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  Chapter One


  


  They played along the shore as if they’d been lovers for a long time—shedding their clothes to each other’s eyes showing what intimacy was possible. Feasting on the sun-washed, wind-burned skin of thighs and undulating bellies, and well defined hips and shoulders that crooked at the neck where there were places for first kisses, the two found themselves matched, a destined pair of souls uniting in the simplest of touches, until it was clear there would be profound peace taking this union to an erotic conclusion.


  She forgot how it began, how he’d descended on her as she looked out across the wet, salt sand to the azure blue sea and the sky beyond. His eyes drifted to her, lifted her to her feet so she could take his hand and move to the water’s edge where magical things would happen.


  It must have been the eyes that lured her: dark, deep-set, cavernous places where there were the stories of centuries locked inside. With the glint of their odd hues, he colored the world for her in vibrant and brilliant shades so she’d never feel empty again.


  Once she was naked and he cupped her pubis in his steady hand, she was drifting with him, clenching him tightly as their arms intertwined. Did it matter that there were others on this beach? It seemed they were alone even amidst a crowd of passing sun-worshippers. Perhaps they were simply in another dimension, or perhaps their love was too pure for anything but the eyes of those that could understand unpretentious passion.


  He took her at the water’s edge, while his eyes peered into her squinting ones, as she tried again to make out more of his astounding face. She saw the depth there once more; and it reached her between her thighs where she was aroused. Drawing her down to the sand with him, he was entering her with a stiff erection, and riding her along the sand. So hard the surface of their bed, and yet it felt as if she were floating on a cloud being in his arms. Something unrehearsed and unexpected resulted when his organ swelled inside. The climax shook every atom in her body, making it spark with celebration fireworks.


  She drifted in his embrace until it seemed that he was vanishing, the sight of his body disappearing from her, as consciousness was drawing her away, so all she’d remember was the eyes, the cavernous, dark eyes.


  


  ***


  


  “Miss, the drink you ordered.” She heard the sound of a man’s voice, and woke to see the waiter at her side. Such a pleasant expression on his face. She loved Spanish men, how they moved with such ease.


  “Yes. Thank you,” Elena replied to him kindly. I guess I dozed off.”


  “Sorry to disturb you.”


  “Oh, that’s okay, I think my dream was over,” she said. Though her meaning was incomprehensible to the man, he smiled anyway and left her with the tall, cold glass of liquid.


  “Are you planning to stay here all day, Elena Merino?” A blonde bikini-clad woman stood over her looking down, for an instant blocking the sun.


  “This is my vacation,” the reclining woman with the flawless bronze skin and the wealth of brunette hair answered her friend. “And I was just having the most wonderful dream. If you let me, I think I could close my eyes and return to it.” There was a dreamy expression on her lips.


  “Tell me, what did he look like?” Sandra asked.


  “You think it was a man I was dreaming about?” Elena answered.


  “Well, it was wasn’t it?”


  “So, if it was. Wouldn’t you be dreaming about men, if you could.”


  “I’d be doing something about them, not dreaming.” Sandra’s message oozed with sarcasm. “So was he gorgeous?”


  “I can’t really say. It was one of those dreams where the faces are so fuzzy it’s hard to tell. But I will know him when I find him.” Elena’s brown eyes twinkled lustfully as she watched the blonde sit down on the chaise lounge next her, the sensuous fair-skinned beauty appearing to melt into the easy sensuousness of the well-aroused, as she laid herself out, offering nearly every gift of her body to the Mediterranean sun. She was wearing the tiniest bathing suit Elena had ever seen, three triangles of cloth, each barely covering the appropriate space of womanly flesh; it made Elena’s small bikini look like nun’s garb.


  “Why do you bother wearing anything at all?” Elena asked her. It seemed to her the fluorescent pink of Sandra’s suit screamed to be noticed, of course, that was all purposeful too.


  Sandra’s blue eyes danced for her, her lip turned up with a devious intent. “Scandalous, isn’t it?” she said. “You see, I do something about my plans to capture a man while I’m on vacation. While you’re dreaming of it, I’m making it real.”


  “Well, if all you want is someone inside that thong bottom, I’m sure you won’t have a problem getting a dozen offers.”


  “I’m looking for more than sex,” Sandra retorted. “I want good sex, great sex, the most nasty, death-defying encounter I’ve ever had. After all, we’re on vacation. When are we going to be in Spain again, anyway? We’re supposed to act like sluts; everyone expects it.”


  “Especially you. You’re doing a great job,” Elena replied.


  “Well, Miss Prim and Proper, you’re not exactly Mother Theresa. I hope you haven’t given up sex.”


  “Not at all. In fact, if someone was looking they probably saw my hands between my legs while I was lying here sleeping.”


  Sandra laughed. “Sounds lovely, but while I’m having the screwing of my life—real sex, you know the cock/cunt thing, you’ll be dreaming. You’ll go back to LA with nothing but wishes, while I relish my conquests. We’ll see who has the hotter vacation.”


  “I always have hot times,” Elena reminded her. “Don’t forget last Saturday night.”


  “You even remember that?” Sandra asked.


  “Perfectly,” she replied. “The best airport fuck I’ve ever had.”


  “You slut,” Sandra droned, as if Elena had scored one over her.


  Elena smiled self-satisfied, then took a sip of the concoction of fruit juice she was holding in her hand. She went back to sunbathing, while Sandra looked coyly around for possible male conquests, scouting out her next meaningful walk down the beach.


  


  Elena was drifting about in a dreamy half-awake, half-asleep state, looking for her elusive fantasy man again when she was aware of someone at her side. Her eyes popping open, she turned to see that Sandra had left, and there was a well tanned man sitting where she expected to see her friend. He was dripping wet, toweling himself off with a red beach towel. Slim waist and hips, muscled thighs and chest as if he spent hours working out in a gym; it was hard not staring. But what was most startling about the man was the tousled blonde hair, cut short on the sides, longer on top, and then the eyes—riveted on her so she couldn’t quit looking at them because they seemed to draw her inside him as if she could stand I inside his body. It was the most bizarre feeling, and for a first meeting, unnerving. They could have been hazel, the eyes, though she couldn’t quite tell what color they were, shifting from gold, to green, to blue, and then looking darker, brown perhaps—but cavernous, like the man in her dreams. She was stunned.


  Then again, maybe she was just horny.


  “This seat is taken, isn’t it?” he said to her.


  “I have friend somewhere,” Elena answered him, looking around to see if she could spot Sandra.


  “You won’t mind for a minute, will you? There aren’t many places left, and the idea of looking at you seemed perfect.”


  “You’re not Spanish,” Elena remarked, hearing the familiar sounds of American English, thinking it had been days since she’d heard her own language spoken so easily.


  “Greek, actually, but I’ve recently returned from school in the States.”


  She nodded.


  “And you’re in Spain now?”


  “On vacation. Like you.”


  “Of course.”


  “Nikos,” he introduced himself.


  “I’m Elena.”


  “Elena?” He looked at her, head cocked, it was rather sexy, that, and the way beads of water were falling down his body across his chest and the skimpy bathing suit, where if she really looked, she’d see the outline of his male parts so distinct he might as well have been naked. It made her practically crawl inside with the desire to touch him there.


  “Elena? Short for Helena?” he asked.


  “Yes, but I like the shorter version.”


  “I like Helena,” he replied, “it’s too beautiful a name to waste.”


  “You’ve learned an American’s way of flirting,” she said.


  “No, just my way,” he countered. “I like your hair.”


  He reached out and ran his hands through the wavy brunette locks. It billowed about her face, the unruly mass made curlier by the salt air.


  “Thank you.”


  “It probably suits your savage nature,” he remarked.


  Savage, she wondered to herself, though she let the comment die, not knowing how to respond to him.


  “Let’s take a walk,” he said, offering her his hand.


  Before the willowy brunette could think of any reason not to go with him, he had her hand in his and was leading her down the beach, as both stepped lightly on the hot sand until they reached the water-cooled shoreline.


  They walked for nearly a half hour in one direction before they turned back. She was explaining herself while he offered questions it was easy for her to answer.


  “You play the cello, you cook Mexican food like a professional, you wait tables in an LA Bistro, and now you’re looking for love on a Spanish beach,” he said, summing up the bottom lines of their conversation that centered around her life—and she knew nothing about him at all.


  “You added that last yourself, looking for love. Why?”


  “Single women coming to Europe are looking for romance, to be swept away by a lover. Shall I sweep you away?” he asked.


  He joked with her cleverly, with an almost nasty turn to his grin. Such boldness! So direct and to the point! Such muscles, and such hands!


  “I think you’re already sweeping me away,” she said. “Even though I think I’d better watch my step.”


  “I’ll go slowly then,” he said. They broke hands and she watched him dive into the water, his lycra covered round buns disappearing into the surf, his head popping up a few yards away. He waved, dove in again, and then pulled himself dripping from the water.


  Returning to her side, he kissed her on the mouth briskly, then took her hand and started down the beach again.


  “So, why do you need to watch your step?” he asked.


  “That’s perfectly plain to me; I know nothing about you,” she remarked.


  “Has that always stopped you before?”


  He said it as if he knew her sexual history intimately.


  “Perhaps that’s not your business,” she said.


  “All right then, what do you want to know?”


  She thought a moment.


  “I want to know if I can trust you,” she said, thinking it was a tall order, but expecting this shrewd man to answer her with something to take away her fears. He was just that kind.


  “You can’t trust me from a single conversation,” he said. “But I don’t think that’s what you want anyway.”


  “You’re a smart-aleck, you know that?” she said.


  “Rude and witty too,” he retorted.


  “So what do you think I want?” she asked.


  “I already told you. You want to be swept off your feet on a foreign shore, madly screwed and completely adored for as long as it lasts.”


  Elena couldn’t argue.


  “I’m right aren’t I?”


  “Maybe,” she smirked, thinking how much she liked the feel of him, how much he’d already engaged her easily aroused body.


  “Let me assure you, Helena,” he said. “I’ll adore you, focus every ounce of myself on you alone, and give you the best time you can possibly have on this Spanish coast.”


  “You sound sincere,” she replied. “And if I want a brief affair, I might have myself a conquest, as Sandra would say. So, why did you pick me out of the crowd?”


  “I like your hair,” he said running hand through the dark tresses. “And your thighs.” His hands were there too. They weren’t standing side by side anymore, but face to face, their chests practically touching, though it didn’t seem strange. They’d been physically close almost since the moment they met. After an hour, strolling down the beach hand in hand, they were already looking like lovers. He stroked her thigh with one hand while he gazed into her eyes. “I like the line of your lips,” he said, tracing that line with his finger. “And the way your breasts move inside your bathing suit, the way the nipples poke through.” He took one between his thumb and index finger and rolled it between them.


  “You’re going to make it bigger,” she said.


  “Isn’t that the point?”


  She was finally blushing, though not backing away, feeling her longing getting mixed up with sincerity and hope and recklessness, knowing that he was wooing her to bed, and she couldn’t wait. Sandra would be so happy for her. Then again, she was happy for herself. All this with so little effort. She hoped he was as good as she imagined him.


  “Let me take you to your room, and we’ll get dressed for a walk around town. You don’t want to spend too much time in the sun, even with your dark skin.”


  “I should let my friend know,” she said.


  “Sure. Leave her a note,” he answered simply, and she was on his arm moving toward the hotel, feeling the surge between her thighs so intense, she didn’t think she could spend another minute in the man’s presence without climaxing spontaneously.


  There was something to foreign travel, erotic beaches and unfamiliar men. Something in the wind, the taste of the air, something purely erotic in the atmosphere of physical inebriation that made caution useless in face of such powerful natural elements.


  


  In her room, Elena led Nikos to the patio and the chaise lounge where she thought at first they’d just sit and talk again. She’d find out who he really was this time. But he pulled her down on the cushions, his hands going easily between her legs as she opened her thighs wide for him. And while she lay back, he kissed her and moved over her anxious body with hands that drew from her every pleasure stored there, having waited too long to be resurrected by such touch.


  This was better than LA, better than the airport fuck, and the half a dozen other screws she drifted in and out of the last few months.


  He pushed the bottom of her bikini aside, but didn’t remove it, as he moved with his mouth on her crotch and began running his tongue about her exposed center lips—first the outer labia and then parting them, the inner ones screaming to be fondled. He ignored the hard bud of her clitoris, for a long time teasing it, pretending he’d capture it with his mouth, though he didn’t. And when he opened her wider still, her legs rising up to accommodate his desire, her whole center cleft was laid open so that he could run his tongue from her anus to her wet vagina.


  She whimpered and thrashed about, reaching for the satisfaction he dangled over her with his tentative mouth. She orgasmed, feeling his tongue just barely skirt her clit, although the hot sensation of it escaped her too soon, her joy too brief.


  “You’re not done, are you?” he asked.


  “No, I’m not,” she purred to him.


  “Good. I’m not finished either.”


  Inserting his fingers where the spasms were, his mouth went down on her clitoris, the effect recharging her hunger. There were new places to liberate of their pent-up desire, he was finding them all.


  Spasming again, he pulled up on top of her and entered her with his prick. Hovering over her, his now mellow eyes cast their spell so she wouldn’t ever let go of him, as long as their sweating bodies were melting into such physical happiness. She climaxed a third time as he was peaking for himself. This time the pinnacle of delight was like a shower of exploding lights firing quickly and then dwindling away.


  His low groan, accompanying her musical one seemed to linger much longer in the air than the actual sound; it echoed through their carved out space, and in her mind as she drifted back against the chaise to rest, with Nikos reclining on the remaining sliver of lounge beside her.


  


  “You’ve missed making love,” he told her, kissing her soft cheek.


  “Making love, yes. It’s been a while,” she admitted. Aimless screws were nothing like being taken this way. Even if it was just for the instant it happened, this was love. Either that or it was just an excuse for really good sex. “What a way to break the ice of a frozen winter.”


  “Humm. Then we’ll have to keep making love just to make you human again,” he said. The sexy smile became a fond one, some inherent kindness in his soul seemed as willing to surround her as his erotic need. Had it been her erotic need that propelled this escapade, she wondered.


  “I’m almost human again,” she said. “I had no idea I was so lacking.”


  “I can always tell. It’s why women travel to places they don’t know.”


  “You think we seek these things so deliberately?”


  “I know you do.”


  “Then we must be easy marks.”


  He smiled again. “You probably wouldn’t believe me if I said that you’re more special than that.”


  “No. I wouldn’t believe you,” she replied.


  “Then you’ll just have to find out later.”


  “What’s that suppose to mean?” she asked him, intrigued.


  “You’ll find out in good time,” was all he’d say, except that there was a devil’s look in the changing shades of his dark eyes.


  


  Before they dressed to walk through the town, he bathed her body with warm fragrant cream. His hands massaged her shoulders, as she lay on her tummy. Down her back to her to her ass, he parted her rear cleft to moisten further the already wet sexual center. Then her legs. Turning her over, he started with her toes, licking them first with his mouth until she was giggling too much to take anymore; then drawing a thin line of cream up both legs, he caressed the creamy liquid into her skin, and made her open her thighs wide to receive his playing fingers in the depth of her interior places. The skill of his hands started things she would have thought she was too weak to accomplish so many times in a single afternoon.


  “You can bring me off again,” she assured him.


  “No. You’ll wait,” he joked.


  She liked watching him laugh.


  He turned his attention to her tummy and torso, and raising the sexual ante higher, even while he was denying her release.


  “I should light candles and tease you with them, make you jump while I’m dripping hot wax into your navel,” Nikos said, as he fingered the small hole at her belly.


  “Wouldn’t it hurt,” she proposed.


  “Only for an instant, and then you’d want more.” His hands made a circle that started at her belly, swelled to her hips and then ran their way down her thighs. She thought she was going to explode.


  “Oh, my god, I think I’m cumming again,” she murmured.


  “So you shall,” he said. He fondled her breasts. The two large mounds that fell into her chest were sensuously touchable. When he kissed them, it was too much for her to hold back any more. She shrieked, half giggling like a girl, though panting womanly as she orgasmed one more time.


  


  Nikos backed away from her, off the bed completely, and stood over her, his blonde nakedness making her think for the umpteenth time that day, that he was a Greek God.


  “Tonight, I’ll shave away every speck of hair between your legs and bathe you there with my mouth,” he said, as he reached down and took her hand to pull her from bed.


  “Oh, we can’t,” Elena protested getting up. “How can I go anywhere, you’ve exhausted me?” she said, feeling like a sleepy kitten having been pulled from the orgasmic stupor.


  “You’ll be all fired up in a half hour,” he assured her, kissing her mouth aggressively when she was on her feet. “Find something sensuous to wear, and I’ll pick you up in a few minutes.”


  


  Elena hated his leaving her, thinking that she’d been tied to him with an umbilical cord of pleasure. His leaving, she was afraid that cord would break and he wouldn’t return to her.


  Is this how lust really begins?” she wondered to herself, as she fastened the peach-colored garter belt around her and drew the nylons over her slim legs. She debated wearing panties and then left them lying in the bureau. Going to the closet, she pulled out a strapless sundress, the one that she called shocking the way it pushed her breasts into a deep cleavage. In the back, there was a long indecent slit in the skirt, right down the middle. Nikos’ hands would find their way to her naked bottom with no effort at all. She’d balked when she first tried the dress on, but shopping with Sandra—who was more lewd than she was, if that was possible—her friend insisted, calling it necessary if she wanted to get beyond her recent woes and the string of mundane one-nighters in her life. In one brief afternoon, Elena had already gotten beyond the mundane.


  


  Nikos made her turn around for him before they left her room, while he scrutinized the effect of the dress.


  “Daring, isn’t it? Gets right under your skin so your assets stand out on top.”


  “It does that?” she queried.


  “It should. You have such an exquisite body to display; take every chance you get to do it.”


  “I’ve never been extreme, not like Sandy, anyway.”


  “But this is Spain,” he reminded her.


  And that remark reminded her to leave a note for Sandra, suggesting that she might not return that night, and not to worry.


  


  “I should be leery of you,” Elena said, as she and Nikos walked hand in hand into the lovely evening. Such stars, illuminating the heavens like that instant after the burst of fireworks, when the night sky glitters with a luster that fades seconds later. And such a sultry breeze rolling in off the gentle sea; it tickled her between her legs where there was nothing to separate her from sensation.


  There was Spanish music to accompany their stroll, the smells of spicy beef and pork cooking in tiny restaurants about the courtyard, though there was too much color for her take in with one single glance. She pulled Nikos eagerly from shop to shop. He was right; she was all fired up, and feeling as if her once exhausted body could go on all night; such energy returning to her in a wealth she hadn’t remembered feeling in some time.


  He bought her a scarf in a thousand shades of blue—blues like the seas and skies of Spain—and wrapped it about her waist, tying it with an expert’s ease.


  “So you won’t forget me,” he said of it.


  “Forget you? That sounds as if you’re going to drop me tonight,” she said.


  “Not tonight, in fact, I’ll probably be with you forever.”


  “Just metaphorically,” she supposed.


  “Depends,” he said, without explaining more.


  “This is just a vacation,” she reminded them both.


  “And we have an eternity,” he said. “Remember, you can experience everything there is to know in a single instant. Think of this as a single instant.”


  Somehow the rest of her life had disappeared, lost in a sea of thoughts that she wasn’t about to bring back to her mind. If she did, they might tell her that this night was the starry-eyed fantasy of a sex-starved and unfulfilled woman; and that with morning’s light she’d be alone with a stale memory that would weigh on her too long and keep her from reality. Those thoughts were hardly worth having, so she kept them at bay.


  So charming, Nikos had eyes that did a daring tango when they made love, and a heart that beat with complete adoration for every inch of her body and soul. He was making love to her all evening long with his eyes staring into her as if they could pick apart her psyche with such scrutiny. It was an unusual feeling for a quick romantic fling.


  “If you could sit bare-assed on the chair, you’d feel the most extraordinary things between your legs,” he told her, as they stared at each other over candlelight. Having just finished the small meal, she could hardly eat a thing, and didn’t want to; she still tasted the sexual blend of flavors that had come alive inside her mouth.


  “Sit naked?” she said aloud.


  “Yes. And let people who want a good look see your graceful thighs pressed against the chair. They’ll appreciate your beauty the way I do.”


  As much as the idea sounded like a suggestion, she took it as a demand, because that’s what it was. He added a measure of strict intent with his tone of voice, so she shuddered in the pit of her stomach at the thought of his taking control.


  Elena wiggled in her chair to pull the long tight skirt high enough so that her bare thighs and ass could feel the leather underneath her, provoking her lust. Because the slit behind was so deep, it didn’t take much to have her bottom freed, and she wasn’t all that exposed, even if she felt as if the whole world could see her in that crowded dim lit public place displaying herself.


  “How does it feel to have your lust unveiled?” he asked.


  She smiled at him. “Like I want to make love to you right here, right now.”


  “It would be too soon for that,” he said, smiling back. “Though I’ll have my hands on your ass when we dance and you’ll feel as if we’re making love.”


  She was blushing again, wondering how she could succumb to these lines so easily. Then again, she knew the answer the minute the question came to mind: there was something about Nikos, how he was wise about her, knowing her better than men she had known for months or even years. She believed he could bring out the devil in her if it was there.


  “I’m scared of you,” she admitted.


  He chuckled, as his eyes flared. “You should be scared of me,” he said. “Because I’m so inside you. You wouldn’t know how to say no to me. You don’t want people that close to you.”


  “How do you figure that?” she asked.


  “I know a lot about you. I know you’ve had some tragedy within the last few years.”


  “How can you tell?”


  “The sadness in your eyes. Almost as if your heart’s been ripped apart.”


  Curious that he understood her sadness for what it was. Though it hadn’t really been a tragedy, she’d treated it like one when Sid Wilder delivered his apologies to her just before she was suppose to walk down the aisle on her father’s arm to marry the scoundrel. Then again, maybe Nikos meant the car accident that left her in the hospital, in a coma several weeks. That hadn’t been a tragedy either, because she’d been so elated to be alive, in one piece, and not as messed up as the man who’d been driving.


  “So tell me more,” she asked,


  “You don’t give your heart up easily,” Nikos continued. “You like sex. You buy sexy clothes because your friends push you into it, but you want them too. And sometimes you get drunk because it’s easier to explain your excesses in the morning, when you haven’t been sober and you’ve fucked all night, and you haven’t even cared for the men you’ve been to bed with.”


  “Damn, you’re blunt,” she replied. If it had been any other man she would have indignantly closed in on herself, and closed him out. But Nikos wouldn’t let her do that. “How do you know all this?” she asked.


  “I practice looking beyond a woman’s body, and then it’s like reading from a book with big print.”


  She sighed sadly, holding inside her the bittersweet truth that this would never be a love to last, and yet she desired it so … “I guess we’re going to have a little Spanish fling, and when it’s over, I’ll be more broken hearted than I was before.”


  “No,” he immediately countered her. Her took her hand in his and caressed the fingers one by one. “We’ll have our Spanish fling, and you’re going to feel made love to, and screwed and fucked and used and loved to such a degree you’re going to know forever how deep you can be in love with your body and the soul of a man.”


  “You speak so cosmically,” she laughed, to ease the tension. “Like you’re taking this affair to another dimension.”


  “Perhaps that’s exactly what’s happening. You think too concretely, when what is truly real is mystical, and hard to touch. Is the breeze any less real because you cannot see it? There’s nothing visual for what you taste with your tongue, or breathe through your nostrils, but they are the stuff of reality. Just like what’s in your heart.”


  “You’re making me doubt everything,” Elena answered him.


  “That’s good.”


  “But if there’s no future with this …”


  “There’s never a future,” he replied, leaving her stupefied. “Now, get up.”


  He said it kindly, but insisted she comply, and she was pulled to feet without any resistance. Moving across the dance floor in his arms, she forgot “forever” for a while and existed solely in the minute. Just as he promised, Nikos’ hand went to her ass, just barely covered by the dress. She was sure the people around them could see too much, the way he found his way inside the slit and was holding her bare skin in his hand. Like lovers, the two danced long into the night, where she was drunk only on the roar of sensations.


  


  ***


  


  Nikos was vacationing in a villa at the top of a mountain overlooking the sea.


  In his bed that night, Elena could hear the pounding surf against the cliffs that surrounded the sheltered beach; she could taste the salt on his skin and her lips. She could touch the eroticism in the air with her fingers that were so alive from touching his skin. She could feel the stimulation of his body heat before she even laid her hand on his resting penis. How soft in her hand that flaccid piece that could speak with such power when it was engaged. How when it was in her mouth, and her lips surrounded it, she could feel it begin to swell inside her. How when she moved her mouth up and down, tightening her jaws around the thick rising stalk, it seemed to take charge of her, and she was no longer in the control the way it was demanding that she not back away until she completed what she began. Fully erect, it was almost too much to manage, but Nikos was demanding it, his hands pressed to her head, holding her long hair gently without wavering, so that she became his private orifice for release. The miracle in the act was that she didn’t want to stop until the ending was reached, until her lips had tightened so thoroughly about the shaft and head in their steady moving motion, that his cum was spewing into her and then around her mouth and across her face as she backed away and allowed him to watch. The pungent sweetness was a taste she’d not had in many months. It had been far too long.


  Running her tongue around the rim of his cock head, she watched him jerk happily stimulated, until it became too much for him to stand anymore, and he finally insisted she stop by pulling her up to his arms.


  “You’ll take my balls in your mouth next time,” he said, kissing her on the forehead.


  He held her to him affectionately until the aspect of his eyes suddenly changed, his once calm emotional state now gleeful.


  “Ah! I made a promise to you earlier,” he told her jumping from the bed. Pulling her along, Nikos took her to the bath.


  “Oh, you’re wicked,” she told him, seeing the straight razor in one hand, the bottle of shaving cream in the other.


  “You’ll look better, like a babe naked here,” he said. “It’ll feel like silk. Now, sit here, and lie back.”


  Elena trembled, resting back on the bathroom bench with her legs wide open. He sat on the floor between her open thighs with a basin of warm water at his knees. Gently smearing the cream about her pink/brown pubis, the soft mound the plump labia and deep recesses of her sex, he then let the razor whisk away the offending hair, as if he’d performed this ritual a thousand times.


  “Damn! This is turning me on,” she giggled.


  “Stay still, you don’t want me to slip,” he warned her, when her hips began to gyrate.


  “But it tickles,” she said.


  “It does more than tickle,” he retorted. “If I placed my finger inside you now, you’d be spurting juice all over my hand.”


  “Then why don’t you do that?” she asked anxiously.


  “Because I’m shaving you,” he replied, none too happy by the insistent tone of her voice.


  (This would be their only quarrel.)


  Only when he was done and every bit of hair was in the basin on the floor did he help her climax. She bucked as his fingers penetrated her like a cock, moving as swiftly, jolting as easily, bringing her right to an edge. But he stopped just before she was about to ride over the top.


  “Oh, you’re not!” she wailed her protest.


  “I’m taking you with my mouth,” he reminded her of his earlier vow, and pulling her from the bench, he led her back to bed.


  Pressing his lips to her hairless labia, moving his tongue between them to find her hole, he burrowed into her feminine home with such fervor that in her excitement, she clawed at him for more. Swept by sensation, another climax came and went leaving her exhausted, thinking it time to sleep even if Nikos had other thoughts.


  


  They made love for hours before dawn appeared in the sky, and Nikos finally took her weary body to the pool outside, where they swam in the clear warm bath of water. It was not a swim to invigorate her, but one to soothe her more, so she’d sleep well even in daylight hours. In the fading starlight, as the sun brushed the horizon with pink, he held her close in bed; and they cuddled underneath the covers, slipping off to a restful slumber entwined in each other’s arms.


  


  ***


  


  “Hey, sleepy head, are you going to stay here all day?”


  Sandra’s voice came as swiftly as the brashness of a winter cold to awaken her.


  “Where am I?” Elena said as she looked around.


  “You’re on the patio, hon, you must have come up here while I was out cruising. Looks like I got a date for tonight.”


  “Tonight?”


  “Yeah, tonight. It’s just five. The guy says he may have a friend for you.”


  “But I already have someone, I think,” she said.


  “Really? Who’s that?”


  Elena shook her head and looked around seeing nothing but daylight, no traces of night at all, just the dying of a day, the way the sun was lower in the sky. It wasn’t night, it wasn’t even sunrise, it was clearly afternoon.


  “You say this is Tuesday?” she asked.


  “Has been all day. You okay? You don’t have heat stroke from the sun or something?”


  “I don’t know. I feel a little dizzy. But I was with someone. I know. A whole day.”


  “No,” Sandra said shaking her head. “I saw you a few hours ago on the beach. You’ve probably been dreaming again.”


  “It couldn’t have been a dream, I know that.”


  She bolted upright on the lounge, and looked at the chair a few feet away.


  “Hon, I don’t know. But I think you’d better get a grip.”


  “No. No. I know what happened, this wasn’t a dream. And look at this scarf.” She jumped up and retrieved the blue silk from the chair, running the smooth surface of it against her face, thinking she could smell Nikos’ fragrance as well as her own. “He bought this for me.”


  “Who?”


  “Nikos. He came up to me on the beach, and we … we,” she was stumbling over words that seemed stupid now, “we made love for hours, a whole day in fact.”


  The blonde shook her head as the two moved inside. “Sometimes dreams are very real,” she said, trying to explain this to herself.


  “It was more than a dream. He was real, flesh and blood. I know it as sure as I’m alive. Maybe I’m dreaming now!” She was inspired and pinched herself, as if that would awaken her from the nightmare of losing a day and lover all with the blink of an eye.


  “You really believe this, don’t you?” Sandra said.


  Elena looked into her friend’s compassionate face. Sandy wasn’t laughing at her anymore, or even looking astounded. She simply looked bewildered, as bewildered as Elena was feeling. “No.” She shook her head. “It doesn’t make sense, does it?”


  “You do have this scarf,” Sandra said, reaching out to touch the soft surface as if she thought it would dematerialize before their eyes.


  “Yes, I have this scarf,” Elena said. “And I can smell him here…”She walked inside as Sandra followed. “And in this room.”


  “Smell him?”


  “A cologne I don’t recognize.”


  “What did he look like?”


  “He was tall, very well built, big muscles, blonde, kind of like an Adonis. He was Greek.”


  “And a good fuck.”


  “I’ve never known anyone like him. It was like he read my thoughts, and understood what my body needed. Not just my body, but my soul’s needs.”


  “Your soul?” Sandra repeated, scrunching up her face, too appalled to do more.


  “Yes, my soul, like things that mattered most.”


  “This wasn’t some ordinary fuck, was it?” Sandra said bluntly.


  “No.” Elena shook her head. She’d been wearing a silk floral robe, and opening it, she stared down at her chest. “Does this look like a dream?” she asked her friend, showing her the small red mark of a love bite on her left inner breast.”


  “There’s another higher, a real small one,” Sandra told her, seeing what her friend couldn’t.


  Elena went to the bathroom, and looked in the mirror. There were subtle marks that hadn’t been there that morning, or when she went to the beach that afternoon, though they were certainly obvious to her now, signs of Nikos loving her. She could have closed her eyes and his face would have appeared out of the foggy obscurity; he would have been as real as his flesh had been real to her for one long lingering day.


  “You don’t suppose you met him, came back here and screwed, and then he left you sleeping? You’re just mixing up the time?” Sandra asked.


  “He shaved me clean,” Elena responded opening the robe more to show her friend the results of her lover’s passion.


  “God, that’s sexy,” Sandra exclaimed seeing the innocent looking pubis.


  “I didn’t do this, I swear.”


  Sandra still looked bewildered. “You have one major mystery here. And I can’t explain it. How about you just sit tight a bit, get ready for dinner, and you can go out with Pierre and me.”


  “Pierre?”


  “Yes, my date. He’s French.” The blonde’s eyes brightened as she was ready to change the subject from Elena’s odd puzzle.


  “Sure. I guess it would be better than staying here, wondering what actually happened.”


  Sandra smiled, and moved to the door.


  “You’re sure you’re going to be all right?” she asked. It wasn’t like Sandra to be cautious or concerned; she was both now.


  “I think so.”


  “Why don’t you wear that new dress you bought? The strapless one?” she said, just before she slipped out of the room.


  As curious about the dress as she was the scarf, the marks and her cleaned shaved pubis, Elena went to the closet to find the sundress missing. She must have left it at Nikos’ villa—if the villa existed at all.


  



Chapter Two


  


  Returning from Spain, Los Angeles was in the midst of the bruising spring heat when the pavement burns and the air is filled with putrid smog. It was a time when Elena was thankful that The Bistro where she worked was just a block down the street and around the corner. If only the recital hall where she practiced her cello were as close she wouldn’t have to think about going out in the vile air at all. What a bitter return after days of clear cloudless skies, and blues that she thought she could walk inside and feel with her whole body.


  For five remaining days in Spain she closed her eyes a thousand times while sunbathing, only to open them expecting her dream with Nikos to continue as if it was a serialized novel. But there was never a robust blonde Greek on the other side of her eyelids, never the windswept light-haired locks, never the powerful muscles, never the depth of his oddly colored eyes doing tangos in her soul. He was right. She couldn’t forget him. As long as she was in Spain, Nikos remained with her, especially right between her legs, as if his mouth were perpetually massaging her interior spaces with that artful style. He walked with her, ate with her, slept with her and was the focus of a dozen moments, when her hand was required to satisfy the longing; though it would never feel the way it felt with his potent prick buried deep, or when they lay side by side.


  In LA, the memory haunted her, Nikos rising like a ghost to mock her after a while, his smile turning into a sneer, his laugh, a chortle, his touch too rough. She didn’t want to think of him this way, so she changed subjects in her brain and went on to other things, refusing to acknowledge that the man had so mesmerized her that she’d forgotten all sense of time, place and reality.


  One thing she didn’t forget was the obvious coincidence of dream and flesh, the resemblance of Nikos to the male presence in her dream just before he appeared. Maybe that dream never ended, and Nikos had simply been a more substantial version of the earlier mind escapade. It was a good explanation, though it still didn’t explain the scarf, and the love-bites, and her shaved pubis.


  If Sandra hadn’t understood, no one else would either. Nikos was doomed to be a distant memory, pushed further and further back as weeks went on. Only in the middle of the night would she dare to remember him, when the raw energy of the day became too much for her to handle, and letting off steam through her cunt was the only way she could fall asleep again.


  


  ***


  


  “I’m going to Flagstaff for a few days,” Elena announced to Sandra and their other roommate, Darcy, as she watched the two naked women pull jeans over their hips, and tiny tight-fitting tops over their naked chests. Watching their slightly erect nipples become obvious, Elena wondered what it would be like to touch another woman’s breast.


  “In the middle of summer?” Sandra said. “That drive across the desert?”


  “I miss Gretchen, and she’s invited me to play in her string quartet for a summer music festival. Besides I’m a slut for anything musical.”


  “You’re a slut for anything,” Sandra retorted.


  “No more than you. Though if you stopped to notice, I haven’t been screwing around much lately.”


  “Yeah, you’ve been damned boring,” Sandra replied. “So the cure is Flagstaff.” The blonde grimaced.


  “Not the cure, just a few days away.”


  “Suit yourself,” Sandra replied. “But we have a real nasty party coming up, and you’re going to miss it.”


  “You know, it might do Elena some good to get away,” Darcy said. “Make her normal again. You haven’t been the same since that weird thing in Spain.” She turned to the brunette sitting on the bed. “You ever get that fabulous lover thing figured out?” she asked. Standing in front of the mirror, Darcy fooled with her curls. Not happy with the look, she ran a comb through her hair. Still not liking the result, she moved to the bathroom and began running water over her head.


  “I don’t think about it anymore,” Elena answered. “He’d be history if he was real or fantasy, so why bother.”


  “But it was spiritual?” Sandra said sardonically.


  “That’s exactly why I’m not talking about it or thinking about it,” Elena said. “Whether you like it or not he changed me, and I don’t know how or why, but I refuse to let you beat me up about it.”


  “Okay, okay, I know he was special. But you’re right, he’s history. So is Flagstaff a spiritual quest too?”


  “No. I’d just like to get out of this town for a week, away from all the madness.”


  “Doesn’t sound like a bad idea to me,” Darcy agreed, as she wrapped a towel over her head and returned to the room.


  “Okay. Miss the best party of the year,” Sandra said. “We’ll live to tell you about it in juicy detail.”


  Elena snickered, imagining her two best friends dressed in leather or something just as outlandish, getting high and drunk and very horny before it was over.


  


  ***


  


  There was a long stretch of vacant road on the way to Phoenix, though she’d be turning north. soon going into the mountains. Elena didn’t bother with the air conditioner, in spite of temperatures zooming to a hundred degrees, the sweat on her upper lip, and the burning sun shining on her since sunrise. She wanted smogless air to breathe. It wasn’t even a subconscious thought that she was looking for Spain again, the same kind of arid warmth, and clean breezes. She probably should have driven north to San Luis Obispo to duplicate the feeling of the Mediterranean Coast, but then Gretchen was in Flagstaff far from the fresh salt smell.


  Leaving before sunrise, leaving the lights and the hazy glow of LA behind, she felt the city drop away from her as if she was sailing in a hot air balloon, dropping ballast every few feet so that she could rise higher and higher. Gretchen had talked about her staying with her in Flagstaff, permanently. The idea was tempting. A year of wild highs and devastating lows, left at the altar, the accident, a coma, a victorious recovery—no wonder she was fantasizing about a man to rescue her from all the hurt inside. Obviously LA hadn’t been the solution; maybe the high mountains would be.


  She drove for hours, wide awake to the disappearing night, but when the sun rose steadily before her in the sky, her eyes ached, and by ten o’clock when they drooped dangerously from sleepiness, she pulled into a rest stop, thankful for a shaded awning where she could park the car out of the rays of searing sun. She took a long drink of icy water from her thermos, splashing some against her breasts, the trickle making her tank top wet across her breasts. Her head falling back against the seat, she closed her eyes and melted away, thinking just before she drifted off that she was walking through dreams, the visages of long forgotten people appearing to her out of nowhere.


  


  She was being pulled, limbs tugged at, drawn, pawed, jerked; leering faces, sneering lips, scornful taunts by those with vacant faces and the power to alarm her; she was shrieking for them to stop. Visages disappearing, she still felt them, their fingers clawing at her. Someone was begging her to come with them, pleading with a crying voice.


  But then, eyes descended into view more stark that all the rest: a dark man’s eyes with a strangely shifting glance. Coal black as the Sierra forests at midnight, she saw both the darkness and the stars as they held her in their magnificence.


  “You’re rescued,” were his words, though she didn’t hear him speak, or even see his lips move.


  Running, running through sand dunes naked with him, they jumped into a drift that moved like powdered snow.


  Then there was a bed made of rough-cut timber in a rude home high on a hill. His body descended to hers, taking her naked, with naked power. She descended into herself, into the pleasure of body and soul, her heart swelling with thankfulness and relief.


  When the dark-eyed man pulled away from her, there was another body, and then another, and one more still—all the leering visages of her earlier visions returning to her with fresh faces and flesh that feasted on hers. Her legs wide open, she was sexual territory. They made her smile contentedly. And when these interlopers were finished with her offered orifice, the man with dark eyes returned, and lay with her in the end to comfort her.


  


  A heavy drum beat blasted through her head, a funky hip-hop sound with speakers pounding a dozen feet away … Elena woke with her body jerking so that her shoulders ached instantly, twisting abnormally.


  She stared, seeing the rest stop being run wild with a car full of kids, crazy looking kids with mismatched clothes, and stringy hair, and bottles of liquor. One empty bottle was smashed into the side of the restroom wall. They must be drunk.


  Panic stuck, she rolled up the window, and tried the ignition. A funny groan from the car’s guts made her wince, then the annoying sound of nothing, no starter, no engine, no pleasant roar. The panic was reaching her throat which felt as parched as the desert on either side of her. Trying the ignition again, there was nothing still; though her attempts to start the car drew the attention of the kids.


  One sauntered to her. “Help you, ma’am,” he sneered as his raised voiced reached through the closed car window. It was getting too hot and too stuffy inside, but she wouldn’t put it down even a crack.


  “No. No. It’ll be fine.”


  “Doesn’t start, does it?” he shouted to her.


  “I just flooded it.”


  “Doesn’t sound flooded to me.”


  “But, I did.” She tried smiling pleasantly.


  “Nice tits,” he said eyeing her sweaty wet chest. Her nipples were hard, poking through her top.


  Another kid approached the car. This one had no hair at all, but a hundred strands of beads around his neck.


  “Please, I’ll be fine,” she said, praying that the boys would leave her be. The blood was rushing too fast, to her throat and head, but she couldn’t let him know that. She smiled as if she were in control.


  She was dying to open the window, thinking instantly of the danger of smothering in the desert heat. She cracked it slightly when the kid wasn’t looking, thinking she’d feel a fresh burst of air, but it was just more heat that poured inside. The car lurched, some kid jumping up on the back, seeming to do jumping jacks on the trunk the way the car bobbed up and down.


  “Would you tell your friend to stop?” she shouted to the leering one who hadn’t left her door.


  “He’s not my friend. Just another asshole,” the boy shouted back.


  “Please, if you’ll just mind your business, I’ll be getting on.”


  “Yeah, sure,” he jeered. He and the bald friend laughed. Elena thought she could smell the liquor on his breath.


  “Just please, leave me be,” she said.


  Adding to the deafening noise that was making her ears hurt, the sound of a gunning motorcycle engine came out of nowhere. Then a sharper sound like a car backfiring, the piercing blast riveted attention away from everything else. The brats and Elena turned to see a man on motorcycle, climbing off, having just fired the pistol he brandished in his hand.


  “Get away from the car,” he bellowed at the kids.


  Elena’s head pounded as if the bass woofer was belting sound in the middle of her brain. She was near tears, but too frightened to let them pour free. One look at the man’s savage stare, the kids scattered, then sped off in their car, taking their hideous music with them. Then it was just Elena and her swaggering rescuer, standing at the side of the car, as threatening as the stringy-haired boy. She wasn’t rolling down the window, not yet, not certain whether she’d gone from one catastrophe to one worse.


  “They’re gone,” he told her the obvious.


  She nodded at him, nothing more. For reasons beyond her comprehension she was staring into his eyes and finding them a treatment for the wrenching panic. She took a deep breath and then another, and finally released her clenched shoulders. It had felt as if there’d been hands on either side, holding her so tightly she was paralyzed.


  With the paralysis disappearing, Elena wondered if it was really his eyes boring into her that was taking her fear away. And was that wise? Could this man be trusted anymore than the brigade of escapees from an LA street gang that harassed her?


  “Did you have to use the gun?” she asked.


  “I shot it in the air,” he explained.


  “You wear it all the time?”


  He looked down at her with a friendly smirk. “You’re gonna need air in there,” he warned. “Let the window down.”


  Should she feel chagrined, seeing the expression on his face? He was treating her tenderly as if he did care. Elena rolled the window down, but not yet half way; she didn’t want to leave room for him to suddenly advance on her.


  “I know you don’t trust me, but your car’s not going anywhere,” he said.


  “How do you know?” she asked him.


  “Try it, we’ll see.”


  Hoping with all her heart that the engine would start this time, Elena turned the key, dismayed when the same flat empty click was all that resulted.


  “Probably the alternator,” he said.


  “And that means?” she asked.


  “I can take you into town, have the car towed later.”


  “I don’t know. Maybe you could just call.”


  “Will this make any difference?” he asked her, whipping from his pocket identification. Jose Dakota, Detective, Tucson Police.


  “You’re pretty far from Tucson,” she said.


  “I’m not on duty,” he replied.


  “So, I guess I shouldn’t worry about you hijacking me?”


  He chuckled, while Elena thought of the dream she had before the kids woke her. Rescued? Was this Spain all over the again? Running her hand down her thigh, she made certain that she could feel herself—yes, her flesh was flesh, and time didn’t distort things, it was about eleven fifteen, just as it should be. He was real, the desert was real, the heat and her broken down car were facts she had to live with. Getting out of the desert was another one.


  “How are you on a bike?” he asked, turning to the cycle behind him


  Elena was instantly thinking back to Sam and his bike. The lover from her distant past taught her how to ride behind him and not be scared. Even if it was years before, she shouldn’t have lost her touch.


  “How far?” she asked, starting to gather her things together, knowing how much she hated leaving her car in the middle of nowhere. Would it even be there when she found someone that could tow it?


  “I expect about fifty miles, until we find someone useful,” he told her.


  Jose Dakota touched her as she opened the car door, his hand on her arm full of affection. So surrounded by that comforting aura, she decided to trust him. Could it be the official badge had calmed her panic, or was it just who he was?


  “You don’t look like a detective,” she said, as she climbed on the cycle behind him.


  “What’s a detective supposed to look like?” he asked, looking back.


  “It’s your hair,” she remarked, noticing how his dark hair floated about his shoulders behind him, how it made him look American Indian. He probably was. The reddish tan of his skin did the same. He was secure with what he was doing, and that made her feel secure. He was also erotic, generating from his crotch a continuous potency. She felt it even when she was in the car, and felt it amplified a hundred degrees higher when she mounted the cycle, his ass to her crotch as if they might be as lovers.


  She rode with her head to his leather covered back, her tucked skirt flapping around her, his hair and hers tangling together in the wind. From the outset they were already acting as if they belonged together, though they knew nothing of each other but her car troubles and his occupation.


  There was a mechanic in the one-horse town, a gas station, a diner and an Indian shop. There was no hotel.


  “Your car’s going to take a while,” Jose said leaning into her over his dish of rice and beans. “You want me to take you to Phoenix?”


  “I guess I don’t have much choice,” she said. She was having a difficult time thinking. Some of her mindlessness was weariness, some the heat in the diner, the grating sound of a broken ceiling fan, the clanking dishes, and too much tobacco smoke.


  “You could come home with me,” Jose suggested.


  “Home. With you?” She was alarmed.


  “An adobe just north of here, in the mountains.”


  “I really couldn’t,” she said.


  “I’ll take you to Phoenix, but it’s a long ride.”


  


  They stood together for a while outside the diner. If it could be cooler outside, if that was possible, it was. No air conditioning, and the tepid stench of food in all stages of decay inside made the desert air seem clear as an ocean breeze. They watched the old man tinker with her car, amazed that he’d managed to tow it to some salvation, though Elena was sure that it would rust and rot right where it sat in the gas station. The prospects of his being a cracker-jack mechanic were not good.


  “I’ll order the parts, be a couple of days, if we’re lucky,” he said. Grunting, he stood up and wiped his hands on a greasy rag. His toothy-tobacco stained grin might have been a heartwarming sight, if Elena weren’t already too hot and tired to take another step, and any more of this wasteland and the people in it were making her wish for LA, as bleak as it was.


  “You say your cabin isn’t far?” she looked up to Jose for an answer.


  “Let’s just go there,” he said, making the decision. “We’ll talk it out where we can relax,” he pulled his arm around Elena. “We’ll check with you tomorrow,” he called to the mechanic. And guiding Elena to the bike, she was riding behind him again, before another word was out of her mouth, or another thought in her head. She leaned into him wearily, her head against his back, as they sputtered out of town, and took a dusty road toward the mountains. If only she could sleep again, maybe she’d wake up on the other side of this nightmare.


  


  ***


  


  “Ah, good. You found something clean to wear,” Jose said, seeing Elena in the doorway of the house, wearing a white cotton sundress. “You like my hideaway?”


  “You never said it would be like this,” she said. The cool adobe was like a nurturing cocoon, the windows placed where the winds would pass through the simple structure and keep it cool in the heat of the day—though Jose looked cool enough in the shaded patio. Having changed into white linen pants and shirt, there wasn’t a trace of detective in his being, or the wild man that rescued her. Elena wondered for a moment if he was a ghost. “Are you real?” she asked.


  “What do you mean real?” he asked back. He was sipping from a tall hand-blown glass, another—hers—sat on the table beside him.


  She chuckled. “My mind’s been playing tricks on me lately, and I’m wondering if this is another one.”


  “Tricks, huh? Do I look real?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “I am quite flesh,” he said rising, taking her hand in his. “This is better than Phoenix, isn’t it?”


  “I probably should have called my friend in Flagstaff. She would have driven down to pick me up.”


  “You weren’t thinking, were you?” he said kindly. “We can do that in the morning. Tonight you can stay here.”


  Elena agreed. From the patio she looked out at the vista of purple and red cliffs and rock; there was nothing quite as striking as this stark landscape. She might have stared for hours into the distance just to watch the way the shadows changed as if the spirits of these mountains were moving from place to place.


  “You know, this is a world away,” she said, for a moment thinking of Spain, the last time she was in a place outside the realm of reality. Spain seemed so remote now, Nikos and all of it. And it paled in comparison to this.


  “It’s my home, and I’m glad you joined me,” Jose said.


  There was never any doubt from the moment she consented to ride on his cycle that she would make love to Jose. He didn’t offer her options, preliminary small talk unnecessary. She bonded easily with him, many erotic sensations converging at once: the vibration of the bike, the smell of his leather jacket against her face, the fierceness of his heritage melting her resistance, and now the cool white and the way he moved within his clothes. And of course, the hawk-like, visionary eyes, which could see for miles and to the depth of her heart, and even beyond that into the human soul itself. Could one man be that powerful? Or was she conferring on him abilities it was absurd for any man to have?


  There were so many things exchanging places in her mind, marching one after another through her thoughts: who he was, why had he found her and brought her to the adobe? Could she trust him? She thought she needed answers, and yet when he was about to offer her a place to sit, and his arms reached around her instead, she buckled in his grasp, her head lifted to his lips, her lips touching his so they kissed a first time. She didn’t make a single protest. Being easy with a man was becoming easy for her—in Spain and the desert, so it seemed. She was giving herself away without a thought, where at home—unless she was pretty well inebriated—she’d scowl at any man that didn’t meet a book full of criteria. She didn’t have to ask Jose anything to know she trusted him, even if she didn’t trust these strange circumstances that aligned a fragment of a dream with the reality of being rescued.


  “You don’t need the clothes,” Jose said, drawing the straps of the summery white away from her shoulders. The dress fell to her ankles limp, and she stood in front of him naked.


  He had her crotch in one hand, the other hand fondling her ass. His fingers went deep fast, and she replied to the suddenness, with a whimpering “ahhhhhhhh.”


  Dropping at her feet, Jose’s lips were on her clit, as her hands combed though his thick hair. Such soft hair, fine like a misty rain. With his mouth pressed tightly to her opening vagina, she rocked against his face, against the probing, teasing tongue until the quickest of orgasms wrenched her with a sharp end. Almost falling from her feet, Jose caught her.


  “Rescued you again,” he said, pulling her down to the ground with him and holding her tightly.


  She could smother herself in his affections, they were taking her with him to such a profound degree. He kept kissing her about the face, while his hands roamed her skin. Dozens and dozens of kisses on her face, across her brow, to her ears, and nose and eyes, and lips, where he wasn’t content to stay. He laid her out, the cool brick against her back while the heat still baked them from above; and raising her arms above her, his lips teased her underarms, making a line of kisses that went down her torso, to her hips and to her thighs shivering with an odd desert chill.


  “I want to come again,” she gasped over and over as a way to beg for his kisses at her womanly doorway.


  “In good time,” he replied to her, and there were another hundred kisses, everywhere but between her labia. “You’ll be alive everywhere, not just your cunt,” he murmured.


  Grasping her tightly in his arms, he picked her up and carried her to his bed in the dark interior of the adobe away from the light where her eyes could rest. His cock slipping by the sloshy center breached her as if she was a virgin again, the entry hurting.


  “You’ve never been as full as this,” he surmised from the grimace on her face. “Relax with me.” And that phrase he replayed over and over as comfort, the penetration expanding her to what felt like a limitless degree.


  For a long time he moved inside her while their eyes met. And though she wanted to look away, she didn’t.


  “Ah, ah, ahhhhhhh,” such sound, and little whimpers, tiny panting, the breathing in and out almost difficult. She rocked with him as he moved himself to orgasm, as he swelled bigger yet so that she was delivered from everything but the consuming sensation that began between her thighs and ended somewhere beyond her body.


  Jose, over her with such force, stared into her even when his climax arrived, such a vision his face was with such gratitude appearing as the thick cock burst. He didn’t smile with his lips as much as his whole expression looked inspired in that final moment.


  Elena was pleased again, brought to a climax when Jose fell off of her, and with toying fingers teased the orgasm from her body. She’d been swimming of sorts, from all the kisses, every atom in her awakened; this ending was another wave to drift upon, and so doing, she realized she could drift on to another and another and another, endlessly until Jose drew away from her.


  


  ***


  


  “Do you think it will storm?” she said, looking out from the patio at the black swarm of air congregating in the western and northern skies. The clouds were as black and purple as the sharp edged cliffs below them. They almost seemed to be the same thing, as if the mountains had risen to the sky and the sky had descended to the earth.


  “The adobe’s safe,” Jose replied. Holding two Mexican beers in his hand he handed her one, then sat down while she remained leaning against a post.


  “Then you don’t worry?” Elena said, delighted by the sight of his soft prick jiggling against his balls which jiggled against his thighs.


  “I never worry,” he said. He was scrutinizing her nakedness carefully, his eyes running the length of her body from her brow to the pendulous orbs that moved slowly when she turned and walked to the efficient hips and their gentle undulation. “I like your ass,” he said.


  “That especially?”


  “I like asses especially, and yours seems to accentuate the natural curves, the way it’s formed.”


  “You make me sound like a piece of sculpture.”


  “We’re all sculptures,” he agreed with her. “But more than that, there is the essence that climbs out above your skin and through it. Your spirit, dear, is very sexually endowed. What do you create with it?”


  “Create?” She sat down in a chair across from him, leaving her legs opened wide so he could see between them. It had been a long time since she’d been this blatant with a man, since she’d felt safe enough to be so exposed.


  “Sex is creation,” Jose replied. “Your life would be a total disaster without creating.”


  “You believe that?”


  “I know that,” he said. It was a wonder how he said things as if he had his ear turned to God, and the Great Spirit was whispering truth that he could speak.


  “I play music,” she said.


  “And do you write it?” he asked.


  “Yes, sometimes. Sometimes I just think about writing it.”


  “Then you’re not doing enough.”


  For a man who’d showered her with care, affection and the benefits of rescue, Jose was exceedingly judgmental at that moment, his eyes like a vulture’s about to pluck at her.


  “How does a police detective know these things?” Elena asked him.


  “I make it a practice of knowing people. Most of what I know my intuition tells me, though the data always backs me up.”


  “I’ve never been sure of myself the way you are,” she said.


  “It’s my business and my life to be sure of things, to make judgments, even if they’re rash. You’ll never be that way; it’s your nature to be muddled and confused. Some of that’s healthy, because what comes out of the confusion is brilliant, if you let it be.”


  “You’re telling me I could be a brilliant composer?” she asked.


  “You probably already are; you just haven’t awakened to what’s in the muddled stew of your mind. The fact is: what you create comes from between your legs.”


  “Then the more I screw, the more I create?” The thought amused her.


  He smiled.


  “I must not be screwing enough.”


  “Ah, but you will tonight,” he said, a cunning wisdom blessed his face. “You can consult with the spirits of these mountains,” he went on, his voice hushed to a faint whisper so that she had to strain to hear him. “They’ll tell you with such abundance, you’ll be astounded. You’ll be obsessed with the need to put your music into form.”


  “And it’s all from my cunt, from sex?”


  “It’s from your creative power.”


  She wanted to back away, her insides feeling suddenly anxious, her body trying to be cold in the hundred degree heat that was making them both sweat. “I’ve never been this mystical,” she said laughing nervously.


  “It doesn’t have to be mystical at all. Wouldn’t writing music be the most practical thing you’ve ever done when you sell your work for cold cash?” Jose’s changeable face transformed again from awe inspiring to a businessman’s cool reserve.


  “If that was possible,” she replied.


  “The second half of your equation is trusting yourself,” he said. “Now come here; you have to be fucked again.” Another transformation and he was looking like a lusty scoundrel, opening his arms, his smile so broad his expression so seductive, she complied, not thinking there was another choice conceivable.


  She climbed onto his lap, her nakedness next to his nakedness, legs wide open, his erect prick—it seemed that it climbed its full measure in just seconds going into her expanding cunt with a demanding punch. Jose mauled her this time, as she bounced up and down on him. She clung to his shoulders, while he grabbed her ass to hold her steady, their thighs smacking together in a regular rhythm.


  He spent himself with an unexpected suddenness, just as she was finding a orgasmic pleasure in banging. Changing the pace abruptly, he held her without moving, while his dick splashed inside the juicy opening.


  Relaxing when he was finished, his fingers ended the moment for her, briskly taking the liberties necessary with her clit and cunt until she was cumming on his hand, her breasts bouncing in front of his eyes. His eyes looked up to her stretched taut torso, her head flung back, the dark curls dangling from her head like a thousand dancing maidens.


  It was true, the melodies going through her mind were endless, though she wasn’t clear how she could capture them. If not writing them down, would they disappear forever?


  


  ***


  


  It was time to sleep when there were no shadows in the night, just the dark blackness on the horizon. Elena shivered cold, being held in Jose’s arms. His skin was so warm against hers. Every place he touched her was protected from the elements of the night.


  “I’m afraid I’m never going to wake up, or if I do I’ll be someplace else,” she told him, resting her head against his chest.


  “If you woke up some place else, then that’s where you’re supposed to be,” he said.


  “You believe that?”


  “I believe we’re always where we need to be.”


  She considered that for a moment. “That makes contentment easier, no anxiety to be somewhere you’re not,” she thought aloud. “Except, I don’t think like that. I’m always seeing myself in other places.”


  “Even now?” he asked.


  “No. Not now. But I had this kind of feeling once and it was taken away from me. I don’t want that to happen again.”


  “You know if it is, Elena, you weren’t ready to keep it,” he told her as father might instruct a child.


  The kiss on her forehead was no less tender than the thousand before it. And all the way to the bedroom he kissed her, as they were lying down to sleep, and as they drifted into their slumbering worlds.


  



Chapter Three


  


  There were still stars visible in the sky when Elena woke the next morning. Jose was sleeping peacefully, and she was so happy waking with him still at her side that she began to believe there was no dream happening here at all, no altered state of reality where she’d been transported by angels for god knows what reason. This wasn’t Spain; this wasn’t Nikos; this was a much more substantial reality than that—this place in the middle of the Arizona desert. She couldn’t figure it any other way.


  


  Away from the bed, in the corner of the living room, was Jose’s guitar smiling to her from the dark space. The old Mexican instrument was nearly too big for her arms to hold, it felt so much like her cello. Good idea that she’d not brought her instrument with her on this trip, the dear dear thing would be ruined by heat by now. And yet the guitar appeared to thrive in the sweltering temperatures.


  The instrument quivered with the touch of her hands to the strings, the mellow sound making her whole body vibrate, though it was her groin vibrating mostly, and deep in her abdomen where she was sexually moved. She tried out Jose’s theory, thinking how strange it would be to connect her arousal to a state of creative bliss, though she already knew she’d reached that bliss several times in the past. Had she been sexual then? Just had a good screw? Was there some lover in her life that animated her musical spirit as she took his cock inside her? She didn’t really remember, except to recall how creative she’d been when she’d been fucking Sam almost nightly. It had been the only thing he’d been good for, that perpetual ass of a man … that, and now the memory of him that confirmed Jose’s odd claims connecting her genius with her cunt.


  She opened her legs wide while she played and there was a sweet melody flowing from her fingers into the air.


  It was early. Should she be concerned with Jose still sleeping?


  She passed by the worry easily, and went on with her musings, and the gentle play of the guitar that sounded like a contralto’s rich timbre in the midst of a soulful aria. The notes turned in ways she never considered before and words rose above those tones in her mind. Exhilarated by such sound, one melody gone, another appeared, and another still, until she thought she was writing a concerto, or then perhaps, a rock opera.


  


  “Is it clear to you now, what I said?” Jose asked her.


  “Hummm.” She looked up at him still humming the tune going through her thoughts. “Maybe.” She played a moment longer, then putting the guitar to the side, she rose from the chair. The music wasn’t lost, just pushed away for the moment, when seeing his morning erection made her realize how horny she was.


  “Now’s the best time to write your music,” he said.


  “I’d rather make love to you,” she purred at him, her arms going around the firm suntanned chest.


  “Such sluts you are,” Jose said. His prick was in her hand, and while he tried to back away, she wouldn’t let him.


  Giving in, he bought her back to bed with him, where he pounded her relentlessly, before withdrawing himself and allowing her to lick the proceeds with her tongue.


  Afterwards, she smiled, lying in his arms on top of his chest, nuzzling her crotch into his diminishing erection and heavy balls. He fingered her rear hole, while his other hand reached deep to find her clit. Wiggling snakelike against him, the orgasm surged and then died away.


  “Ah, my love, I can’t get enough of you,” she whispered. “Again, please.”


  “No,” he said. “Go back to your playing.” He pushed her off his chest, and kept pushing her until she was off the bed.


  “You are a demanding man,” she swore. Looking down at him as he was lying sideways on the bed, her eyes rested on his hip, noticing that the curve of his ass made a perfect round globe.


  “And you can’t have me right now,” he said.


  “But why?”


  “Because there are other things to do,” he replied. “Now go play.”


  With Elena’s desire momentarily squelched, for the first time in hours she remembered why she was in his adobe in the first place.


  “I have business,” she said. “You have a phone?”


  “No,” he replied.


  “No? But I need to call Gretchen. She’s expecting me today.”


  “So, I’ll take you down to the nearest phone after we eat,” he said. “You’re getting too skinny.” He was off the bed, pushing at her ribs, while she remembered how she hadn’t had a bite to eat since their meal in the diner the day before.


  


  ***


  


  Elena left a message on Gretchen’s answering machine.


  “I’ve had car trouble outside of Phoenix, and have found someone to help me out with it. But I’ll be days late. Don’t worry about me, I’ll call soon. I guess I won’t make the recital, but I’ll stay for the next.”


  “I could have told her so much more, if she’d been there,” Elena said, leaving the pay phone behind her.


  “Will she worry?” Jose asked.


  “I don’t think so, she’s more flighty than I am.”


  On the trip back to the adobe, she was still hearing the musical notes of the melodies one by one. Seeing them on a staff, they seemed to be making an indelible impression on her brain cells so she wouldn’t forget. This was very good. Gretchen would love what she was doing—that is if she ever came out of these mountains. The vistas and heat and perpetual sun seemed to capture Elena, as much as Jose had. The clouds that had brewed the evening before had left sometime in the dead of night while they were sleeping, leaving no traces, perhaps vanishing into the thin mountain atmosphere. Elena thought for a moment she could still smell them—at least their moisture—but that was only a brief thought. The rest of the day there would be nothing but the arid dryness clearing her mind of the remaining clouds inside her.


  She thought she should be wary of Jose and what was happening to her. So different from the way she normally felt—then normal for her was agitation, things grinding inside her. She’d never thought this much before—never had the things to think—never had music and ideas and inspiration coming to her in such a steady stream. Sandra would think she’d lost her marbles. Ah, Sandra, and LA, and their wanton single life. Why was it changing now? She hadn’t asked for this but it was happening like it was pre-ordained. It was easier to think of it as simply an accident, some quirk of fate that brought her together with Jose. But she knew it wasn’t. Just as Jose knew things, she knew this.


  And the dream … if this encounter was to be anything like her dream at the rest stop, she knew that it wasn’t over yet.


  “You look thoughtful,” Jose told her, peering at her on his way by the corner where she sat. She was playing the guitar again, but thinking of something else. As if he could see that, he squatted down at her side, and looked up at her contemplative face, a hand caressing her cheek. He had a prevailing desperado kind of handsomeness, the way he looked when he was on the bike. She still couldn’t understand the detective part.


  “I wonder why there aren’t other men?” she said.


  “Other men?” he asked.


  “In my dream there were.”


  “What dream was that?”


  “The one I was having before those kids woke me up, before my car broke, and you rescued me.”


  “What was it?” he asked.


  “It could have been what’s just happened to me. But the dream was vague. There was a moment of ungodly fear when I felt people after me, then I was rescued, and then fucked.”


  “You think your dream came true?” Jose asked.


  “It might have,” she said. “There are strange similarities.”


  “Does this happen often?”


  “Just once before. But then, that was probably just a dream, because I could never make sense of it. This is more real, I think.”


  “Perhaps the spirits are playing with you,” he said.


  “Spirits?”


  “You should believe in them; maybe call them angels,” he suggested. “They’re supposed to tell you things. You have that kind of look to you, you know. As if you’re about to hear something monumental.”


  “How’s that?” she asked


  “A furrow in your brow sometimes, like there’s something trying to beat its way inside your brain, and you’re not letting it happen.”


  “Like someone’s trying to tell me something, and I’m not listening?” she asked.


  “Think of your car breaking down as a gift from God.”


  “I already have.”


  “But it’s more than just the chance to fuck me,” he said, looking very serious. “It’s giving you the chance to listen.”


  She smiled, and put down the guitar so she could put her hands on his face and thank him.


  


  ***


  


  They took a siesta in the early evening just as the sun was beginning to go down and it was dark in the adobe. So much music had made her lethargic. In the diminishing light inside the house, she let her playing cease. Even the bizarre conversations, that seemed moved by the shifting desert shapes, rested for a while. He didn’t ask anything from her while they lay side by side on the bed, so her mind was tripping away with thoughts, letting them move her from place to place.


  She thought of what he’d said about himself when she quizzed him about his work, and why he’d brought her with him to his mountain home, and where he was going before he rescued her. He had plausible answers, though he draped them in mystery, never quite finishing his thoughts completely so she was left happily dangling, wanting more. But then the questions stopped because she simply couldn’t think of anything more to ask him. She thought perhaps, she didn’t want to know anything else.


  


  “Open your legs wide,” Jose said. Rolling over next to her, he stroked her naked belly.


  “You’re not tired anymore?” she asked.


  “I’m wide awake,” he answered with his fingers tiptoeing to her crotch.


  She’d opened her legs wide, letting him tease her.


  “You want lots of cock here?” he asked.


  “Yours is fine,” she answered.


  “But you want others? Perhaps your spirits were telling you that?”


  “Why would I want others, when being with you is totally enough?”


  “Is it?”


  “It is,” she insisted.


  “I don’t think you know yourself enough to know. My friends can come and take you if you like. Then you can see how it feels to be used.”


  “Is that what I want?” she wondered aloud.


  “I can’t answer that. Only your heart can.”


  He’d reached for a bottle at the bedside, and opening it, poured a liquid on her navel, staring down to watch the little pool of it gather there. The oil was smooth like the petals of a flower; and it tickled the tiny hairs on her belly.


  “But why would I want anyone but one man to make love to me?” she answered him.


  His hand moved against the hairs, gently, as if it was just his breath disturbing them.


  “Does it matter why?” he asked. “It’s a riddle perhaps, but I wouldn’t dwell on the reasons behind the truth; truth simply is. Remember, your lust is your most basic truth. Don’t argue with it, Elena.”


  “So if I desire the men, you’ll give them to me?”


  “It would pleasure me to do so.”


  “It sounds obscene, like something from a porno movie.”


  “Does it? Like walking the streets, and giving head to a stranger, and doing table dances in a topless bar? That kind of obscene?”


  “Yes.”


  “It feels cheap, perhaps?”


  “Yes.”


  “Like nothing worthwhile could come from it?”


  “Yes.”


  “Then don’t do it because you’ll just screw up the experience,” he told her. “Something worthwhile always comes from good sex.”


  He kissed her mouth, pressing his lips to hers so it almost hurt, then he pulled away. He’d been coating her skin with oil the whole time, so now she shimmered in the light from the candles Jose lit all around the bed.


  “Will this feel cheap too?” he asked, taking the candle holder from the table and holding it over her.


  She cringed.


  “Close your eyes,” he said.


  It was torture waiting for the wax to drip on her belly and then her thighs. But when it did, she didn’t suffer, the jolt was a pleasant spark to her skin. One such jolt and she wanted more of the dripping wax searing the oil and her skin. A thousand fires exploding, a thousand sharp prickly hurting sensations were making her hips gyrate into the covers beneath her. The anticipation was killing her, when and where the next explosion would appear. She orgasmed from the idea of it, and from the movement of her body, and the way her pubis rocked against Jose’s loving hand when he held it. She was certain that she was being dangerously depraved.


  “I think I’m ready for something really cheap,” she told him boldly when he walked away from her, out of the adobe into the night.


  He turned back and nodded, then looked out to a starrier night than the one before. There were little tails on the bursts of light twinkling in the sky, as if each burst was a message dripping to the earth’s consciousness, just as the hot wax had dripped its seductive charges on to her skin.


  


  ***


  


  They came to her in the evening of the next day, three men with Jose. When they arrived at the adobe at dusk, she’d been eating grapes feeling the cool liquid of the fruit squirt in her mouth delicately.


  “You want them all?” Jose asked her, even if it didn’t seem as if he was really asking a question. She had the feeling that this was already decided.


  Elena stared at the men for some time, their gentle, anxious faces, and Jose’s. All dark eyes, and ruddy red Indian skin, and hair that shined. Two were naked to the waist, their chests hairless and shimmering with sweat. One had long hair, untied, that draped his shoulders and fell to his chest nearly waist long. Her eyes drifted to their crotches where inside their white linen pants she could detect no rising organs lusting for her. She approved of their slim hips, the swagger like Jose’s, and rounded rears she wished were unclothed so she could inspect them.


  Her gaze moved from their crotches to their faces where she witnessed their desire. It was nothing lewd like the desire of men in bars or on street corners that leered at women. Theirs was pure animal instinct, drive, intent, determination, almost as if it were a duty to copulate with her.


  Rising from her chair, she smiled at them, and let the white dress that covered her fall to the ground. Even in the dim light they could recognize what she wanted, seeing the seduction in her eyes inviting them to follow her into the adobe.


  She might have walked past them without a single touch, but Jose, standing there too, stopped her. The men joined him fondling her, so many hands groveling with her private places, kissing her everywhere, one man at her feet with a mouth to her groin, the man with the long hair in front of her with his hands cupping her breasts.


  They parted her ass and fingered her there, her labia, her mouth—raised her arms above her head so that they could tickle her skin with their lips as they kissed her.


  “She wants no peace tonight, friends. Ravage her,” Jose instructed them.


  Pulling away from their hands, Elena moved to the bed, the sexual hunger having stripped her of any remaining propriety. Lying down on Jose’s bed, she spread her legs open, drawing her knees up, knowing how she wanted to feel the penetration deep, to the hilt, to the heart, to every place inside that had not yet been stirred.


  One man, stripped of his pants, mounted her. His erection a vivid sight, boldly hard, a thick shaft soaring high with a small head, cleanly circumcised. He kept his weight above her while he thrust. As she desired, the penetration was brisk, his penis buried to the end of her cavern, and Elena greeted the intrusion with her pelvis replying generously.


  When the first man pulled away, there was another replacing him. In the silence of the late hour they moved one man to the next in a round of exchanging lovers. The harder they pounded her, the more widely she opened to them, for a long while thinking she wouldn’t stop this: they would have to stop it themselves from fatigue. All four men took pleasure between her thighs, she wasn’t counting climaxes, theirs or her own.


  There was a moment, when it felt like there was just one man, not many, their aromas, their masculine touch, the tickle of their skin against her skin, their great penetrating force clamoring for her hole and its riches. She was a goddess, born in those hours at their mercy, giving into the dream where this idea was born.


  At other moments though, the four men were distinct. One was savage, like an animal demanding; another moved on her with an easy sensuality that made her feel as if she was fucking herself; in the third she read excitement in his eyes, and the spirited passion that burst from him was like a thrilling carnival ride; the last, the fourth made love to her, her heart suddenly soaring just to see his eyes, every fragment of herself succumbing to his tenderness. Relishing them, not passing judgments on any one, the orgy made her lecherous inclinations clear. Even if it wasn’t reasonable, she knew that what Jose had said was true about her.


  Mauling her until she was numb from the perpetual assault, she wondered first how long they’d used her. Later she wondered which one had been Jose, though it seemed he might have been all of them, animal, lust, thrill and heart. But he wouldn’t tell her when she asked him.


  “You fucked like a whore,” he said.


  “And you think I should be ashamed of myself?”


  “That would be pointless.”


  “Why am I like this?” she asked.


  He shrugged, with no answer.


  “You think I’ve always been this way?” she wondered.


  “Where it counts? Yes,” he answered her.


  


  ***


  


  In the morning the men were gone, except for Jose.


  “I’m worn out,” she told him, while they drank coffee on the patio, and looked to the mountains, which, because of the late hour, were bathed in sunlight, few shadows remaining.


  “Then you should rest,” Jose said.


  “I keep thinking of things, though. Things I should write down.”


  “Don’t get anxious about it,” he said. “What needs to be put to paper will be.”


  “You take things with such an easy grace. You’re so tranquil.”


  “And you never feel that way,” he surmised.


  “No. There’s this constant roar.”


  “Is that so bad? Is peace always a state of nothingness, or can it simply be acceptance of who you are, the roar and all?”


  “That would make it easier for me,” Elena answered. “I think I’ll play,” she said, and she took off to find the guitar.


  


  ***


  


  Later that day, she found him in the kitchen preparing food. Popping a wedge of nectarine in her mouth, she let the sweet juice fill her mouth, thinking of nothing but that sweetness until the morsel disappeared down her throat.


  Then she eyed him as he worked efficiently. Sidling up to him, her arms went around his neck as she kissed him. Something had to be said, but she didn’t know how she’d begin.


  “Jose?” she started.


  “You’re getting restless, aren’t you?” he asked.


  “You already know.”


  Elena could tell he was smiling, but she couldn’t see the smile the way she was resting her head against his chest.


  “You’re happy about that?” she asked him.


  “Happy? No. Sad? No. You’ll want to go home, I suppose.”


  “Not home, but to Gretchen’s. I want to play music with her.”


  She looked up at him.


  “You suppose my car will be ready?” she asked.


  “I have no doubt,” he said.


  She ran her hands along his chest, feeling the softness of the white cotton shirt, and the power coming from his chest beneath it.


  “Just one more question, can you stand another one?”


  He laughed, just a chuckle that frolicked quickly through him.


  “This truth you speak of, my truth?” she said.


  “Yes.”


  “Is it the only truth, this lust inside?”


  “No,” he answered her. “There are others, but don’t kid yourself, yours is lust.”


  She thought about it for a minute, then backed away.


  “We’ll go in the morning?” she asked.


  “At first light, if you like.”


  She took his hand and held it, fingering his fingers, their masculine shape, the trim nails, the mighty sense of his flesh and bones, and infinite command all appearing there.


  It was just afternoon, and she had another evening to spend with Jose. While she held his hand in hers, they moved to the patio, to the vista of the mountains, where they both sat down. Jose stared off to the horizon, but Elena closed her eyes and imagined him in the candlelight, his face in every detail, just so she would never forget it.


  


  ***


  


  The heat woke her, the sun burning on her skin where the awning at the rest stop no longer protected her from the enormous orb.


  She was alone in her car, the air so still. There were no passing cars, while she sat for a minute trying to remember the way things were suppose to be.


  “Where was Jose?” she wondered staring around. Something was missing, but not discerning what, she tried the key hanging from the ignition. The motor turned over instantly. And knowing she was going crazy, she put the vehicle in gear and hauled out of the rest-stop, hitting the highway at seventy miles an hour, accelerating to ninety before she put the cruise control on.


  Turning on the radio, she listened to a minute of Spanish guitar, and snapped it off fast. When she stared down at the passenger seat beside her, there was an amber beeswax candle. Staring down to her lap, she nearly swerved off the road seeing that she was wearing the white sundress Jose had given her.


  



Chapter Four


  


  The dark paneled walls in the serene room didn’t provide her with much peace at all. It was all Gretchen’s idea to see Dr. Halvorson, after she’d raved on about the affair with Jose that she couldn’t prove and couldn’t deny.


  “She’s a great therapist, believe me,” Gretchen said.


  “I’m not going crazy,” Elena said, nearly reaching the top of her voice with the agitated exclamation.


  Gretchen had looked down at her over the tops of her wire rim glasses. She was more gray than the last time Elena had seen her, but no less condescending and controlling, all in her motherly sort of way. It was good that she didn’t take offense if Elena didn’t follow her advice, for she rarely did. It certainly didn’t keep the wildly opinionated woman from delivering her edicts as if she were a goddess on high. She was a practicing goddess, so she’d told Elena a few months before, burning candles and incense in her living room “as a gift to the universal force of her spiritual intent.”


  The one thing that was making sense to Elena, however, was the way she talked about her dreams as messages from God. Before Spain, the idea had been easy to write-off and ignore. But now, her sudden plunge into the spooky territory of her own subconscious, dreams seemed to be a key to something important.


  “I think it was the car accident that started this, your coma,” Gretchen said. “You never did process that experience properly.”


  Elena had looked at her blankly.


  “You know, derive the reason behind the accident, why you had it the first place, why it took you days to awaken, and where the hell your soul was all that time.”


  “I was sleeping,” Elena answered. “I remembered nothing.”


  “That doesn’t mean nothing happened.”


  “Then again, maybe it does. Maybe nothing happened at all. I was knocked out cold because I did something stupid, and it just took a few days for my mind to deal with the embarrassment.”


  Elena was always quick to write off Gretchen’s odd explanations for things, even if this time, she wasn’t sure at all that Gretchen wasn’t right. She was used to sparring with the older woman, like she was disagreeing with her mother; it was easier than admitting the truth.


  


  Sitting in Dr. Halvorson’s office Elena thought it odd that Gretchen was taking such a traditional approach to her predicament, recommending that she see her therapist. It might have something to do with the quality of fear Elena raised in her friend when she first arrived on Gretchen’s doorstep. By her own admission, she was going “bonkers”, or mad or completely insane.


  Once she calmed down however, even three days of non-stop music composition didn’t seem to change Gretchen’s mind that her never ditzy friend should see a shrink. That was what brought Elena to this dreadful appointment, even though she didn’t like it.


  Staring around was not so unpleasant though; she spied things she liked everywhere, though they were nondescript things she wouldn’t remember long, like a handmade ceramic flower pot, and wind chimes by the window, and a picture of an old Indian crone staring out into nothingness.


  It was important for Elena to acquaint herself with a new room, find a way to feel comfortable with her surroundings. She’d been doing that for years, and when Dr. Halvorson didn’t meet her immediately, she was glad for the minutes to get accustomed to the place where she’d tell the woman her newly encountered secrets.


  There wasn’t anything remarkable about Dr. Halvorson’s office, except it seemed deliberately furnished to be calming—which it wasn’t, at least not yet. Only the Kachina doll held her gaze for more than a second. Jose had one by his bed—a fact she remembered only seeing this one, bringing fresh memories to her of that bed. She was tempted to leave when the feeling of Jose swept through her heart with the same unqualified lust experienced at the adobe, except that at that very moment, the doctor interrupted her fond recollection, and Elena remained fastened to the chair, suddenly clutching the arms, and trying to swallow the lump in her throat.


  


  “You think you’re hallucinating?” the psychologist asked her.


  “I don’t know how else to explain it,” Elena replied, after giving the doctor a rambling dissertation on her affairs with Nikos and Jose.


  The blonde haired woman before her was one of those tiny powerhouse people that knew everything, at least that’s what Gretchen had said, and Elena wanted to believe.


  “Your first occasion was on vacation in Spain?”


  “Yes, that was Nikos.”


  “A very virile blonde man, probably looked like Fabio?” the woman suggested.


  “No, not quite. He was like that, but more than that.”


  “But the strong, handsome, sensitive sort.”


  “Yes, but more than that. This isn’t something from a cookie-cutter romance,” she said.


  “I see.” Dr. Halvorson had her chin in her hand, looking at Elena thoughtfully. “And the second man?”


  “Jose. He was Mexican, Native American, I guess. Dark, sultry and intensely erotic.”


  The woman nodded.


  “I dreamed about them, you know, the vague sleeping kind of dreams that seem really silly; but then I must have been dreaming again, or hallucinating, it seemed so real. I mean perfectly real in the flesh. I could have accepted both affairs as dreams, except things in the real world were changed when I woke up—if I woke up.” Her confusion was still apparent.


  “What things changed?”


  “I had a scarf that Nikos bought me, a white sundress Jose gave me, and there were other things, signs of their making love on my body.”


  “Things you might have done to yourself?” Dr. Halvorson asked.


  “Not all of them. Not the hickey on my breast.”


  “You believe these men were actually real? That you were totally conscious when you were with them?”


  “I guess. I don’t know. I want you to explain how this could happen,” Elena said. “How can I know the difference between dreaming and being awake one minute, and then totally distort reality the next?”


  “I’d suggest you have a powerful psyche, Elena. Perhaps given to suggestibility. If you’ve been wanting something, like a relationship with a man, and I mean wanting it desperately, it’s amazing what your consciousness can do.”


  “You think then I manufactured this?”


  “I think you’ve already considered that possibility. I wouldn’t call it an hallucination. But it is possible to explain it in reasonable terms that don’t seem so outrageously weird.”


  “I’ve already tried reasoning it out,” Elena replied. “And there’s just no logic unless I have a split personality that was out buying clothes and setting up these affairs, and then planting the dreams in my brain. It doesn’t make sense to me, Doctor.”


  “I realize it doesn’t, but our minds can play tricks on us. I would think that we might want to try hypnosis; allow yourself to replay these scenes; see what missing links there are that would make your experiences explainable.”


  The Doctor was rational, perhaps her suggestion about the hypnosis was rational too. But trying to talk about her affairs like this was not a rational process.


  “Dr. Halvorson, these lovers told me things about myself I’ve never thought before. They suggested that I look at myself in a different way, a much more sexual way that I ever would have considered. They were intuitive and wise in ways I’m not, certainly not about myself.”


  “It’s not unusual for some women to look to a man for answers, and this could simply be an extension of that desire. These truths were simply something inside yourself.”


  “No. It’s not that,” Elena countered her. “I almost felt as if they came to me from a source … from another worldly source.”


  “Like an angel?” the doctor asked. “Is that what you’re suggesting?”


  “Does it sound preposterous?”


  “Elena, I’ve been schooled to think in logical terms. You’re discussing matters of belief here. I think there is a definite possibility that your experiences are perfectly explainable in a psychological sense, but it might take some work to find those missing links I mentioned. If you’re not willing to work on that level, I’m not sure I can help you.”


  “You think I’m crazy,” Elena said.


  “No. I think you’re confused.”


  “How would I come away from these men knowing more about myself than I knew before, if I was simply in the process of deluding myself. Neither incident was like that. I’ve never felt such clarity in all my life. I’m just stunned how such clarity could appear and disappear so quickly and without warning.”


  “Do you want to work with the hypnosis?” Dr. Halvorson asked.


  Elena closed her eyes, seeing Jose’s face when she did. Was he haunting her? Teasing her from some psychic mind-warp, playing tricks on her logic, defying all sane and rational thought; or was he more real and comprehensible with his simple wisdom than the woman in the smart, blue linen suit?


  “I have to think about it,” she answered, opening her eyes.


  “I understand,” the doctor replied. “But be careful with yourself. You’re a little fragile right now.”


  Elena nodded.


  “I’m going now,” she told her, and she wasted no time making her exit.


  Outside the dark paneled office, Elena was relieved. She already knew that she wouldn’t be going back to Dr. Halvorson. She wasn’t going down the doctor’s path with her thoughts; she had to go her own way. And if she was fleeing reality for a while, then so be it. For the first time in days, since coming out of the desert and arriving on Gretchen’s doorstep, she felt calm.


  


  ***


  


  “I think you’re chicken not confronting this,” Gretchen said. She was really in a huff, bustling around her kitchen throwing together a homemade stew, chopping and tossing garden herbs until Elena wondered just what kind of mess they’d be eating that night. Though that was nothing new with Gretchen; her cooking was sort of like Russian roulette with food. Elena was certain that the woman’s emotions dictated her life and everything she did. Gretchen felt sad, she played the violin sadly, she felt happy, she played happily, and if she was in a state of abundant agitated terror, that was the way her music sounded.


  “I’m sorry, I didn’t like your Dr. Halvorson.”


  “Well, you damn well should. She’s got degrees from everywhere, and believe me, a hypnosis session with her is like opening the door to your soul.”


  “That’s just it. I’ve had my soul opened.”


  “By your imaginary friends,” Gretchen mocked her.


  “You’re not even going to listen to me. I hate that,” Elena said, and she started to leave the kitchen.


  “I’m just worried about you. Do what you like.”


  “Yeah, well, you always say that, and then you pout for days because I don’t take your advice.”


  “I promise not to pout. Besides, maybe there’s something to this sudden burst of creativity you’re having. Maybe it’s connected to these odd affairs.”


  Elena smiled, and returned to her chair, seeing the smile on her friend’s face.


  “I think it’s okay to be bewildered,” Elena said. “That just came to me. Maybe my sanity’s slipping away, but maybe that doesn’t matter. If I quit thinking that something terrifying just happened to me, then I’m really pretty happy, and sane. Besides, you’ll like my decision.”


  “What?”


  “I’m moving here.”


  “Really?” Gretchen’s eyes did light up.


  “It’ll be a good move.”


  



Chapter Five


  


  “You’re really going to let this vision thing dictate your life!” Sandra wailed like an unhappy hound.


  “You’re pissed because you didn’t think of it first.”


  “Hey, you won’t catch me in Flagstaff.”


  “You love it there.”


  “But the men, a pack of mountain goats.”


  “Mountain goats?”


  “Well, you know, they can’t be really savvy with all that cactus, and sand and mountain air.”


  “You need the glitz, I don’t.”


  “You used to love it as much as me. So, what is this grand revelation anyway? If you’re going to move you really should have a decent explanation of this wilderness quest.”


  “It was hardly a quest.”


  “But you suddenly are talking like you’ve had a date with the Almighty and he’s given you the truth about life.”


  “Just my truth,” Elena clarified.


  “So?”


  “I was fucked by four men,” Elena said, with a seducing glimmer in her eye.


  “What? When?” Sandra asked.


  “Jose’s friends. It was part of the dream, and he made it happen.”


  “You dreamt you were gang-banged?”


  “That sounds a little crude,” Elena said.


  “What do you think getting fucked by four guys is?”


  “It wasn’t like that,” Elena said.


  “Like what?”


  “Like a porno movie,” Elena replied. “That’s what you’re thinking.”


  “So, it was better than a porno movie?” Sandra’s eyes gleamed like a street corner whore’s.


  “You wouldn’t believe it if I told you. I probably shouldn’t have even started.”


  “No. You’re not going to do this. Start telling me about the juiciest sex of your life and then stop. No way.”


  “But you don’t even think it’s real.”


  “Hell, hon, if you really do, I’m happy to listen.”


  It was probably a big mistake admitting these details to Sandy, but she had begun, and she had to tell someone. Dr. Halvorson hadn’t been the one, and Gretchen wouldn’t have understood.


  “Three men came to the adobe the last night I was there, I think it was the last night. Well, anyway, I seduced them to the bedroom, lay down on the bed, opened my legs and let them come.”


  Sandra stared at her for a long time, a really long time, as if there were things in her brain that just couldn’t handle Elena’s disclosure.


  “Were you on drugs?” she asked.


  “No!”


  “How do you know? You drank his water, ate his food, maybe that’s what happened, why you lost all sense of time, you were tripping out on, probably mescaline.”


  “No. I wasn’t on drugs, I was perfectly sane and perfectly sober. Maybe drunk on sex, but that was all. Besides, it was a lot more than just than one scene. There were candles, and candle wax …”


  “Dripping on you?”


  “Like tiny flames being lit on my skin. You should try it.”


  “Good god, this happens to you again, you’ll be coming home with your nipples pierced and tattoos on your ass.”


  Elena started to laugh. “I never should have told you.”


  “Hon, it’s your fantasy. I just never took you for someone so kinky. But hey, you do look happier than I’ve seen you in months.”


  “Thanks. Thanks for noticing,” Elena replied sincerely.


  Sandra stood with her hand on her hips, a smirk appearing, a sassy swagger about to propel her across the room. The exuberant blonde really wasn’t a lot different than Gretchen, Elena thought.


  “I’m going to miss you,” Sandra said.


  “You can come with me,” Elena suggested.


  “No. I’m into party stuff now. Griff really had a good one a few weeks ago, and he’s planning something on the beach, and that’s where my head’s at.” The woman turned around and lit a cigarette, puffing smoke away from Elena’s face. “Yeah, I’m smoking now too, but it’s cool. I’m not addicted or anything. You go to Flagstaff and be mystical for both of us.”


  “I don’t think that’s how it works. Gretchen says it has something to do with the accident,” Elena said.


  “That’s weird,” Sandra droned.


  “But, I’m not trying to be mystical, or weird or anything. I’m just trying to get real with myself.”


  “But you’re losing your boyfriends in the process.”


  “Losing fantasies and pipe dreams perhaps. That’s one of the things I’ve figured out. No man’s gonna sweep me off my feet, even in Spain, not forever anyway.”


  “I don’t understand,” Sandra said.


  “You don’t want to,” Elena reminded her.


  “But maybe you ought to find a guy that wants to stick with you. I mean more than for a few days. A guy that you can show off to the rest of the world would be even better?” the blonde suggested. “That way you don’t look so silly with all your stories.”


  Sandra should have looked exasperated, but it was a thoughtful enough suggestion that Elena had already considered a thousand times.


  “I think that’s going to happen too,” she replied. “It’s just not time.” Saying it, she was hoping to believe it, as if there was another tidbit of wisdom just beginning to dawn on her.


  



Chapter Six


  


  Elena kicked the covers off the bed and bolted upright with enough of a shriek to bring Gretchen from her bedroom.


  “Are you all right?” the woman said, pulling her robe tight around her as she flicked on Elena’s light.


  “Yes. It was a dream, just a dream.”


  “A nightmare?”


  “Perhaps, something shocking.”


  “You can talk about it?” Gretchen suggested, her worried sleep filled expression seeking some better explanation.


  “I can’t remember it.”


  “I’ll make some tea,” Gretchen said, as she was about to move to the kitchen.


  “No, no. I’ll sleep now. My head’s clear.”


  Gretchen looked at her doubtfully.


  “It’s okay, really.”


  “You’re sure?”


  “I need my rest,” Elena answered looking as pleasantly calm as that hour of the night allowed. Falling back into the comfort of her covers, she buried her head out of sight, so Gretchen had no choice but to back away and end the mid-night soiree.


  There were hand-cuffs on her wrists, her arms aching behind her. A man with a deep, cold voice and eyes like the dead of winter stared at her from behind a metal desk.


  She knew she wasn’t going anywhere, with the mass confusion about her, the shouting of orders, the bustle of little sergeants running to and fro. Her heart skipped a thousand beats of fear—though there was no need for paralysis, her bonds allowed her no freedom anyway. Still, there was the incessant beating of her heart that she could hear in her ears, and in her throat and everywhere else the sound reverberated through her.


  Her captor knelt before her, his hand opening her thighs as she shivered unable to take her eyes from his vigilant gaze. The penetration of his fingers was purposeful. The deeper they went the more she wanted to move against them, though there was little opportunity to move, tied down to the chair the way she was.


  His lips to her lips took a kiss away. Nothing was repelling her, not even the fear she couldn’t hide. He stole the orgasm from her loins, pressing his hand to her crotch; bringing her body off even when her mind was screaming a thousand “No’s” to an indifferent angel that should have rescued her.


  “In the end, darling, I won’t have to plunder your cunt like a thief; you’ll offer it to me as a sacrifice to the goddess of lust. Enjoy your fear; it’s a mighty treasure.”


  


  ***


  


  “You’re dreaming again,” Gretchen said in the morning.


  “I won’t talk about it,” Elena answered.


  “Perhaps you should, maybe then the weird results will go away.”


  Elena shook her head as she watched the woman scurry through the kitchen making tea and a breakfast of bagels and homemade jam. She was also fixing a kettle of soup for dinner. She’d say it would nurture them both in the chill of the evening.


  “Those dreams were nearly a year ago,” Elena said. “Besides, this is nothing like them.”


  The woman stared at Elena, who for the moment looked like a pixie, her mane of uncivilized near-black hair and the droopy eyes that held just a touch of mischievous light, suggested that she was recently plucked from an enchanted forest of fairy sprites and wood-nymphs and wicked sexual witches.


  “I think you want the dream to come true,” Gretchen said—and with such a no-nonsense delivery. It was enough to make Elena bolt upright in her chair and look more sober, less like she was still trying to dream.


  “I was abducted. It was a nightmare; there was no fawning man, no rock hard cocks, no sultry beaches and high mountain deserts. Just an old warehouse and … Am I dreaming now? Tell me?” She had to go on with the assault. The woman hit so close to the truth.


  “An old warehouse and what?” Gretchen asked.


  “Nothing, there was nothing but knowing that I was tied up.”


  “You’re lying; you know more than that.”


  “Maybe, but it’s not very clear.”


  “I still think you want the dream to come true.”


  “And what good would it do if I did want that? We’re not even sure that the ones before had any factual basis. It was just something that happened. It certainly wasn’t like I had any control over it.”


  “You don’t think so? You know, getting fucked in a dream is good fun, but this is getting dangerous if you’re dreaming of getting kidnapped.”


  “I swear to you, it’s not the same as the others.”


  “But you’ve had it twice now, haven’t you?”


  “How do you figure that?”


  “I heard your restlessness a few weeks ago, the same shriek, but when I walked in on you, you were already back to sleep.


  “Then that proves it. I’m right. Neither one of the other dreams repeated; they were immediately followed by those bizarre scenarios with Nikos and Jose. So, it can’t be the same thing.”


  “You’re going to see Jessica Bach,” Gretchen said, leveling a stare at her that was a cutting as knife to her insides.


  “Who’s she?” Elena asked.


  “A psychic.”


  “Oh, good, your psychologist was bad enough,” Elena droned.


  “You’re not even wondering, even the slightest little bit, what this means?” Gretchen asked.


  “No. I’m not,” she said, shaking her head and pushing off the kitchen stool, leaving her breakfast to cool uneaten.


  


  ***


  


  Inadvertently Elena looked for his face in crowds, at parks and at her concerts, when in a split second she’d gaze up from her cello, thinking she’d seen his eyes or a glimpse of his smile. Whose face was it? Nikos’? Jose’s? It wasn’t specific what she was looking for, because in the months after her adventure in the desert, both men had become a blur; as though they’d melted into one, and what she was seeking was not so much a man, but the idea of one.


  Dating became too ordinary, the men mundane—not in the way that Sandra envisioned Arizona men, but because none took her breath away, none had the power to circumvent her mind games and the games she played with herself. None of the men she met rose above the long string of typical “guys in the bar” that one after the other had characterized her love life until she went to Spain. There wasn’t one that she wanted to go to bed with, because none of them had the power to take her there without saying a word, and spending long conversations negotiating the sexual deal.


  Gretchen said she was living in her illusions, Sandra said she was losing her mind. If either possibility was right however, Elena was relieved. She didn’t want to make an effort to have a relationship; she wanted it to happen, the more magic the better. She didn’t want to scout for conquests, she didn’t want conquests. Quite unlike her past, refusing to worry over a relationship was a new, but easy accommodation, and she wouldn’t waver just to please Gretchen and Sandra.


  For over six months, she was constantly busy with music, and the harmonies in her head. She didn’t have much time to contemplate the zanier aspects of her life’s conclusions. The only thing troubling her was the dreams. Thinking further sexual dreaming unnecessary after the grand revelations she’d already had, she was shocked when many months after the encounter with Jose, she woke in a cold sweat. And yes, she knew Gretchen came into her room that first time while she played possum until she left. That early morning, Elena lay awake for hours after, assuming that somewhere in the day ahead she would disconnect from reality again, and be in the clutches of a captor by nightfall.


  When that didn’t happen she came to another conclusion: the nightmare, that really wasn’t a nightmare at all, wouldn’t bring another Nikos or Jose to her bed.


  



Chapter Seven


  


  She was playing her cello in the warehouse, the sensuous instrument between her thighs, the music soaring out beyond high barred windows, into the street where her mind could follow it in flight as it floated down and caressed the ears that would hear it. Out of the rubble around her, she felt the hands on her body, ones that reached from behind her and caressed her everywhere.


  She felt his breath on her neck, moving the sensation in her as he blew gently on her skin. Naked now, in the dark, the cello still between her legs, the vibration soared further still until she orgasmed from the climax of her body music.


  “Enjoy your fear …” she heard his voice.


  


  She was before him again, this time naked and standing, her hands manacled behind her, the cuffs so tight she feared they would make her fingers numb.


  He snickered, skirted her bare body with his eyes, letting the cold penetration rest for long moments on her up-turned breasts and the nipples.


  “Come to me …” he said.


  She followed his command until she was behind his desk with him, his fingers opening her labia, his mouth descending to kiss it … .


  


  She was sweating, bolting upright in bed. No shriek this time; Gretchen didn’t come flying. But it didn’t mean her heart was beating any less, or her throat was any less parched.


  


  ***


  


  Jessica Bach lived downtown, in the top of an old store-front, the rooms converted into one gigantic room, which the woman draped with scarves and reams of silk so that it looked like a diaphanous cloud of blue and gold and purple.


  They sat on a couch, each at an end.


  “You can lie down, if you like,” Jessica told her, when she showed her where she’d do the reading.


  “I’d be happier sitting,” Elena answered.


  The woman smiled, not so syrupy that Elena would wince; she seemed sincere, if not too earth bound. What should she expect from a psychic and a friend of Gretchen’s?


  “You’re troubled,” the woman began.


  “Gretchen told you about me?”


  “No. That would color my reading to have someone else’s opinion. Though she did tell me it was your dreams that are disturbing you.”


  Elena nodded.


  “Strange, I don’t get dreaming as the culprit of your disquiet,” she said.


  “You don’t?”


  “This is something very real, not a vagueness at all, but a substantial form trying to get through to you.”


  Elena thought of Jose’s claim that something was beating at her head to get inside.


  “I thought perhaps that it was my music. I’ve opened many doors to that these last few months.”


  “No. This isn’t about music, it’s about love.”


  “A man?”


  “A lover.”


  “Someone I know?”


  “Someone you’ve met. Someone you allow into your life for instants, though you push him away?”


  “Push him away?” she asked, thinking all the while of Nikos and Jose, and how she’d struggled to have them back once they were lost to her.


  “There was an accident some time ago that put you in the hospital?” Jessica asked.


  “Yes. Nearly two years ago.”


  “You had a head injury?”


  “I was in a coma.”


  “It began then,” the woman said, her voice going deeper the more she spoke. The resonance feeling like music.


  “Why?” Elena asked.


  The woman struggled with the question, her eyes closing, her brow becoming wrinkled with the strain of her task. “Desire,” she finally said.


  Desire seemed too simple for both of them, so the psychic and Elena were struggling for more.


  “It’s clear to me that your everyday life has split from the world of your passions. Those passions have been trying to unlock doors so that real lust can reside in you again. You’re half a woman. You were traipsing along, oblivious to everything, when God granted you the accident as a way to start the process of wholeness. These bizarre events are meant to make you whole again. Your dreams are not illusions but reality begging to materialize.”


  “But the things I dream … “ Elena started a protest.


  “They aren’t what they appear.”


  “Symbols then?”


  “They’re the voice inside you that begs to speak, if you could hear her speaking, she’d tell you everything you need to know.”


  “But the men?”


  “Pieces of the lust, wise pieces speaking to you.”


  “They are aspects of this voice?”


  “They are.”


  “Then they weren’t real?”


  “Oh, they were very real.”


  “Something beyond my imagination?”


  “Did they feel like more than your imagination?”


  “Yes,” she said adamantly. “They were lovers, the most intimate kind.”


  The woman smiled and opened her eyes as if her trace was broken.


  “I can’t tell you anymore,” she told Elena.


  “But I have questions,” Elena said. The agitation in her throat was making it difficult to speak, though she was anxious for answers.


  “Perhaps you need to ask yourself,” Jessica said.


  “Shall I come again?”


  “You won’t need to.”


  “But is this kidnapping dream going to come true, the way the others did?”


  “Some form of that dream will have to come to you. Though you do have the power to dictate how. Now, I’ve said enough.” She was quite brusque, even more so when she rose from the couch.


  “Please.” Elena tried again.


  “Shush! No, more,” she said kindly.


  “I’m more confused than when I came in.”


  “That’s good. You probably do best in a bit of a muddle.”


  Those were Jose’s words, Elena remembered. “Please, just one more thing?” she said, with the woman moving her toward the front door.


  “I really can’t.” Jessica Bach looked calm, but uneasy, as if removing Elena from her presence was imperative; the fact making the confused young woman as jittery as she’d been when she arrived.


  


  ***


  


  Was the world breaking down? Was her mind going numb? Her reason vanishing altogether? Her power to discern reality, from fantasy, from dream, from substantial form—was that power disappearing?


  The idea that her latest dream of kidnap and imprisonment was as dearly held a fantasy as the others made her shudder so she couldn’t think of it; and her response to the dilemma was simple. For the week following her session with Jessica Bach, she took her life into its component parts, living each moment for its own fragile message to her. To think of the future, to anything beyond the very instant seemed ridiculous, since she was perpetually afraid that she’d suddenly be catapulted into that other place where Nikos and Jose existed.


  And yet, the fact remained that after dreaming of being abducted three times, she was still moving in the sane world, still communicating with the real world, still in touch with her senses and logic, not in the clutches of a madman or an erotic prince. She was creating music, performing, moving through her life with the passion that her two lovers had given her. Perhaps that was all she needed to expect.


  



Chapter Eight


  


  Elena was on a flight to San Francisco when she dropped her head to the small airplane pillow and began to dream.


  


  “Enjoy your fear …”


  The man paced around behind her so she couldn’t see him, though she could hear his voice plainly, as if he were speaking into her ear. She was panic-stricken hearing him, and yet the terror was erotic. Replying to the voice in small ways, something orgasmic was brewing; though she was too afraid to pay attention to it, as the feeling of rugged hands pawing at her body made her want to succumb to them. In awe of what the voice would say next, she was afraid it would send her careening over the edge, but into what?


  


  Elena jerked awake when the seat-belt sign went on, instantly breathing a sigh of relief seeing the same plane around her, the same people, the same smiling steward inspecting the rows of seats to make certain that the passengers were secure for landing. There was no Nikos or Jose appearing before her eyes, no apparition dropping from the sky or rising from the earth to introduce themselves as rescuer or lover. She smiled, acquainting herself with reality again. Someday she’d have to figure out the dream and what psychological need it filled in her; then perhaps it would go away.


  


  She was in the baggage claim retrieving her cello case from an airline attendant, when she felt a hand on her shoulder.


  “You must be Elena Merino,” the man said.


  “I am.”


  “Jonathan couldn’t make it. I’ll take you to your hotel. He asked me to pick you up.”


  “You’re a friend of Jonathan’s?” she asked.


  Not that she was suspicious, but she was perpetually watchful, being a woman traveling alone, and a woman with a dream to shake away.


  “I know Jonathan well,” the man answered as he extended his hand to her. “I’m Josh. Josh Spengler.” She shook his hand. “And you’re here for to play for Jonathan, who is an old friend of yours from your UCLA days. The two of you dated for a while about eight years ago, but he was too caught up in rising in the music world, while you were ‘typically female, unable to make up your mind about what you wanted and getting too maudlin about having a man.’”


  “That’s what he said?” Elena asked, knowing it was word for word Jonathan. She could hear his gravelly voice say that as clearly as if he were standing right there next to her.


  “He seems to be quite fond of you, in spite of your ‘wishy-washy inclinations’.” Josh added.


  “Doesn’t sound like Jonathan has changed.”


  “I wouldn’t think he would,” Josh agreed.


  He was leading her the whole time to the limousine, and by the time he had her luggage and cello in the car, she was convinced he wasn’t going to kidnap her.


  “How long will it take to get to the hotel?”


  “Did I say hotel?” Josh asked.


  “You did.”


  “Oh, I almost forgot, Jonathan wants you staying at the house. Sort of last minute decision.”


  “The Hillsborough house?”


  “You don’t mind, do you? He thinks it will be less hectic than in the city. Besides, you can rehearse right there and not have to fight traffic to the practice studio.”


  “Sounds perfect,” Elena said, knowing that she’d been captured, whether she liked the idea or not; at the mercy of Josh and Jonathan too, even though it seemed like the kind of capture she could live with.


  


  It was too dark to see much of anything but blurring lights rushing by the vehicle as it entered the Interstate south. Settling back in her seat, she let her mind drift, though she didn’t close her eyes. Some gut feeling suggested that would be dangerous. Her watch having broken, and with no clock or radio to tell the time, she was thinking that at least an hour passed, perhaps more before the limousine lurched to a stop. She didn’t think it should take that much time to get to Jonathan’s home, but then perhaps she was just being overly suspicious. When the door of the limo opened immediately, and a hand reached inside and pulled her into the black night, a blast of uneasy and unseen sensation hit her skin as cold fear.


  “Jonathan!” she exclaimed.


  “Yes, my dear Elena, it’s me. You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”


  He dragged her reluctantly with him to the porch steps of his mansion, where they could see each other in the yellow outdoor lights.


  “I guess I was dreaming when we got here, I wasn’t quite awake …”


  


  Jonathan escorted her into the house where there was a fire burning in a massive fireplace that ran one entire end of the Jonathan’s music room. There were just two chairs before the fire. The remaining space was taken up with a piano, a keyboard, sound equipment, speakers and a sixteenth century hand-carved table strewn with sheets of music, leaving Elena to wonder if Jonathan wasn’t mixing Bach and Beethoven with John Lennon, seeing the titles of the compositions.


  “You’re improvising again,” she said, the first real feelings of comfort coming to her since she left on the trip.


  “There’re some new playgrounds in my head, toying with lots of things.”


  “But this is a change of plans,” Elena said, being offered one chair by the fire, and a glass of wine.


  “We collaborate best when we’re intimate,” he said.


  Elena stared at his head, seeing how he was losing hair on top, and what remained was still long to his shoulders. He was dressed in black. He never varied from that, even in the five years since she’d seen him last.


  “Intimate?” she asked.


  “Without the constraints of a formal rehearsal setting.”


  “How intimate were you thinking?” she wondered aloud.


  Jonathan chuckled. “You don’t know, do you?”


  “Obviously not.” Seeing the amusement in his face intrigued her. Often he could be so dour.


  “Josh and I are lovers.”


  “Oh.”


  “Shock you?”


  “No.” She hesitated to say anything at all. “Surprise me, yes, but shock? No.”


  “Now there you have me,” he replied, quizzing her with his eyebrows raised.


  “In essence I’d have said you were gay a long time ago, Elena explained. “But I never thought about it consciously until now.”


  “I see,” he said, his smile looking slightly diabolical as the firelight flickered on his face, and shone in his eyes. He’d always had a way of looking diabolical that made her feel safe because there’d never been anything dangerous about him, just his musical mind.


  “Actually, it makes me feel easier being with you, Jon. I’ve been having a rough time with my dreams.”


  “Oh?”


  “Just a recurring one that scares me, and it’s sexual and bizarre. I have this real fear now of being kidnapped.” She laughed nervously saying it.


  “You thought I’d kidnap you?” he asked.


  “Well, not really. I’ve just been a little spooked, afraid of my shadow.”


  It seemed rather stupid going into it now. Though Jonathan was taking it seriously, leaning toward her, about to take her hand in his.


  “You know what they say about dreams?” he said.


  “That they reflect what’s inside you? Yes I know.”


  “Be careful.”


  “You think I have something to fear?” she asked.


  “Only what’s in there.” He pointed to her heart. Then rising, he took her empty wine glass to the bar and filled it.


  “So.” He moseyed around her on his way back. “So much with such talk, will you play for me tonight?” he asked.


  “Oh, Jon, it’s late.”


  “That’s the best time, when your daily concerns are losing control and you can let that muse free.”


  “That hardly sounds like you,” Elena said.


  “More and more all the time, my dear. Josh has taught me how to value the extemporaneous instant, as much as I do the hour of well-practiced precision.”


  “Then he’s obviously had a good effect on you,” she said.


  “Ah, my mind’s reeling.” He sat down and spoke at eye level, with an excitement she’d never quite heard in his voice. “In a few days, I’ll have you playing with Ramon.” Closing his eyes, Jonathan was imagining the duet in his mind, an expression of pure rapture appearing on his face.


  “Ramon? You didn’t mention him to me,” Elena said.


  “Ramon Santiago, the guitarist,” he replied, still smiling with childlike glee.


  “I am surprised now,” Elena replied. “I hadn’t thought you would pair my cello with a guitar.”


  “I wasn’t inspired the way I am now! Drink your wine,” he added abruptly. “Then we’ll play, just you and I.”


  Jonathan always made love best when he was making music, Elena remembered that. Feeling that divine surge now was as titillating as a hand massaging her sex.


  


  ***


  


  Elena was lulled into a restful peace, a spell Jonathan’s quiet home and the intoxication of their music cast around her. With nothing but music to stir her soul, there was not a thought of sex, not a smidgen of worry in her brain. Could it be nirvana? She knew enough to know it wasn’t, but she wasn’t anxious to return to the real world anytime soon. Maybe she had been kidnapped by Jonathan, as surely as Nikos and Jose had kidnapped her into their worlds.


  Elena’s sense of tranquility fled quickly, however, when three days after her arrival, Jonathan drove her to the city. With the abrupt change, she was remembering her dreams again in vivid detail, after having successfully pushed them away. She tried telling herself she was foolishly obsessing, her reality was secure, her mind was sound, there was no reason to suspect anything but a pleasant excursion to a city she loved. It all sounded very reasonable, but an underlying agitation remained.


  “I just want to do some shopping. It won’t take an hour,” she told Jonathan as he let her out of his Lexus at Union Square.


  “You want lunch?” he asked.


  “No. I was really thinking of taking the cable car to the wharf, fill myself with chowder and sourdough until I float away.”


  “Good choice. But I can meet you there.”


  “Only if it’s not going to put you out.”


  “Of course, it’s going to put me out, Elena, but when do I get such an opportunity?”


  “Then, I’ll see you there at noon,” she said. “That little walk-in place, I forget the name. We used to go there, you remember it?”


  “Very well,” he answered. Smiling, he sped off.


  


  Two hours later, there were shopping bags in her hand, her purse and coat and scarf, so she was hardly able to manage everything. Maybe it would have been wiser for Jonathan to pick her up in the square. All in hand, Elena did move briskly down the street toward the Cable Cars, until one fallen bag made her stop short, and stoop to the ground to pick it up. There was a scuffle of sorts an instant later, and when leaning over, she realized that someone’s hand was on her ass, going where it shouldn’t have been.


  “Don’t move,” the voice behind the hand spoke. There were lips at her ears, something stuck at her back. A knife? From the corner of her eye she saw the shiny gleam. An odd whimper escaped her lips before a hand came down over her mouth. Her arms freed of everything, she was pushed into a car and shoved to the floor. Heart beating, mind a blur, the taste of carpet vile in her mouth, the feel of it on her cheek scratchy. It smelled sour as if it had been recently wet.


  Like drums in her head, and throat, and stomach, they pounded cruelly until she was afraid she’d retch. Unable to pull her hands apart—they’d been tied with rope. Her legs tied too—she couldn’t move, and didn’t try to, afraid of the gnarled and whispered voices that ridiculed her—not so much with specific words as the hostile tone. Not until the car lurched to a stop for the tenth time, and the car door opened, did she feel any room to breathe. The air then was fresh.


  Fading fast, her mind was dwindling into nothingness, falling into the fog, while the voices still infected her hearing, but with sounds that were all the more difficult to distinguish. Later she’d remember their hands mauling her like meat, dragging her from the car and then throwing her against something hard, still bound too tightly to move on her own. The smell of something sweet flooded her nostrils, and then that fog and those whispers took charge of her, leading her down a blurry path until her mind went blank, and there was nothing in her head at all.


  


  ***


  


  Opening her eyes, the sight before her was so absurd, she couldn’t make out where she was. Small panes of glass in the ceiling, a whirring fan, and cement block walls that time and decay had made crumble, appeared before her at such strange angles that it took some moments to figure our she was in an old greenhouse. The smell of musty dirt made her certain. Not capable of thinking what this meant, Elena closed her eyes and tuned everything out but a new melody playing in her mind over the sound of the beating drums, and over the monotonous click of the fan and the whispering gruff voices that would paralyze her heart if she listened to them.


  Waking again, he was there, calling himself Pietro. The body of Nikos, the eyes of Jose, the essence of capture, kidnap, abduction in the fierce intent of his movement.


  “You’re so scared, my pet,” he said stroking her head. “Such fear, such beautiful fear, how it makes you sweat.” He traced a bead of perspiration down her throat, drawing the wetness all the way to where the neckline of her blue suit hit the button just above her breasts.


  “Who are you?” she gasped, her frightened eyes trying to understand where she’d seen his face before.


  “A bandit,” he replied.


  Such seductive eyes to lure her on.


  “What do you want from me?”


  “To fuck you, my pretty dark one.” The scorn on his lips was invitingly evil. He played with her hair, loosening the black unruly curls, so they were falling everywhere around her shoulders. Stroking them as a lover, he wound one lock around a finger and pulled it until it hurt. She was too frightened to cry out. He tugged at it, and tugged again, staring into her eyes, wanting her to commit herself to the pain it was causing with some audible protest. But her voice was too fragile to speak anything.


  “You can hardly wait for it, can you?” he said, with a hand at her mouth, his fingers going inside, caressing her there. “Such lips, such beautiful red lips. As pretty as the ones below.”


  “You’re going to rape me,” she whispered.


  “No, never, my glorious slut. It’s not rape to fuck a woman who wants you, who begs for you—and believe me, you will beg.”


  He made love to her mouth with his hand, with his fingers that teased the lips and continued until she replied at last, finding their penetration irresistible. A simple “ahhhhhh” resulted.


  He nodded his head. “You’re afraid, that’s good. Be afraid. I want your eyes looking terrified, your heart beating so it will burst, your body bucking on mine, grasping for me, demanding me. You will command me, I assure you. And I will command you in return.”


  “No,” she countered back with a heavy breathed whisper.


  “Ah, you lie, little lady of darkness, you lie. Enjoy your fear.”


  His hands moved down the neck of her suit, and tugged hard at the fabric. She looked to see the dirt smudges on the white collar, and the glint of polished steel in his hand. The knife cut quick, white buttons flying away. The jacket open, her breasts encased in white lace, in their state of recline against her chest moved in and out in an uneasy rhythm with the uneasiness of her breath. The bandit, Pietro, ran his thick hands over her flesh.


  “Such pretty tits,” he murmured, drawing the lace down, the swell of skin coming close to popping free. Tugging harder one nipple popped loose. “Ah, my satisfaction.” He grabbed the whole orb in his hand and squeezed so hard she winced and let out a tiny shriek.


  “If you speak, I’ll gag you; you say one blessed thing to me; you try to protest once, because I know what you want. Look at you!” He drew back and stared at her. “You’re quivering so. You’re so turned on, you’re ready to cum right here, right now, with just the feel of your skin to skin inside your legs.”


  Her eyes met his, so hard not to; they charmed her, as did his voice, and hands, despicable words that were so true. She wanted to cry the way they abducted her heart.


  “You like not being able to talk?” he asked her. “I could stuff your mouth with rags, make you feel even more in my power. But then, that’s not necessary, is it? You’re already creaming in your panties. I can tell, I see the way your thighs move.”


  Exposing both breasts, he squeezed them hard, drew the nipples out between his thumb and index fingers, and pinched them so tightly that she whimpered.


  “You don’t want me soft, Elena Merino. You want me to fire the flame in your cunt.”


  He knew her name. How could that be?


  “You want me, Elena Merino,” his voice continued to caress her ears. “You want me here,” he said massaging her breasts, “and here,” a hand dropped to her crotch, “and here,” his fingers moved between her legs. With Elena trying to close them, he forced them wide, angrily.


  “You resist, you’ll regret it,” he said.


  “You’ll kill me?


  “Ah no. I’d rather torture you with the truth, Helena Celina Merino. I’d rather have you my slave. You can never lie to me, no matter how much you want to.”


  How did her know her name?


  He fondled her cunt to the rhythm of her bucking hips, her body countering everything her words might say.


  “Your eyes beg,” he said.


  Lifting the edge of her lace stocking, he ran his finger along the edge, then fingered the garter that held it tight. Changing directions, he pushed aside the panties and petted her pubic hair. She watched him as he pulled his prick free of his pants, and then it disappeared, her hips pulled forward to allow his penetration, the erection rammed deep, until she was screaming.


  “Ah, gentle creature, what a heavenly home for such a hellish business.”


  Fucking her as much with his eyes that wouldn’t veer from hers, he rammed her hard, finding as he did that he didn’t have to force her legs wide for long. The resisting limbs yielded, allowing him to go deeper still, until he finished with a cry that battered off the battered ceiling, and echoed in her ears as she drifted away into an unthinking calm. The only agitation in her whole soul was the risen lust within her that would go unanswered. No orgasm, no shivering climax, no cry of satisfaction allowed—just left on the verge, obliged to wait.


  


  Hours later, Pietro woke her, leaning over her as she lay on a bed, not the pallet anymore. Her arms were still bound loosely above her, her clothes still the disarray of her cut jacket, and tattered lace, and a skirt riding high on her hips so that her naked pubic mound rose from the bed as an invitation.


  “Even your sleep is consumed with sex. You shiver when I touch you,” he said. “Beg for it, bitch.”


  “No,” she shook her head back and forth until he was forced to hold her chin forcibly in his hand.


  “Beg for it!” he jeered, the perpetual wickedness in his eyes shone down like a torturing curse.


  “Never,” she answered.


  He jeered, let her chin go, and then backed off the bed, leaving her alone. She watched the cocky strut of his sensuous back side as he chuckled on his way out.


  


  The fact that this was fantasy, another mysterious encounter with her alter state of lust made it no less terrifying, or real, no less a journey of the flesh. She felt it in her breasts and belly, at the mound of pleasure between her thighs, and deep in the interior cavern. Such appetite, such hunger, such pain required liberation.


  Into sleep again, that state where fear couldn’t stalk her, so she believed, she was dreaming inside the dream—of letting go what was holding her back. Succumbing, relinquishing, forsaking her pride and fear in favor of Pietro’s promised ecstasy.


  


  “She’s a prick tease, and an uptight whore,” Pietro’s pompous talk made her awaken again to the jeers and rabble-rousing sneers of what were a dozen eyes.


  Strung up in her tattered clothes, arms high, feet touching the ground, they all came for her, Pietro first and last, beginning the assault and ending it. After holding her close with his arms encircling her torso, his lips doing unexpectedly delicate dances with her lips, he entered her again, pulled her up on his powerful thighs, so her legs wrapped around him. The instinct for these things was showing.


  “I have you now, and they will too,” he said, as his body rocked to its pleasure in her cunt. “You’re here to please us.”


  “All of you?” she said without remembering that she wasn’t suppose to talk to him.


  “It’s not enough for you, I know,” he gibed. “But sadly, they are all I have. Don’t disappoint them.” Giving her a last jolt to think about, he stepped away knowing she was longing to have him go on. Such appetite, such hunger, such pain required liberation.


  The other men came to her bound body with pricks ready. Their fingers combed her, taunted her with no mercy, man-handled her flesh until the skin looked red and felt raw. Penetrating her one after another, taking her so she was losing count, there was still no orgasm to free her of the great building passion. She looked for satisfaction from each one, though there was none. And each man forced her need higher, required of her more yielding, demanded that she give with the same even-handed impartiality even if she was sentenced to nothing but unfulfilled expectations.


  When it was Pietro’s turn again, he let her free of the bonds so that she slumped to the floor. Pulled to her knees his erect penis was at her lips, pushing into her mouth. Wrestling with the cock until it splashed its cum across her face, she began to understand “kidnapped” more clearly, and realized that though she would struggle not to surrender to them, she wasn’t terrified anymore.


  And more than that, she realized the pleasure of her capture.


  


  Elena lay with the lace still adorning her torso. Once so prettily encasing her breasts, the torn, smudged fabric looked sexier yet in its disarray, one shoulder cut away, one breast still hidden beneath it, the other, exposed with a hard nipple and brown aureole waiting for someone’s tongue to tease it. The stockings were torn, but still fixed to the tight grasp of the garters. No heels, no skirt, no jacket remained, just the tatters, and Elena’s soft and tear stained face.


  “How lovely you are like this,” Pietro said, while he ate the apple in his hand and strolled about her bed.


  “Why are you doing this?” she asked, threatening to cry again.


  “You’re asking, after all this time. Isn’t it clear who you are and what you want?”


  “Then you’re not real?” she said.


  “Why would you say that?” He looked prideful and incensed. “I’m as real as any man you’ll meet on the street, real as Jonathan who brought you to the city. As real as his friend Joshua is, the man that shares his bed, as real as the next lover you’re going to fuck.”


  “You know me? How?”


  “You’re a musician from Flagstaff, formerly from LA—though you hated it there. A composer, writer, concert cellist, prima donna brat, slut, party girl, aficionado of wild times as long as you’re drunk, and you don’t remember what it’s like losing control. You’re a consummate liar when you’re talking with yourself.”


  Pietro saw a dumbfound expression reply to him.


  “You wonder how I know these things? You wonder who I really am? You should really wonder why I bother with you. But then, that doesn’t matter. What does, is that you’re going to beg me to fuck you so you’ll get off—and I will do that. And I will again, until you finally give up and give me what you want the most, your emancipation.”


  He eyed her still in her speechless silence.


  “You’re the only one here that can free you of this inspired chaos. But you’ll have to abandon yourself before you do.”


  He was leaving her again, swaggering his sexy hips before her eyes that lusted after him.


  “Please come back,” she cried out, but he didn’t even bother to turn around and look at her.


  


  ***


  


  Days without orgasm piled on, one after another, Elena thinking it must be weeks since she entered the greenhouse, as the bandit and his compadres took advantage of her steamy cunt while they went about the business of their lives. If this was real life, she suspected that they were waiting for something or someone, perhaps a ransom to be paid for her freedom, though Pietro made it clear that only she could buy her liberty.


  They were desperate men, all but Pietro, sounding like devils nonetheless, cursing and drinking until they were drunk, and practically in fist-fights, to which Pietro in anger would draw his knife and threaten to cut someone’s throat. The threat always calmed them. If this was manufactured reality, she was dreaming an odd wasteland of fear for herself that seemed perpetually without end, unless she was willing to give in to herself.


  Pietro came to her daily asking her to beg. Every day she declined, thinking she might decline forever.


  When he sat on her bed one day, and toyed with her splayed cunt, juicy from the never satisfied arousal, she began to squirm.


  “Look at me!” he ordered her when she tried looking away. A rough hand to her face, forced her eyes on his. “Don’t close them,” he warned. “Look at me.”


  Avoiding the stare for days, this time it was impossible not to feel the way the bandit’s perfect lust was making her cunt scream.


  “Tell me you want it, slut, tell me now,” he said, fully knowing that she’d denied him many times.


  She whispered and he couldn’t hear.


  “Tell me! Beg me!” He shook her hard saying it, so she was absolutely certain to feel the energy from him. “Beg.”


  A long time to reply, her only response was a weak, “Please.” To which, Pietro shook her again. “Please,” she cried.


  The signs of glee across his face were wondrous, as he let her go and pushed off the bed, standing over her for a second. She was writhing for him now, a sultry come-on, perfecting her seduction with an indecent grin, and eyes that implored him, as if they could demand his attention.


  “You make me wait, I’ll make you wait,” he told her, curling his lip. Leering at her just a second more, he left.


  


  ***


  


  They brought her a new dress, making her strip into nothing in the middle of their company, and put the red tight thing on. The fabric stretched, just barely covering her behind and her tits in front. The spike heels on her feet clicked on the old brick when she walked with her accompanying cohorts in crime from the green house, to Pietro’s old Dodge. After a long ride to a back alley, and a bar door, she was hustled into a mean looking place, and told not to talk.


  Pietro watched her play pool with the patrons. When she bent over her cunt showed, as if she was welcoming an erection, and bold enough to just take it right there. She thought she was being coerced; but the fact of exposing herself began to work on her thoughts as a shot of scotch might, deadening her sensitivity to decency. Broadcasting her need, no one escaped the sight of her juicy nether lips.


  When one man nodded at Pietro, Pietro nodded back his consent with a satisfied smile. And the dusty cowboy with the pool cue in his hand lifted the skirt so her round rear was well presented. Swaggering to her bent over bottom, he pressed her against the table, even while her ass wiggled for the violation to begin.


  “Beg for it,” Pietro called to her.


  “Please,” she replied with her ass thrown into a fucking gear.


  The assault, the driving force, Helena Merino’s screams of “Yes, oh my god, yes, fuck me bastard, hard,” filling the air before the exuberant faces of an audience. She was finding freedom, soaring to it, praising it, welcoming it all around her as wave on wave of physical release took the pent-up, stuffed up, weary heat of holding and sent it to another stratosphere.


  She cried loudly when she came, and louder still a second time, and didn’t stop asking for more until she blew over the edge a third time. Then she only waited a few minutes more for another yet. Her body, still writhing out of control, mindlessly fired happiness of ever increasing explosions, each wracking her cunt and everywhere beyond it. Writhing, out of control, out of control, and into oblivion.


  Beyond, far-gone in a dreamland beyond dreams, in a bodily heaven beyond heaven, in a peace beyond the peace of death to a land of ecstatic joy.


  They held her down; the hefty men with the strong hands held her against the green clothed pool table. Naked but for the slip of red cloth bunched at her waist, tasting prick with her mouth, nurturing prick with her raw insides, and taking every liberty with her blown mind, she passed out in the end from the exhaustion of her flight into sexual climax.


  She passed out when there were no more peaks to sail beyond, and she reached the sea of breathtaking sky, and glimpsed her own face shining back at her with gentle smile.


  



Chapter Nine


  


  Elena stumbled on the street tearing her hose on the uneven sidewalk. With the packages spilling from her hands and her purse opening on the pavement, she struggled to bring everything back into place. Leaving a quarter, some kid reached in to give it to her as she stood up. She smiled at his round face, and let him keep the coin. She shook him off, mumbling something to him even she didn’t understand. She was too dazzled to think.


  She had to sit, somewhere in the park perhaps, and still her pounding heart. A look down at her body she made sure that she wasn’t half naked, clothed in the stretchy red dress that she wore in her dreams. Wandering aimlessly down the street, she stopped at the first bench she found, and collapsed onto the seat. She’d stay there long enough to regain her composure and remember where she was, and where she was supposed to be going.


  


  ***


  


  “In a split second. It’s all so fast the coming and going, Jonathan. I think I’m going crazy.”


  “Your mind’s a powerful aphrodisiac, a powerful lover and powerful creator. Is doesn’t mean you’re crazy.”


  “But in half a second, I’m kidnapped, captured by demons, by bandits, that’s what they called themselves and fucked like a female bitch. A half second later I returned to a scuffed knee, a broken lipstick and a brain that refuses to accept that I’m in Union Square, a normal young woman on a shopping trip. I can’t be sane.” She shook her head hard, as she dabbed tears from her eyes.


  “You look real and sane to me now, Helena Celina,” Jonathan said.


  “What did you call me?” she shot back at him quickly.


  “I used to call you that all the time.”


  “But in my dream he was calling me that.”


  “I had nothing to do with your dream, darling. I like your name because it’s like a song.”


  “Yes, you always said that.”


  “But …”


  “You need a psychiatrist?” he asked.


  “No!” She was adamant.


  “Then call yourself sane, a well fucked sane, and enjoy the memory. Who knows, perhaps this figment of your fascination will suddenly appear in the flesh and claim you.”


  “Not this figment, not Pietro,” she said. “He was like calamity riding on the back of anarchy.”


  “But isn’t that the perfect state for sex,” Jonathan purred to her with grin, as if he knew firsthand.


  


  ***


  


  What Jonathan didn’t know about were the remnants of Pietro, just like the remains of her affairs with Nikos and Jose, stunned her after the fact. Her suit was slightly smudged with street dirt from her scuffle with the packages, and her hose were obviously torn. Those were easily explainable. But when she disrobed later that day to discover her tattered lace teddy, barely hanging by a thread from her body, the reality of her dreaming hit hard. Her time with Pietro, more than the encounters with her other lovers, had an elusive dreamlike quality to it, which made it easier to explain to herself as mere fantasy. And yet, the clues of its reality were still there, from the torn lace, to the tiny bruises at her ankles where she’d been tied down, and the impressions of ropes at her wrists that took some hours to recede completely.


  


  ***


  


  “She’s been a little rattled. Had a very bad experience in the city yesterday,” Jonathan said. He was escorting a man into his music room, speaking as he walked, and hoping that when they got to the back of the house and the grand room with the floor to ceiling windows, that Elena would be there. She’d left in a snit the hour before, moaning all day that she didn’t have the courage to make music, which was utterly ridiculous in Jonathan’s calculations, since he knew such a state provided the energy of inspiration.


  To his relief she was there when they entered the room, looking glorious, or so Jonathan thought, all that scattered dark hair as savage as he’d ever seen it. Her whole aspect had altered a little after her odd scare with her dreams. It would probably be a real musical coup, if she could harness all that turmoil and put it into melody and counterpoint. Yet for the moment, all he hoped for was a simple calm, wanting to fuse these two musicians into an inspired duo.


  


  Standing back from her, Ramon saw Elena with different eyes, seeing just the wild hair and her shoulders outlined by the sweater that clung close to her back. Seeing her for an instant in profile, her eye with its dark curling lashes, her deep olive skin bearing a rosy glow on her cheek, and her mouth with full lips made him think of taking that face in his hands and kissing it.


  “I imagined her this way,” he said aloud, though Jonathan didn’t hear him, his host already a few feet in front of him, interrupting Elena with introductions.


  


  Hearing the voices behind her, Elena turned around, her dark eyes instantly fixed on the man wearing boots and jeans, and a fresh white collarless shirt. The alabaster belt buckle shone, reflecting the day.


  “Ramon Santiago,” Jonathan said,


  “Senor.” Elena nodded, her eyes making a sweeping move from his head to feet.


  “What a pleasure,” Ramon replied. “Jonathan sent me your tapes.”


  “Has he?”


  “You play beautifully.”


  With each step he took closer to her, she trembled more, tingling oddly at the base of her neck and higher still.


  “It’s a pleasure,” Ramon said, extending his hand to her. Elena replied with a nervous smile and her out-stretched hand taking the gentle one in hers. “Jonathan’s told me so much about you I’ve been looking forward to this duet for weeks.”


  “And has he also told you that I’m going crazy?” she asked.


  “Crazy?”


  “I call it crazy; Jonathan calls it the perfect creative state of mind.”


  Ramon looked at her perplexed.


  “I was only speaking metaphorically, Elena,” Jonathan interjected. “And you’re surely not going mad.”


  It was easy to spar with Jonathan. It kept her from looking at Ramon’s eyes. The more they observed her closely, the more they unnerved her. Shaken, she turned away from him.


  “I’m not sure that I’ll be able to play this,” she said, fiddling with the musical score on the stand in front of her. One stray sheet dropped to the floor, which she scrambled to retrieve.


  “What’s the problem?” Jonathan asked.


  “I’m not getting it at all. I told you I wouldn’t.”


  “That’s because it’s a duet, you only have half the music.” He was irritated.


  “I’ve been trying, but … .”


  “It’s no different than it was this morning, I thought we had it ironed out, Elena.” His annoyance took him half the room away as he started to rant, as Jonathan was likely to do, and as he’d done all morning, replying to Elena’s repeated uneasiness. Now she was annoyed too.


  “You’re not understanding me. I’m not ready for this!” she blasted him. “Not after yesterday. I can’t concentrate.”


  “Get over it,” Jonathan shouted at her. “You’re a professional, or at least that’s what you tell me.” He was practically shrieking.


  “What the hell’s the matter with you!” she answered him, trying not to shriek herself, but that was only because Ramon was listening to the spat.


  “Play, play, play … “ Jonathan answered, his back to them as he waved them on.


  “Well, I’ve pissed him off,” Elena said, turning to Ramon.


  It was a pity she couldn’t look in his eyes, since she might have found them comforting.


  “He says you two had a relationship once?” Ramon said, quietly sitting down beside her.


  “A long time ago,” she said.


  “Sometimes I have the same wars with my wife. She’s a musician too. I think it’s our temperament.”


  “You’re being too kind to Jonathan,” Elena answered. Married, that was good, she thought. Her heart quit skipping beats, even though she still couldn’t look at the man without a feeling of dread going through her. Ramon, a Spaniard, looking like Jose in his eyes, like Nikos for the broad shoulders, and Pietro, that worst of all, the way he might smirk, his lips turning up in a sneer. Yes, it was his mouth that was so like her most recent captor’s. And of course his hair, like Pietro’s, was swept back from his face so that his features stood out in a way she couldn’t ignore. God in heaven must be playing tricks with her peace of mind. That is, if she’d even had any the last year.


  “Jonathan needs some kindness once in a while, don’t you think?” Ramon said, interrupting her thoughts.


  Elena smiled, but turned away. Finding the cello bow, she wanted to get the rehearsal over with. Already, she was feeling the man transmitting things to her that were too reminiscent of the dreams. She warmed up while Ramon was tuning his guitar to her instrument, until that perfect tone was matched to her perfect tones, and they could begin.


  


  Elena trembled trying to begin, thinking she would drop the bow, maybe even faint, so light-headed; the notes on the page before her blurred oddly. She could hardly rest her eyes on Ramon, so she looked at his fingers on the guitar strings as they gave the simple command to begin.


  Starting the piece, some of the trembling receded as she concentrated on the music. Yes, it was sounding better hearing both sides of the duet, the golden tones of cello, the mellow richness of Mexican guitar, and the way they stirred the air, cutting through the tension to the truth of these instruments’ inspired pairing.


  Jonathan, on the opposite side of the room, lifted his head in awe. “Ah,” he sighed, turning back to them. He walked toward the duo, a whimsical smile on his face.


  At his approach however, Elena baubled for an instant, and then stopped playing. The quivering in her fingers returning, she sighed from weariness, and slumped back in her chair.


  “I can’t,” she said.


  “Oh, but you can, and you will.” Jonathan darted forward so she could see how sincere he was. “Begin again,” he ordered. “Concentrate.”


  With more effort still, Elena sat upright as Jonathan’s attentive eyes stared at her.


  “If I’m going to play, leave me be,” she said.


  “Concentrate, Elena, this could be a very good time for you.”


  He’d said that all morning long, but the idea was beyond her. And yet, returning to the music, she played her part, diving deep into the piece, sensing the lovely melody about to transport her away from her anxiety.


  There was something magical about this, magical about Ramon. She could see that by the way his fingers raced over the strings in agile motions, producing tones to mingle with hers.


  A smile and she caught his eye, and the bow almost dropped from her hand. She closed her eyes finding it difficult to catch her breath.


  “I’m sorry.”


  “Good lord, Elena, you could be absolutely brilliant right now, and you’re sabotaging it with your sniveling,” Jonathan fumed.


  “You can’t always get what you want,” she said.


  “I disturb you, don’t I?” Ramon whispered to her.


  “No.” She shook her head and opened her eyes. “Shall we begin again, from the coda? I just need more practice.”


  Ramon nodded and the music began to reach heavenward again, the contralto and baritone sounds vibrating the way the world does just as spring is bursting from the earth with the confections of new life. Elena could close her eyes and go with the rapture taking her into the undisturbed lands of pure resonance; but when she opened her eyes to see Ramon’s flying fingers and his eyes staring deliberately into hers, the bow slipped again, this time to the floor, and an anxious tear formed in her eyes.


  “I do disturb you,” Ramon said, as he stopped playing. His hand reached out to take hers.


  “You do,” she confirmed. “No matter what Jonathan says, I’m going crazy, quite literally. And unfortunately you are only going to make it worse.”


  “Your craziness?”


  “It would take days to explain.” She shook her head, her mind seeking the quickest way out of the room.


  “Explain it to me then,” Ramon said. “We’ll take a break and talk, to ease your worry.”


  “No. I don’t think so,” she said.


  “No, you will,” he said.


  Elena remembered well that kind of insistence and the intensity—so familiar from every lover in her dreams.


  “You have no choice,” he added. “If we’re going to do this recording, we’d better resolve your turmoil now, or we’re going to struggle all the way through it.”


  Elena gazed from Ramon to Jonathan, who was less than patient, looking as if he were about to tap his foot like a fuming parent before he blew his stack. At the moment he was strolling around the room, staring up at the ceiling while his anger brewed.


  “That sounds reasonable, Ramon, but I’m not very reasonable anymore,” Elena replied. Pushing her cello aside, she left the room, wanting to race, though her feet carried her calmly out the door. Her heart felt as if it were leaping out in front of her, leading her away from another nightmare. So doing, it led her to the top of Jonathan’s mansion and the stark white comfort of the room where she was staying.


  


  It was two days later before Elena saw Ramon again, in the city this time, having moved out of the Hillsborough house to a hotel where she should have gone all along, so she decided. Life, music, and her mind were always too complicated with Jonathan; she never should have trusted the solace he offered her, especially when he brought Ramon Santiago to her side. As she was eating breakfast in the hotel coffee shop, she looked up to see the Spaniard again, thankful that she didn’t have to look at his eyes because he was wearing sunglasses.


  Even with the sunglasses, she would recognize him anywhere. The boots must be a trademark that he wore everywhere—well-worn cowboy boots, they were a little dusty around the soles. He still wore jeans with the same alabaster buckle, but had changed the white shirt for a blue collarless one of the same design. The blue was slightly turquoise, but very dark.


  “I hoped I’d find you here.”


  “I guess I’m predictable eating breakfast at eight o’clock,” she said.


  “We were doing well on the duet,” he said, staring down at her.


  “We hardly played ten minutes,” she countered.


  “But, you know it was good.”


  “Good is not my worry, Mr. Santiago,” she replied.


  “I’m Ramon,” he reminded her with a surprising sternness.


  “Yes, Ramon. I’m not in the emotional space for this, Jonathan should have told you. My nerves are on fire, and I can’t explain it.”


  “I don’t trust Jonathan’s judgment anymore than you do, but I do trust the music, and that will be wonderful. Won’t you come back with me?” he asked.


  “I’m sorry, I can’t,” she said.


  He stood with his hands in his pockets, looking terrific. If she were Sandra, she’d be begging the man to fuck her. It was so easy for Sandy. It had once been easy for her too, but not anymore.


  Tired of waiting for an invitation, Ramon sat down in front of her and took off the sunglasses.


  She jolted back.


  “You look shocked,” he said. “As shocked as you were yesterday when we met.”


  “You remind me of someone.”


  “And who is that? Your last boyfriend?”


  “If you only knew.”


  “Tell me, Elena,” he said. He was staring straight at her, the eyes, like Jose’s, as black as a cruel midnight in the desert, as black as the darkness in a broken warehouse, and as black as her heart in a Spanish heaven when her lover disappeared.


  “I’m serious, Ramon, I’m going crazy.”


  Such scrutiny he was giving, as if her were unclothing her, or worse yet, exploring her soul. “You really think that, don’t you?” he said.


  There was a kindness in him that was just like that of those other men, even Pietro when her abductor wasn’t scowling at her. It should make her feel it was safe to talk.


  “Tell me about it.”


  “It’ll sound absurd.”


  “Then it will fascinate me,” he said, almost laughing.


  “Are you mocking me,” she asked.


  “No, not at all, Elena.”


  He was sincere, wholly sincere, and so very kind and calm and nurturing, that she might have snuggled well in his arms; though behind all the caring was something resolute like granite, like it wouldn’t be wise not to satisfy his curiosity.


  “I hope you appreciate a degree of mysticism, because that’s the only way to explain my last year.”


  “I come from a mystical culture,” he answered. “Just explain.”


  She wasn’t trying to avert her eyes anymore, even though her nervousness was making her run cold with fear. She had to give him some kind of explanation. “I’ve been blending dreams and reality so much that I don’t know the difference anymore.”


  “You’re confused then.”


  “It’s more than that. You have to understand.” How could she even begin this again, when telling her friends and therapists and psychics had given her no solution to her mind’s dilemma/ Would he understand better than the others?


  “If I have to understand, Elena, then I will,” he said.


  She sighed, closed her eyes, closing his out. “Three times in the last two years I’ve dreamt of men, living through days, even weeks when I believed with my whole heart and body that I was truly with these men. Only to find myself waking to discover that it’s all a dream and only seconds have passed, and the men have disappeared, never having existed at all.”


  Ramon looked at her baffled by the tale, but not undone, though he was completely without a response.


  She went on. “It could be just powerful dreaming,” she said. “But what’s so unnerving is the evidence I bring back from the experiences.”


  “Evidence?” he asked.


  “Simple marks on my body, love bites, articles of clothing, a disarray that couldn’t happen without something real having taken place. Some clothes were even missing as if I’d left them in another reality.”


  He made no comment still, but examined her carefully.


  “You see. You don’t understand either. There’s no real explanation for this. At one time I could still live with it and work, but not now. The last dream was just days ago, and I’m still not over it. It was frightening, more than the others.”


  “What happened?”


  “I can’t say.”


  “Yes you can.”


  “No, no, it’s …”


  “Embarrassing because it’s sexual?” he finished for her.


  “You sense that?”


  “To me it’s obvious,” he replied. “Tell me what happened.”


  She did blush, but he didn’t seem to care. “I was kidnapped from Union Square, taken to a falling down greenhouse, and tied up.” Her voice was barely audible. “I had sex.”


  “You were raped?”


  “I suppose you could call it that, but it wouldn’t be right, not as much as I wanted it.”


  “Hmm. Such deep dreams. The others were like that?”


  “Not quite as intense as this last one, not in the same way. But they were all sexual, and they seem to get more outrageous each time. That’s what frightens me.”


  “Your sexual needs must be vast,” Ramon said.


  “But these aren’t real lovers; they can’t be. Maybe that’s the difference.” She thought she was stumbling on some new truth. “They really are just dreams; they have to be. I don’t think I’d ever behave that way in real life.”


  “Are you sure?”


  “No.” She shook her head. “I’m not really sure at all.”


  “You have to figure out why this is happening,” Ramon said.


  “Yes, I suppose so. That’s why I’m going back to Flagstaff. Maybe in a month or two we could try the duet again.”


  “No, not in a month or two,” Ramon countered readily. “You’ll figure it out now, because in a month or two, I may not be available to play, and you’re going to complete this project. We both promised Jonathan.”


  “Does promising Jonathan really matter? After what I’ve told you?” she implored him with a desperate look.


  “No. It doesn’t. But it might matter that you’re scared, and scared of me. And you might want to understand why.”


  “Why are doing this?” She was protesting as if he were leading her into a den of clawing lions. And yet, Ramon sat back, looking so sexy, it put her body in an uproar. She tried remaining calm, but afraid again, her only thought was walking out, just as she’d bolted away two days before.


  “I’m doing this because you intrigue me, Elena Celina Merino. I’m doing this because your dilemma intrigues me, and because I like the duet.”


  She held back a smile, seeing his alluring one enamor her as she fought off its effect with no success. The agitation in her was building.


  “I don’t want you intrigued by me,” she said.


  “Oh? Why’s that?”


  “Because you’re married, I won’t compound my problems with that.” It was the only line of defense she could think of.


  “I didn’t say I wanted to bed you,” he said.


  “No, I don’t suppose you did. But I’m afraid with me that’s where everything seems to lead.”


  His eyes widened. “A great place, bed,” he considered.


  She smiled, trying to be kind in face of his kindness.


  “Would it make any difference if I said I’m divorcing my wife?”


  “Is that true?” she wondered aloud.


  “Yes. The divorce is nearly final.”


  “Yes, it does matter,” she nodded readily. “It makes a big deal of difference. And it means I’m on a plane tonight for Flagstaff. Now if you don’t mind.”


  “Elena.” He stopped her as she started to rise from her chair, his hand taking hers in his. “Maybe God’s giving me to you as a gift, to help you find the answers you need. Believe me, I am no dream.”


  So it seemed to her, but then all the others seemed that way too.


  “Thanks, but there’s no way I can go into this with you. And I’ve got to go.”


  Her exit was swift. She accomplished it before Ramon realized what was happening. He remained at the table staring at the bills she’d thrown on her half-eaten breakfast, wondering about her—part of him knowing her, knowing her the instant he’d heard Jonathan speak her name—part of him scared, just as Elena was scared that she was going crazy.


  



Chapter Ten


  


  “I’d say you’re crazy,” Sandra said, giving her take on the story Elena laid out for her, especially the part about the nearly orgasmic moments with Ramon in the restaurant. “Walk away from the man of your dreams, who’s intrigued by you, who’s flesh and blood and good cock, no doubt? Who’s divorcing his wife?” She shook her head in exasperation.


  “That might have just been a line, you know,” Elena said.


  “You’re crazy not to find out.”


  “I’d be crazy to want him.”


  “Did it ever occur to you, that somehow, you, Elena Merino, have created all this smoke and shadow, all the illusion and fantasy only so you could prepare yourself for this one really hot guy, this man of your dreams?”


  “Don’t start talking like Gretchen and her psychic friend,” Elena said, wanting to laugh at her.


  “You went to a psychic? Really? What did she tell you?”


  “It was before my abduction fantasy.”


  “You never told me enough about that, just that one weird conversation from Jonathan’s that night. I thought you were drunk.”


  “I was drunk by then,” Elena said. “Jonathan injected me with everything he could think of to make me calm.”


  “So, tell me, you were abducted?”


  “Out of Union Square at noon. Doesn’t that sound crazy?”


  “It might have been romantic,” Sandra said.


  “It wasn’t. I was bound for days.”


  “I suppose you were abused again, royally fucked?”


  “You make it sound so tawdry.”


  “It wasn’t tawdry,” she asked sarcastically. “You must have liked being kidnapped.”


  “I hated every minute of it, except when Pietro was with me.”


  “Pietro, the guy that did you?”


  She nodded.


  “He screwed you?”


  “And all his friends.”


  “Woah?”


  “I was out of control, Sandra, like I couldn’t stop. I had no sense of anything anymore, and it wasn’t just for the second I climaxed. I thought it would go on forever.”


  Sandra hummed and tapped her fork against her water glass, changing the expression on her face minute to minute, while Elena waited in silence.


  “You dreamed this?”


  “I lived it soul and body.”


  “But you dreamed it.”


  “Just as I did Nikos and Jose, but maybe this was more dreamlike. I really can’t say.”


  The blonde woman stared off into the distance for a minute, beyond the big panes of glass next to their booth in the diner. There were dozens of cars whirring by outside, a much easier environment for Sandra to understand than the internal one that her best friend’s life had led her to. “Well, I guess that’s what you want,” she finally said.


  “What’s that? What I want?”


  “Being out of control.”


  “You think I want to be out of control like that?”


  “Yeah. Makes sense to me.”


  It would have been easy for Elena to protest, but there was no percentage in arguing when she knew the truth too. Out of control, a state of ecstasy she’d never really reached, too intent on controlling the men in her life. In different ways, “out of control” had happened with Nikos and Jose and Pietro. Maybe it was just the stuff of dreams.


  “Somehow, I hoped you’d come to a different conclusion,” Elena said.


  “Hell, I’m not sure of anything, but I wish you’d stop doing this, it’s beginning to make me nervous. Why don’t you just find this guy and settle down with him. You’ll being doing yourself and your sanity a favor.”


  Elena shook her head. “I don’t know why I come to you,” she said.


  “Because I’m blatantly honest, and I don’t kid around. And I’m not now. You need to dive into reality big time. I swear, either this guy or someone else, the dreams will go away.”


  “You think so?”


  Sandra considered for a moment longer. “Yeah, I really think so. That’s if you really want them to.”


  



Chapter Eleven


  


  A full month later there were wildflowers blooming across the craggy red-rock landscape, the spring in the desert refreshing as the air was cool and clean and free of winter. For a change Gretchen had comforted her when she arrived home, making a quiet enough place for her to rest. Elena supposed that was because Gretchen took her dreams seriously. The woman’s prescription for tranquility and a still mind was unlike Jonathan’s, and Sandra’s, and Ramon’s, whose settled on action.


  The problem was, she knew those three were right, each in their own way. She needed a large dose of reality.


  Going back to her cello for the first time in weeks was Elena’s way of beginning again. It was a good move, and a practical one too. She promised Jonathan she’d record the duet with Ramon, and time was running out on his deadline.


  


  “There’s no way you’re going to avoid Ramon Santiago,” Gretchen told her. She stood at the doorway, watching Elena’s fingers fly across the strings of her cello.


  “I know,” she replied. She paused and then resumed playing, ignoring Gretchen.


  “You’re going to do a duet with him and not talk, not even look at him?”


  “If I can avoid it. But then, nothing’s as intense as it was in San Francisco. I’ll handle him.”


  “That’s good,” Gretchen replied shaking her head. “I just wonder if that’s really the point.”


  “What’s that?” Elena stopped playing and looked up.


  “If avoiding him is really a good idea.”


  “It is,” Elena said. “I have lots of other plans, and I have a date Saturday night. So there.”


  “You do?”


  “Yeah, a guy I met at the art festival. He makes pots. Really cute too, in fact he looks quite a bit like Nikos, except for the hair. His is brown, and he does have a beard.”


  “Then maybe you really are healed,” she said.


  Elena smiled happily, though she knew she hadn’t convinced the woman of a thing.


  


  ***


  


  A glimmer of a knife blade reflecting the desert sun blinded her eyes, so there was nothing but a vague understanding of a man standing before her. Dusty boots were all she could see. No hair, no eyes, just the presence.


  Luring her into a tangled web, into a cave, down a pathway, into the dark, down steep steps through the maze of a pounding heart and thinking mind, and the wildness of emotion, to a billowy home of conclusion, and ending, of dying and reaching beyond the world to another place. At the door she followed the apparition to the heart of despair, the source of confusion, the world of being crazy, and then beyond to desire.


  Written everywhere in blood-colored ink, with broad bold strokes, with imagination conjuring pictures of herself in the hands of a master taking her into pure sex … a place where pain and pleasure mingled freely, she began to scream half whole, half falling away … falling, dying, descending deeper still … just as she had in the coma.


  


  She shrieked.


  “Good God! Are you all right?”


  Gretchen, in her room, clutched her tightly, as Elena repeated over and over “no, no, no, no,” while the woman wrapped her in her arms, and let her head and crying eyes have her shoulder for comfort. “No, no, no,” she continued on as she rocked like a babe, and the two fell back on the bed. Gretchen held her tightly in such comfort until Elena fell asleep at last.


  


  ***


  


  The university practice room was acoustically sound; the rich paneled walls seemed to make their music even more mellow than it really was. But, wasn’t what the ear heard all perception anyway? Elena thought she could hear Ramon’s beating heart as they played together, even though there would be no way the sound of him could rise over his passionate guitar or her wistful cello.


  “We could have done this in San Francisco,” he said, when they paused once.


  “I’m glad you reconsidered,” Elena said.


  “I made a promise to Jonathan. If it doesn’t mean anything to you, I suppose it still does to me.”


  Ramon was perfectly professional, which was a relief at the start, but not later when Elena realized that she wanted him to press her on the dreams again, and he did not. He told her at the outset that he’d made a pact with himself to keep it strictly musical, as long as she was handling her craziness on her own. She supposed that, like any man, Ramon didn’t like being rebuffed.


  “It does mean something to me to keep my word,” Elena said. “That’s why I asked you here. Besides, I think I’m playing better now.”


  “Maybe,” he replied.


  They played for a while longer, finishing the piece, polishing a lot of rough edges, until they were nearly at the end.


  “We should be ready to record in a few days,” he said when they stopped.


  “I agree.”


  She watched while he fixed a string, finding that even his repair work and the sounds of the instrument accidentally plucked were sensuous. She wasn’t able to feel that eroticism before, even if it had been on the surface of their last meeting, beating with a sure and steady rhythm. Feeling it now, it was undoubtedly amplified by time, and perhaps their reluctance to expose what they hadn’t said to each other then. She’d tried three times during the rehearsal to initiate another kind of conversation with Ramon, but she didn’t know where to begin. Even coming to the studio that day, even after the last dream, she was determined not to go into the odd and altered life of her nightmares. But once she laid her eyes on Ramon again, her mind changed as quickly as the wind changes the sun’s warmth into a chill.


  “Is your divorce final?” Elena asked him, realizing the minute the words were out of her mouth that she hadn’t planned to ask that.


  “My what?” Ramon asked.


  “You said you and your wife were divorcing?”


  “Yes. We did. It was final two weeks ago.”


  “I see.”


  “Is that important to you?” he asked.


  “No, not really.”


  “But you’ve been considering what I said before, haven’t you?” His demeanor was changing almost imperceptibly, just enough for her to catch him softening to her, kindness added to the sensuality.


  “You practice being perceptive?” she asked.


  “Sometimes, when I’m interested in the people.”


  “You’re still interested in me?”


  “Only because we’re playing together, I suppose.”


  She was putting her cello away, fiddling with things, her fingers not seeming to have enough to do to keep them still. She was certain if there were a handkerchief in her hands she’d be wringing it, or a cigarette, she’d be tapping ashes and running its glowing tip along the ashtray glass. She wished there were a better diversion for her nervousness; she wished the tension weren’t so sexual.


  It was hard to know when to say it so it sounded right. The words were on the tip of her tongue, though she was scared to speak. And would he even care now? That was really the question. She’d asked for a professional association only. It’s what she got; she should be happy; but of course she wasn’t.


  “I had another dream,” she finally blurted out, just as Ramon was clicking the last clasp on his guitar case.


  “A what?” He tipped his head, like he hadn’t heard.


  “Another dream?”


  “Yes. And you’re still making me so nervous, Ramon, I can’t stand myself when I’m around you, but I don’t want you to go.”


  “You want to talk then?” he asked.


  “If you don’t mind.”


  They were both on their feet. He was turning away from his guitar, turning toward her, standing so close, she knew she heard his heart beating out of the silence. His chest was close enough to brush against her chest, her breasts transmitting the tingling feeling to her receiving body.


  “You’re shivering,” he said, reaching out a hand to hold her steady. His other hand went straight for her breast.


  “You’re afraid of this between us, aren’t you?” he said. Just fondling her lightly she was about to orgasm, such a wildness of spasms she was unaccustomed to in her waking life.


  “Yes.” She managed to reply just before he kissed her, before his lips came to hers and then parted, and then came again.


  “Open your eyes, let me see them,” he said moving back slightly.


  She didn’t know when she’d closed them.


  “You tremble because you want sex.”


  “I want more than that.”


  “But you want sex.”


  “Not if it means you’ll be gone in a split second.”


  His hand cavorted with her nipple; from under the blouse he felt it erect as his finger made tiny circles around it.


  “But it isn’t really about that, is it. You said the other lovers couldn’t be real because you’d never behave this way in “real life”. But that’s exactly what you want to do. If I were to reach down between your legs right now, you’d orgasm,” he said. It was a fact. “It’s what you want me to do, but you’re afraid to talk about our making love. And you’re afraid of what it will do to you.”


  She blushed so much she could feel the heat on her cheeks. She felt so hot she wondered if she’d burst into flames, or skip the flames altogether and simply disintegrate into ashes flying into the air.


  “You suppose we could talk?” she asked.


  “No. No conversation. Not yet. Not until we’ve settled this. Come to my room tonight. Number 312.” He backed off.


  “That’s all?”


  He looked around the small paneled room. “We can’t fuck here,” he said. “Unless of course…”


  “No, no, you’re right. There isn’t even a decent chair.”


  “I’ll see you then, my room.” Even backing away entirely, she could still feel the tremendous roar from him to her, the ravenous body agitation that was being left for later.


  “It’s just fucking me that you want?” she asked.


  “I didn’t say that. But I’d suggest you look to your dream to understand what you need.” It was his turn for a swift exit, his turn to leave her dangling on the one thin thread of hope that he had a solution for her. It would require a great deal of trust.


  If it was sexual satisfaction that she wanted, it wasn’t hard to imagine giving herself to him for the physical pleasure. But she wouldn’t do it thoughtlessly, like a one night stand. She wanted this to be as important to her as her other elusive lovers. She assumed that in the end, she wouldn’t be startled back to reality as she had been before. Though she’d still prepare for that possibility.


  



Chapter Twelve


  


  There was a long black dress in her closet that perpetually smelled of incense. The scent of musk clinging to the fabric was likely put there by the shop where she bought it, a place where incense burned all day long. She found both the place and the dress erotic.


  The soft rayon fabric draped her body, clung to her curves, and in the light, was surprisingly transparent, her body easily detected beneath by a watchful voyeur. She liked it because its sensuous feel made her think erotically, even though that was hardly necessary this particular night. She also liked the way it buttoned down the front, accented her breasts when she tied a scarf around her waist, and then grazed and ankles when she walked. She rarely put on underwear when she chose to wear the dress, as there was something inherently freeing in its sexy design. But as she planned to meet Ramon in his hotel room, she’s used all the tricks of a temptress to please him: perfume, garter belt, nylons and lace.


  


  ***


  


  “You’re here,” Roman said, seeing Elena on the other side of the door.


  “You’re surprised?” she asked.


  “Perhaps,” he replied, as he rolled up the sleeves of a white silk shirt and moved away so she could enter his room.


  He’d changed from what he was wearing in the afternoon, into a pair of draping rayon pants. How perfectly his round ass appeared, how the lay of the trousers against his groin suggested his penis underneath. Thinking she was staring too obviously, she looked up at his face.


  She’d spent the early evening getting ready for this moment as if it were just another date. To make it more than that would certainly end up disappointing. However, seeing him now, that logic meant nothing. The same beating of her heart and tumult between her legs that she felt in the practice studio was on the rise again.


  He was going to fuck her. He’d said that. And for just an instant, the clothes, the hotel room, the near anonymity of the act, she was feeling like a paid whore—that was arousing too.


  Ramon led her into a room that, despite the dark wood and the lovely splash of flowers on the bedspread, felt as sterile as a hospital waiting room, as devoid of feeling as her heart when she’d had no inspiration for weeks. No desert sands or brilliant vistas, or lapping water, or even the compelling seediness of decay in an old greenhouse. And yet, Elena was thinking resplendent things. The sound of the duet played at her ear, the scent of his body perfume greeted her more potently than the musk on the dress. At the sight of his face, his eyes, his hair, his shoulders, groin, and tanned hands, she was transported into an indescribably lush territory.


  Moments after her entrance, Roman told her to take off her dress, making no comment about the sensuous garment at all. Waiting for her to respond, he sat down in a chair to watch her.


  Shivering nervously at his command to disrobe, shivering at the sight of his eyes waiting for her to comply, she was fighting not to flee the room. What if he did just fuck her once, and that was all? What could she possibly gain?


  But no, she wouldn’t change her mind. For the sex alone, she needed Ramon now.


  Taking each button of the dress carefully, she slowly removed it from the tiny hole, the two sides of the fabric giving way with every button undone as she worked her way from the top to the bottom. The last buttons she didn’t bother with since the dress fell away at the shoulders and dropped to the floor without any effort.


  “Come here,” he ordered her. He spoke in simple commands, the gentleness of Ramon not going away, though it took on a different aspect than she was familiar with.


  She complied without thinking, the moment not unlike ones with Nikos and Jose.


  “Tell me how you want me,” he said, as she stood before him.


  “What?” She felt suddenly jerked from a dream, but he wasn’t kidding at all.


  “Tell me how you want me,” he repeated, this time leaning forward, looking up at her face, his fingers drawing lines along her thighs.


  It would be so much easier if he would simply take her, draw his arms around her, his lips to hers, his prick from his pants finding the entry to her cunt quite easy.


  “I … I don’t know.”


  “Yes, you do,” he answered quickly. “You’re aroused, you’re juicy here.” His exploring fingers found that true. “You want me to sweep you away, you want me to rescue you from your life, kidnap you, hold you captive? Is that what it takes, some expansive gesture from me? Say it. Tell me what you want. Be conscious of your lust for a change.”


  “I’m scared of you.”


  “No. Not me. You’re scared of yourself. Say it.”


  “I can’t. I’m too afraid of your vanishing.”


  “And I might,” he said. “I might not want you tomorrow, Elena. I might use you all night, and leave you before you even wake in the morning.”


  “Is that what you’re going to do?” she asked.


  “I don’t know,” he answered, sounding almost cold, but not. He wasn’t a cold, uncompassionate man.


  “You’re making me so hot …”


  “Hot how? Tell me.”


  “No, no,” she started to shake her head mindlessly.


  “Don’t do that!” He jerked her hand to make her stop. “Tell me about your lust.” He was quieter saying that, spoken with such a whisper she could hardly hear him, even if the sound was roaring in her brain in high pitched decibels. “What do you want from me, Elena?” he asked when she didn’t reply.”


  “To make love to you,” she said, haltingly.


  “And …”


  “Fuck you. I want to fuck you.”


  “You’re sure?”


  “I’m damn sure,” she insisted.


  He smiled. “No ropes, no drink, no drugs, nothing but your raw need, and me. No warm sand, or desert air, or ancient greenhouse. How can that be?”


  “Don’t torture me, Ramon.”


  “Then show me, love,” he answered leaning back in the chair, his arms resting on the arms, his sensuous eyes luring her on.


  She slumped to her knees and parted his legs, put her hand on his crotch and felt his penis through the soft material. She felt it pulse in her hand and grow with each beat of her heart as if the two were connected. Her fingers on the zipper, it came down slowly so she heard each tiny click to the very bottom. Reaching inside his pants, she found her way beyond the cotton briefs to feel the generous hardness of his erection. Pulling it free, it bobbed in her hands before his eyes and hers, until she leaned in and covered it with her mouth, the gentle action of her tongue making a trail around the sensitive rim of the head. More vigorously she worked Ramon’s cock with her mouth, taking the shaft inside and sucking hard, so her head was riding up and down on it. His hand moved to her head, gently resting there for comfort and encouragement.


  “I want more,” she said, backing off from him. “Your lips on my cunt.”


  “Then bring it here,” he told her.


  Rising from the floor, she parted her legs wide and brought her crotch to his face, where his mouth could return the favor.


  “Ah, ah yes, more, do it more!” she was pleading with him. “Fuck me, Ramon, please.”


  She pulled away, to the flower covered bed that would begin a hundred memories. Taking him with her, he was on the bottom first, she on top jerking as if the climax was already there with each bob and weave atop his prick. She ground her loins into his, swooned when he answered back with the same. It was never something he was doing to her, but what she was drawing from him … more and more of the continuing climb to a rebellious, crazy end.


  End to end on the bed, rolling over, arms in arms, kissing open mouthed, tongues colliding provocatively. Ravenous, as if she were famished … bold as if being timid no longer suited her requirements for love … inventive, as if she were creating something bigger than either one of them could imagine. Those were half the results. The body joy was the other half, the powerful climax and the one after that shook through her system like a locomotive was barreling through her body.


  There was no asking. She took from him. She didn’t have to be led into lust this time; it was all around her. But he wasn’t being led either, the fuck was completely mutual. His lusty groan at the finish was something deep that penetrated her whole body with a vibration so pleasant, it began the sexual tumult rising in her again.


  Afterwards, their affection was mutual too, in the way they held each other. Their eyes and fingers acquainted themselves with the more subtle aspects of their bodies, like the way his chest hair moved when she breathed on it, and the way her nipples appeared to tighten just from the gaze of his eyes, and the way there was an unexpected harmony as their bodies fit one against the other—the two finding a missing piece of a whole.


  “You aren’t a dream, are you?” she asked him.


  “Not that I can recall,” he said.


  “And if we sleep here tonight, you will be here when I wake in the morning?” she asked.


  “I have no plans not to be.”


  “I’m not convinced,” she said.


  “Then I suppose we’ll have to wait until morning, though I would have hoped you could tell the difference.”


  “I don’t think I trust myself to know.”


  “Then you’ll just have to wait,” he replied. He smiled as he ran his hand through her scattered locks of hair, as if he were trying to tame them into something a little less confused, though no less savage.


  


  After two days practicing the duet, and a day of recording, and three nights in bed together, Ramon left Flagstaff and Elena by the normal means—flying to Phoenix, to New York and then to Barcelona, driving from the airport to his villa in the hills outside a remote Spanish village.


  


  ***


  


  The phone rang just was Elena waking. In that unguarded moment, she was remembering Ramon much as she remembered her other lovers. Ramon was just as much an apparition as they were when they weren’t flesh to flesh. Her hand was at her crotch starting to satisfy a gnawing pain between her legs that his memory provoked.


  “Hello,” she answered the phone sleepily, thinking it was likely Jonathan wondering when she’d get the recording to him.


  “It’s Ramon,” the voice on the other end spoke.


  “Ramon!” she shot up in bed.


  “I’m still in the flesh,” he told her.


  She smiled happily. “But not in my bed,” she said.


  “No. And you’re not in mine,” he reminded her.


  They talked about missing each other, how in a few weeks that they could meet somewhere; and yet it seemed as gloomy a prognosis as Elena meeting Nikos and Jose and Pietro again.


  “I’m tired, love, and I’m going to sleep,” Ramon said, ending the conversation.


  “Then you sleep,” Elena replied. “And dream of me, and I’ll be there.”


  



Chapter Thirteen


  


  It had just rained, and the air reminded Elena of the mountains and the desert and the ocean all in one breath. It reminded her of Nikos because she remembered the countryside and his face so much a part of it.


  She rented a faded red Fiat at the airport, driving into the hills, taking winding turns as slow as she would at home, and holding her breath when another driver would zoom past her on the narrow road. She was waiting for a crash, that urgent thundering of metal and glass. Once before, just before the lights in her mind extinguished for days, she’d heard that sound and hadn’t thought about it in all this time. It was another reason to shudder anxiously; that, and getting closer to Ramon each kilometer that took her further from Barcelona.


  She wondered why the air seemed to glow the way it did, glow as if it were reflecting back the golden meadows that she passed. Was the air in this land as ancient as its villages? Or was this imagination, making romance of her journey, when there might be no romance for her at all? How unlike her to do something on such a lark.


  She stopped in his sleepy village, recognizing it by the way her lover had described it, the weathered stucco buildings, the boxes of flowers at the windows, the colors both old and faded and bright and fresh, mingling into a vivid palette with the sapphire sky, and the red tile, and the well washed green of the scraggly trees and the pompous ones that rose high above her head. She would have to ask where to find Ramon Santiago’s home. Would she recall enough Spanish to be understood?


  Spotting the bridge he mentioned in one evening’s reverie about his past, she imagined him standing there, looking for her as if he were waiting for her to find him. The village was as picturesque as the pictures in her head. The simple people, the narrow streets, the doorways of the crushed-together houses that would seem to topple with a good strong wind, even though these houses had already lasted centuries’ worth of winds.


  Leaving the car with others in front of a restaurant, she walked the cobblestone pathway, feeling the antiquity of the place blend with her bones and skin, feeling as if time were marching her into the past. Perhaps a dream in the making. There hadn’t been another dream since Ramon, nothing like the nightmare that drove her back to him. She was here in Spain now. Was she answering the call of her soul seeking him out like this? And would this time be as potent as the last? Would it be more enduring? Why hadn’t she followed him home when he took her heart with him back to his simple village?


  There was an open-air stand with fresh vegetables and fruit. Buying a pear, she ate it while the shopkeeper smiled at her pleased, seeing the juice run from her hands. At the other end of the market, over the bridge there were shops to explore, the village’s small accommodation for tourists; though this was not a village of tourists, no major hotels, just a spa some five miles beyond it, and an old winery that drew a few tours off their haggard pace for an afternoon of Spanish lingering.


  This was where Ramon lived, where as a child he’d gone to school, where he married the woman he divorced. Such a world away from hers, and yet she was as comfortable with it as she ever was in LA, or even Flagstaff. It was sexual, and she felt sexual being there.


  Staring ahead of her, the man on the bridge was familiar, she thought, a traditional man, with a tanned face and dark hair, though he was looking away from her so she couldn’t make out his features. His hair so like Ramon’s. Was it him?


  Approaching with timid steps, she knew before he turned around who it was, immediately thinking that this had to be another dream to end so perfectly with a meeting like this.


  “Ramon?”


  The man looked to her.


  “Elena! My God, you’re here.” There was a giant hug, his arms around her, lifting her from the ground.


  “I am here,” she replied, as he set her down. She smiled right from her toes on up.


  “You look like you’re waiting for me.” She held his hands in hers not wanting to let them go.


  He chuckled at her remark, then leaned in to blow softly in her ear.


  “Ramon, I want to fuck you here,” she seethed under her breath, all that great passion was ready from the moment he touched her.


  “Good,” he said. A delicious twinkle in his eye made the throbbing between her thighs worse yet.


  “Did you know I was coming?” she asked.


  “Should I lie?” He caressed her face with his hand, looking as if he was in awe of the beauty there.


  “What does that mean? You sensed me coming to you? We’re that connected that you could feel me all the way?”


  “I can feel you now, that’s for sure.”


  “It’s been hard to hold back the longing.”


  “But you have,” he said, a hand reaching low, running its way along her hips, and to her thighs, casually, though the response he raised was not casual at all. He kissed her lips, just lips, letting her remember how he kissed her before.


  “But did you know?” she asked again, as her hand on his chest felt the muscles there and the surging energy from his heart.


  “I knew when I called Flagstaff, and Gretchen didn’t recognize my voice.”


  “She told you?” Elena pulled back looking distraught that it hadn’t been anything mystical.


  “And a good thing she told me, I wouldn’t have been here otherwise.”


  “But I would have found you.”


  “No. I had to cancel plans for a concert in Barcelona. You wouldn’t have found me here.”


  “My God, I made you do that!” She wrinkled her nose with a child’s embarrassment.


  “I didn’t want to do the concert in the first place,” he said.


  “Is that true?”


  “If you want to believe it.”


  He wouldn’t tell her the truth, but pulled her close to him, running his hand through her hair, so the wild mass floated freely in the breeze.


  “I was listening to myself,” she said. “Instead of music, there was this driving passion for Spain taking all my thoughts away, and I knew that calling and writing and waiting to see you next month wasn’t going to satisfy me.”


  “So what would satisfy you now?” he asked.


  “Making love. Fucking, actually. I’m raw.”


  “Fuck, right here?”


  “Why not?” she said.


  “On the bridge?”


  She looked around. “Down that street,” she replied. “A doorway, an alcove an alley, anywhere we can be close.”


  He took her hand and led her away, into the quiet street where the afternoon siestas were underway on porches and patios, and there was such silence, just the occasional car driving through the main square. In seconds they were away from any watchful eye, in a quiet street, where there might be a sliver of time enough to greet each other properly, sexually.


  The padlocked doorway looked unused for decades, the backdoor of a shop that had closed for the afternoon, and likely the season itself. Ramon pushed her inside the alcove, and quickly reached for the buttons of her silk blouse, opening them to see her breasts, first the chemise, and then bare skin itself when he unbuttoned that too and pulled it aside.


  “I didn’t say strip me naked,” she protested lightheartedly.


  “And why not?” he said, his head leaning down to cover the quivering orbs with kisses. “You make me horny like this; I’ll do whatever I want with you.” His mouth devouring her sweating skin tasted the faint trace of salt. One hand pushed its way between the folds of her skirt, lifting it inch by inch up her thighs, until he could have his hand on her cunt—on her bare cunt when he yanked at her panties. They became a dusty piece of cloth at her feet.


  “Fuck me, Ramon,” she whispered a fervent prayer in his ear. Her hands were all over his shoulders and chest, anywhere they could find to touch. She would strip him too if she could, though it was enough to tug at the white loose shirt he wore, finding his skin and muscles in her hands were explosives to her desire. She wanted him naked against her. Famished, hungry, voracious, that pain, that gnawing pain that began the day he left her, amplified a thousand fold in the rude doorway, until he pulled away from her breasts, stood up straight and released his cock from his trousers to impale her cunt. His powerful arms lifting her at her ass, his chest pressing her against the wood door at her back, the entry was brusque, matching her eagerness.


  “Oh. Oh. Oh, my yes!” The soft exclamations she couldn’t stop.


  His soft grunts were primal, shoving himself in sharp jolts that required some voice. All around her, the passion, the force, the antiquity of sexual, sensual fact crawling into her loins, made them burst on the penetrating cock, wiggle on it for more and more, until she felt the ejaculation in her, before she even heard Ramon’s final groan.


  “Ahhhhhhh, yes.” So quietly. His exclamation was quiet too.


  But would it have mattered if anyone had heard or seen their coupling? Just a case of carnal appetite being satisfied in a carnal place.


  He held her fast against the door with the weight of his chest until he was ready to withdraw, and she was ready to find her own lost body somewhere in the midst of their physical reunion.


  


  ***


  


  There were tall plants all around them, an arbor of bougainvillea blooming a bright salmon pink, the garden like a grotto, a sensuous one where they could talk about love all day if they chose. His villa was small, though big enough for the two of them. Elena liked this garden the best, the way she could look out on vistas as she had with her other lovers. She could see beyond them this way, not become too narrow in her vision. There could be no great creativity if they remained closed in on each other. And yet, their creativity could be unrestrained when their intimacy became the groundwork for an expansive outlook on the world.


  “Do you think we could be musicians together and survive?” Elena asked him, taking a bite of a juicy purple plum.


  “I don’t think we’d have a problem working together, as long we know who’s in control. It’s only when the lines get blurred that the fights begin.”


  A breeze captured her hair sending it fluttering, and made her nakedness shiver with a little chill. Goosebumps appeared on her brown tanned shoulders. She was thinking about his prick underneath the breakfast table between them, wondering if it was rising with the same erotic need that had driven them both the long night before. And yet, she was pushing sex away for the moment, restless for this conversation to proceed, sure that it might secure these moments with Ramon as true reality. No fantasy, no dream, no nightmare.


  “So, that’s what happened with your wife. Fights for control?”


  “We were too much alike,” Ramon replied.


  “And we’re not?”


  “The difference between us is like night and day. I’m a nurturer, you’re a dreamer.”


  “Don’t say that,” she said, for the moment not wanting to even think of dreams again.


  “You’re still afraid?” he asked. Such emotions behind her reply.


  “Sometimes.”


  “You think I’ll disappear? I think that fear’s becoming obsessive and paranoid,” he scolded.


  “You’d understand, if you’d been there, in those other dreams,” she defended herself.


  “Maybe I was?” he said.


  She was quiet. Would it be so bizarre to think that Ramon was in every dream with those other lovers, somehow psychically linked with the very forces in her that had produced those unimaginable experiences—just as she believed he was connected to her now, seeming to know her thoughts, and the wishes of her body?


  “Then you know everything,” she said.


  “I know all I need to know.”


  A hummingbird darted into their space and drank from the flowers then flitted away. There was a fragrance in the breeze she didn’t recognize, something summery.


  “So, you think we can manage being in love as long as we know who’s in control?” she asked. “And who would that be, anyway?”


  “The voice of our heart’s desire,” he said.


  Expecting one answer and getting another, she was puzzled. “You’re talking in riddles.”


  “Not really. You think about it, it all makes sense. You had to dream your passions until you realized what they were, now you let them speak to you, the way your music speaks to you, the way my music and my soul speak to me.”


  “It sounds mystical and hard to catch.”


  “Is it hard to catch the melodies that come to you, the harmony, the arpeggio and adagios? You just have to listen.”


  “To the desire in me?”


  “To the desire,” he confirmed. “You have to let that inner voice take you. It’s your soul speaking, your longing, your lust, your music, your very essence. You can’t be content without it. You heard it calling you in an odd way, Elena Merino, but does that matter now? Now that you’ve listened?”


  “You’re so wise,” she said, thinking how much he was like her other lovers in that way.


  He shrugged his shoulders. “I have to listen too.”


  Elena paused for a moment while she heard her body speaking to her. The multitude of things it was saying would compel her on forever, drive her, determine her fate. At the moment there was such lust for Ramon, she couldn’t wait to have him. “I want you again,” she said. “I want you all the time, pressed against me, arousing me, I want you making things real for me. I want to make my desires real with you. And I want to be conscious of it all, every minute.”


  “I consider it my pleasure and my blessing to love you, Elena. Just remember that it’s you, not me, your voice, not mine, driving you.” He leaned forward in the chair, looking to her eyes to see if they understood.


  She did. Even if this mystical realm was something she’d have to practice with to truly understand.


  He took her hand and she rose naturally from her chair to come to him, to climb on his lap, on his rising penis, while their arms wrapped around each other and they held tight, and let the gentle rocking action of the chair soothe them first, and moments later send them back to ecstasy.


  


  ***


  


  Elena stayed in Spain with Ramon.


  He watched her play the cello, listening carefully to the notes that rained around her like gentleness, and triumph and sadness and despair, depending on her mood. He played the guitar for her, played from his groin as if it were an extension of his manhood. She smirked at that, knowing from his eyes how he was so aroused. The two made love with music, and made music with love.


  He bathed nude with her on sandy beaches, and let warm suns tickle their skin, their aroused bodies copulating in slow and easy dreamlike states as they heard the oceans lapping, or felt the flutter of a breeze behind the sex. He screwed her hard when she wanted to scream, and teased her ever so lightly when she wanted to scream even more in the heat of climax.


  One day after another they woke together, waking to a infinite number of days, so it seemed, until she was certain that it wouldn’t end, and he wouldn’t disappear and she could count on what happened between them to happen again and again.


  The only thing she worried over was losing what connected them to each other, that otherworldly sphere and its messengers, her dreams, where in the twilight hours of day, and midnight hours of night, her soul would speak to her of the passions in her heart and loins, and demand she play them in the realness of her waking time.


  It was her only worry, that the connection would vanish and with it, Ramon would disappear. Something in their affair felt no different from those affairs with Nikos and Jose, and even Pietro. And yet, if she woke, and Ramon was gone, and she discovered that he was just another mysterious phantom, she was certain another lover would take his place.
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