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    ...With love to my inspiration, imagination has been the greatest fulfillment... 

      

    



  	
        
            
            Archeologist Giulia Johnson returns from a trip to London, emotionally torn between two men. As Giulia prepares for a major excavation in Iraq, she engages in secret encounters with both men, deepening her internal struggle and creating a web of jealousy and deception. 
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Chapter 1: Running away
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The flight back from London was a nightmare. An unbreakable tape scotched Giulia’s mouth, and Luca wasn’t sure she wanted to remove that tape. His inconsolable state was unprecedented; he felt heartbroken and vulnerable, like everyone else. He had burned his chance quickly with this beautiful woman who had captured his heart. He felt defeated for the first time in his life; there were no weapons at his disposal, and he had no more cards to play. His only option was to bow to her wish for solitude. She was clearly in love with someone else. He had just learned that love was the most brutal battle to go against. He knew he could not control his feelings; how could he control someone else’s? 

Love wasn't negotiable, and his business skills didn’t apply. When he took Giulia home in his BMW, the drive felt like an out-of-body experience, as if he were watching someone else's life unfold. He was holding the steering wheel, but the car seemed to drive itself. As soon as they got to the villa, he helped her with the luggage. He lacked the courage to stop and look her in the eyes. He said goodbye and got into the car as quickly as possible. Their trip to London did not meet his expectations. What he had set out to accomplish didn’t even come close to reality. For once in his life, he had failed at everything. Nothing he did worked. He was a nullity. All his games had been useless. He ended up with nothing. He didn’t remember what it meant to cry. Crying might have happened when he was little, if at all. He cried, driving back home. He was out of intentions. What could he have done to win someone’s engaged heart over? Impossible, not even his charmed, which had always worked, would do anything in this case.

Giulia went quietly up to her room. She didn’t want to run into anyone; she felt like a convicted felon ready to be stoned by an angry crowd. She didn't know how she would speak to Mrs. Claudia and Sarah. Her life had turned for the worse; she was a sinner, a liar, an immature, selfish animal.  

She emptied her bags. Her mother’s photo was in her hand. Immediately, she put her back on her nightstand. She couldn’t hold a pure soul like her mother in her hands. Quietly, like a sneaky cat, she left for the garden after changing. It was dark outside. The garden was all lit, but she felt like a scared rat lost in an alley full of cats flinching at every sound. She liked the cold air and the way it felt on her face. Her running pace was fast and steady; she needed a good workout to relieve her tense nerves. She was at the lake in no time at all. People were exercising and walking around the lake; she had learned that this was a frequent practice, as Mrs. Claudia's generosity was infinite. What better way to display it to the community than by granting public access to a consistent part of the lake? 

Guards protected the area twenty-four hours a day because it also served as a habitat for flora and fauna. Respect for the animals that lingered in the area was fundamental to the Grimaldi. Many families with children spent their afternoons walking around the lake, relaxing, and listening to birds sing. Seniors practiced tai chi in the morning, and many groups sparred and did yoga in the daylight.  She stopped by a section where she could stretch and do some weights. While doing her sit-ups, she noticed the lamplight shining on her face had turned into shade. There was a man's shadow, and she couldn’t tell who stood between her and the light. He spoke: 

“Hey, Giulia, how are you? I didn’t know you were back from London already.”

She stopped exercising, got off the bench, and said hello. 

Massimiliano had the sweetest smile for her. She was happy to see him; he had no idea how much she needed a familiar face who wouldn’t judge and would just listen. She used to speak to her mother about personal matters, and now she could count on a few more intimate friends she could lean on, but, too sad to say, not casually. 

They walked together in silence for a while. Massimiliano stopped to gaze at the full moon shining on the lake, steering Giulia to do the same. It was beautiful; he pointed to the ducks sleeping on the center island and the swans still swimming on the lake. Many signs said not to feed the animals. 

It was quiet. They could hear the water smashing against the shore. He began skipping flat pebbles across the water, making them jump three to seven times. 

“You are good at this; teach me.” 

Massimiliano found more flat stones to practice with Giulia; he went behind her and held her right arm, instructing her on how to position her body and throw the pebble parallel to the water. She tried several times and only did a few jumps; he told her she didn’t use enough force in her launches, so she used all her power, and it worked. For a moment, Giulia recalled her childhood, when she and Massimiliano used to play together in the Villa garden. 

She missed feeling carefree and worry-free. They cheered like little children and hugged each other. It felt great for both of them. Their troubled souls allowed themselves a brief escape from their pain.

I'll show you a place you haven't been. My mother wanted me to share it with you, or, to tell you the truth, she had recently asked Luca to take you there. Who knows why? Anyway, I’ll take you.” 

They started walking back to the Villa's private garden, which was closed to the public. They followed the running trail for a while until they arrived at the greenhouse. It was customary to see landscapers working in the Villa garden almost daily. Mrs. Claudia was very meticulous about how the garden had to be kept; nothing was to appear unkempt. At least once a week, she scheduled her walk through the garden with the landscaping manager to see for herself how good it looked. 

Operating and maintaining the villa in great shape had been her job since she had married Sir Maximilian Grimaldi. His family clearly stated in their will that the inheritance came with the requirements of constant diligence and obligations. Massimiliano held her hand and said,

"Follow me."

Giulia was unaware that side of the garden existed. A pretty wooden garden tool house hid it. It was so well-decorated that it featured a realistic English-style window and a balcony adorned with purple pansies.  

Giulia's thoughts briefly wandered to a simple life, one lived in a small shack like the one she had just left. It was pure white, inhabited by seven dwarves, who had not a care in the world as they sang and picked fresh flowers all day. She realized that this part of the garden had completely escaped her notice. There it was: the swing where Mrs. Claudia and Sir Maximilian used to make out when they were a young couple dating.  

A white wooden ornamental gazebo adorned with red roses climbing around its arches created a spectacular view.  The gazebo was a desire Mrs. Claudia had expressed while she and Maximilian were still dating; it was one of the most romantic gifts he had given her. From the gazebo, one could enjoy a wide view of the lake area, the villa, and the rest of the garden. On the sides of the swing, there were some heated lamps. Mrs. Claudia had thought that whoever wanted to spend time in this beautiful garden corner could do it in cold weather, too.  Massimiliano turned them on to make sure Giulia would feel comfortable. 

“Let’s sit on it; it’s fun. My mom used to let us swing when we were little.” 

It had ‌soft pillows on the long seat. It wasn’t freezing. They both sat in silence on it. He pushed the swing so they could swing, and Giulia laughed like a child. She leaned her head on his shoulder, and they talked for hours. If they could only go back to their teenage years and make different choices when the time came, who knows how their lives would have turned out?

He shared the story of his recent marital relationship struggles and how his and his wife’s relationship had deteriorated because of his actions, or, more accurately speaking, his non-actions. He admitted he hadn’t been caring about himself and others lately. His adopted daughter was sweet, and he loved her very much. She was the only comfort. He told Giulia he hoped to be doing a good job, at least with her. He said his participation in his stepdaughter’s life was more significant than his wife's; he would read her stories before bedtime and help with her homework and daily tasks. It was evident to him that the child would rely on him more than on her own mother. Sometimes in the afternoon, he would keep her in the office with him before her skating practice. He confessed he wanted another baby, but his wife refused and said she was not an exemplary mother. She admitted she had difficulty taking care of herself; therefore, she was not in the right state of mind to have another child. He knew he had been neglecting his wife and the attention she deserved. Once, he had been romantic, but lately, he has been irritable and gloomy. 

“It’s incredible; she has been kind enough to me not to have an affair. If she did, I wouldn’t blame her. The only affair she had was with food, comforting herself for what she had been missing.”

Giulia had nothing but healing, comforting words for him, telling him he was doing his part, acknowledging his struggles, and that it was time for them to seek help with some therapy, admitting to having done it herself when her mother died. She thanked Massimiliano for being there for her; he was a light on her sad day. Just like in therapy, he was unknowingly helping her heal. 

She told him what was going through her mind. Two men caused her to struggle with her feelings: one she had loved for years, and one she had met recently. She already admired and looked up to Luca, but she often felt inferior compared to him. Something kept telling her in her head to quit seeing him, but she couldn’t let go of him and his thirst for life, his incredible energy. She viewed him as a mentor; he would always show up for everyone. 

Massimiliano behaved like a caring brother, maintaining eye contact to understand her feelings. Her recent behavior brought her shame, and she couldn't tell Luca how she felt because she was at a loss for words. She confided in Massimiliano to help her understand how to approach men and tell them she wanted to be left alone. She needed space to think and work freely, with no strings attached. It was difficult for her to manage one relationship at a time, as she found herself torn between two demanding, intelligent men who were intrigued by her. She had no experience in an honest, long-lasting relationship. She had had an ideal one with Tiziano for over ten years, based on memories, but who knew if she could handle one that was tangible and real?  How could she? The last few months had been an example: she had enjoyed both men's company and taken every advantage she could from the experience, with little care for the consequences. Her spontaneity had prevailed. Spontaneity, she thought, she had never had. Massimiliano lingered before crafting his recommendations. He was proud of her for admitting her wrongdoing; her awareness of her indecisiveness would ultimately help her make the right decision. He agreed she might lose one of them in the process of taking her time, but it was better than rushing through a decision. Her brother had more to add to the conversation from a man's standpoint. Eventually, Luca would pick from the thousand women who were always flirting with him. Tiziano had a beautiful wife, whom he would consider leaving only because Giulia was still available. What if that status changed?  

Massimiliano expressed his long-held opinion about Luca. 

“I can’t stand the man; nothing seems to get to him; he is so invincible. He’s got an instant smile on his face and an inexhaustible charge. I’ve hardly remembered seeing him mad. He always brings success wherever he goes. He is capable of great things. That is why we all hate him. We are just envious of him, that is all. My mother loves him like a son; she’s got his name on her mouth every time we go there, Luca this, Luca that. Maybe she talks about us to him just as much; I don’t know.”

Massimiliano continued his conversation, this time discussing what he knew about Tiziano, narrating how much he esteemed him for his courage in freely expressing his love for Giulia. According to Massimiliano, he was a much more sensible man.  Even though it was in the past, the adolescent love he felt for her was so powerful that he had no shame in displaying it to the world. He showed strength in his numerous demonstrations at the summer camp, and when he came over to their house, all torn apart by the loss, he couldn’t forgive himself. During Massimiliano's narration, Giulia grasped once more how foolish she had been and the consequences of her impetuous decision. 

“You should know that one day, he came to the Villa asking about you since no one would answer his calls or the letter he had sent to find you. My father, who was highly protective of you, told him to get lost and that there had to be a reason you left him; he also humiliated him, telling him he wasn’t worthy of you. From my perspective, if any woman had been that determined about me, I would have given her every chance she needed. Nowadays, we live in a shallow, frivolous society where working hard to construct a long-lasting, loving relationship is not something many people will commit to.”

Giulia's brother's observations shaped her thoughts, and something pierced her heart again. She did not know that Tiziano had looked for her with such determination. Only a young love would be filled with that emotional power. 

“Really, he came for me? He sure showed strength and courage at only eighteen years old, talking to adults as powerful as Mr. Grimaldi to ask of me. Honestly, I had no idea he was that courageous.”

“You should have been there. The way he spoke to my father, demanding to know where you were. The poor guy had been looking for you a long while before showing up, but our mother was diligent about telling us not to share your location with anyone. When he came to Rome, to the villa, he was a timid young man who appeared to be on his last attempt to find you. He was really torn and anguished, almost as if he were in physical pain. He spoke to my father like I never could, telling him that he would make something of himself and that one day he would find you, with or without his help.” 

Giulia gazed at Massimiliano, impressed. 

“I haven’t seen Tiziano in years. I don’t know what kind of man he has become, but he was a humbled young man who came to see us with his heart in his hands.” 

“Poor Tiziano, all because I was so stubborn and superior. So much pride destroyed what we had. Look what I have accomplished by doing so, letting my pride prevail. I didn’t forgive him, and I didn’t give him a second chance.”

The story Massimiliano told her about Tiziano was heartbreaking; it made her feel worse about herself. She was shocked to realize how much she meant to someone. 

“So you apologized to him for being so stubborn and categorical.”

“I did. I just don’t think it is nearly enough, given what he had endured.”

She didn’t want to appear to Massimiliano as a victim, since she wasn’t one. She had been selfish all along. Her bossy attitude and her perfect, yet untamable, persona had ruined their love story, which could have gone somewhere great. Now, looking back, they had an opportune time to be with each other again, building something serious. If she hadn’t acted up, they could have been together and already married, maybe with children, and her mother could have come to their wedding. When she pictured her life with him, she wasn’t sure that was what she wanted.

She sighed: “I think that I’m hurting both of them, and it’s very inconsiderate of me; I should have the strength to be alone and have them leave me. I don’t know what I am doing. That’s the whole problem. I’m thirty years old and still a child who doesn't know who she truly is, and what she is doing on this earth. Immature idiot.”

For an endless time, she wasn’t ready again. From her standpoint, she had the right to hold back because her career had to be her sole focus to succeed; otherwise, she would fail. Insecure as she was, convinced of being average but capable of one thing at a time, that one thing that gratified her the most, even over a romantic relationship, was archeology. She was already taking a significant risk by proving to herself and everyone else that she could manage the expedition with her team, which included some of the most incredible professionals. As they talked, she reflected and concluded that starting a relationship was simply the wrong decision. Again, all she could do was cause pain and suffering. She wanted to be invisible, to disappear. 

Massimiliano hugged her, assuring her she had made many people happy recently: himself, Luigi, her mother, Sarah, and Luca. Massimiliano assured her that Luca was grateful to have met her and felt a great connection with her. Instead, Tiziano had the joy of seeing her again, and his hopes were reignited to build a future with her. Giulia continued her story, telling him it wouldn’t be easy since Tiziano wasn’t a free man; he was married to someone who would be on the expedition team with him, which was a serious obstacle to the effectiveness of her work.  

That affirmation shocked the brother.

“So you are telling me that the young man who came to our home thirteen years ago, so determined to find you and get you back, is now married to someone else? Hard to believe.” 

Massimiliano recalled one more time how he had been when he came looking for her at the villa in Rome. He was a young man who displayed great courage, openly expressing his emotions to the entire family as he sought Giulia. With that determination, loyalty, and emphasis on human connections, he was convinced he would marry no one else.

“See, people change. I’m sure he has forgiven you and has now moved on and accepted your apology. He made peace with the fact that you would not be in his life for the long run, but that you were a phase, which he went through when he was younger and first knew what love was all about.”

Massimiliano was unaware of the circumstances that led Tiziano to marry another woman, so Giulia quickly explained that his marriage had been arranged. It was part of a more significant commitment, almost an obligation, a promise. 

“Well, things are a lot more complicated now, are they?”

Giulia nodded, coming to her senses and realizing that talking to her brother had helped her understand that leaving things to fate or letting connections happen sometimes was better than forcing them or rushing through them. Only time will tell. It was important to have a serious conversation with each of them separately. She wanted to express how flattered she felt by their interest, but she also needed to make it clear that any personal connections had to be put aside until her involvement in the excursion was over.  Persuading them was difficult; they were two powerful men with strong desires, making it a challenging task to convince them otherwise. Tiziano had texted her six times since she got home, but Luca had left her alone instead. 

Massimiliano felt the significant brother role suited him; he knew that this way, he could earn her trust and have her in his life. It was worth it; they had been friends at the camp before, and their friendship was back; he just had to learn not to mix it up with other feelings. It was time for him to reunite with his wife and court her again as he used to. 
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Chapter 2: Ms. Juel Moore
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In the last couple of days, Giulia hadn’t slept very well. She kept waking up through the night, thinking about the beautiful moments she had shared with Tiziano, missing him so much already, feeling guilty about Luca, and lacking the courage to face him or Mrs. Claudia. It was 6 a.m., and she went down to the pool for a swim; only exercise could clear her mind and help her start her day efficiently.  

While stroking through the water, the program for her day unfolded, and leaving for the archeological site was imminent. Many surveys had already been conducted in the area. The most efficient way to begin was to schedule meticulous digs across the untouched ground near the Zigurat. She needed to coordinate with the geologist and set up an online video conference call to discuss with them. Alaya had brought in the three geologists Giulia had hired — people she had recommended and previously worked with — and that thought alone raised more concerns about the expedition's probable outcome. Giulia sincerely hoped that everyone would act professionally for the common good or the positive execution of the forthcoming exploration.  She had to keep things in line and smooth between her and the team members. Mixing personal and work lives was never an advantage. The more intense her swimming became, the clearer it became to her that she should call Tiziano and Luca to tell them about her career, which had initially led her to hold off on wanting to be more than work colleagues for now. 

Giulia appointed Alaya to lead the geology department, recognizing her expertise in desert stratification. It was necessary to involve Luca as the architect; he would have helped read and build up the maps they would use to explore on-site. Tiziano would be the engineer who would provide input on using his ground-penetrating radar technology to visualize the concentrations of artifacts and building structures. The fact that she felt awkward about contacting them wasn’t a good sign, but she needed to take it seriously, knowing it was time to concentrate on her priorities: the expedition. 

She owed Luca an apology and some respect, and she should have checked whether he still wanted to be part of the project. 

She finished her swim and was happy with her laps.  She showered quickly, leaving her hair wet, and then let it dry naturally. Leaving the pool to go back to her room, she thought about how much she would miss it when, in the dry weather of the desert, it was easy to feel dry and have low energy throughout the day because of the high temperatures and the constant sun shooting its beams to the ground where they worked. She ran into Sarah, who was glad to see her. She had wondered whether she had been sick and why she hadn’t shown up for meals recently.  

Giulia lied, saying she had the stomach flu, and all she drank was tea, but none of it was true. She just wasn’t ready to face anyone. Sarah asked if she had time for a cup of tea this afternoon, noticing how distant she was acting, dodging and avoiding eye contact. Giulia was sorry, but she had a lot of work to do, so they scheduled for later in the week when Giulia promised to take Sarah to the spa. The sauna was an excellent place to speak to a girlfriend and relax at the same time.  Sarah felt that something was off with her friend, so it was time to talk and discuss life together; it would surely help them both. 

Giulia went to her room, checked her email, and found one that caught her interest: it was from Ms. Moore. 

Ms. Juel Moore was a respected American archaeologist whom Giulia admired. She had followed her work and read her publications since the beginning of her studies. Her email was very brief and straightforward. She had read about the Road to Civilization excursion, so she asked to meet Giulia, stating upfront that she would do anything to take part. Giulia was stupefied and flattered that she mattered enough to be contacted by her. The first significant opportunity to meet would be at the upcoming conference she would lead, where she would address the geological team and invite the rest of the members to participate and share their insights. It would be a glorious opportunity to introduce her work and experience to the entire team — a valuable learning moment for everyone. 

She notified all her team members about the conference, apologized for the short notice, and emphasized that their participation was crucial to the project's success. They would be able to connect via video conference or participate in person. The meeting will take place at the Hotel Casa del Velluto in Rome’s historic center. It was a reasonably small bed-and-breakfast hotel with a suitable business room for small conferences. She had used that hotel before. The meeting was scheduled for 4 p.m. 

Giulia’s empty stomach required immediate attention. She went to the kitchen to have a quick breakfast. She had escaped meeting Mrs. Claudia, who was already out for a company meeting with her staff, Massimiliano, Luigi, and Luca. Suddenly, Giulia recalled Sarah telling her what their meeting was about: the pasta chain storefront project Luca had closed before they left for London. 

She needed to call him, but she had already emailed him formally and owed him an explanation. She would stay to talk to him if he attended the meeting later. In the meantime, Tiziano had emailed her at least three times; he was going insane waiting for her reply, but she hadn’t found the words to write yet. She thought he had waited long enough; she answered one of his million texts: “Ciao, how are you? I miss you too. I dreamed of you last night and the night before. Sorry it has taken me so long to answer; our behavior and the people we will hurt because of our love have torn me apart. It's complicated to act selfishly about the mess I’ve caused. Forgive me, but I need time to think about us and what we should do. Alaya is essential to my work, and we shouldn’t hurt her. You have been asking me when you can tell her about the divorce. I think we should wait until the end of our mission. It’s for the greater good of an excellent result on the job ahead. We have waited thirteen years to be together. What is one more year?” 

The message was sent, and he was there to read it immediately. He had been waiting for her to answer for the last two days and had already booked a flight to Rome to see her. This was excellent because he would be at the meeting with Ms. Moore in person. 

He answered, "I’ll be in Rome by 1 pm." Meet me at the airport.

Giulia smiled at the thought of seeing him again. If she had to be honest with herself, he was all she could think about, but she feared what would happen when Tiziano and Luca were in the same room. It was something she wasn’t ready to face; for the entire mission, they would have to work side by side. Reading about Ms. Moore's accomplishments made her feel small. She should lead this excavation, not her. Ms. Moore reads Cuneiform and Hebrew, and she speaks Arabic and Farsi. She was twenty years older than Giulia. She had been an archaeologist for at least twenty-five years. Giulia had much to learn from her, and she was flattered that she had joined them. Ms. Moore was unmarried and had no children. It was a life devoted to her work; she was an Irish American, tall, slender, light-skinned, with dark hair and green eyes. She was also an expert on bones. Several master classes on human fossils could also have been beneficial. She had many qualities. One that stood out was the many digs around the Ziggurat area in ancient Ur, so she knew exactly what to expect from the temperature and the sun, including desert sandstorms. She was an excellent asset to their team. Giulia thought she was more valuable than herself; she would have to work extra hard not to disappoint her and, at the same time, to avoid being undermined by her young age. 

She looked at her clock. It was already time to go pick up Tiziano at the airport. She hadn’t even seen whether Luca or any other team member would show up. There was no time left. She had to go. 

She took a taxi; Paolo was with Mrs. Claudia. Rome traffic at lunchtime was unbearable, but her taxi driver was very sharp. He knew which roads to avoid to avoid getting stuck in hours-long lines. Between honking the horn and illegal maneuvers, they made it to the airport on time. Tiziano’s flight had landed. She was standing at baggage claim when she saw him come out, and their eyes met. Her first thought was about how handsome he looked. He picked her up in his arms, and they spun around. Their lips met like a magnet; their joy at seeing each other was a spark of love. He asked her to stand before him so he could look at her for a few minutes. 

“It seems that when we are together, time flies, everything passes before my eyes as if I were still dreaming of you instead of spending time with you. I had been dreaming of you for so long that sometimes it feels like I’m still in my dreams.”

He stood there in the center of the airport lounge staring at her, while she felt embarrassed. Afterward, he held her hand and walked her to find a taxi. 

“You didn’t like to hold hands, remember?” 

“Trust me, if I had handcuffs, I would put those on our wrists. This is unreal for me, you don’t know how long I’ve been waiting for this, for us to be together again.”

She laughed. They kissed like teenagers during the taxi ride. When they arrived, he had rented a room, and their lunch would be in the bedroom upstairs so that no one could distract them. 

He had booked a place near their meeting so they would have at least two hours to spare. 

They went to the room and quickly undressed.

“Amore, we never have much time for ourselves. So please, I want to look at you and learn your curves, the shape of your body, centimeter by centimeter, so that when we are apart, I dream of you, night and day.”

He took his time to observe, scrutinizing every little corner of her body, then aroused her with a soft touch like a feather to make her body shiver and ask for more. His warm breath made her body tingle and feel cold at the same time. She had had enough of his games; she flipped him over and took the lead on top, making love to him gently and slowly, getting lost in the feeling of their bodies attached again. Neither wanted it to be over, but their pleasure came unexpectedly. They got up and showered together, and he washed her as if she were a doll. He brushed her hair, and they applied lotion to each other's bodies. They got dressed unhappily. It was time for lunch. They were eating, sitting close together, unable to keep their hands off each other. He looked at her, chewing her food. 

“You are so adorable when you eat; you look like a little squirrel enjoying its nuts. I love you.”

She stroked her hands through his hair and told him she loved him, too.

They had little time to talk, but he promised to behave at the sight of Luca and act maturely for the sake of her project as long as he kept his distance from her. He told her he wanted to be honest with Alaya and that keeping her in the dark was not a good idea. She was intelligent and capable of reading him like a book, and she would have figured out that they were together as soon as she saw them. He said it would be hard to hide it from the crew; according to him, it would have been best to come clean and confess their relationship with the entire crew from the beginning. She needed time to process this decision, which was crucial to the success of their mission. According to her, disrupting their relationship from the start could have led Alaya to feel anger and hatred toward Giulia, who might have done things to sabotage her. Tiziano nodded, agreeing that Alaya had shown herself capable of real wickedness. They realized it wasn’t a simple decision and needed more time to thoroughly evaluate the situation. It was because she was in love with the prince of Iran, and if he had done something about that, maybe she would have been off their back. He had no strategy planned; his connection could not take him that far. Giulia was right. It wasn’t straightforward for them to be together, as in the actual situation, he told her it would be impossible for him to maintain a poker face when he came to her. She should have worked hard not to end up in situations that would make him react out of love and devotion to her. His instincts would prevail. He confessed once again to having dreamed about the moment they would be back together for so long that now he didn’t have the strength to hold off anymore. They had waited long enough to fulfill their need to be together as a couple; should he wait any longer? Giulia felt his pain and the suffering he had endured. She understood it, but ‌she reminded him that her future career was at stake and that she wasn’t ready to sacrifice her studies for love or anything else. He needed to understand how critical her work's success was to an independent, emancipated woman like her, who wouldn’t be satisfied without her career. She wasn’t born to be a housewife. She reminded him of that. Their lengthy conversation partially clarified their shared visions, though they had yet to find a suitable compromise. 

It was almost time to go.

Giulia’s phone rang. It was Luca. The conversation didn’t go as Giulia had expected; he wasn’t as friendly as usual, acting coldly and as if he didn’t know her, and he simply asked about the time and place of the meeting to receive confirmation. Giulia said only a few yeses and couldn’t reconcile with the fact that he treated her like a stranger. Tiziano asked who was on the phone, but she said nothing. She said it was to confirm today’s meeting. They kissed again, gathered their folders, and went to the meeting. The bed-and-breakfast was on the next block, so they had to walk for only fifteen minutes. The sun was up, but the tall buildings blocked enough light from reaching the street they were on. Giulia zipped up her jacket because it was a little windy. They entered the small hallway, and the receptionist's counter stood by the entrance. They were still holding hands, but they both let go when they turned towards the hotel, knowing it was time to part or it would have been unprofessional.

“Are you here for the 'Road of Civilization' meeting?” 

The receptionist asked,

“Yes, we are.” 

"I would be happy to take you to the conference room."

As soon as they arrived, everyone stood to welcome them. Ms. Moore, Luca, Pamela, and Mohamed were already there. Giulia was thrilled with the turnout at the meeting, which had been organized at the last minute, so she went straight to explain its purpose. Her heart was beating so fast when she realized she would have to introduce Luca to Tiziano, and from now on, they would work side by side with her. It was already so uncomfortable, and it had barely started. She could not think at the moment of the gravity of how it would have progressed with the three of them on the same site. Suddenly, she had forgotten all she was going to say. She froze in front of everyone; she couldn’t concentrate. Ms. Moore realized Giulia was having some trouble, so she temporarily took over for her. They set up a video conference with the geologist to discuss the possibility of flying there earlier to survey the site and determine when to dig. Ms. Moore needed no introduction, as most were already familiar with her accomplishments from previous digs. Juel greeted everyone with a warm smile, helping them feel at ease. She expected to be addressed by her first name and to be offered help as needed. Juel introduced the group to the harsh realities of living through Desert Storms and extreme heat, providing practical recommendations for coping with these challenges. 

She shared that she had never compromised in her career choices and that this commitment had resulted in her being at a lower level in publishing. She wrote for herself rather than for someone else, and this decision had consequences. Juel expressed her pride in Giulia for making tough choices that allowed her to be published under someone else's name. She mentioned that if she could go back in time, she would prioritize her career advancement over her pride. Giulia had her full support and blessing. 

Ms. Moore then transitioned to a briefing on potential on-site discoveries.

The insight that stood out the most was her belief that a whole new side of the town was undiscovered on the east side of the Tigris and Euphrates rivers, near their estuaries. She explained that Giulia’s report included only a tiny estimate of what could be found there. Juel said their dig could last a year to reveal what was down there.

Pamela, who had collaborated with Juel on previous desert expeditions, reinforced her affirmations, which excited everyone about embarking on the journey as soon as possible. It was time to get in touch with the geologist in London.

After Ms. Moore's initial introduction, Giulia gave signs she was ready to take over. When she was in the same room with Luca and Tiziano, she had the hardest time focusing. She needed to put a stop to this, or her career could be affected. 

She abruptly took the microphone from Pamela, thanking her and Juel for their participation, and explained that they had little time left and needed to speak to the geologist.  

Angelica, Robert, and Francis provided valuable insights into the desert's harsh soil conditions, explaining how they can sometimes become quite hazardous. They noted that if it rained, the soil would transform into a clay-like substance, becoming muddy and almost resembling quicksand. They also warned everyone about the potential for desert windstorms, which made working difficult; however, it was safe to stay indoors during those events.

The group reiterated what Giulia and Juel had emphasized multiple times: it was essential to have one water bottle for drinking and another for moistening the soil. This practice helped keep the soil compact enough to read the stratifications accurately. 

Tiziano added slides illustrating the instruments used to measure and mark the site. Together with the geologist, they discussed the materials to use for soil stabilization as the excavator dug deep. 

Luca spoke about safety procedures to adopt at all times, stating that he had researched the topic extensively and didn’t feel he had received enough training to handle it independently. The team of geologists relieved him of that responsibility; it was not his to take.

The meeting lasted two hours. In her concluding remarks, she confirmed she would keep in touch with everyone and arrange a pre-visit within the next two weeks at the latest. The geologist team would be present, and everyone else felt it was time to preview the site. 

Tiziano got up to get himself and Giulia something to drink while she was talking to Juel and Pamela. Luca had gone to the restroom; as he came out, he ran into Tiziano at the bar. 

“You did a good job explaining the safety procedures. Were you in the special forces in Afghanistan?” Tiziano asked Luca.

“Was it so obvious?”

“Not to everyone, but sure it was to me. I was there for six months, my first time in the desert. I had to join the military and was sent there because of my tactical skills and ability to adapt to changes.”

Giulia saw them talking and felt frightened by their conversation. She wondered whether she was the subject of their dialogue. 

They continued exchanging war memories. Neither of them wanted to bring up Giulia. Their behavior as best friends was faultless. Giulia asked Juel if she wanted to have dinner with all of them in town, but Juel said she had prior engagements, as did Pamela. They walked up to them to say good evening and left, so she had no other choice but to walk up to them at the bar and join them. 

Luca couldn’t hold it together any longer. He had to find out how they had met. Giulia hoped to leave without sharing information, so her private conversation with Luca had to wait. 

“How do you two know each other?”

Giulia kept her gaze on Tiziano, and he on hers to see who would explain it first. 

He said they had known each other since high school; they were seventeen when they first met. 

“I see, long-time friends. It’s great you have kept in touch.”

“We haven’t, actually, but I saw her ad and thought I was the person she was looking for since I’ve been working in Iran and London for the last four years.”

He couldn’t hold his tongue any longer.

“How come Alaya, your wife, isn’t here?”

“She couldn’t make it this time; it was short notice, and she had a day-to-day job to attend to in London.” 

“Since we are both bachelors tonight, do you want to hang out? No offense, Giulia; maybe you don’t want to
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