“It’s just a different classroom format that you usually don’t get until graduate school, but there’s nothing stopping us. I’ll teach you how it works at the next meeting. I want you all to write a short paper about Daisy, or really any aspect of Gatsby, and draw a connection between a character or theme, or even one sentence and another text or character. That’s called a comparative analysis. Help us see the text how you see it. We’ll each read our papers and then discuss. And we’re all going to be nice to each other.” I narrowed my eyes and made eye contact with every student in the room. “This classroom is a safe space where we can all express ourselves without fear of attacks or embarrassment. It’s not about agreeing with each other or being ‘right.’ It’s about sharing ideas. And it’s a much less stressful way to earn your midterm grade. Is everyone on board?” The whole class raised their hands with excitement, with the most nervous test-takers holding both hands way up high.


“What if I write about a Bob Marley lyric that exemplifies a theme in Gatsby?” joked a girl named Lara.


“Then I’ll be absolutely on the edge of my seat to hear it. I hope you do.” I glanced at the excited faces in the room around me. “Bring it, people. Blow my mind. The goal is for each of you to leave here published. Bring your A-game and then I’ll help you send some of them out on submission. During the seminar you can use your classmates’ feedback to polish them and then we’ll submit your papers to a few journals I have in mind.” Satisfied, I dismissed class, but Rudy asked one more question as everyone was gathering their books.


“Professor, what do you think of Daisy?”


“I’m supposed to find a nice way not to answer your question,” I smiled, rising from my chair. “In theory, I shouldn’t influence you.”


“Oh, come on,” Rudy flashed a million-dollar grin at me. “We can already tell you’re different. That guy who was teaching before, Mr. Mason, didn’t know his ass from his elbow. This is the best class we’ve had so far.” Almost everyone in the classroom nodded or gestured in agreement.


“Ok,” I said, gathering my books, “since flattery will get you everywhere, I’ll elaborate more in my paper, but basically—”


“You’re going to write one too?” asked Maya, zipping up her backpack. “Cool!”


“Of course,” I said. “In my opinion, Daisy is misunderstood and very alone in the world. She’s who she is because of the people around her, as we all are, and in order not to be lonely, she compartmentalizes the different parts of herself. The real Daisy can’t come out around shallow people like Tom, and she can’t step out of the shadow of Gatsby’s idealized image. She doesn’t have a lot of options, and she takes what she can get. What some see as losing herself, I view as compromise. The real Daisy, the complete, unadulterated individual, unmarred by the expectations of the world around her isn’t accessible to us as a reader because it’s buried too deeply. She hasn’t been lucky enough to be able to share it with anyone, maybe even herself. She never experienced that kind of freedom.” The freedom I finally found with Rafa.


My eyes went straight to the back of the room where Rafa was already out of his chair and digging in his pockets for the car keys. I noticed two of the girls in the back elbowing each other, trying to decide which of them should approach Rafa first. Today he wore his customary white button-down shirt with my favorite grey suit, a rather typical look for Rafa these days, but because the Collins English building was over a hundred years old and not air conditioned, I’d suggested he leave his jacket and tie in the car. However, even though he still looked much more like a businessman than a college student with his casually rolled up sleeves and unbuttoned collar, the girls just couldn’t help themselves. Well, who could blame them? They’d be beside themselves if they knew what he looked like out of the suit. I pictured him shirtless in my kitchen, leaning over a steamy pot of something delicious while barking orders into his headset, the way he spoke in Spanish when I wasn’t around: fast and loud. Before my mind went to other places, as it always did with Rafa, I remembered where I was and finished my thought.


“So, Rudy, if you’re one of those people who believes a tree makes no sound when it falls if no one can hear it, then you could argue Daisy doesn’t exist except as a construct of other people. Someone said earlier—I think it was you Maya—that they don’t respect Daisy, but if she’s a victim of circumstance, if she’s human enough to crave a connection wherever she can get it, is it fair to judge her? If the people around you won’t allow you to be the person you want to be, is it really better to disconnect and be true to yourself in complete solitude? Is it wise? Is everyone strong enough to do that? Should we do that? Anyway, that’s where my thoughts are headed. Fair enough?” Rudy seemed pleased with my answer and pursed his lips, satisfied for now.


“Alright, get going,” I said, shooing the class out. “Everyone bring food and an open mind to the next class!”


As we walked through Collins’ exceptionally beautiful campus back to the car, Rafa took my hand as I pointed out my favorite places. Morgan Lawn was a beloved green space in the center of the already heavily treed and manicured grounds, a landmark so closely associated with Collins that there had been student protests in the 1980s when some of the administration had tried to turn it into a parking lot. I took Rafa to my spot by the lake at the very rear of Morgan Lawn and spread the blanket I’d grabbed from the faculty storage room on the way out. There, under the little tree where I’d eaten countless lunches and chatted with so many friends, Rafa and I relaxed by the shimmering water. Unlike the rough and tempestuous water of the open ocean, this lake had always been serene and peaceful.


“You’re almost a different person here,” he said, his eyes on me while I watched the crew team propel their boats from one end of the lake to the other. “So happy and calm.”


“I’m happy because you’re here with me. Two things I love in one place. It doesn’t get much better than that.” I said, putting my hand over his. I took a deep breath. “It’s just such so gorgeous.”


“You walked right to the front of the classroom and had a group of strangers hanging on your every word in two minutes.”


“They have to pay attention, Rafa. They want a good grade.” I shrugged and leaned back into his arms. “You had the girls in the class paying quite a bit of attention to you. As usual.”


“That’s different. When you walk into a room, the first thing everyone notices is how beautiful you are. I’m guilty, too.” He started to rub the back of my neck in a way that sent tingles down my spine, using his knowledge of every muscle under my skin to create the most deeply satisfying sensations imaginable. “Good?” he asked.


“God, yes,” I moaned, leaning further forward.


“But when you start teaching, I forget what you look like, and all I’m really thinking about is how much you know. The depth of your knowledge. You jump from literature to history to anything really and connect it all in the blink of an eye. I just wonder . . .” He stopped rubbing my neck, so I looked up and opened my eyes.


“What?”


“If we were at a dinner party with an orthopedic surgeon, for example, what would you contribute to the conversation?”


“Hm,” I squeezed my lips together. “After a glass of wine, I’d probably comment that medieval astrologers believed that the planet Saturn ruled the knees.”


Rafa threw his head back and laughed, then began rubbing the spots between my shoulder blades that made me go weak with pleasure. Enjoying his new game, he continued. “How about the warden of a penitentiary?”


“I’d ask for his or her thoughts on Foucault’s notion that buildings are constructed in a way that make them expressions of power, especially prisons.” I looked over my shoulder at Rafa, whose amused expression made me laugh, too. “Are you trying to stump me?”


“Last one. What would you talk about with just a random person from New York City?”


“I’d ask them if it’s truly possible to eat New York pizza outside of the city, even if a real New Yorker made it.” I opened my eyes wide, Twilight Zone style.


“Yes, of course it is.” Rafa cocked his head to the side. “Then again, not really. Amada, that conversation could go on for hours! Is that a cooking question or is it . . . philosophical?”


“Who knows,” I laughed. He stopped rubbing and draped his arms around me, inhaling the scent of my hair from behind. God, he felt so good.


“Just one of the many reasons I love you, mamita,” he breathed in my ear. “So much more than a pretty face,” he murmured. “I don’t know why you hide it.”


“Do I?” I asked, closing my eyes.


“You think people—men—won’t like you if you’re smart.” There had never been any question in my mind that Rafa was an intelligent man, but he was so astute about people that it was frightening.


“My mother used to warn me to never show off my intelligence in front of a man, that it would turn them off. She said they were visual creatures and that all they care about is a woman’s appearance.” I recalled one of the few vivid memories I had of my mother. One night she’d been two hours late to dinner and my father was fuming. I’d thought for certain that they’d have an argument the minute she arrived, but when she finally showed up looking like an angel in her pale blue chiffon gown and every head in the room turned to watch her cross the restaurant straight to my father, he went absolutely weak and forgot that he’d ever been angry. “She was so beautiful, Rafa. When she was all dressed up to go out, she could take your breath away.”


“I’ve seen photographs.” He pulled me in tight, both of us reveling in the memory of the night we met. Our attraction had been sudden and volatile, like a chemical reaction set into motion by the mere sight of one another. “She was breathtaking, but was she as intelligent as you are?”


“I don’t know,” I said. “I never saw that side of her.”


“With all due respect to your mother, Amada, that was very bad advice. Don’t ever be afraid to be yourself. They’ll see your beauty, but I also want our children to know how smart and sophisticated their mother is. You need to be in this world again. You’ve neglected that side of yourself for too long, and you have to understand that I won’t love you any less. In fact, it can only make me more attracted to you, if that’s possible. Seeing you up there today was a complete aphrodisiac.” He nibbled at my neck for just a second, as if to remind me of what he would do to me if we weren’t in a public place.


“Says the man who picks the tightest dress in my closet for me to wear,” I joked. “So you’re saying I can wake up in the morning, put on my thickest glasses, ignore my hair, go straight to my study and work all day in my pajamas without a stitch of makeup on and you’ll still want me? Because that’s what I used to do, and what I’d still do some days if I started working again. I get obsessed and forget to even look in a mirror. Is that what you want?”


“Yessss,” he growled into my ear. “That’s super hot. You don’t even have to brush your teeth,” he laughed. With one more surreptitious squeeze to my thigh, Rafa let go of me completely and learned back on his arms, his way of getting himself under control when he couldn’t have me.


This is love, I thought, staring out at the glassy water. I am loved.









CHAPTER TWO


Young Luc knocked at the back door of Madrina’s at quarter after nine, as promised. By twenty after, he was sitting in a chair in the old game room with not one but two 	Glocks pointed at his temples. And according to Sandro, my head of security, yes, it was absolutely necessary.


“We can’t show any weakness now,” he’d said. Sandro pushed all of his 6’ 5”, three-hundred-pound frame away from the card table in the back room where he, Alex, Sal, and our new associates had the emergency meeting earlier.


“When Demarais’ guy gets here tonight, we scare the shit out of him.” Sandro’s new team was in complete agreement. Not only were most of them Sandro’s old Gulf War buddies, but they’d all come from the same neighborhood in Little Havana, sharing family and social connections that went back decades to Cuba. It wasn’t possible to find a tighter, more dangerous crew, and Sandro wouldn’t have it any other way. As for Sal, I’d come to trust him implicitly, and the decision to include Alex in our current operation had been spontaneous but ultimately necessary.


Sandro, Sal and I barged in to Alex’s room around eight, and while his security detail let us pass, they made a show of scowling at us, eyeing the new men with distaste. These worthless outsiders were getting on all of our nerves, and I resolved to call the congressman’s office and demand their dismissal. If Alex’s father didn’t trust me yet, there was no point in Alex’s continued presence here, not to mention that my Amada would be much safer if he weren’t. These assholes, I decided on the spot, were leaving today. I shook Alex awake, not really caring if we startled him. He shouldn’t be napping at this hour, anyway.


“Alex, wake up,” I said. Sandro positioned himself by the door, while Sal, my right-hand man stood by the window. An intellectual at heart, Sal still had good instincts, having developed them early in life to ensure his survival in a third world country. Just like me.


“Am I late?” Alex’s skinny frame and translucent skin made him look younger than his nineteen years. Mentally he was probably even less mature, having wasted so much of his formative years on drugs. Just last night I’d treated him as a fragile kid, but this morning everything was different. The time had come for Alex to man up.


“We have to talk.” I sat on Alex’s bed.


“What is it?” His panicked eyes went from Sandro, to Sal and then back to me.


“I’m going to speak to you like a man. You’re not some special little snowflake kid, got it? You’re a man, just like us. Nineteen years old. Enough fucking around already.”


He blinked, internalizing my words.


“This son of a bitch who keeps bringing you drugs won’t leave you alone because he wants something from your father. Now he’s threatening Amada because I won’t let him near you.”


“What did he do?” Alex swung his legs around and leaped out of bed, alarmed. I stood with him.


“Don’t worry about that now. Just know that if he goes near her again, he’s dead, and I’m going to do it myself.”


“I hope I get to do it,” grumbled Sandro under his breath.


“Fuck, Rafa, I’m sorry,” said Alex. “I don’t know why I kept going back—” I stopped him right there.


“That version of yourself is gone. The weak, drug-addicted, lonely, confused boy no longer exists. Physically you’re fine, you’ve fully detoxed, and now the mental dependence goes away. Today.”


I pulled him out of bed and stood him on his feet. Grabbing him by the back of the neck, I made him look at us.


“We’re your family now. You are no longer weak.” I looked him in the eye, searching for signs of duplicity, but there were none.


“You live here, permanently. You work for me, and not as a cook. I’m trusting you with something greater than my life: my wife and our family’s future. If you betray us and let that cocksucker manipulate you with drugs ever again, you’re dead to me. Otherwise, this family will protect you as if we shared the same blood, and I expect you to do the same for us. Do you accept my offer?”


Alex took in my every word, and when it seemed he might break down, falling back on old, childish habits and mannerisms, he took a deep breath and extended his hand instead. I grasped it and addressed Sandro.


“He’s with you now.” I thought about all the things Alex had been missing that he would value far beyond getting high. Family. A sense of responsibility and a place in the world. To find his passion. “And let’s find a pro to teach him how to box. We need him strong.” Bingo. Alex’s eyes lit up as I knew they would.


“You got it, boss,” said Sandro, crossing his arms. “About fucking time. Don’t worry, I’m gonna toughen his candy ass right up. You look like you need to get laid, too, bitch.”


“For sure,” Sal chimed in, “but I don’t think he’s got any game yet. Watch Rafa, Alex. Take notes.”


“Maybe he can borrow some Led Zeppelin.” Sandro popped a toothpick in his mouth, obviously in the mood to give me a little shit, too. Sal high-fived Sandro, obviously having heard the whole story already.


“Hey, you know she calls him Daddy?” howled Sal, doubled over with laughter. I glared at him in disbelief.


“Not that it’s any of your fucking business, Sal, but she was joking,” I said.


“How’s your neck, boss?” said Sandro to me, a smile creeping across his face.


I was about to warn them both to shut the fuck up about Amada when I saw just how much Alex was enjoying the conviviality among us, something he’d probably never seen before, so I let it go.


“Go ahead, fuck with me all you want, but don’t you two comemierdas ever talk like that in front of Amada. Gossipy bastards.”


***


Later, after I’d called to check on Amada and spoken to her security team, I called Sal into my newly renovated office at Madrina’s. It was small but elegant, decorated in the same rich walnut wood and custom commissioned oils I’d chosen for the main salon and restaurant.


“The club is looking good, Rafa,” he said, plopping down into the wing chair across from my desk. “The members’ section looks like something out of an old movie. Too bad most people will never get to see it.”


The pièce de résistance of Madrina’s was the members-only club I’d decided to call The Sanctuary or El Santuario, a wood-paneled hideaway featuring a ten-foot-long trophy bar, walk-in humidor and custom-made Chesterfield sofas and wing chairs imported from England. I’d had an expert design a state-of-the-art lighting and ventilation system and, at Amada’s urging, ordered a solid walnut table for thirty to serve as the centerpiece of the two-story private library. Flanked on either side by two hand-crafted walnut spiral staircases, the shelves contained what Amada considered to be the most important works in the Western canon.


The club’s thirty members had been curated carefully, forming a group I knew could fully support our aims with the utmost allegiance and discretion. Accordingly, the smaller oils inside The Sanctuary, unlike those in the main salon, were raw and sensual, with no intent to disguise or allegorize any of the seven major Orishas. In the largest painting above my chair at the head of the table, Babalú-Ayé, the exiled Orisha of both epidemics and healing was depicted not as St. Lazarus but how the artist envisioned him, powerful and avenging. The first meeting would be scheduled soon, and though I’d really only planned an informal gathering, a voice in my ear, no doubt Doña Delfina, told me to always be prepared to call on them at a moment’s notice.


“You wear anything but suits these days, Rafa?” asked Sal, eyeing one of the Tom Fords Amada had chosen for me.


“Someone prefers me in them,” I said, thinking of Filomena, my ballerina spirit guide. A young patient who’d had a crush on me in life was now in death one of my fiercest protectors. I’d honored her with the sixteen-foot-tall bronze ballerina fountain in the main salon, and the only thing she required of me was to wear suits and dance with her when she came to me in my dreams.


“Whatever it takes, gotta keep ‘em happy.” Sal crossed his arms and waited for me to begin. We sat together in silence for a moment, a technique Doña Delfina had taught me. Sometimes the spirits only communicated in a whisper, and if you weren’t listening, you could miss it.


“That’s what I wanted to talk to you about, Sal,” I said, coming around the desk. “Lisa.”


“Oh.” He drummed his fingers against his forearm, then absently ran his finger along the leather braided edge of the desk. “Rafa, I know.”


“Know what?” I perched myself on the desk across from him and watched him try to conceal his anxiety.


“I know she still wants you. That’s what we fought about last night. She denies it, but I’m not stupid.” I thought of asking him how, but instead leaned against the desk and waited for him to finish. To his credit, the conversation wasn’t nearly as awkward as I imagined.


“So, what do we do?” I pursed my lips and glanced out the window, noting the black storm clouds rolling in from the ocean, a regular occurrence in my beloved Miami.


“If you’re okay with it, nothing.”


“Sal, I don’t know how to make it any clearer to her that I’m in love with my wife and nothing is ever going to happen between us. If she’s interested in other men, why is she still here with you?”


Sal went to the opposite side of the room and unknowingly stood beside the hidden door leading to the room in which I kept my safe and the most private of all my documents and communications. No one but Sandro and Amada even knew it was there.


“I think I love her,” he continued, “and the sex is like nothing I’ve ever experienced in my life. She’ll come around.”


“There are so many women here in the club and all over Miami, Sal. The sex, though, that’s tough, I know.” From the very first moment I’d laid eyes on Amada I’d turned into a complete animal, losing all sense of reason and control. I had to have her, and unless she’d rejected me, there was nothing that could have stopped me.


“I want her.” He finally looked directly at me, then rubbed his forehead with both hands. “I’ll make sure it doesn’t turn into a problem.”


I thought about all the possible complications and then pushed them out of my mind. This was Sal’s call.


“Alright,” I said. “But let’s keep her busy. She can run the office.” I quickly added my stipulations. “Nothing confidential, though. And she has to behave respectfully, because I don’t want her to embarrass any of us, least of all you. Keep in mind she’s from another culture. Make her understand how it is for us.”


“I will. She’ll love running the office, Rafa, thanks.” Sal slapped me on the shoulder as he often did in the kitchen on the ship, a gesture that had always felt genuine and familial to me.


“Would you like me to help you along?” There were a number of things within my power to do for him as a santero now. “We can have a feast and ask for help. Lisa can be yours in body and mind if an Orisha makes it so. There’s an oil I can give you to use under the light of the moon the next time you have sex. It’s very pleasurable, I assure you.”


“Not yet, Rafa,” he said, determination written all over his face. “But maybe soon.”


By the time Achille’s associate Luc knocked on the back door, everything had been decided and we’d formed one strong unit. There were ten of us now, a security team of seven former soldiers, me, Sal, and Alex. Unlike the night before, when Achille was able to stroll into our home and terrorize Amada, tonight we were prepared and on the offensive. I checked in on Amada one more time to be certain the security system had been installed and that Sandro’s men were watching her at all times. Under normal circumstances I would object to guards inside the house, but until Achille was under control, it would have to be that way.


We had Achille’s courier in a chair at one of the card tables. The kid was young, perhaps Alex’s age, but unlike Alex, he was more mature than his years. He sat facing us, sporting a well-worn black leather jacket with deep pockets he used to hide his hands. Neither aggressive nor afraid, he’d allowed Sandro to check his body for weapons as if it were an everyday occurrence.


“What do you want?” I thundered, kicking one of the chair legs. It jerked back, forcing the kid to steady himself or fall over. I spoke to him in Spanish, but he understood me.


“I’m looking for Alex,” he said in Creole, scanning the room. “My name is Luc.” It was the language I’d heard each day in rural Haiti when patients wasting away from cholera begged for our help. His accent was from the countryside, exactly like Martine’s and almost every other person I encountered at the Port-au-Prince airport, almost none of whom were the least bit affected to see a man at death’s door and in dire need of aid. His voice triggered a deep anxiety in me for many reasons.


“Why? What are you supposed to give him?” I nodded toward his pocket.


Luc said nothing and stood, realizing this errand wouldn’t be as simple as he’d been led to believe. That’s when two of Sandro’s men moved like lighting and placed a loaded gun to each of his temples. He took a deep breath and sat down again, slowly.


“Aren’t you a doctor?” he pled, remaining perfectly still but turning his eyes up at me. “How could you kill me?”


“Easily,” I said in Spanish, knowing it was the same in Creole. Fasil.


“Your pockets.” Sandro poked roughly at Luc, who stared at him blankly. “Bolsillos!” he demanded again in Spanish.


“Pòch,” I said, my mind going back for a split second to the wailing Haitian woman who demanded the contents of her dead husband’s pockets. She had patted her thighs and screamed pòch over and over again until we finally understood and brought back the body.


Luc drew his right hand out slowly, and among the grubby junk he dumped on the table was a clear bag of assorted pills and another full of white powder.


“What is it, Alex?” I asked, not taking my eyes off Luc. Every head in the room turned toward the back, where Alex had tried to blend in against a wall. With measured steps he weaved between Sandro’s men and came to me. Leaning over the card table, he took one glance and knew.


“Downers and coke.”


“Is this what they always send you?”


“Yeah. Sometimes a little heroin, too, but I always traded it for more coke or pills.”


“Your boss is a real piece of shit, you know that?” Achille est merde, I said. I watched Luc carefully, waiting to see just how deep their connection went. Apparently not deep at all.


“Oui,” he mumbled, dropping his head.


“You take that garbage, too?” I pointed at the drugs and then at him. “Ou dwòg?”


“Oui,” said Luc.


Without waiting for him to answer, Alex grabbed the bags and tossed them back at Luc. “No more.”


“Tell Achille it’s over.” I said. “Ale.”


Luc nodded and observed Sandro’s men, who moved the guns away from his head. He put everything back in his pockets and bolted to the door.


“One more thing,” I said. Sandro’s man Mel stepped in front of the exit to block his path. I used the same words I’d spoken many times in the field, ones I could never forget. I pointed at him, then myself.


“Retoune. Ede ou.” Return. Help you.









CHAPTER THREE


I got home around midnight and pulled right into Amada’s garage, feeling the now familiar twinge of guilt as I parked her Ferrari next to the other exotic vehicles. I wondered if the day would ever come when I could look at the cars, the yacht, and her palace on the water and not recoil at the decadence of such a lifestyle. They say it’s easy to get used to the good life, but so far all I could think about was buying a cozy little house just for us. I wondered how angry she would be if I just did it and surprised her.


I found my beautiful Amada upstairs in my new office, arranging the last of the medical books she’d ordered on the shelves. The French style desk had finally arrived, and as she’d promised it was spectacular, but all I could think about was pulling her off the ladder and laying her open across the top. I watched her ass shift under the blue silk robe she wore around the house, knowing she probably had nothing on underneath, admiring how her calf muscles flexed as she stretched to reach the uppermost shelf. I would have grabbed her right then if I didn’t think it would startle her. Acutely aware of how my lust for her had begun to simmer, I leaned against the doorway and watched her another few seconds before speaking.


“What’s going on here?” Her body stiffened at the sharp tone in my voice, which had dropped a few octaves since I’d ended my call with Piraña in the car five minutes earlier. We’d talked about the painting Amada wouldn’t stop asking me for, and we’d come to a very satisfactory agreement.


“Amada wants an erotic portrait of us,” I’d told him. As I predicted, his silence betrayed his thoughts. He was probably imaging her naked in his studio, lounging like a courtesan.


“I can do that.” Piraña was the most talented artist in the country, and it would be a shame if I couldn’t give Amada what she wanted, but I couldn’t allow her to be in a situation where she might be uncomfortable. I wanted us to keep his friendship for a long time.


“I wouldn’t ask if I didn’t think you could be professional, but go ahead and put my mind at ease anyway. Amada is going to be my wife and the mother of my children. She has to be covered, and you have to assure me you won’t be thinking of her like that every time we see you.”


Piraña sighed, pausing long enough so that I knew his answer was honest.


“Not her, Rafa. You. If that were to happen, it would be you, but I promise it won’t be awkward. Once I’m in the zone, it’s the furthest thing from my mind.”


I breathed a sigh of relief. This I could handle. Knowing Piraña had no sexual interest in Amada made me so much more willing to let her have her painting.


“How much time do you need?”


“One long sitting. Shorter if you allow me to take a photo.”


“We can be there as long as you need us,” I said.


“Then come over tonight if you want,” said Piraña. “I don’t sleep.”


Now in my new office, Amada braced herself by propping a leg up on the middle shelf, the robe falling aside to expose her leg and hip.


“Hello, handsome,” she said, turning to look at me over her shoulder. Her green eyes shined in the soft, indirect light of the office, more feline than ever. Sometimes strong lines on a face can be severe, but on hers it was nothing less than fierce, the alluring face of a siren. With one look she had me, from the first time I saw her to this very moment.


“How was your evening?” I asked, staring up at her shapely leg.


“I took a shower and then reread The Great Gatsby,” she said. “To prepare for the next class.”


“The whole book?” I asked, glancing at my watch. “How fast do you read?”


“Pretty fast.” Her face lit up as it always did when she talked about literature, her obvious passion for her work only intensifying my already out of control attraction for her. I still had no idea how such an intelligent and beautiful woman could fall in love with a simple man like me. “It’s always been one of my favorites. I’ve read it many times and it never gets old. Why don’t we read Gatsby after we finish Don Quijote?”


“I thought El amor en los tiempos del cólera was next.” Truthfully, I don’t even know why I mentioned it. I couldn’t care less as long as it involved her in bed, wearing next to nothing, with her full attention on me.


“Oh, that’s right. How about you read that one in Spanish? I think it’ll sound beautiful in your accent. Just as a little treat for me. Then back to English lessons with Gatsby.”


“Of course, mamita,” I said. “I’ll read to you.” We locked eyes, conjuring similar visions of our naked bodies undulating and sliding against one another like rippled silk. Somehow, even the absurd antics of Don Quijote could turn erotic for us at the drop of a hat. Book or no book, both of us in bed together always led to kissing, touching, and delicious exploration. I couldn’t even imagine what reading a love story would do to us. “Anything for you. In fact, could you do something for me now?”


“What do you want, Rafa?” Her voice was husky, laced with want.


“Uncover your breasts.” She opened her mouth as if to ask something, but I just barely cocked my head. “Please, just do it.”


She did as I asked, allowing the robe to slip off one shoulder, the weight of the silk pulling the other side down with it. Perfectly still, she waited for my next command.


“Now the rest.”


She obliged, and like curtains in a theatre, the panels of her robe parted revealing her sex to me, a dewy flower yet to open. A sweet smile fell upon her lips, and I returned it. Stepping closer, I placed a hand on her hip to steady her and stood just a few inches away, eye level with the object of my desire. I didn’t try to hide how much I was enjoying the sight before me, interested to know just how long she would tolerate my obvious stare.


“Good, but if there were another man in this room with me, would you be able to do the same thing?” I leaned in and placed the barest whisper of a kiss on her silky mound, inhaling the strong scent of Amada’s favorite French lavender soap and just a trace of her own intimate perfume. Shuddering, she angled herself toward me and buried her fingers in my hair, using the tips of her index fingers to scratch behind my ears, one of my many weak spots.


“What do you mean?” Her voice had changed from sultry to strained in just a matter of moments, betraying her intense need. I felt myself stiffen not just in my groin, but all over, the point at which I knew I had to exercise supreme self-control or yield to all my basest instincts. And with Amada, those instincts were so, so base.


“I called Piraña. He’ll see us tonight.” I found another spot scented of lavender and musk and resisted the urge to taste her, but I buried my nose deep, hoping her smell would attach itself to me for the rest of the night. “Do you want to go?”


“Oh yes, Rafa. I’m so glad you’re not worried about it anymore.” I considered and then quickly discarded the idea of telling Amada it was no great sacrifice on my part, now knowing that Piraña wouldn’t be tempted by her. In fact, it might be fun to let her think otherwise, a safe thrill for her that wouldn’t trouble me.


She sighed and let me know she wanted more, my tongue no doubt, but it occurred to me that keeping her in a state of arousal might yield an interesting layer to the art.


“No, baby,” I murmured into her skin. “We’ve got to go now.”


“Please,” she breathed, tugging on my hair.


“Later, I promise.” I concealed a smile, quite aware of what I was doing to her, knowing she had to be soaking wet and aching for me already. That feeling would only intensify over the course of the night, and I knew that watching her unravel into a pool of need would be delightful.


“You didn’t answer my question.” I stepped away from her and put a little distance between us. “Can you be nude in front of him? If you’re ill at ease, it’ll be awkward.”


“Of course.”


“You almost couldn’t take your clothes off in front of a ninety-year-old woman, Amada,” I said, referring to how difficult it had been for her to disrobe for Doña Delfina’s cleansing bath. “He’s twenty years old and will be lusting after you with every fiber of his being. He’ll see what I see.”


With that, I made sure the fires would burn all night by gently spinning her around so that she was still on the same rung of the ladder but facing away from me. Pushing her robe aside, I reached between her legs and caressed her from front to back, touching her everywhere as I spread her open from behind. Not in the mood for subtlety, I made sure I was close enough for her to feel my eyes on her body and my breath on her skin.


“Everything.”


We arrived at Piraña’s high-rise apartment and studio a little after one, where he was finishing up a modern mixed metal sculpture that looked to be almost eight feet tall. The car ride over had been electric, Amada still wildly aroused from my attentions and my subsequent refusal to do anything further. Her eyes had dragged along my body, willing me to touch her and continue my intimate advances, but I acted as if it were the furthest thing from my mind, discussing only business matters and other assorted details of my day.


Piraña lifted the welding helmet away from his face and greeted us both warmly, inviting us in by pointing in the direction of his small but well-stocked bar. Amada and I shared a rum and coke as we enjoyed the view of the city and browsed all of Piraña’s art pieces, some beautifully displayed and others tossed haphazardly in any available corner, and in five minutes he was back wearing a clean shirt, wet hair gathered into a tail at the nape of his neck. Short in stature but full of charisma, Piraña chatted about the piece he’d been working on as he made a drink for himself, and after a few pleasantries, joined us in the living area, stretching out in a chair across from Amada, whose shallow breathing and anxious smile betrayed any attempt to appear at ease.


“How are you feeling?” He set his glass on the table and leaned forward, concern evident in his youthful, kind eyes. “Do you want to be draped or undraped?”


“I’d like you to paint us in the nude. And I’m very nervous,” she admitted. I put my arm around her and smiled, wishing I could take all her discomfort on myself.


“Everyone is at first.” He scratched his full, messy beard as if wondering what to do next. “Look,” he said, clasping his hands together, “Rafa, how about we start with you?” His hooded, almost sleepy eyes went from me to her. “And then, when Amanda feels comfortable, she can join you. It’ll be a good twenty minutes before I have to sketch her.”


“Sounds good. And she can always change her mind, can’t she?” I caressed her cheek and turned back to Piraña.


“Of course. We’ll take our time, and if it’s still too difficult she can wear anything she wants. Look at my two models. The painting will be beautiful no matter what,” said Piraña, his artist mind taking over. “Rafa, can you get undressed now?”


By the time I’d completely disrobed behind an Asian screen in the corner of the studio, Piraña had pulled a gold colored chaise out from another room and set his easel and materials beside it. He explained to Amada how the background colors and objects were of little consequence, that it was the form of our bodies and the mood that he had to be captured from the sitting. I stepped back into the studio holding a small towel around my waist and waited.


“One second,” said Piraña, going to the console where he had his iPhone docked on a large speaker. “I can’t dim the lights, but we can have a little music. What do you like?”


“Classical is nice,” said Amada. She came to me by the chaise, moving with small, tight steps, her eyes hungry and wild, her body language revealing that she was aroused less by the prospect of my nudity than by indulging in the forbidden pleasures of my objectification. Happy to indulge whatever it was that making her look at me that way, I removed the towel so that she could enjoy all of me. Now semi-erect, I gave her a quick peck on the lips.


“Rafa,” she hummed, inching closer. The way she said my name told me she was conflicted about wanting to look at me and cover me up at the same time.


“I’m very comfortable,” I assured her, rubbing her arm. “I’ve told you before, I want you to enjoy this experience, so stop worrying about me.”


While he shuffled through his music, Piraña asked Amada to think about how she’d like to see me, and also to consider how she would fit into the composition when she decided to step in later. Once he began the underpainting, he explained, my position was fixed, our pose determining the orientation and size of the canvas.


When Piraña pressed play, the rich deep tones of Spanish flamenco guitar flooded the room in an unexpected eruption. “Sorry, I meant to put on some Mozart. One second,” he said, tapping the screen with agitation. “I know it’s in here.”


“Leave it on,” said Amada. “It’s nice. Very sexy.” For the first time, I saw she had relaxed a little, the music affecting her. She looked over Piraña’s shoulder and glanced at the screen. “Asturias,” she said, as if to commit the song title to memory. Her shoulders dropped and loosened, her gaze finally fixing directly upon on me.


“It is,” said Piraña. “Have you ever been to a classical flamenco performance? I was in Spain last summer and saw one. We happened upon an impromptu show behind a little restaurant in Madrid at three in the morning, after a few bottles of Rioja,” he mused, arranging his pencils and brushes. “It was breathtaking. Sensual. Loud.” He smiled, then glanced at me, both of us pleased with the obvious change in her manner. “Rafa should take you to Madrid. Spaniards are intense.”


“I’d love to see Madrid with you,” I said. I imagined my Amada and I strolling the Puerta del Sol at night, her lovely face awash with the soft, warm lights of the city. Ensconced in the comfort of my own language, I’d take her everywhere, watch her taste everything, then make love to her all night.


“So, Amanda,” said Piraña, interrupting our momentary fantasy. “How should we pose our subject?”


“At first I thought I’d like Rafa above me.” Amada turned her attention to him, taking a step back. “But now I think I’d like us to lie together on the chaise. What do you think of him on his side, maybe propped up on his elbow looking down at me beside him?”


Piraña set his pencils down and came closer. His eyes roamed over every inch of me, measuring, calibrating. His mind was working, the artist in him alive.


“May I position you?” he asked. Amanda came over to us, also fascinated by his process.


“Lie down on your side, please.” I did as he asked, allowing him to take my wrist and drape one arm over the headrest, my back to the arm of the lounge. “I don’t like the way his shape truncates when he’s on his arm. His shoulders hunch too much. With the arm extended, we can see the muscles in his torso better. Everything elongates this way. You can appreciate his beauty.”


“Oh yes,” said Amada. “Rafa, what’s that ligament called?”


“El ligamento inguinal, mamita.”


“Will you be able to see it with me in front of him?” she asked. “I love it.”


“I don’t know what that is,” said Piraña.


Amada stepped forward and ran her finger along her favorite part of my body, the v-shaped crease of my abdomen. “This.” My body responded to her touch as it always did, and I watched with delight as Amada tried not to stare. Piraña either didn’t notice or didn’t care, his focus elsewhere.


“Oh, the Adonis belt. Tilt your hips toward us, Rafa.” I moved in increments until he was happy, but not before he placed a hand on my hip and guided me into position. “Head down, just a little. You’ll be gazing at her.”


“Amanda, let me see your waist.” Now that he was in the zone he’d talked about on the phone, Piraña had all but forgotten about Amada’s sense of modesty, and surprisingly, so had she.


“Yes,” he said, measuring her with his hands. “You’re tiny. Rafa will be completely visible behind you.” His eyes scanned me again. “I’d raise his leg, but I can’t bring myself to spoil such a perfect silhouette. We’ll make sure your pelvis is flat on the lounge, and then we can get more creative with the position of your torso.” He took her hand in his. “I have to feature those long, slim fingers somehow,” he added, almost to himself.


“Hang on,” said Piraña, dashing to the other side of the studio. In a moment he was back with a velvet bolster pillow that he tucked carefully between my ribs and the seat cushion. “Put your other hand in front of you. Can you hold that position a little while now?” Piraña asked, backing away. “Say something if your arm starts to hurt.” He sped over to his easel, eager to begin work. “Come over here with me,” he said to Amada, tugging at her elbow. “Let me show you how I do the sketch.”


I listened to Piraña and Amada talk about lines and shading for a few minutes, but when they switched to English my mind began to wander. The sound of Spanish guitar streaming through the speakers had devolved from powerful, almost frantic strumming to a slow, seductive tempo, and combined with the intoxicating balminess of the air in the studio and the distant song of Amada’s voice, I felt myself drift off into an altered state somewhere along the continuum of consciousness and slumber.


“Dr. De Leon?”


A young woman’s voice came from above me somewhere, sweet and familiar, but not Amada’s. I opened my eyes to find that she and Piraña were still across the room at the easel, but now between us stood Filomena, a vision in blue. The last time I’d seen her was in my dream on the yacht when I’d danced with her at the Hotel Nacional, but tonight she appeared before me here in a traditional flamenco gown, her upswept jet-black hair adorned with an ivory comb and a luscious white blossom.


Always the coquette, Filomena snapped the Spanish abanico in front of her face and peeked through, giggling like a schoolgirl. Her red lips pursed, partially obscured by the intricate lace design of the fan. Having died a virgin at the age of twenty-one, she was forever young, playful, and curious, and the harmless crush she’d had on me in life extended now into death. She was the only muerta I’d met so far, but I couldn’t imagine her ever not being my favorite. Filomena was kind and gentle, a starry-eyed young ballerina in life who now in death was eternally in love with love.


“Oh, forgive me, but I couldn’t stay away.” She peeked over the top of the fan and stole another glance at me, then fanned herself. “You and your lover are divine together. If only I’d found the same for myself when I was alive. No matter,” she said, “I have so many now, and they’re all heavenly. I’ve been seeing the captain of a ship that went down in the Atlantic a hundred years ago. The stories he tells!”


“I’m so happy you’ve come to visit, Filomena,” I said, charmed by her as ever. “I’m posing for a portrait, so I can’t move right now. You don’t mind, do you?”


“Not at all,” she giggled, “but you really should be immortalized in marble. Pity.” Unable to control her characteristic joie de vivre, she elevated one arm high in the air and stomped the ball of the opposite foot on the floor in the signature flamenco dance style. The sole of her heavy black shoe made a loud clack I was sure would attract Amada’s attention, but it didn’t. “Stay right there,” she said, extending an arm toward me. “I’ll dance for you tonight!”


Filomena snapped her fan closed, dropped her chin and elongated her spine, alternately moving her arms up and down, then gave a sudden, dramatic twirl, the fall of ruffles at the bottom of her dress kicking upward with each step. Now in position, she dragged one foot across the floor as her lithe dancers’ body began to circle the chaise in tune with the rhythm of the Spanish guitar, clapping her hands occasionally between ornate footwork and dance combinations. She was a whirling dervish of blue, tapping and stomping all over the room, even behind Amada and Piraña, who were too absorbed in his sketch to notice. The core of her movement seemed to be her long, elegant neck, a distinguishing feature of so many classically trained dancers. A ballerina through and through, there was no dance style Filomena couldn’t execute with the utmost beauty and precision, her exuberance and mastery a sheer joy to behold.


Giddy from her performance, Filomena approached me again as the long guitar piece came to a close. I expected her to be out of breath, but she was as steady as a wall of ice, bodily concerns apparently a long-forgotten nuisance of the past. With impeccably perfect posture and grace, she sat straight up at the foot of the chaise and clasped her hands around her knees.


“Dr. De Leon, he’s angry. He’s in a dark, disgusting cellar right now consulting a priest named Grégoire. There’s blood everywhere. It feels . . .” She closed her eyes, a shudder rolling across her body, followed by a deep sigh. “Maybe you should give him what he wants.”


“I can’t, Filomena. Alex has his whole life ahead of him.” There was no question she meant Achille, a man who so strongly believed in the dark power of Voodoo that no living thing would be spared if he thought it would yield what he wanted.


“He wants her, too.” She glanced in Amada’s direction, who was now looking straight through Filomena at me.


“Impossible. I’ll die first.” Filomena’s eyes flashed with concern, then approval.


“I adore your passion, but you may suffer a fate worse than death. There are many kinds of prisons.”


“It doesn’t matter,” I said. “I have too many responsibilities to think only of myself.”


“I have to go.” She stood up abruptly, listening to something in the distance as if being called away. “If you insist on protecting everyone but yourself, keep the Orishas happy. They’re the only ones who can intervene on your behalf, but they’ll demand a great sacrifice. If you refuse, you’ll lose everything, do you understand?”


“Yes,” I said, reaching out to her. “But I want to give you a gift as well. What is it you would like?”


“The ballerina fountain is beautiful, Dr. De Leon. It makes my heart sing because you had it made just for me.” She smiled sheepishly, then gestured toward Amada again before she began to disappear into the ether. “Your passion for life and love is what makes you special. Protect it no matter what the cost.”


“Rafa, wake up, handsome.” I felt a woman’s delicate fingertips trace the bridge of my nose. Kneeling beside me was my queen, the woman of all my fantasies incarnate, perfection in the flesh.


“My American girl,” I said. Mi americanita.


“What?” she laughed. “You’ve never called me that before. Why are you smiling?” Leaning in to kiss me, I thought I’d lose my mind. I fought every instinct to pull her onto the chaise with me, under me, to dive deep inside her. The more feminine and fragile she looked, the more I wanted to ravish her in every way imaginable.


“When are you going to join me on the couch?” I patted the empty place beside me, wishing she’d fill it. I’d find a way to enjoy her no matter who was watching.


“He says now,” she answered, rising. She’d changed into a thick white terrycloth robe while I’d been occupied with Filomena. Used to seeing her in translucent, satiny fabrics, I shifted my position slightly and sat up on instinct, curious about what she was wearing.


“I know,” she laughed. “It’s so puffy.”


“Rafa, now’s the time for a break,” said Piraña, handing me the towel I’d used earlier. “Another hour in the same position after this. Get up and have some water, whatever you need.”


Ten minutes later, after I’d resumed the same exact pose on the chaise, Amada turned her back to Piraña and let the robe fall to the floor. I took Amada’s hand and guided her to the spot reserved for her beside me, where she sat down then stretched out on her back.


“It’s very difficult not to kiss you,” I said in her ear, as she adjusted herself on the chaise. Still feeling shy, she suppressed a little smile.


“Gorgeous,” said Piraña, clapping his hands. “Amanda, in a second you’ll forget I’m even here.” He came close to both of us and first adjusted her hair so that it fanned across the bolster pillow, allowing a few locks to cascade down the side. Tilting her face up toward me, he grimaced in apology. “I know it’s not the most comfortable, but it looks better.” Now that she was on her back, our eyes locked, the only thing left to decide was the placement of our hands. Piraña stepped away, made an assessment, then came back.


“A couple of things. First, Amanda, tilt your hip up just a bit so that you’re not so flat.” She followed his direction, but he wasn’t satisfied. “More, otherwise you’ll look like you’re asleep.”


“Good. Now the hands.” He placed the back of Amada’s left hand, the one closest to me, on my abdomen and arranged her fingers, then took the other arm and raised it above her head so that it casually draped over the back. My left hand remained in the same position above us while the right rested on her waist.


“I’m not sure I like it there, Rafa,” said Piraña, walking around the couch. It blocks the view of your body that she wants, and it makes her look bigger than she is. May I move his hand around a little, Amada?”


“Of course,” she said. I could tell she was finally relaxing, focused less on being undressed than getting the result she wanted. Piraña shifted my hand to her rib cage, carefully adjusting my fingers. “This is sexy, but you can still put it in your sitting room. If you move it up two inches, like this, it draws the eye to your breast. That goes in the bedroom. Your call.”


“Let’s leave it there,” said Amada. As Piraña busied himself with his tools and his music, Amada and I snuck in a quick kiss that could have very easily turned into more if we both hadn’t been on our best behavior. It felt intensely erotic to be frozen in a position of anticipation.


“Beautiful,” said Piraña. “Give me another hour to get the first layer, and then I can finish the next two on my own. If you need a break or are uncomfortable in any way, please let me know, guys.”


“How long before we can have the painting?” asked Amada, without moving a muscle.


“A couple of weeks. I’m fast in this phase, but I tend to take a longer with the details. And the paint has to dry completely before I can deliver it . . .” Piraña’s voice trailed off as the sounds of Mozart’s Symphony No. 40 filled the studio, his creative mind taking over as Amada and I talked about anything and everything, especially all the different ways she was going to thank me for putting my reservations aside so that she could have her painting.


Back at Amada’s palatial mansion on Biscayne Bay, I checked in with the guards at the front gate and parked the car in the circle drive in front of the house. I’d only been living there a few weeks and my heart still stopped every time the gates parted to reveal the Mediterranean palace Amada and her brother Kieran had called home their entire lives. What struck me most about the house wasn’t its sheer size, or the ocean and yacht in the backyard, or even the endless marble that ran from one end of the house to the other. It was, of all things, a comparatively small detail: how well-lit the entire estate was at night. The Havana of my youth had been so dark, every centavo of electricity hoarded and rationed. Amada’s house was always bright as the sun, every granite paver, every immaculate blade of grass illuminated even during the darkest hours of night. What would she think of the city I called home for so long, a decomposing cadaver, a soul rendered immobile and buried under decades of dirty concrete and virulent tears.
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