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          NAPLES, ITALY, CHRISTMAS EVE

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        ‘Guarda o’ mare quant’è bello,

        Spira tanto sentimento’

      

        

      
        Look at the sea, how beautiful it is,

      
        How it moves the heart

        OLD NEAPOLITAN SONG , TORNA A SORRENTO

      

      

        

      

      A full moon shone brightly over Mount Vesuvius, casting an exquisite shimmering veil of silver over the Bay of Naples. Cruise ships lit from stem to stern with bright twinkling lights made their stately way across the bay like floating Christmas trees. The moonlight

      reflected off the calm bay sketched a pearly-white path to forever.

      It was the most beautiful sight Nicole Caron had ever seen, and she’d traveled the world and seen her share of them.

      The terrace of the French Consulate in the 17th century Palazzo Loredana was right on the bay itself, affording a view of Vesuvius, the bustling brilliant glittering city of Naples and the isle of Capri, a distant glimmer strung out on the horizon like a necklace of diamonds.

      It was heartbreakingly beautiful and exactly as Alessandro had described it a year ago in Dushanbe, Tajikistan.

      She’d lain in bed with him, her head on his broad chest and listened to his deep rumbling voice as he described his Naples.

      She hadn’t been listening all that closely, to tell the truth. She’d just had the most explosive series of orgasms in her life and any kind of exertion other than breathing and smiling seemed insanely ambitious.

      Nonetheless, his deep voice was hypnotic and she listened to what he had to say.

      Some.

      Just enough to get an impression of a glittering city by the bay, beautiful and lively and sparkling.

      At the time, Naples had been the last thing on her mind, or what passed for a mind in the time she’d

      come to think of as “The Alessandro Period”. Like an art historical period studied in college.

      As historical periods went, it was short. Only a week, but a week that had rocked her world. She’d fallen wildly in love and had been brutally abandoned, all in a week. Seven days.

      There was even an Italian film on it. Sedotta e Abbandonata. Seduced and Abandoned.  1964, director Pietro Germi. She’d seen it during an art film festival in her sophomore year at Brown, when she’d fancied herself an intellectual, dressing entirely in black, with a dyed-white Susan Sontagian streak in her dark hair.

      At the time, she’d been so sure of herself. So certain that romantic love was dead, a figment of oppressed female imagination. Modern liberated women didn’t do love, they did conversation and sex.

      She’d dated Howard Morgan, another intellectual, that year. They’d spent endless hours talking, going to the movies and having very bad sex.

      The last she’d heard, Howard was curator of a

      major museum in Texas and was on his fourth

      marriage.

      To her surprise, Nicole hadn’t stayed in academia.

      On a whim she’d sat for the Foreign Service exam, aced it, and had found herself in the diplomatic corps at the age of twenty-five. Postings in Haiti, Peru and Jordan had followed. All hard posts. Career makers.

      With hazardous duty pay and opportunities for advancement.

      All in places where a single woman had to watch her step.

      Turned out sex and the single girl were unspoken Foreign Service no-nos.

      Taking a lover meant—always—a security

      concern.

      ‘Locals’ were generally off limits.

      Not only that. Single female foreign service

      officers were prey—considered by all the other male foreign service officers in the tightly knit diplomatic community a highly prized fuck. A single female officer would never endanger her career by making a fuss over being treated badly and she would be gone in two years, anyway. Which made them targets for all the married scumbags in all the embassies in the entire world.

      Sex had been more trouble than it was worth.

      Nicole had safely negotiated the shoals of

      singledom in the Foreign Service, feeling smug about resisting temptation and concentrating on her career, which she wanted to crown with an ambassadorship in twenty years’ time. So she’d kept her nose clean and very close to the grindstone.

      Until Dushanbe.

      Until Alessandro.

      He’d caught her in the Christmas season, at a party thrown by the Italian Embassy in Dushanbe. If there was an embassy in the world that could make being in a poverty-stricken, dusty charmless city chic, it was the Italian Embassy.

      One step into the premises, after having

      negotiated three security perimeters in evening dress and stiletto heels, and it was like being in a little dream world designed by Armani. Designer premises,

      designer clothing, designer food. After spending a twelve-hour day negotiating with the Tajikistani Foreign Office over textile quotas and human rights abuses, Nicole had been ready for some playtime.

      She’d arrived alone, as usual. Though there had been offers—an attractive single woman in the

      diplomatic corps is never without an offer of an escort

      —she’d opted to arrive alone, chauffeured by the Embassy driver, an endearing African-American who’d befriended her and whom she suspected was the

      resident CIA officer.

      The food had been good at the Italian Embassy, the wine better, the conversation a little on the insipid side. Nicole had been about ready to call Mike to drive her home when a deep voice behind her had said,

      “You look exactly like the angel on top of my family’s Christmas tree.”

      She’d turned in surprise and her heart stuttered.

      He was gorgeous. Out and out gorgeous, a heartbreaker of a man. Tall, broad-shouldered, dark-haired, dark-eyed. Olive-toned skin, perfect features except for a slightly crooked nose, which saved him from pretty-boy looks.

      “I’m not an angel,” she replied.

      “I’m happy to hear that,” he’d said, a deep dent appearing in his cheek, the male equivalent of a dimple. He spoke excellent English with a slight but highly sexy accent. “It makes things more promising.”

      She’d been taken totally unawares, cut off at the knees by her attraction. She hadn’t even noticed time passing until they were the last guests left. They’d talked for four hours straight.

      She hadn’t called Mike after all. Alessandro had driven her home, followed her right up to her

      luxurious penthouse apartment paid for by the

      Embassy and had proceeded to strip her, in between deep, drugging kisses. Then he loved her until dawn, spending almost the entire night inside her.

      The next day, Nicole worked in a fog of

      sleeplessness and sensuality. At moments when she needed to concentrate, she’d be utterly blindsided by a sensory memory. All it took was her blouse brushing against her nipple and she’d suddenly remember—

      could almost feel—Alessandro’s mouth tugging at her nipple, licking and sucking. One of her countless orgasms had been from that alone—his mouth on her

      breast. She’d cross her legs and be instantly reminded of Alessandro’s mouth there, too. And then—God!—

      his penis, talented and tireless.

      He was very large and it had been a little

      uncomfortable the first time. He’d risen on his elbows and looked down at her in shock, a lock of dark hair falling in a curve over his forehead. “Nicole, carissima, you’re not—?”

      She’d smiled and shook her head at him. Of

      course not. She’d gotten rid of her virginity on her seventeenth birthday, on principle.

      But Alessandro still hadn’t moved. He was deep inside her, huge and hot and burning. His dark eyebrows gathered in a slight frown. “When was the last time you made love, cara?”

      The question threw her. Though the foreplay had been long and luscious, she was still adjusting to the feel of him inside her, internal muscles working to accommodate him. Tendrils of pleasure were starting to work their way outwards. It was hard to pay attention to what he was saying.

      “Tesoro,” he’d murmured, pressing more deeply.

      “When was the last time a man was inside you?” His dark eyes were magnetic; she found it impossible to look away, impossible to remember even one man she’d slept with while looking at Alessandro’s fascinating face an inch above hers.

      “Ummm…” Who was the last man she’d had sex with? No one in Dushanbe, of course. Not in Lima.

      Not in Porte au Prince. So it must have been while she was taking the Foreign Service exams. That smarmy SEC lawyer, scrawny and hairless, the one who always wore white suits like a cut-rate Tom Wolfe. That was it. The one with a marshmallow for a penis. What was his name?

      How could she think of the lawyer’s name when

      her arms could barely reach around Alessandro’s broad back? When his dark chest hairs rubbed against her nipples, still wet from his mouth, exciting her almost beyond bearing?

      “Six—”

      Alessandro rotated his hips and she could feel herself opening even more to him.

      “Six years ago,” she gasped. “Maybe more.”

      “Dio.” He’d closed his eyes a moment, as if in pain, then started thrusting heavily. She’d climaxed so explosively she’d burst into tears.

      She’d never had sex like that. Hadn’t known sex like that was even possible.

      After she’d reassured a frantic Alessandro that they were tears of joy, he’d loved her embarrassment away. All through the night.

      She sleepwalked through her duties, waiting

      impatiently for five o’clock when Alessandro said he’d pick her up.

      Sure enough, there he’d been, at the security entrance, waiting for her. Tall, broad, elegant, even more insanely attractive than in her memory.

      Alessandro della Torre. All day, she’d run through the few things she knew about him, little snippets of information she’d gleaned from him between the bouts of soul-shattering sex.

      He was 35, four years older than she was,

      Neapolitan, never been married though he’d come close with the daughter of a family friend. They’d both heaved a sigh of relief when they separated.

      He spoke superb English and French and had a

      smattering of Arabic and Russian. German, he’d confessed with a smile, had eluded him entirely. He’d made her shriek with laughter when he did a deadpan imitation of Fraulein Hupper, an amazingly ugly German teacher.

      He had a law degree but had never practiced law, having gone into the Italian Foreign service at twenty-five, the same age she’d entered. He was higher than she was in his country’s hierarchy, the deputy Ambassador with a trade portfolio. He was an ardent promoter of his country’s food and wine, but thought French literature was better and enjoyed American movies. He liked Italian soccer, American football and English tennis.

      At the time, it seemed more than enough

      knowledge to fall in love, though later, with bitter

      hindsight, Nicole realized that she never got to know anything else about him. He’d been very sparing with personal details. She knew only the most general facts, what would be available on a CV. She hadn’t thought to dig deeper. She had somehow convinced herself he was the love of her life, her soul mate. She thought they’d have the rest of their lives to get to know each other.

      And, of course, there was the biggie; the real reason she didn’t know more. They’d spent most of their free time in bed. He was such a stupendous fuck, talking was the last thing on her mind.

      She used the crude term in her head, to reduce the experience to mere sex. It had helped a lot after the first searing pain had started to subside. When she no longer cried all night, but merely woke up after a restless night with tears drying on her face. When she was able to eat again.

      She tried to put it all in perspective in the painful
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