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Dedication

Sultry Spain, a Mediterranean Love Affair (Happily Ever Now, #4)

The Serranía de Ronda, the mountainous region surrounding Ronda was clearly a haven for outdoor enthusiasts just as it was in Gaucin. I had read that there were hiking trails meandering through lush forests, leading to hidden waterfalls and panoramic viewpoints. The Sierra de las Nieves Natural Park was also close by, offering even more exploratory opportunities. I passed by many boutique wineries, apparently attributable to Ronda’s proximity to the Malaga wine region. What a lovely place to savor local varietals while enjoying the scenic vineyard landscapes, I thought as I passed by the charming wine shops. | What a spectacular romantic region to explore with a loved one, I silently mused, starting to feel pangs of self-pity. I immediately chastised myself and thought of Liam’s advice to embrace my solitude. I was having a lovely day - why on earth was I letting random couples sightings harsh my happy buzz? What a spectacularly idiotic way to ruin my fabulous visit. I laughed out loud at myself as I realized it would also be an incredible region to enjoy with Olivia and Rachel to share our passions - like hiking, food, and wine.  Indeed, my trips with my girlfriends had been the best trips of my life because of our common interests. | My trips with Things 1 & 2 didn’t compare. Thing 1 always had me follow him around, we did what he wanted, and he was always making me feel bad about spending money on my well-deserved vacations - the money I made working so hard. I never did anything extravagant whatsoever but he always managed to take the pleasure out of trips. He insisted on making little sandwiches at the breakfast buffet to avoid lunch and insisted on takeout food for dinner. Thing 2, on the other hand, was more than willing to be extravagant with my money - only the best for him. He also wasn’t into exploring and could spend countless hours inside on the Internet. He’d make me feel guilty for venturing out alone because of his jealousy and concern that something would happen to me. Either of them would have diluted - not added - to my experience here. It wasn’t them I was pining away for though - it was Leo. | I paused, taking in my spectacular surroundings and focused on what an incredible day I was having doing exactly as I pleased. My budding pangs of self-pity quickly dissipated when I admitted how unbelievably ridiculous I was being. Gratitude and perspective truly are life-altering. I was more than happy exploring alone when I wasn’t gratuitously making myself sad, fixated on couples. I was profoundly appreciating my blessings when I stopped wallowing in self-pity as if something were wrong with me - as if my single status screamed to the world I was damaged goods. I didn’t normally care much about what other people might think and I knew that no one even noticed - let alone cared - that I was alone. I was the only one judging myself. I needed to stop relying on external validation of my worth and embrace myself like never before. I was excited about coming back some day - it certainly didn't have to be with a romantic partner - it would be spectacular with Olivia, or Rachel, or Javi, or my brothers or nephews, or even Isabella and the twins... My novel conception of “intimacy” that I was determined to embrace was a much-welcomed one that I knew would comfort me whenever pangs of loneliness started hijacking my head.
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    With Appreciation for My  Greatest Loves & Blessings,
"Olivia, Leo, Rachel, Liam & GiGi"
*****
Dedicated to World Central Kitchen
For Spreading Love One Meal at a Time
WORLD CENTRAL KITCHEN'S IMPACT
400 million meals
Immediately serving chef-prepared meals to communities impacted by natural disasters and during humanitarian crises.
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To all the lovers of life... 
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“One is loved because one is loved. No reason is needed for loving.”

Paulo Coelho

******
[image: ]


With Appreciation for My  Greatest Loves & Blessings,

“Olivia, Leo, Rachel, Liam & GiGi”
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Dedicated to World Central Kitchen

For Spreading Love One Meal at a Time

WORLD CENTRAL KITCHEN'S IMPACT

​400 million meals

Immediately serving chef-prepared meals to communities impacted by natural disasters and during humanitarian crises.
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Sultry Spain,

a Mediterranean love affair

Part IV 

of the 

Happily Ever Now Collection,

a soul journey of an open heart
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BOOKS BY SOPHIA ELAN

The “KISS” Collection: Holistic Wellness for Health, Happiness, & Harmony

Keep it Simple, Sweetheart

“Brainiac. Mindful Living. Holistic Wellness Habits for a Healthy, Happy Brain”

“Fed Up: Why Can’t I Lose Weight? Part I,” a “KISS” Guide for Weight Loss

“Eat the Cupcake, Savor the Champagne: A “KISS” Guide to Healthy Weight. Look Great. Feel Great. Be Great”

“Mastering the Art of Stress: Finding Calm in the Chaos,” a “KISS” 52 Guide

“Release Yourself: PART I,” a “KISS” Primer. Stress Less. Live More. Free Your Mind, Body, & Spirit”

“Release Yourself: PART II, a “KISS 25” Guide. Stress Less. Live More. Free Your Mind, Body, & Spirit” 

“Release Yourself: PART III, a “KISS 25” Guide. Stress Less. Live More. Free Your Mind, Body, & Spirit” 

The “Mediterranean Me” Collection

Holistic Wellness & Simple Pleasures

“Sicilian Seductions, a Mediterranean Love Affair,” the debut novel in the “Happily Ever Now” series, a soul journey of an open heart & mind

“Mallorcan Dreams, a Mediterranean Love Affair,” Part III

“Sultry Spain, a Mediterranean Love Affair,” Part IV

“French Rendezvous, a Mediterranean Love Affair,” Part V

Coming soon...

“Turkish Temptations, a Mediterranean Love Affair,” Part II

“Greek Pleasures, a Mediterranean Love Affair,” Part VI

“Magical Montenegro, a Mediterranean Love Affair,” Part VII

“Idyllic Italy, a Mediterranean Love Affair,” Part VIII

“My Mediterranean Musings: Lifestyle Measures for Holistic Wellness Inspiration”

“My Magical Mediterranean: Travel Treasures for Wanderlust Inspiration”

“My Mediterranean Table: Gastronomic Pleasures for Culinary Inspiration”

An Uplifting Memoir of Triumphing Over Trauma

“Roar: Primed for Peace. Self-Heal Trauma for Health, Happiness, & Harmony”

*Please sign up to my website for upcoming releases and author events, sneak peeks & perks, blog posts, social media and to connect...

www.mediterraneanme.org
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What Readers are Saying*

“Sicilian Seductions”

“Sophia Elan has crafted a masterpiece that is as enchanting as it is unforgettable."

“With its lush prose, compelling characters, and timeless themes, it is a novel that will linger in the hearts and minds of readers long after the final page is turned.”

“Elan's masterful storytelling weaves a tapestry of emotions and experiences, drawing readers into the heart of a timeless romance.”

“In a world where the pursuit of happiness often feels elusive, Elan reminds us that true fulfillment lies not in the destination, but in the journey itself.”

“... a sumptuous literary feast that transports readers to the sun-drenched shores of Sicily, where love and longing intertwine like grapevines in a sun-kissed vineyard.”

“... a tale of transformation and self-discovery. ... a journey of healing and renewal.”

“...Sofia discovers that love's truest essence lies not in the arms of another, but in the depths of her own soul.”

“What sets 'Sicilian Seductions' apart is its ability to resonate on a deeply personal level.”

“... a captivating ode to the power of love, the beauty of Sicily, and the resilience of the human spirit.”

“Elan's prose is as vibrant and intoxicating as the Sicilian landscape itself.”

“... she captures the essence of Sicily with a poet's touch.”

“Author Sophia Elan skillfully combines sensory details, cultural connections, and introspective thoughts to give the reader a truly immersive experience.” 

“Sicilian Seductions is not only for fans of romance novels but also for true foodies who find great satisfaction in being tantalized by gastronomic details and activities that pique their senses and appetites.” 

“Elan nails the food and architecture and describes them all in near cinematic detail, down to the history.”  

“Sicilian Seductions by Sophia Elan is a captivating story that blends the themes of love and self-discovery.”  

“This thought-provoking work is not just a story of resilience and courage but also hope.” 

“Filled with romance, humor, heartbreak, and drama, Sophia Elan takes readers on a delightful Mediterranean journey with an unhurried narrative that is as engaging as it's inspiring.” 

“Readers are not only entertained but also inspired to consider their own experiences with love and personal development as they follow Sofia's journey.” 

French Rendezvous”

“An inspirational story of life lessons and love lessons, based on true events.”

“Not your typical love story - an engaging, thought-provoking and evocative delight with something for everyone as Elan poignantly weaves an inspirational tale of personal transformation. Elan magically transports us to her beloved idyllic Mediterranean gems with a passionate insider’s perspective. I thoroughly enjoyed Elan’s perspective on creative geniuses - like da Vinci and Picasso - and the present-day impact they had on Sofia. I feel like I am intimately familiar with the characters. I know which love interest I’m rooting for and can’t wait to see how Sofia’s journey turns out. Highly recommended!”

“Please make this into a movie!”

“I felt magically transported and inspired by French Rendezvous. I found Elan’s storytelling gripping - it was  as if I were experiencing the dreamy locales she describes in such alluring detail while my heart strings were pulled as Elan intimately depicts Sofia’s challenges and triumphs. I was particularly drawn to Sofia’s vulnerability and strength - determinedly moving onwards and upwards - despite setbacks. This isn’t your normal romance novel. I was touched how the story embraces intimacy in all its forms - including the enviable friendships Elan describes throughout the series. I cannot wait to see how things turn out for Sofia. With Elan’s cinematic detail, I can envision Sofia’s journey unfolding on the big screen and I hope one day it’s made into a movie!”
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“Eat the Cupcake, Savor the Champagne”

“I’m confident that anyone who follows her recommendations will lose weight, be healthier, enjoy increased energy, and be happier in their overall lives.”

“Anyone who needs to lose weight, keep it off, and develop and maintain a healthy lifestyle should read Eat the Cupcake, Savor the Champagne by Sophia Elan. It’s packed with relevant information to help people achieve those goals and more.”

“Elan’s book is not just another diet book. It’s a comprehensive, lifelong guide written to help readers not only lose weight but keep it off and feel physically and emotionally well.” 

“Roar”

“Overall, Roar: Primed for Peace is a fierce work of emotionally resonant writing that is sure to uplift and help anyone who reads it.” 

“heartfelt work which seeks to bring harmony to others;”  “may very well pave the way for others who have experienced trauma to “live happily ever now” too;” “an epiphany and a philosophy on life that finally achieves true healing, and can be of great inspiration to others”

“the blueprint to a healthier and happy life”

“Couldn’t put it down;” “Compelling and Inspirational”

“Beautifully written. Raw, insightful and transformational;” “captivating read”

“She has been through so much and continues to forge ahead with a huge capacity to love and forgive. She is a warrior at heart for all she has been through and to have the tenacity to figure out how to heal holistically.”

“What is so impressive in Sophia's writing is this inward look focuses on who she is and not what has happened to her. Even when recounting traumatic experiences Sophia walks us through her thoughts always climbing toward the light. The ability to reflect and know herself is a super power and sharing it with other trauma survivors is a gift.”

“The overarching take away is an uplifting one that happiness is attainable no matter what life throws at us.” 

“Elan inspires us... loving others fearlessly and, most importantly, loving oneself... is the recipe for happiness.” 

“Ms. Elan’s courage, perseverance, optimism and gratitude not only helped her transform her life but can serve as an inspiration to others to live their fullest, most authentic life as well.” 

“It's the globetrotting adventures, set-backs, trauma and triumphs Elan lived along the way that make her story so riveting.”

“Mastering the Art of Stress”

“... Sophia Elan makes the case for a healthier lifestyle. In a world that seems pressure-filled and chaotic, Elan gives her readers the information they need to process the ill effects of prolonged stress.”  

“... readers wanting to learn the best way to manage their stress without medical interventions.” 

“... Elan empowers others with the knowledge of the conditions stress may cause in their lives that may be eliminated with simple acts...” 

*For reviews and purchases: 

www.readersfavorite.com

www.mediterraneanme.org
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Sultry Spain
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Inspired by a Life. Lived...
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PART I

Seductive Sevilla: Be Still My Heart

Chapter 1: Ravishing Rafael

Chapter 2: Blessings

Chapter 3: Local Pleasures

Chapter 4: Neighborhood Treasures

Chapter 5: Heaven on Earth

Chapter 6: Culinary Foreplay

Chapter 7: Romantic Flirtations

Chapter 8: Plaza Perfection
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Chapter 10: Vineria San Telmo

Chapter 11: Deja Vu
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Gaucin: Nature Beckons - Always...

Chapter 15: Tantric Masseuse
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FOREWORD

I’m blessed to have lived in the Mediterranean for almost two decades, but I’m even more blessed to enjoy the simple pleasures of life, wherever I am. This “Happily Ever Now” series is my love letter - not only to the Mediterranean - but to life in general. 

I hope to help you escape a little and inspire the wanderlust that has kept me curious, energized, spirited, and engaged throughout my life. Travel opens your heart, your eyes, and your mind. 

I also hope to inspire you to live your fullest, most authentic life, my “secret” to happiness and inner peace. I’ve lived life; that comes with its share of heartaches, but its “heart-ups” as well. 

I forever believe in fairytales, but the one where the “princess” is her own “heroine.” After a life of chasing “Happily Ever After” with others, I found “Happily Ever Now,” within myself. My fervent wish is for you to as well...
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PART I

Seductive Sevilla: Be Still My Heart 

Chapter 1

Ravishing Rafael

I felt energized the moment I got off the plane from the short trip from Mallorca. I had spent a few days in Sevilla before - I was even enthralled with its melodious, beckoning name - the pretty Spanish name seemed to hint at the glimpses of the sophisticated, seductive charms of Seville. My first brief visit had been solo and my last had been with my last ex. We had mostly just aimlessly wandered around and enjoyed a few tapas bars. I had immediately been captivated by Seville’s immense charm and knew I would be back. Even from my relatively brief exposure to Seville, I knew it was my favorite city in Spain. Although I gravitate towards smaller cities, sprawling Seville - like Istanbul - seemed to seamlessly maintain its enticing allure. 

I had enjoyed visiting the gorgeous parks and world-class museums in Madrid and the market and Gaudi architectural masterpieces in Barcelona. Seville was vastly more my style though. For a big city, it felt quaint to me and the pace of life seemed to sing with a sweet melody. Seville was one of those places I just couldn’t get enough of. There was beauty everywhere you looked and that - combined with the ubiquitous Spanish energetic vibe - made Seville a special charmer. I was looking forward to exploring her more, taking endless photos, and simply soaking in her seductive splendor.

Lost in my head with anticipation in my enthusiastic rush to reunite with Seville, my foot accidentally got caught on the luggage ahead of me as we were alighting from the plane and the toehold of my sandal on one foot tore apart. Murphy’s Law, I thought as I realized this was one of those disembarkations where we had to go down a flight of stairs to the tarmac instead of directly into the airport via a jetway. I chuckled nervously, trying to figure out how best to manage my somewhat challenging predicament. There weren’t a lot of options, so I made my way down the stairs as best as I could in a rather comical manner - trying to grip the toe hold and lift my foot high enough to where the bottom of my sandal would cooperate slightly and not buckle under. I looked like a clown with extra big shoes with elevated steps. I was extremely self-conscious as I was not only looking quite silly but holding up the disembarkation process, commanding a lot of attention at the precise moment I wanted to fade into oblivion. C’est la vie, I thought. What can I do? I kind of shuffled my foot along the ground once we reached the tamarc and made my way very slowly into the airport arrivals. 

As I slowly slid my way to the baggage carousel, I caught a glimpse of a stunning young man observing my tiny plight with a bemused smile. I grinned and shrugged my shoulders at him. I’d be able to swap out my shoes when I retrieved my suitcase so my self-conscious shuffle would soon be over.

I sighed in relief as I saw my luggage approaching. I was struggling awkwardly as my large suitcase was jammed between other heavy luggage, as often seems to be my lot in life, and I noted with some concern that the handle was up. I finally stopped trying to wrestle with it and waited for it to come around again. I looked up to catch the eye of the same man I had made eye contact with before; he was watching me and still grinning. Glad I can amuse someone, I wryly thought. 

As I was scanning the carousel looking for my bag to come around again, the gentleman approached me. He had a duffel bag over one shoulder and was carrying my heavy bag in one hand. I sighed, seeing that my luggage handle had broken, an apparent casualty of the carousel melee. “Ugh,” involuntarily, ineloquently escaped my lips as the statuesque man approached me, still grinning. Not the best introduction I realized but I was preoccupied with thoughts of struggling with my bag. So much for my blissful reunion with Seville I sighed, as I politely smiled in gratitude, taking in his sheer beauty up close.

He was dressed simply, classically but in form-fitting clothes that left no doubt as to his evident physical prowess. He had on a light gray V-neck cashmere sweater that made the twinkle in his dreamy blue gray eyes even more apparent and body-hugging trousers, evidencing his firm derriere and muscular legs, finished with stylish understated classic boots. He had a 5 o’clock shadow - my seductive kryptonite - and well-groomed black silky hair. He caught me inadvertently staring and smiled at my tacit compliment saying, “May I help you?”, as he extended his hand in greeting and introduced himself, “Rafael. Mucho gusto. Pleased to meet you.” His handshake was firm and his gaze unwavering as he lingered holding my hand. “Sofia, mucho gusto,” I replied, shaking his hand and slowly pulling mine away, steadying myself from the electrifying charge from our brief touch. I could feel the immediate sexual chemistry despite my shyness and embarrasment. “Gracias, pero... Thank you but - you’ve already done enough.” 

“You are going to the historical center - no? I’m going that way. If you are too, let me help you,” Rafael softly persisted in a sultry commanding voice. “Por favor.  Please, allow me,” he continued. I loved the endearing habit in Latin countries of making it sound like you were doing someone an honor by letting them help you - it was swoon-worthy charm to me and I was having difficulty concentrating in his presence. I bit my lip from a combination of being self-conscious, touched by his offer, and unsure what I should do. “Are you nuts?” I was already playing the monologue in my head of what some of my family and friends would say if I accepted this stranger’s assistance. “I insist,” Rafael continued over the unexpressed objections in my head. “It’s not easy to navigate the center - there are a lot of pedestrian-only small streets and often several steep flights of stairs. If you take a taxi, it may not be easy finding your accommodations because they will have to drop you off at the outskirts,” he persuasively concluded. 

“Ugh,” I unattractively monosyllabically groaned again in response to his polite offer of assistance. I hadn’t thought of those logistical considerations and was not looking forward to the inevitable challenges that lay ahead. I looked down at my feet, feeling a little forlorn, my enthusiasm for Seville unfairly waning. Rafael apparently mistook my downward glance, “Wait,” he said. “Por favor. Please,” he briefly took my hand, squeezing it for emphasis before disappearing.

“Ugh,” I said to myself for the third time since my arrival. I’m not the risk-averse type. People always think I’m reckless. I wasn’t concerned about my safety; I just hated accepting help. I’m tired of always struggling alone though, I was silently debating myself. I couldn’t suppress a smile as Rafael returned and I realized what he had done. Without question, he knelt in front of me and started wrapping yellow duct tape around my sandal to secure the broken strap. I didn’t have the heart to tell him I was just going to change my shoes. How dangerous could this sweet guy be, I thought, as my decision decisively shifted towards accepting his help.

Rafael continued his negotiation with me not appreciating he had already sealed the deal with me. “You need help. Your luggage is heavy. I do heavy for a living,” he winked as he handed me a business card. He was a personal trainer. “Ah,” I winked back in acceptance, relieved to have help. To ensure I didn’t change my mind, Rafael confidently took me by the hand with his free hand while effortlessly dealing with my monstrosity of a suitcase, escorting me to his car. 

As Rafael arranged the bags in the trunk of his car, I unobtrusively snapped a photo of him and his business card. I sent the photos to Olivia - at least someone would know with whom I was last seen offchance something went awry. This was as responsible as I got. Of course, I didn’t want to alarm her so I simply said “Arrived in Seville. This is my ride,” ending with a winking emoji.

Rafael asked me for my address. “Lovely,” he responded as I showed him the address of the apartment I was staying at and we started driving. “You’re staying in Triana - a wonderful residential area just across the river from the historic center. It’s a lively area with great markets and cafes. It’s the birthplace of flamenco and very romantic,” Rafael complimented my choice, while flirtatiously winking as he slowly drawled “romantic” - or so it seemed to me in my heightened aroused state. I didn’t want to be presumptuous, but I was happy to have met someone so unexpectedly, so soon even if it were just a brief flirtation. “Perfect. I love living like a local to really experience the culture.” 

We chatted amicably, exchanging pleasantries. The time flew by. I realized I wasn’t even paying attention to the views as we drove from the airport to the center; Rafael was commanding my attention. He inquired about my trip - whether it was my first time, what my plans were, etc. I noted with great interest that he asked me if I were alone or meeting anyone. I quietly nodded my head no, trying to contain my budding enthusiasm that perhaps I was not being presumptuous that he was interested. He was so gorgeous and much younger that I didn’t have anything in mind other than a potential fling, but I was surprised to realize how much I was interested in one. I always felt self-conscious about being by myself in big cities in Spain given its extraordinarily sociable culture. 

Perhaps my adorable escort would entertain allowing me to take him for dinner one night as an expression of my gratitude, I thought, trying to get up the courage to ask him. Baby steps, I thought as I couldn’t find the bravado to ask him as I started worrying again that I was being presumptuous. How could this stunning younger creature possibly be interested - he was just being a chivalrous gentleman, I concluded, deciding I would just enjoy the ride and the assistance and quit while I was ahead. 

Rafael was an attentive and wonderful conversationalist and made me feel uncharacteristically at ease. Our conversation felt natural and effortless once I decided against asking him to dinner. I began to relax and take in the scenery as we approached the center. I was no longer pettily blaming Seville for my minor mishaps and was looking forward to my visit and simply seeing the sites with renewed anticipation . I grinned as my thoughts went back to the “We’ll see” parable when something seemingly bad happens. But for my tiny troubles, I wouldn’t have met ravishing Rafael nor had the benefit of his assistance. 

I tried to focus on the scenery and my solo itinerary, but kept getting distracted by Rafael’s presence. There’s something about the mastery of driving a manual car, the roar of the engine, and surge of power shifting gears. I looked down at his hand as he expertly shifted back and forth. It was large and powerful and I was mesmerized.  

I tried diverting my attention, willing myself not to stare at him. It was hot and I was appreciative of the fresh breeze as the wind whipped through my hair, tousling it. I started my nervous habit of talking too much. I told Rafael how much I loved cooking, Spanish markets and the tapa style of eating and how Spanish wine and olive oil were my favorites. “... and the men?” he boldly inquired. I blushed and looked down. “Yes, definitely,” I said to myself, and it was true. I was at a loss as to how to answer; I knew he was just innocently flirting at best and I didn't want to expose my feelings. I had always thought that Spanish men and women were some of the most naturally beautiful people in the world in general. I had always had a crush on the Spanish goalie, Iker Casillas. Ah, futbol - a new topic I was comfortable chatting about to try to dilute the obvious sexual tension - at least on my end. Spaniards - like so many Europeans - are passionate about the game. My random stream-of-consciousness thought “process” came to my rescue as we talked about our favorite players and Rafael’s favorite team as we approached the historic center. 

When we got to my apartment building, I was so grateful that Rafael had persisted in persuading me to accept his generous help. He had been right about everything. He had to ask several people for directions even though he was using maps on his phone. We had to park quite a distance from my building and then I was up six flights of stairs - no elevator - as was par for the course. A gorgeous helper, however, was not par for the course and I was deeply grateful for Rafael’s intervention above and beyond my undeniable attraction to
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