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			Chapter 4

			In the penthouse of a boutique hotel in Florence, clothes had been tossed haphazardly across a sitting room floor, trailing like breadcrumbs from the doorway toward a wall that was no longer blank. Groans and obvious rhythms floated in the air, wafting over a man’s fine handmade shoes, a black bra, a tailored suit tossed wantonly over a coffee table, a taffeta dress puddled into a Santorini-blue pool…

			If one were a detective, one would notice that the lady’s panties and shoes were missing.

			The air was thick with the smell of orange blossoms and Aramis, mingled with the musk of sweat and naked flesh. The room was dark. Not even the moonlight streaming in from the terrace reached the wall where two nude bodies clung to one another. The man stood upright, supporting the woman, who had her legs wrapped around his hips.

			“Open your eyes.” Gabriel’s plea was punctuated by a cacophony of sound—skin sliding over skin, desperate cries muffled by lips and flesh, quick gulps of oxygen, and the slight thud of Julia’s back against the wall.

			She could hear him as he groaned with every thrust, but her ability to speak had withdrawn as she focused on a single sensation—pleasure. Every movement of her lover pleased her, even the friction between their chests and the grip of his hands as he held her aloft. She danced on the very edge of satisfaction, breathless with anticipation that the next movement would push her over. Building, building, building, building…

			“Are—you—okay?” He was breathing hard, his last word leaving his mouth as a cry as the slightest turn of her ankles pressed her sharp heels into his flesh.

			Julia threw her head back and let out a few incoherent sounds as she climaxed, intense waves radiating out from where they were joined and speeding along her nerves until her entire body vibrated. Gabriel felt it, of course, and followed soon after; two deep thrusts and he cried her name into the crook of her neck, his body shaking.

			“You worried me,” he whispered afterward. He lay on his back in the center of the large, white bed while his sleepy beloved curled into his side, her head resting over the surface of his tattoo.

			“Why?”

			“You wouldn’t open your eyes. You wouldn’t speak. I was worried I was too rough.”

			She moved her fingers along his abdomen to the few hairs that trailed down from his navel, tracing the texture lazily.

			“You didn’t hurt me. It felt different this time—more intense. Every time you moved, the most incredible feeling passed through me. I couldn’t open my eyes.”

			Gabriel smiled to himself in relief and pressed his lips to her forehead.

			“That position is deeper. And don’t forget all our foreplay at the museum. I couldn’t keep my hands off you during dinner.”

			“That’s because you knew I’d lost my panties.”

			“That’s because I want you. Always.” He offered her a half-smile.

			“Every time with you is better than the last,” she whispered.

			His expression grew wistful. “But you never say my name.”

			“I say your name all the time. It’s a wonder you haven’t come up with a pet name you’d rather I use, such as Gabe, or Dante, or The Professor.”

			“That’s not what I meant. I mean you never say my name—when you come.”

			She lifted her chin so she could see his face. His expression matched his tone, wistful and momentarily vulnerable. The confident mask had slipped.

			“For me, your name is synonymous with orgasm. I’m going to start calling them Emgasms.”

			He laughed loudly, a hearty, chest-bouncing chuckle that required Julia to sit up. She joined him in his laughter, grateful that his moment of melancholy had passed.

			“You have quite the sense of humor, Miss Mitchell.” He tilted her chin upwards so he could worship her lips once more before relaxing into the pillows and drifting off to sleep.

			Julia stayed awake a little longer as she contemplated the anxious, insecure little boy who revealed himself at rare and unexpected moments.

			The following morning Gabriel treated Julia to her preferred breakfast at Café Perseo, a fine gelateria in the Piazza Signoria. They sat inside because normal December temperatures had returned and it was rainy and cool.

			One could sit by the square all day, every day, and watch the world walk by. There were old buildings on the perimeter—the Uffizi was around the corner. There was a tremendously impressive fountain and beautiful statues, including a copy of Michelangelo’s David and a statue of Perseus holding the dismembered head of Medusa in front of a lovely loggia.

			Julia avoided looking at Perseus as she ate her gelato. Gabriel avoided looking at the legions of beautiful Florentine women in order to watch his beloved. Hungrily.

			“Are you sure you wouldn’t like a taste? Raspberry and lemon are great together.” She held out a spoon where the two flavors commingled.

			“Oh I want a taste. But not of that.” His eyes glinted. “I prefer something a trifle more exotic.” He nudged his espresso aside so he could take her hand in his. “Thank you for last night and this morning.”

			“I think I’m the one who should be thanking you, Professor.” She squeezed his hand and busied herself with her breakfast, such as it was.

			“I’m surprised there isn’t an outline of my body vaporized onto the wall of our room.” She giggled, holding out a small spoonful of the frozen treat.

			He allowed her to feed him, and when his tongue darted out to lick his lips, she found herself light-headed. A bevy of images from earlier that morning flashed through her mind. And one remained.

			O gods of sex-god boyfriends who enjoy pleasuring their lovers, thank you for this morning.

			She swallowed hard. “You know, that was my first time.”

			“It won’t be your last. I promise.” Gabriel licked his lips provocatively, eager to make her squirm.

			She leaned over to give him a peck on the cheek. But he was having none of that. He snaked a hand to the back of her neck and pulled her closer.

			Her mouth was sweet with gelato and the unique taste that was Julia. He groaned when he released her, wishing he could take her back to the hotel for a repeat of last night’s performance, or perhaps to the museum…

			“Can I ask you something?” She busied herself with her bowl so she didn’t have to meet his gaze.

			“Of course.”

			“Why did you say that I was your fiancée?”

			“Fidanzata has multiple meanings.”

			“The primary meaning is fiancée.”

			“Ragazza doesn’t express the depth of my attachment.” Gabriel wiggled his toes in his new, tight shoes. His mouth twitched as he contemplated what to say next, if he should say anything at all. He elected to remain silent, shifting uncomfortably in his seat.

			Julia noticed what she perceived to be his physical discomfort. “I’m sorry about my heels.”

			“What’s that?”

			“I saw the marks on your backside when you were getting dressed this morning. I didn’t mean to injure you.”

			He grinned wickedly. “Occupational hazard for those obsessed with high-heeled shoes. I wear my love scars with pride.”

			“I’ll be more careful next time.”

			“No, you damn well won’t.”

			Julia’s eyes grew wide at the sudden flash of passion in his eyes.

			He captured her lips with his before whispering in her ear, “I’m going to buy you a pair of boots with even higher heels, then I’m going to see what you can do with them.”

			As they strolled across the Ponte Vecchio under a shared umbrella, Gabriel persisted in pulling her into shop after shop, trying to tempt her into accepting an extravagant gift of jewelry—Etruscan reproductions, Roman coins, gold necklaces, etc. But she would only smile and decline, pointing to Grace’s diamond earrings and saying that they were more than enough. Her lack of attachment to material things only made him want to heap them at her feet.

			When they reached the center of the bridge, Julia tugged at his arm and led him to the edge so they could gaze out over the Arno.

			“There is something you could buy for me, Gabriel.”

			He peered over at her curiously, the crisp Florentine air flushing her cheeks. She was goodness, light and warmth and softness. But terribly, terribly stubborn.

			“Name it.”

			Julia paused to run her hand over the barrier that separated her from the edge of the bridge. “I want my scar removed.”

			He was almost surprised. He knew that she was ashamed of Simon’s bite mark. He’d walked in on her applying concealer that morning, and she’d grown teary when he asked about it.

			She avoided his eyes and continued. “I don’t like looking at it. I don’t like the fact that you have to look at it. I want it gone.”

			“We could find a plastic surgeon in Philadelphia, while we’re home for Christmas.”

			“Our time at home is so short. I couldn’t do that to my dad. Or to Rachel.”

			Gabriel shifted the umbrella to his other hand and pulled her into a hug. He kissed her, trailing down to her neck until he made contact with the mark.

			“I will gladly do this for you and more. You just have to ask. But I would like you to do something for me.”

			“What?”

			“I would like you to talk to someone. About what happened.”

			Julia lowered her eyes. “I talk to you.”

			“I meant someone who isn’t an ass. I can hire a doctor who will remove the scar from your skin, but no one can remove the scars on the inside. It’s important for you to realize that. I don’t want you to be disappointed.”

			“I won’t be. And stop calling yourself names. It upsets me.”

			He conceded her point with a nod of the head. “I think it would help if you had someone to talk to—about everything. Tom, your mother, him, and me.” He gave her a pained look. “I am a difficult man. I know that. I think if you had someone to talk to, it would help.”

			She closed her eyes. “I will, but only if you agree to do the same thing.”

			He stiffened.

			She opened her eyes, speaking quickly. “I know that you don’t want to, and believe me, I understand. But if I’m going to do this, you need to do it too. You were really angry last night, and even though I know you weren’t angry with me, I had to bear the brunt of it.”

			“I tried to make up for it afterward.” He gritted his teeth.

			She reached up to stroke his agitated jaw. “Of course. But it bothered me that you were so upset over an unsolicited pass from a stranger. And that you thought that sex would relieve your anger and mark me as yours.”

			Gabriel’s face registered shock, for he had never interpreted his actions in that way.

			“I would never hurt you.” He squeezed her hand.

			“I know.”

			Gabriel looked upset, and the panic in his eyes didn’t abate when Julia reached up to pet his hair a little.

			“We’re quite a pair, aren’t we? With our scars and histories and all our problems. A tragic romance, I suppose.” She smiled and tried to make light of their situation.

			“The only tragedy would be losing you,” he said, kissing her lightly.

			“You’ll only lose me if you stop loving me.”

			“I’m a lucky man then. I’ll be able to keep you forever.”

			He kissed her once more before wrapping his arms around her.

			“Therapy was required when I went into rehab. I continued meeting with a therapist for a year or so afterward, in addition to going to weekly self-help meetings. It isn’t as if I haven’t gone down that road.”

			Julia frowned. “You’re in recovery and you don’t go to meetings. I haven’t said much about it before, but that’s a serious problem. On top of that, you still drink.”

			“I was a cocaine addict, not an alcoholic.”

			She paused, searching his eyes. It was as if she’d uncovered an old medieval map that outlined the edge of the world with the words here there be dragons.

			“We both know that Narcotics Anonymous strongly suggests that addicts don’t drink.” She sighed. “As much as I will try to help, some things are beyond me. As much as sex with you pleases me, I don’t want to become your new drug of choice. I can’t fix things.”

			“Is that what you think? That I use sex to fix things?” His question was in earnest, and so Julia resisted the urge to respond with sarcasm.

			“I think that you used to use sex to fix things. You said as much to me once, remember? You used sex to combat your loneliness. Or to punish yourself.”

			A dark shadow passed over Gabriel’s features. “It isn’t like that with you.”

			“But when a person is upset, old patterns of behavior emerge. It’s true of me too, except my coping mechanisms are different.” She kissed him softly but long enough for his panic to recede and for him to kiss her back.

			When they pulled apart they stood wrapped around one another until Julia decided to break the silence. “Your lecture last night reminded me of something.” She pulled her phone from her purse and quickly scrolled through some pictures. “Here.”

			He took the phone from her hand and gazed at an exquisite painting. In it, St. Francesca Romana cradled an infant child with the assistance of the Virgin Mary, while an angel looked on.

			“It’s beautiful.” He returned her phone.

			“Gabriel,” she said softly. “Look at the painting.”

			He did. And the strangest feeling passed over him.

			She began to speak in a low voice. “I’ve always loved this painting. I thought it was because there are similarities between Gentileschi and Caravaggio. But it’s more than that. St. Frances lost some of her children to the plague. This painting is supposed to portray one of her visions of what happened to those children.”

			She searched Gabriel’s eyes to see if he grasped her meaning. But he hadn’t.

			“When I look at this painting, I think of your baby, Maia. Grace is holding her, surrounded by angels.” Julia pointed to the figures in the painting. “See? The baby is safe and loved. That’s what Paradise is like. You don’t have worry.”

			Julia looked up into his face. His pained, beautiful face. Gabriel had tears in his eyes.

			“I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I was trying to comfort you.” She wrapped her arms around his neck, gripping him tightly.

			Eventually, he wiped at his eyes. He hid his face in her hair, feeling grateful and relieved.

			The following afternoon, the rain stopped. So the couple took a taxi up to the Piazzale Michelangelo, which provided a sweeping view of the city. They could have taken a city bus like regular people, but Gabriel was not like regular people.

			(Few Dante specialists are.)

			“What did Rachel say in her email?” he asked as they admired the tiled roof of the Duomo.

			Julia fidgeted with her fingernails. “She and Aaron said hello. They wanted to know if we were happy.”

			Gabriel’s eyes narrowed. “Is that all?”

			“Um, no.”

			“So?”

			She shrugged. “They said that Scott had a girlfriend. That was about it.”

			“Good for Scott.” He chuckled. “Was there anything else?”

			“Why do you ask?”

			He cocked his head to one side. “Because I can tell when you’re hiding something.”

			He began to run his fingers up and down the soft flesh at her waist, a particularly ticklish spot.

			“You aren’t going to do that in public.”

			“Oh, yes I am.” He grinned and began moving his fingers with purpose, trying to tickle her.

			She started giggling and trying to wriggle out of his grasp, but he held her close.

			“Come on, Julianne. Tell me what Rachel said.”

			“Stop tickling,” she gasped, “and I’ll tell you.”

			Gabriel stilled his hands.

			She took a deep breath. “She wanted to know if we’d, um, slept together.”

			“Oh, really?” His lips turned up into a half-smile. “And what did you say?”

			“I told the truth.”

			He searched her eyes. “Anything else?”

			“She said she hoped you were behaving yourself and that I was happy. And I said yes—on both counts.” She waited for a moment, thinking about whether or not she should mention the email from a certain Vermont farm boy.

			“But there’s something else. Go ahead.” He was still smiling indulgently.

			“Well, Paul emailed me.”

			Gabriel scowled. “What? When?”

			“The day of your lecture.”

			“Why didn’t you mention this before?” he fumed.

			“Because of this.” She gestured to the irritation visible on his face. “I knew it would upset you, and I didn’t want to do that when you had to speak in front of a room full of important people.”

			“What did he say?”

			“He said that you passed Christa’s dissertation proposal.”

			“What else did he say?”

			“He wished me a Merry Christmas and said that he was sending something to me in Selinsgrove.”

			Gabriel’s nostrils flared. “Why would he do that?”

			“Because he’s my friend. It’s probably maple syrup, which I will gladly give to my dad. Paul knows that I have a boyfriend and that I am very, very happy. I’ll forward the email to you, if you like.”

			“That won’t be necessary.” Gabriel’s lips thinned visibly.

			Julia crossed her arms in front of her chest. “You were eager to have me spend time with Paul when Professor Pain was around.”

			“That was different. And I don’t particularly wish to discuss her ever again.”

			“Easy for you to say. You don’t keep running into people I’ve slept with.”

			Gabriel glared.

			Julia clapped a hand over her mouth. “I’m sorry. That was a terrible thing to say.”

			“As you may recall, I have run into at least one person with whom you’ve been sexually involved.”

			He turned and walked away, approaching the edge of the lookout. She gave him a moment or two to himself, then she stood beside him and cautiously wrapped her little finger around his. “I’m sorry.”

			He didn’t respond.

			“Thank you for rescuing me from Simon.”

			Gabriel scowled. “You know that I have a past. Do you intend to keep bringing it up?”

			She lowered her gaze to her shoes. “No.”

			“That remark was beneath you.”

			“I’m sorry.”

			He kept his eyes trained on the city that was spread out before them. Red tiled roofs shone in the sun, while Brunelleschi’s dome dominated the view.

			Julia decided to change the subject. “Christa was behaving strangely at your last seminar. She seemed resentful. Do you think she knows about us?”

			“She’s sour because I haven’t welcomed her outrageous advances. But she met the deadline for her revised proposal and her work was acceptable.”

			“So she wasn’t—blackmailing you?”

			“Not every woman is your rival for me,” he snapped, pushing away her hand.

			Her eyes widened in surprise. “That remark was beneath you.”

			After a moment, the anger seemed to seep out of him. His shoulders slumped. “Forgive me.”

			“Let’s not waste our time together arguing.”

			“Agreed. But I don’t like the idea of Paul emailing you. Although I suppose you could be friends with worse persons.” Gabriel sounded unusually prim.

			She smiled and pressed her lips to his cheek. “There’s the Professor Emerson I know and love.”

			He pulled out his phone so he could take her picture against the background of the beautiful view. Julia was laughing, and he was taking picture after picture when his phone began to ring. The not so dulcet tones of London’s Big Ben sounded between them.

			Julia gave him a challenging look.

			He grimaced and pulled her into an intense kiss. He cupped her face with his hand, determinedly parting her lips with his own and gently slipping his tongue inside.

			She kissed him back, wrapping her arms around his waist to pull him closer. And all the while, Big Ben chimed.

			“You aren’t going to answer it?” she finally got a chance to ask.

			“No. I told you earlier, I wasn’t going to speak to her.”

			He pressed his lips to Julia’s once again, but only briefly.

			“I feel sorry for her,” Julia said.

			“Why?”

			“Because she created a child with you. Because she still wants you, but she’s lost you. If I were to lose you to someone else, I’d be devastated.”

			Gabriel huffed impatiently. “You aren’t going to lose me. Stop that.”

			Julia smiled weakly. “Um, I need to say something.”

			He moved back.

			“This is coming from my concern for you. I want you to know that.” She looked at him in earnest. “I feel sorry for Paulina, but it’s clear that she’s been holding what happened over your head in order to keep you in her life. I’m wondering if she gets into trouble just so you’ll rescue her. I think it’s time for her to develop an emotional attachment to someone else. Someone she can fall in love with.”

			“I don’t disagree,” he said stiffly.

			“What if she can’t be happy until she lets you go? You let her go and you found me. It would be a mercy on your part for you to let her go so she can find her own happiness.”

			Gabriel nodded grimly and kissed her forehead but refused to say anything more on the subject.

			The rest of their stay in Florence was a happy one, a counterfeit honeymoon of a sort. They frequented various churches and museums during the day, in between returns to their hotel, where they would make love sometimes slowly and sometimes madly. Every evening Gabriel would choose a different restaurant for dinner, and they would walk home afterward, pausing on one of the bridges to make out like teenagers in the cool evening air.

			On their last evening in Florence, Gabriel took Julia to Caffé Concerto, one of his favorite restaurants, which was positioned on the banks of the Arno. They spent several hours over a multi-course dinner, leisurely talking about their holiday and their burgeoning sexual relationship. They both confessed that the past week had been an awakening of sorts—for Julia, an awakening to the mysteries of eros; for Gabriel, an awakening to the mysteries of the four loves intertwined.

			In conversation, he finally revealed his surprise. He’d rented a villa in Umbria for their second week of holidays. He promised to take her to Venice and Rome on their next vacation, possibly in the summer after they visited Oxford.

			After dinner, Gabriel led her one last time to the Duomo. “I need to kiss you,” he whispered, pulling her body close to his.

			She was going to reply, she was going to tell him to take her to the hotel and mark her body in a deeper way, but she was interrupted.

			“Beautiful lady! Some money for an old man…” A voice called to her in Italian from the front steps of the Duomo.

			Unthinkingly, Julia leaned around Gabriel to discover who was speaking. The man continued, begging for money so he could buy something to eat.

			Gabriel caught her arm before she could approach the steps. “Come away, love.”

			“But he’s hungry. And it’s so cold.”

			“The police will come around and carry him off. They don’t like panhandlers in the city center.”

			“People are free to come and sit on the steps of a church. Sanctuary…” she mused.

			“The medieval concept of sanctuary no longer exists. Western governments abolished it, starting with England in the seventeenth century.” Gabriel grumbled as she opened her purse and withdrew a twenty Euro note.

			“So much?” He frowned.

			“It’s all I have. And look, Gabriel.” She gestured to the man’s crutches.

			“A clever ruse,” he complained.

			Julia fixed her lover with a very disappointed look. “I know what it’s like to be hungry.” She took a step in the beggar’s direction but Gabriel pulled her back.

			“He’ll spend the money on wine or drugs. It isn’t going to help him.”

			“Even a drug addict deserves a little kindness.”

			Gabriel flinched.

			She looked over at the beggar. “St. Francis of Assisi didn’t make his charity conditional. He gave to whoever asked.”

			Gabriel rolled his eyes. There was no way he was going to win an argument with Julianne when she invoked St. Francis. No one could win against that kind of argument.

			“If I give him something, he will know that someone cared enough to help him. No matter what he does with the money that will be a good thing. Don’t deprive me of an opportunity to give.” She tried to step around Gabriel but he blocked her path. He took the bill from her hand and added something to it from his own pocket, then he handed the money to the beggar.

			The two men had a quiet exchange in Italian, and the poor man blew kisses to Julia and tried in vain to shake Gabriel’s hand.

			He retreated, taking her arm and leading her away.

			“What did he say?”

			“He asked me to thank the angel for her mercy.”

			Julia stopped him so she could kiss at his frown until it morphed into a smile. “Thank you.”

			“I’m not the angel he was referring to,” he growled, kissing her in return.

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			The next morning, a limousine met the happy couple at the train station in Perugia. The driver conveyed them down the winding roads to an estate near Todi, a medieval village.

			“Is this the villa?” Julia was in awe as they traveled up the long, private drive to what looked like a mansion on a hill. It was a three-story stone structure that sat on several acres of land dotted with cypress and olive trees.

			As they drove, Gabriel pointed out a large mixed-fruit orchard that in warmer weather grew figs, peaches, and pomegranates. Nestled beside the villa was an infinity pool surrounded by a bed of lavender. Julia could almost smell the fragrance from inside the car, and she vowed at that moment to gather a few sprigs to perfume the sheets of their bed.

			“Do you like it?” He searched her face eagerly, hoping that she would be pleased.

			“I love it. When you said you were renting a villa, I didn’t think it would be so opulent.”

			“Wait till you see inside. They have a fireplace and a hot tub on the upstairs balcony.”

			“I didn’t bring a bathing suit.”

			“Who said anything about needing a bathing suit?” He moved his eyebrows suggestively, and Julia laughed.

			A black Mercedes sat in the driveway so they could visit the neighboring villages, including Assisi, which was a destination of particular interest for Julia.

			The housekeeper of the villa had stocked the kitchen with food and wine in anticipation of their arrival. Julia rolled her eyes when she discovered several bottles of imported cranberry juice in the pantry.

			Professor Gabriel “Overprotective” Emerson strikes again.

			“What do you think?” he asked, settling his hands on her waist as they stood together in the large, fully equipped kitchen.

			“It’s perfect.”

			“I was worried you wouldn’t like being in the middle of Umbria. But I thought it would be good for us to spend some quiet time together.”

			Julia arched an eyebrow. “Our times together usually aren’t quiet, Professor.”

			“That’s because you drive me mad with desire.” He gave her an impassioned kiss.

			“Let’s stay in tonight. We can cook together, if you like, and maybe relax by the fire.”

			“Sounds good.” She kissed him once again.

			“I’ll carry the luggage upstairs while you explore the house. The hot tub is on the terrace just outside the master bedroom. I’ll meet you there in fifteen minutes.”

			She acquiesced with a smile.

			“Oh, and, Miss Mitchell…”

			“Yes?”

			“No clothes for the rest of the evening.”

			She squealed and scampered up the stairs.

			Not only was the house tastefully decorated in various shades of cream and white, but it boasted a very romantic master bedroom on the second floor that was punctuated by a canopy bed. Julia found herself trying the bed out just for a moment before taking her toiletry case into the washroom.

			She unpacked her makeup and placed her shampoo and bath gel in the large, open shower. She pinned her hair up and took off all her clothes, wrapping herself in an ivory towel. She’d never skinny dipped before, but she was looking forward to it.

			As she folded her clothes and placed them on the vanity, she heard music coming from the bedroom. She recognized the song “Don’t Know Why” by Norah Jones. Gabriel thought of everything.

			His voice outside the bathroom door reconfirmed that. “I brought up some antipasti and a bottle of wine, in case you’re hungry. See you outside.”

			“I’ll be there in a minute,” she called.

			Julia looked at herself in the mirror. Her eyes were bright with excitement, and her cheeks were a healthy pink. She was in love. She was happy. And she was (she thought) about to christen the hot tub with her beloved underneath a darkening Umbrian sky.

			On her way to the terrace, she saw Gabriel’s discarded clothes hanging over the back of a chair. The cold evening breeze wafted in through the open door, ruffling her hair, making the pink of her skin pinker still. Gabriel was naked and waiting for her.

			She walked out onto the terrace and waited until she had his complete attention. Then she dropped the towel.

			

			*   *   *

			Near Burlington, Vermont, Paul Virgil Norris was wrapping Christmas presents at his parents’ kitchen table: presents for his family, for his sister, and finally, for the woman for whom his heart pined.

			It was, perhaps, surprising to see a two-hundred-pound rugby player with bolts of Christmas wrap and Scotch tape, painstakingly measuring before he put scissors to paper. A bottle of maple syrup, a stuffed toy Holstein, and two figurines were proudly arranged in front of him. The figurines were a curiosity, something he’d found in a comic book store in Toronto. One was supposed to be Dante, dressed as a crusading soldier with St. George’s cross on his chain mail chest, while the other was a blond-haired, blue-eyed anachronism of a Beatrice in the garb of a medieval princess.

			Sadly, the toy company neglected to make a Virgil action figure. (Virgil, apparently, was not worthy of action.) Paul begged to differ, and so he decided to write to the toy company to alert them to their regrettable oversight.

			He wrapped each item carefully and placed them in a cardboard box with bubble wrap. He signed a Christmas card with a few words, trying desperately to sound casual in order to disguise his growing feelings, and taped the box shut, neatly addressing it to Miss Julianne Mitchell.

			

			*   *   *

			After a very enjoyable time in the hot tub, Gabriel prepared an Umbrian dinner. Bruschetta con pomodoro e basilico, tagliatelle with olive oil and black truffles from the villa’s estate, and a cheese course with local artisan cheeses and bread. They ate their fill, laughing and drinking a fine white wine from Orvieto in the candlelight. After dinner, Gabriel made a nest of blankets and pillows on the floor in front of the living room fireplace.

			He plugged his iPhone into the sound system so they could continue enjoying his Loving Julianne playlist. Then he took her into his arms as they sat on the floor, finishing their wine, while the sounds of medieval chant swirled around their heads. They were naked, wrapped in blankets, and unashamed.

			“The music is beautiful. What is it?” She closed her eyes as she focused on the female voices, which were singing a cappella.

			“‘Gaudete’ by The Mediaeval Baebes. It’s a Christmas song.”

			“That’s quite the name for a music group.”

			“They’re very talented. I saw them live the last time they came to Toronto.”

			“Oh, really?”

			Gabriel smirked at her. “Are you jealous Miss Mitchell?”

			“Should I be?”

			“No. My arms are full. Completely.”

			Their talking ceased against the backdrop of celestial voices as their kisses began. Soon their bodies were tangling naked next to the fire.

			In the glow of the orange flames, Julia pushed Gabriel down on his back and straddled his hips. He grinned as he let her lead, welcoming her newfound confidence. “It isn’t so scary, being on top, is it?”

			“No. But I’m more comfortable with you now. I think the wall sex back at the hotel shook loose my inhibitions.”

			He wondered silently what other inhibitions he could shake loose with various kinds of sex—shower sex, for example. Or perhaps, the holy grail of domestic coupling—kitchen table sex.

			Her voice interrupted his thoughts. “I want to please you.”

			“You do. So much.”

			She reached a hand behind her and lightly touched the top of his groin. “With my mouth. I feel badly that I haven’t been able to reciprocate. You’ve been so generous.”

			His body reacted to her low whisper and hesitant hand. “Julianne, there’s no quid pro quo here. I do things with you because I want to.” His lips curled up into a half-smile. “But since you’re offering…”

			“I know men prefer it.”

			He shrugged. “Great sex will always be better. In comparison, everything else could only be an amuse bouche.” He winked at her wickedly, squeezing her hip for emphasis.

			“Is this position okay? With you lying down or…?”

			“It’s fine,” he whispered, his eyes suddenly alight.

			“I suppose it’s better than me on my knees.” She watched his reaction from the corner of her eye.

			“That’s right. I, on the other hand, am happy to kneel before my Princess in order to pleasure her. As I have already demonstrated.”

			Julia laughed softly. Then her smile disappeared. “I need to tell you something.”

			He gazed up at her expectantly.

			“I have a gag reflex.”

			A furrow appeared between his eyebrows. “I’d be worried if you didn’t.”

			Julianne avoided his probing expression as her hand slipped lower. “Mine is kind of strong.”

			His hand closed over hers.

			“It won’t be an issue, darling. I promise.” He squeezed her hand.

			She moved farther down, and he began to weave her hair around his fingers, tugging playfully.

			Julia froze.

			For an oblivious moment, he toyed with her long, silken hair. Then he realized that she wasn’t moving. “What’s wrong?”

			“Please don’t hold my head down.”

			“I wasn’t going to.” He sounded perturbed.

			She remained perfectly still, waiting. For what, he didn’t know. He let go of her hair so he could lift her chin. “Sweetheart?”

			“Um, it’s only because Idon’twanttothrowuponyou.”

			“What was that?”

			She ducked her head. “I’ve—thrown up—before.”

			He stared at her incredulously. “What…after?”

			“Um, no.”

			Gabriel was silent for some time, then his eyes narrowed. “Were you sick because of a gag reflex, or because that bastard held you down?”

			She cringed, her head moving in the slightest of nods.

			Gabriel swore, his anger burning blue. He sat up swiftly, rubbing his face with his hands.

			In the past, he hadn’t been tender with his sexual conquests, although he’d prided himself on maintaining some vestige of good manners. Less so when he was doing cocaine. Despite the Bacchanalia that he’d participated in, parties that had approximated the decadence of Rome on occasion, he’d never, ever held a girl’s head down until she vomited. Nobody did that. Not even the drug dealers and addicts he used to hang around with did that, and they had no boundaries or moral compunctions at all. Only an incredibly sick, twisted, misogynistic motherfucker would get his kicks from humiliating a woman that way.

			To do such a thing to Julianne—with her gentle eyes and beautiful soul. A shy creature who was ashamed of having a gag reflex. The senator’s son was lucky he was hiding in his parents’ house in Georgetown under a suspended sentence and a restraining order, or Gabriel would have appeared on his doorstep in order to continue their previous altercation. And he would have ended their conversation with more than a few punches.

			He shook the murderous thoughts from his head, lifting Julia to her feet and wrapping her in a blanket. “Let’s go upstairs.”

			“Why?”

			“Because I can’t sit here after what you just told me.”

			Julia’s cheeks reddened with shame, and her large eyes filled with tears.

			“Hey.” Gabriel pressed his lips to her forehead. “It isn’t your fault. Do you understand? You didn’t do anything wrong.”

			She smiled thinly, but it was clear that she didn’t believe him.

			He led her upstairs and through the bedroom to the en-suite, ushering her in before closing the door behind them.

			“What are you doing?”

			“Hopefully, something nice.” He traced the curve of her cheek with his thumb.

			Gabriel turned on the shower, testing the temperature of the water until he was satisfied. He adjusted the flow until it was gently falling from the tropical rain showerhead. He slowly removed the blanket from her body and held the shower door open, waiting for her to step inside before he followed her.

			She looked confused.

			“I want to show you that I love you,” he whispered. “Without taking you to bed.”

			“Take me to bed,” she pleaded. “Then our evening won’t be ruined.”

			“Our evening isn’t ruined,” he said fiercely. “But I’ll be damned if anyone hurts you again.” He used both hands to caress her hair, parting and moving it so every strand grew wet.

			“You think I’m dirty.”

			“Far from it.” He took her hand and pressed it over the tattoo on his chest. “You’re the closest thing to an angel I’ll ever touch.” His eyes held hers without blinking. “But I think we both need to wash away the past.”

			He moved her hair to one side, pressing a kiss to her neck. Stepping back, he poured some of her vanilla-scented shampoo into his palm. His fingers worked the liquid into her scalp, rubbing slowly, and eventually sliding down the locks to the ends. He was careful in his movements. If he ever had one moment, one act, to demonstrate that his love for her was much deeper than a sexual infatuation, now was that moment.

			As Julia began to relax, she thought back to one of the few happy memories she had of her mother. She was a little girl and her mother washed her hair in the bathtub. She remembered the two of them laughing. She remembered her mother smiling.

			Having Gabriel wash her hair was far better. It was a deeply affectionate, deeply intimate experience. She was naked before him, as he washed away her shame.

			He was naked too, but was careful not to crowd her, or to allow his slightly embarrassed arousal to brush up against her. This was not about sex. This was about making her feel loved.

			“I’m sorry I’ve been so emotional.” Her voice was quiet.

			“Sex is supposed to be emotional. You don’t have to hide your feelings from me.” He wrapped his arms around her waist, hugging her. “I feel very deeply about us as well. These past few days have been the happiest of my life.”

			He rested his chin on her shoulder. “You were shy when you were seventeen, but I don’t remember you being so wounded.”

			“I should have dumped him the first time he was cruel.” Her voice shook. “But I didn’t. I didn’t stand up for myself and things got worse.”

			“It wasn’t your fault.”

			She shrugged. “I stayed with him. I held onto the times when he was charming or thoughtful, hoping the bad times would disappear. I know that what I told you made you sick, but believe me, Gabriel, no one could be as disgusted with me as I am with myself.”

			“Julia,” he groaned, turning her to face him. “I’m not disgusted with you. I don’t care what you did; no one deserves to be treated that way. Do you hear me?” His eyes flamed a brilliant, dangerous blue.

			She covered her face with her hands. “I wanted to do something for you. But I couldn’t even get that right.”

			He pulled at her wrists, lowering her hands. “Listen to me. Because we love each other, everything between us, including sex, is a gift. Not a right, or an entitlement or an exaction—a gift. You have me now. Let him go.”

			“I still hear his voice in my head.” She brushed away a stray tear.

			Gabriel shook his head, shifting them so they stood in the center of the downpour, the hot water spilling over them. “Do you remember what I said in my lecture about Botticelli’s Primavera?”

			She nodded.

			“Some people think that Primavera is about sexual awakening—that part of the painting is an allegory for an arranged marriage. At first, Flora is a virgin and she’s afraid. When she’s pregnant, she appears serene.”

			“I thought Zephyr raped her.”

			Gabriel clenched his jaw. “He did. He fell in love with her afterward and married her, transforming her into the goddess of flowers.”

			“Not a very good allegory for marriage.”

			“No, it isn’t.” He swallowed noisily. “Julia, even though some of your sexual experiences were traumatic, you can still have a fulfilling sexual life. I want you to know that you’re safe when you’re in my arms. I don’t want you to do anything you don’t enjoy, and that includes oral sex.”

			Gabriel wrapped an arm around her waist, watching the hot water as it traveled over their naked bodies before splashing to the tile at their feet. “We’ve only been sleeping together for a week. We have our whole lives to love each other, in multiple ways.”

			He silently and lovingly soaped the nape of her neck and across her shoulders with a sponge. Then he traced the lines of her shoulders and the individual bumps of her spine, pausing regularly to place his lips where the soap had been rinsed away.

			He washed her lower back and the two little dimples that marked the transition to her backside. Without hesitation, he soaped each cheek and massaged the backs of her legs. He even washed her feet, grasping her hand and placing it on his shoulder to steady her as he soaped between her toes.

			Julia had never felt more cared for in her life.

			He attended the front of her neck and the slope of her shoulders. He washed and caressed her breasts with his hands, putting the sponge to one side as he kissed them. Then he was gently touching between her legs, not sexually but reverently, rinsing the suds that accumulated among her dark curls and finally pressing his mouth there as well.

			When he was finished, he took her into his arms and kissed her like a shy teenager, chastely and simply. “You are teaching me to love, and I suppose I’m teaching you to love too, in a way. We aren’t perfect, but we can have happiness. Can’t we?” He pulled back so he could read her eyes.

			“Yes,” she murmured, her eyes filled with tears.

			Gabriel clutched her to his heart and buried his face in her neck as the water rained down on them.

			

			*   *   *

			Emotionally exhausted, Julianne slept until noon the following day. Gabriel had been so kind, so loving. He’d foregone what Julia had always thought was a man’s basic need—oral sex—and given her what could only be described as a cleansing of shame. Gabriel’s love and acceptance had its intended, transformative effect.

			As she opened her eyes, she felt lighter, stronger, happier. Carrying the secrets of how he humiliated her had proved to be a very heavy burden. With the weight of guilt lifted, she felt like a new person.

			She thought it was probably blasphemous to compare her experience with that of Christian in The Pilgrim’s Progress, but she saw an important resemblance between their respective deliverances. Truth sets one free, but love casts out fear.

			In her twenty-three years, Julia hadn’t realized how pervasive grace was and how Gabriel, who considered himself to be a very great sinner, could be a conduit of that grace. This was part of the divine comedy—God’s sense of humor undergirding the inner workings of the universe. Sinners participated in the redemption of other sinners; faith, hope, and charity triumphed over disbelief, despair, and hatred, while the One who called all creatures to Himself watched and smiled.

		

	
		
			Chapter 6

			Gabriel awoke in the middle of their last night in Umbria to an empty bed. Dazed, in a semi-dreamlike state, he extended his arm to Julianne’s side. The sheets held no warmth.

			He swung his legs to the floor, wincing as his bare feet touched the cold stone. He pulled on a pair of boxer shorts and made his way downstairs, scratching at his bed-mussed hair. The light was on in the kitchen, but no Julianne. A half-drunk glass of cranberry juice sat on the counter next to a remnant of cheese and a crust of bread. It looked as if a mouse had been there for a nocturnal feeding but had been surprised and scurried off.

			Walking into the living room, he saw a dark head resting on the arm of an overstuffed chair next to the fireplace. In sleep, Julianne looked younger and very peaceful. Her skin was pale, but her cheeks and lips had a rosy hue. Gabriel would have loved to compose a poem about her mouth and resolved to do so. In fact, her appearance reminded him of Frederick Leighton’s Flaming June. She was clad only in an elegant ivory silk nightgown. One of the thin straps had fallen off her right shoulder, leaving the beautiful curve bare.

			Gabriel couldn’t help himself as the pale, smooth skin called out to him. He kissed her shoulder and crouched near her head, floating a hand over her hair and petting her softly.

			She stirred and opened her eyes, blinking twice before smiling at him.

			Her slow, sweet smile set his heart aflame. He actually felt his breathing speed. He’d never felt this way about anyone before, and the depth of feeling she drew from him consistently surprised him.

			“Hi,” he whispered, smoothing her hair away from her face. “Are you all right?”

			“Of course.”

			“I was worried when I reached for you and you weren’t there.”

			“I came down to get a snack.”

			Gabriel’s eyebrows knit together, and he rested his hand lightly on the top of her head. “Are you still hungry?”

			“Not for food.”

			“I haven’t seen this before.” He traced a finger across the neckline of her nightgown, skimming the tops of her breasts.

			“I bought it for our first night together.”

			“It’s beautiful. Why haven’t you worn it?”

			“I’ve been wearing all those things you bought me in Florence. What did the clerk call them? Basques and body suits? Your taste in women’s lingerie is surprisingly old-fashioned, Professor Emerson. Next you’ll be buying me a corset.”

			He chuckled and kissed her. “I’ll remember to look for one. You’re right, I tend to favor items that leave more to the imagination. It makes the unwrapping so much more enjoyable. But you’re equally lovely in everything and nothing.”

			Julia reached over to touch his face and pulled him close for a deeper kiss. She dragged her lips across his jaw line until she was whispering in his ear. “Come to bed.”

			She took his hand and led him past the kitchen table, exchanging a saucy smirk with him before walking upstairs. She moved him to sit on the edge of the canopied bed while she stood before him, pausing.

			She pushed the straps of her nightgown over her shoulders. It pooled at her ankles, leaving her naked.

			In the semi-darkness of the room, he drank in her tempting curves. “You are an argument for God’s existence,” he murmured.

			“What?”

			“Your face, your breasts, your beautiful back. St. Thomas Aquinas would have had to add you as his Sixth Way if he’d ever been blessed enough to see you. You must have been designed and not merely made.”

			Julia lowered her eyes and blushed.

			He smiled at her pink cheeks. “Am I making you shy?”

			As if in answer, she took a step closer and pulled one of his hands so it cupped her breast.

			He squeezed her softly. “Lie beside me and I’ll hold you.”

			“I want you to love me.”

			He divested himself of his boxer shorts and moved so she could join him. Still cupping her breast, he began to kiss her, gently tangling his tongue with hers.

			“I breathe you,” he whispered. “You’re everything. You’re the air.” He teased her breasts with his fingers and planted gentle kisses down her neck, feathering up and down while she urged him on with confident fingers.

			Julia pushed him to recline on his back and straddled his hips. He kissed between her breasts and took one of her nipples in his mouth as his hand glided across the surface of her skin, moving down to test her.

			He released her breast in order to shake his head. “You aren’t ready.”

			“But I want you.”

			“I want you too. But I want to set your body on fire, first.”

			Julia’s desire was countered by Gabriel’s commitment to see that each of their sexual encounters was pleasurable for both of them. He’d rather delay entrance and satisfaction until she was mad with want, rather than speed along before her body was sufficiently aroused.

			When they finally came together, she looked down into open blue eyes, their noses only a whisper apart. She moved atop him painstakingly slowly, her eyes closing as she focused on the pleasurable sensation, before opening again. It was an intense connection. Dark blue, heavy with emotion, gazed up unblinkingly into wide chestnut. Every movement, every yearning was reflected between the couple’s eyes.

			“I love you.” He nuzzled her with his nose as she gradually increased her pace.

			“I love you too—” Her last word was interrupted by a low moan.

			She reached down to catch his mouth as her movements sped. Their tongues explored one another, groans and confessions interrupting their connection. He touched her ribs and smoothed over her waist. He slipped his hands under the curve of her bottom so he could lift her slightly, increasing his leverage.

			She’d become addicted to this, to him. She adored the way he looked at her in these intimate moments and the way in which the world fell out of focus around them. She longed to feel him loving her, moving inside her, for he always made her feel beautiful. She would have said that any orgasm was an extra gift in addition to the way she felt when they were conjoined.

			Making love, like music or breathing or the tempo of one’s heartbeat, was based on a primordial rhythm. Gabriel had come to read her body and to know the pace that matched it, like a glove that fits a lady’s hand. It was the sort of knowledge that was at once personal and primary, the kind of knowledge King James’s translators had been referring to when they wrote of Adam knowing his wife. The mysterious sacred knowledge that a lover had for his beloved—knowledge that was perverted and maligned in less holier couplings. Knowledge that deserved a marriage in more than name.

			Julia put her new knowledge to good use, delighting Gabriel with her body again and again. And the way it felt when he was inside her—warm and thrilling and tropical and perfect.

			He was close, oh, so close. He searched her expression and saw that her eyes were opened. Every motion of hers was reciprocated by him. Every motion brought both of them pleasure.

			As they stared, a great moan erupted from her chest, and then in a twinkling instant she was throwing her head back and calling his name. It was a glorious thing for him to see and hear. Julianne finally called his name. Soon he was falling, groaning aloud as his body tensed and then released, the veins in his forehead and neck straining and relaxing.

			A joyful, tender coupling.

			She didn’t want to let him go. She didn’t want to feel him leave her body, and so she curled on top of him, watching his expression.

			“Will it always be like this?”

			Gabriel kissed her nose. “I don’t know. But if Richard and Grace were any indication, it will only improve with time. I’ll see the reflection of all our shared joys and experiences in your eyes, and you will see the same in mine. Our history will make it better, deeper.”

			She smiled at what he said and nodded; then her face grew sad.

			“What is it?”

			“I’m worried about what will happen next year.”

			“Why?”

			“What if I don’t get accepted into the PhD program at Toronto?”

			He frowned. “I didn’t know that you applied.”

			“I don’t want to leave you.”

			“I don’t want you to leave me either, but Julianne, the Toronto program is not for you. You’d have no one to work with. I can’t supervise you, and I doubt Katherine would take on a multi-year commitment.”

			Julia’s countenance fell.

			Gabriel stroked her cheek with his finger. “I thought you wanted to go to Harvard.”

			“It’s so far away.”

			“Only a short flight.” He looked at her thoughtfully. “We can see each other on weekends and holidays. I applied for a sabbatical. It’s possible that I could come with you for the first year.”

			“I’ll be there for six years. Or more.” She was close to tears now. Gabriel saw them swimming and shimmering in her eyes and his heart ached.

			“We’ll make it work,” his voice grew rough. “Right now, we need to enjoy the time we have together. Let me worry about the future. I’ll make sure we aren’t separated.”

			She opened her mouth to protest, but he kissed her.

			“The advantage to dating an older, more established man is that he can give you room to focus on your own career. I’ll find a way to make my job fit around yours.”

			“That isn’t fair.”

			“It would be grossly unfair to expect you to give up your dream of being a professor or to have you enroll in a program that is subpar. I won’t let you sacrifice your dreams for me.” He grinned. “Now kiss me, and let me know that you trust me.”

			“I trust you.”

			Gabriel held her in his arms, sighing as she rested her head on his chest.

		

	
		
			Chapter 7

			Christa Peterson sat in her parents’ house in north Toronto, checking her email a few days before Christmas. She’d been ignoring her inbox for a week. A relationship she had cultivated in addition to her pursuit of Professor Emerson had run its course, which meant that she wouldn’t be skiing in Whistler, British Columbia, with her erstwhile lover over the Christmas holidays.

			The banker in question had broken up with her via text message. This was in poor taste, to be sure, but what would be in even poorer taste would be the follow-up email that was sure to be waiting for her, like a ticking bomb lurking in her inbox.

			Having steeled herself with a glass or two of vintage Bollinger champagne, which she had purchased as a gift for the schmuck who was supposed to take her skiing, she checked her account. And there, sitting in her email, was a bomb. However, it was not the bomb she’d expected.

			To say that she was surprised by the content of Professor Pacciani’s email would have been an understatement. In fact, she felt as if the rug had been pulled out from under her.

			The only Canadian woman she had ever seen Professor Emerson show even restrained affection to was Professor Ann Singer. Yes, Christa had seen Emerson with various women at Lobby, but never the same woman twice. He was friendly with other female professors and staff, but only professionally so, greeting them always and only with a firm handshake. Professor Singer, in contrast, was rewarded with a double kiss when he greeted her after his last public lecture.

			Christa did not want to rekindle her relationship with Professor Pacciani. He was sorely lacking in a particular physical respect, and she had no wish to return to the previous intimate encounters that had always left her frustrated and wanting. She had standards, after all, and any man who did not measure up to at least the size of her personal service accessory was not worth screwing.

			(And she would have said you could quote her.)

			Since she wanted more information about Professor Emerson’s fiancée, she feigned interest in a spring rendezvous with Professor Pacciani and subtly asked for the fiancée’s name. Then she went downstairs and finished off the rest of the champagne.

			

			*   *   *

			The day before Christmas found Julia sitting at the counter of Kinfolks restaurant in Selinsgrove, having lunch with her father. Gabriel was doing some last minute shopping with Richard while Rachel and Aaron drove to the grocery store to pick up the turkey. Scott was still in Philadelphia with his girlfriend.

			Tom had faithfully delivered Julia’s gift from Paul. She’d placed it on the floor at her feet, and now it was staring up at her, begging for attention like a puppy.

			She opened it, deciding it was better to display its contents to her father than to her boyfriend. She gave the bottle of maple syrup to Tom with a smile, she giggled at the toy Holstein and kissed it, but when she unwrapped the Dante and Beatrice figurines her face grew pale. It was almost as if Paul knew. And yet, he couldn’t have known that Gabriel and Julia were Dante and Beatrice, at least to each other.

			While Tom ate his blue plate special—turkey with stuffing and mashed potatoes—Julia opened Paul’s card. It displayed children engaged in a snowball fight and the typical Merry Christmas emblazoned on the front. But it was the words that Paul wrote in his own hand that brought a lump to her throat.

			
				Merry Christmas, Rabbit.
 I know it was a rough first semester and I’m sorry I didn’t do a better job of helping you when you needed it. I’m proud of you for not quitting. With a big Vermont hug
 from your friend, Paul.
 P.S. I don’t know if you’ve heard Sarah McLachlan’s “Wintersong,” but part of it made me think of you.

			

			Julia didn’t know the song that he was referring to, so the lyrics he omitted did not run through her mind as she examined the card’s artwork more closely. In the center of the image of a snowball fight stood a little girl with long, dark hair in a bright red coat, laughing.

			The quotation, the picture, the card, the gift—Paul had tried to keep his feelings secret, she thought, but he’d betrayed himself. It was all in the picture of the laughing girl and the song that she would listen to later.

			Julia sighed and placed everything back in the box and set it at her feet.

			“So, Gabriel treating you right?” Tom broached the topic of Julia’s relationship in between bites of turkey.

			“He loves me, Dad. He’s very good to me.”

			Her father shook his head as he reflected on how Simon had had the appearance of being good and Gabriel had the reality of being good—and how he had failed to recognize the difference.

			“You let me know if he isn’t,” he said, tasting the mashed potatoes.

			Julia almost rolled her eyes. Yes, it was a bit late for Tom to play the part of the overprotective father, but better late than not at all.

			“When Gabriel and I drove into town this morning we went by the house. I saw the sign on the lawn.”

			Tom wiped his mouth on a napkin. “I put it up for sale a couple of weeks ago.”

			“Why?”

			“Why not? I can’t live in a place where my daughter doesn’t feel safe.”

			“But you grew up in that house. What about you and Deb?”

			He shrugged and hid his expression behind a cup of coffee. “It’s over.”

			She gasped. “I didn’t know. I’m sorry.”

			Tom sipped his coffee stoically. “We had a difference of opinion. And her kids don’t like me.”

			Julia fidgeted with her silverware, lining them up so their ends were even.

			“So Deb sided with Natalie and Simon?”

			He shrugged again.

			“It was a long time coming. Truth is, I’m relieved. It feels good to be a free agent.” He winked at her conspiratorially.

			“I’m looking to buy a smaller house. I’d like to use some of the money I make to pay for your education.”

			Julia was surprised. Then she was angry. Her conflict with him had cost her and her father so much—too much to be remedied by a criminal record and some community service. She was scarred and her father lost his prospective wife and the Mitchell family home.

			“Dad, you should use the money for your retirement.”

			“I’m sure there will be enough for everything. And if you don’t want to use my money for school, then use it to buy beer. From now on, it’s just you and me kid.” He reached out a hand to ruffle Julia’s hair, his preferred gesture of affection.

			He excused himself to use the men’s room, leaving her alone to contemplate her half-eaten cheeseburger and her changed father. She was deep in thought, fingering the glass of ginger ale in front of her, when someone moved to occupy the stool next to her.

			“Hello, Jules.”

			Startled, Julia turned and found her former roommate, Natalie Lundy, sitting next to her.

			There was a time when Julia had laughingly called her former friend Jolene, for her beautiful and voluptuous features perfectly matched those described in the song. But that was before Natalie had betrayed her. Now her beauty seemed harsh and cold.

			As Julia stared at her, she noticed something painful about the way she was dressed—the vintage designer coat with the slightly frayed cuffs, the expensive boots that were worn and second-hand. On first glance, she looked rich and well dressed. But Julia glanced twice and saw what others could not see—the small town girl who was ashamed of her blue collar roots and wished to leave them far behind.

			“Merry Christmas, Natalie. What can I get for you?” Diane, the waitress, leaned over the counter.

			Julia watched as Natalie transformed from cold and sullen to cheerful and sunny, slipping into the local accent.

			“Merry Christmas, Diane. I’ll just have coffee. I can’t stay long.”

			The waitress smiled and poured coffee, then moved to wait on a group of Tom’s fellow volunteer firemen at the far end of the counter. As soon as her back was turned, Natalie’s demeanor changed. She glared at Julia with hate-filled eyes.

			“I need to talk to you.”

			“You have nothing to say that I want to hear.” Julia moved to stand, but Natalie subtly gripped her wrist.

			“Sit down and shut up, or I’ll make a scene.” Her voice was low, barely above a whisper. She smiled artificially. No one would know by looking at her that she was threatening Julia, who swallowed noisily and sat back down.

			Natalie released her arm with a punishing squeeze. “We need to talk about Simon.”

			Julia’s eyes darted toward the men’s room, hoping that her father would reappear.

			Natalie continued. “I’m going to assume that your recent misunderstanding with Simon was unintentional. You were upset; he said some things he shouldn’t have, you called the police.

			“Because of that misunderstanding, Simon now has a criminal record. I’m sure I don’t need to explain why that record needs to disappear before he runs for state Senate. You need to fix the misunderstanding. Today.”

			Natalie smiled and flipped her hair behind her shoulder, acting as if she and Julia were engaged in a friendly conversation.

			“There’s nothing I can do,” Julia mumbled. “He’s already plea-bargained.”

			Natalie took a sip of her coffee. “Don’t treat me like I’m stupid, Jules. I know that. Obviously, you need to tell the District Attorney that you lied. Explain that it was a lover’s quarrel gone awry, you got your revenge, and now you feel bad about having made the whole thing up.” She laughed a little too loudly. “Although, I don’t understand how anyone believed that Simon could be interested in you. Look at you, for God’s sake. You’re a mess.”

			Julia bit back a harsh retort, deciding prudentially that silence was best.

			Natalie leaned toward her, pulling the crewneck of Julia’s sweater away from her throat with icy fingers. She examined Julia’s neck carefully.

			“There isn’t a mark on you. Show the D.A. your neck and tell him you lied.”

			“No.” Julia moved out of Natalie’s reach, resisting the urge to show her the bite that she’d slathered with concealer that morning. She pulled her sweater further up her neck, pressing a hand over the place where Simon had bitten her. It was a phantom pain, she knew, but she could still feel where his teeth had broken skin.

			Natalie dropped her voice to a whisper. “I’m not asking—I’m telling you.” She pulled her BlackBerry out of her large handbag and placed it on the counter between them. “I hoped I wouldn’t have to do this, but you leave me without a choice. I have pictures of you that Simon took. They’re very…colorful.”

			Julia’s eyes darted to the phone. She tried to swallow, but her mouth went dry. With a shaking hand, she lifted her glass to her lips, frantically trying not to spill her drink.

			Natalie smiled, clearly enjoying the torture she was able to inflict on her former rival. She snatched up the cell phone eagerly, scrolling through the pictures. “I could never figure out how he set up the shots without you knowing. Or maybe you knew but didn’t care.” She tilted her head to one side, narrowing her eyes at Julia. “Do you care if everyone in Selinsgrove sees these pictures on the internet?”

			Julia scanned the eyes of the townspeople around them, hoping they hadn’t heard Natalie’s threat. At least no one was looking in their direction. Her first instinct was to run, to hide. But that strategy hadn’t saved her from her mother when she was younger. Her mother always found her. It hadn’t saved her from Simon, either. He’d been stopped only because Gabriel hit him back.

			Julia was tired of hiding. She felt her spine stiffen.

			“Simon’s record is your fault. He came to see me to get the pictures. But you’ve had them all along.”

			Natalie smiled sweetly, but didn’t deny the accusation.

			“Now you want me to clean up your mess. But I’m not going to do it.”

			Natalie laughed. “Oh yes, you are.”

			She looked at the screen again, making a show of bringing it close to her eyes. “God, your tits are small.”

			“Did you know that Senator Talbot wants to run for President?” Julia blurted.

			Natalie tossed her hair behind her shoulder. “Of course I know. I’m going to work for the Senator’s campaign.”

			Julia gave Natalie a long look. “Now I understand. Simon’s record will be a problem for the Senator, so you need it to go away. You screwed up.”

			“How’s that?”

			“If you release those photos, Simon will dump you so fast your
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