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Prologue

Florence, 1283

The poet stood next to the bridge and watched as the young woman
approached. The world ground to a near standstill as he remarked her wide, dark
eyes and elegantly curled brown hair.

At first he didn’t recognize her. She was breathtakingly beautiful, her
movements sure and graceful. Yet there was something about her face and figure
that reminded him of the girl he’d fallen in love with long ago. They’d gone their
separate ways, and he had always mourned her, his angel, his muse, his beloved
Beatrice. Without her, his life had been lonely and small.

Now his blessedness appeared.

As she approached him with her companions, he bowed his head and body
in a chivalrous salute. He had no expectation that his presence would be
acknowledged. She was both perfect and untouchable, a brown-eyed angel
dressed in resplendent white, while he was older, world-weary and wanting.

She had almost passed him when his downcast eyes caught sight of one of
her slippers—a slipper that hesitated just in front of him. His heart beat a furious
tattoo as he waited, breathless. A soft and gentle voice broke into his
remembrances as she spoke to him kindly. His startled eyes flew to hers. For
years and years he’d longed for this moment, dreamed of it even, but never had
he imagined encountering her in such a serendipitous fashion. And never had he
dared hope he would be greeted so sweetly.

Caught off balance, he mumbled his pleasantries and allowed himself the
indulgence of a smile—a smile that was returned to him tenfold by his muse. His
heart swelled within him as the love he held for her multiplied and burned like
an inferno in his chest.

Alas, their conversation was all too brief before she declared that she must
depart. He bowed before her as she swept by, and then straightened to stare at
her retreating form. His joy at their reunion was tempered by an emergent
sadness as he wondered if he’d ever see her again...



Chapter 1

“...Miss Mitchell?”

Professor Gabriel Emerson’s voice carried across the seminar room to the
attractive brown-eyed young woman who was seated at the back. Lost in
thought, or lost in translation, her head was down as she scribbled furiously in
her notebook.

Ten pairs of eyes swung to her, to her pale face and long lashes, her thin
white fingers clutching a pen. Then ten pairs of eyes swung back to the
professor, who stood perfectly still and began to scowl. His scathing demeanor
contrasted sharply with the overall symmetry of his features, his large,
expressive eyes, and full mouth. He was ruggedly handsome, but in that moment
bitterly severe, which rather ruined the overall pleasing effect of his appearance.

“Ahem.” A modest cough to her right caught the woman’s attention. She
glanced in surprise at the broad-shouldered man sitting next to her. He smiled
and flicked his eyes to the front of the room, back to the professor.

She followed his gaze slowly, looking up into a pair of angry, peering blue
eyes. She swallowed noisily.

“I expect an answer to my question, Miss Mitchell. If you’d care to join
us.” His voice was glacial, like his eyes.

The other graduate students shifted in their seats and stole furtive glances at
one another. Their expressions said what crawled up his ass? But they said
nothing. (For it is commonly known that graduate students are loath to confront
their professors with respect to anything, let alone rude behavior.)

The young woman opened her mouth minutely and closed it, staring into
those unblinking blue eyes, her own eyes wide like a frightened rabbit.

“Is English your first language?” he mocked her.

A raven-haired woman seated at his right hand tried to stifle a laugh,
smothering it into an unconvincing cough. All eyes shifted back to the frightened
rabbit, whose skin exploded into crimson as she ducked her head, finally
escaping the professor’s gaze.

“Since Miss Mitchell seems to be carrying on a parallel seminar in a
different language, perhaps someone else would be kind enough to answer my
question?”



The beauty to his right was only too eager. She turned to face him and
beamed as she answered his question in great detail, making a show of herself by
gesturing with her hands as she quoted Dante in his original Italian. When she
had finished, she smiled acidly at the back of the room, then proceeded to gaze
up at the professor and sigh. All that was lacking from her display was a quick
leap to the floor and a rubbing of her back on his leg to show that she would be
his pet forever. (Not that he would have appreciated the gesture.)

The professor frowned almost imperceptibly at no one in particular and
turned his back to write on the board. The frightened rabbit blinked back tears as
she continued scribbling, but mercifully she did not cry.

A few minutes later, as the professor droned on and on about the conflict
between the Guelfs and the Ghibellines, a small square of folded paper appeared
on top of the frightened rabbit’s Italian dictionary. At first she didn’t notice it,
but once again, a soft ahem drew her attention to the good-looking man beside
her. He smiled more widely this time, almost eagerly, and glanced down at the
paper.

She saw it and blinked. Carefully watching the back of the professor as he
drew endless circles around endless Italian words, she brought the paper to her
lap where she quietly unfolded it.

Emerson is an ass.

No one would have noticed because no one was looking at her, except for
the man at her side. As soon as she read those words, a different kind of flush
appeared on her face, two pink clouds on the curve of her cheeks, and she
smiled. Not enough to show teeth or what could be dimples or a laugh line or
two, but a smile nonetheless.

She raised her large eyes to the man next to her and looked at him shyly. A
wide, friendly grin spread across his face.

“Something funny, Miss Mitchell?”

Her brown eyes dilated in terror. Her new friend’s smile quickly
disappeared as he turned to look at the professor.

She knew better now than to look up at the professor’s cold blue eyes.
Instead, she put her head down and worried her plump lower lip between her
teeth, back and forth and back and forth.

“It was my fault, Professor. I was just asking what page we were on,” the
friendly man interceded on her behalf.



“Hardly an appropriate question from a doctoral student, Paul. But since
you asked, we began with the first canto. I trust you can find it without Miss
Mitchell’s help. Oh, and Miss Mitchell?”

The frightened rabbit’s pony tail trembled ever so slightly as she lifted her
gaze.

“See me in my office after class.”



Chapter 2

At the end of the seminar, Julia Mitchell hastily tucked the folded piece of
paper she’d been cradling in her lap into her Italian dictionary, under the entry
asino.

“Sorry about all that. I’'m Paul Norris.” The friendly man extended his large
paw over the table. She shook it gently, and he marveled at how small her hand
was in comparison to his. He could have bruised it just by flexing his palm.

“Hello, Paul. I’'m Julia. Julia Mitchell.”

“Good to meet you, Julia. I’'m sorry The Professor was such a prick. I don’t
know what’s eating him.” Paul gave Emerson his preferred title with no little
sarcasm.

She reddened slightly and turned back to her books.

“You’re new?” he persisted, tilting his head a little as if he was trying to
catch her eye.

“Just arrived. From Saint Joseph’s University.”

He nodded as if that meant something. “And you’re here for a Master’s?”

“Yes.” She gestured to the front of the now empty seminar room. “It
probably doesn’t seem like it, but I'm supposed to be studying to be a Dante
specialist.”

Paul whistled through his teeth. “So you’re here for Emerson?”

She nodded, and he noticed that the veins in her neck began to pulsate
slightly as her heart rate quickened. Since he couldn’t find an explanation for her
reaction, he dismissed it. But he would be reminded of it later.

“He’s difficult to work with, so he doesn’t have a lot of students. I’'m
writing my dissertation with him, and there’s also Christa Peterson, whom
you’ve already met.”

“Christa?” She gave him a questioning look.

“The tart at the front. She’s his other PhD student, but her goal is to be the
future Mrs. Emerson. She just started the program, and she’s already baking him
cookies, dropping by his office, leaving telephone messages. It’s unbelievable.”

Julia nodded again but said nothing.

“Christa doesn’t seem to be aware of the strict non-fraternization policy set



up by the University of Toronto.” Paul rolled his eyes and was rewarded with a
very pretty smile. He told himself that he would have to make Julia Mitchell
smile more often. But that would need to be postponed, for now.

“You’d better go. He wanted to see you after class, and he’ll be waiting.”

Julia quickly tossed her things into a shabby L.L. Bean knapsack that she
had carried since she was a freshman undergraduate. “Um, I don’t know where
his office is.”

“Turn left on your way out of the seminar room, then make another left. He
has the corner office at the end of the hall. Good luck, and I’ll see you next class,
if not before.”

She smiled gratefully and exited the seminar room.

As she rounded the corner, she saw that The Professor’s office door was
ajar. She stood in front of the opening nervously, wondering if she should knock
first or peek her head around. After a moment’s deliberation, she opted for the
former. Straightening her shoulders, she took a deep breath, held it, and placed
her knuckles in front of the wood paneling. That’s when she heard him.

“I’m sorry I didn’t call you back. I was in my seminar!” an angry voice, all
too familiar now, spat aloud. There was a brief silence before he continued.
“Because it’s the first seminar of the year, asshole, and because the last time I
talked to her she said she was fine!”

Julia retreated immediately. It sounded like he was on the telephone,
yelling. She didn’t want him yelling at her, and so she decided to flee and deal
with the consequences later. But a heart wrenching sob tore from his throat and
assaulted her ears. And from that she could not flee.

“Of course I wanted to be there! I loved her. Of course I wanted to be
there.” Another sob emerged from behind the door. “I don’t know what time I’ll
get there. Tell them I’'m coming. I’ll go straight to the airport and hop a plane,
but I don’t know what kind of flight I can get on short notice.”

He paused. “I know. Tell them I’m sorry. I’'m so sorry...” His voice trailed
off into a soft, shuddering cry, and Julia heard him hang up the telephone.

Without considering her actions, Julia carefully peeked around the door.

The thirty-something man held his head in his long-fingered hands, leaning
his elbows on his desk and crying. She watched as his wide shoulders shook. She
heard anguish and sorrow rip out of his chest. And she felt compassion.

She wanted to go to him, to offer condolences and comfort and to put her
arms around his neck. She wanted to smooth his hair and tell him that she was
sorry. She imagined briefly what it would be like to wipe tears away from those



expressive sapphire eyes and see them look at her kindly. She thought about
giving him a gentle peck on his cheek, just to reassure him of her sympathy.

But watching him cry as if his heart was broken momentarily froze her, and
so she did none of those things. When she finally realized where she was, she
quickly disappeared back behind the door, blindly pulled a scrap of paper from
her knapsack, and wrote:

I’'m sorry.
-Julia Mitchell

Then, not quite knowing what to do, she placed the paper against the
doorjamb, trapping it there as she silently pulled his office door shut.

kR

Julia’s shyness was not her primary characteristic. Her best quality, and the
one that defined her, was her compassion, a trait that she hadn’t inherited from
either of her parents. Her father, who was a decent man, tended to be rigid and
unyielding. Her mother, who was deceased, had not been compassionate in any
way, not even to her only child.

Tom Mitchell was a man of few words, but was well-known and generally
liked. He was a custodian at Susquehanna University, and the fire chief of
Selinsgrove Borough, Pennsylvania. Since the fire department was entirely
volunteer, he and the other fire fighters found themselves on call at all times. He
inhabited his role proudly and with much dedication, which meant that he was
rarely home, even when he wasn’t responding to an emergency. On the evening
of Julia’s first graduate seminar he called her from the fire station, pleased that
she finally decided to answer her cell phone.

“How’s it going up there, Jules?” His voice, unsentimental but comforting
nevertheless, warmed her like a blanket.

She sighed. “It’s fine. The first day was...interesting, but fine.”
“Those Canadians treating you right?”

“Oh, yes. They’re all pretty nice.” It’s the Americans who are the bastards.
Well, one American.

Tom cleared his throat once or twice, and Julia caught her breath. She knew
from years of experience that he was preparing to say something serious. She
wondered what it was.



“Honey, Grace Clark died today.”

Julia sat upright on her twin bed and stared into space.
“Did you hear what I said?”

“Yes. Yes, I heard.”

“Her cancer came back. They thought she was fine. But it came back, and
by the time they found out, it was in her bones and her liver. Richard and the
kids are pretty shaken up about it.”

Julia bit her lip and stifled a sob.

“I knew you’d take the news hard. She was like a mother to you, and
Rachel was such a good friend of yours in high school. Have you heard from
her?”

“Um, no. No, I haven’t. Why didn’t she tell me?”

“I’m not sure when they found out that Grace was sick again. I was over to
the house to see everyone earlier today, and Gabriel wasn’t even there. That’s
created quite a problem. I don’t know what he’s walking into when he arrives.
There’s a lot of bad blood in that family.” Tom cursed softly.

“Are you sending flowers?”

“I guess so. I’'m not really good at that sort of thing, but I could ask Deb if
she’d help.”

Deb Lundy was Tom'’s girlfriend. Julia rolled her eyes at the mention of
Deb’s name but kept her negative reaction to herself.

“Ask her, please, to send something from me. Grace loved gardenias. And
just have Deb sign the card.”

“Will do. Do you need anything?”

“No, I’m fine.”

“Do you need any money?”

“No, Dad. I have enough to live on with my scholarship if I’'m careful.”

Tom paused, and even before he opened his mouth she knew what he was
about to say.

“I’m sorry about Harvard. Maybe next year.”

Julia straightened her shoulders and forced a smile, even though her father
couldn’t see it. “Maybe. Talk to you later.”

“Bye, honey.”
The next morning Julia walked a little more slowly on her way to the
university, using her iPod as background noise. In her head, she composed an e-



mail of condolence and apology to Rachel, writing and rewriting it as she
walked.

The September breeze was warm in Toronto, and she liked it. She liked
being near the lake. She liked sunshine and friendliness. She liked tidy streets
free of litter. She liked the fact she was in Toronto and not in Selinsgrove or
Philadelphia—that she was hundreds of miles away from him. She only hoped it
would stay that way.

She was still mentally writing the e-mail to Rachel when she stepped into
the office of the Department of Italian Studies to check her mailbox. Someone
tapped her on the elbow and moved out of her periphery.

She removed her ear buds. “Paul...hi.”

He smiled down at her, his gaze descending some distance. Julia was petite,
especially in sneakers, and the top of her head merely reached the lower edge of
his pectorals.

“How was your meeting with Emerson?” His smile faded, and he looked at
her with concern.

She bit her lip, a nervous habit that she should stop but was unable to,
primarily because she was unaware of it. “Um, I didn’t go.”

He closed his eyes and leaned his head back. He groaned a little. “That’s...
not good.”

Julia tried to clarify the situation. “His office door was closed. I think he
was on the phone...I’m not sure. So I left a note.”

Paul noticed her nervousness and the way her delicately arched eyebrows
came together. He felt sorry for her and silently cursed The Professor for being
so abrasive. She looked as if she would bruise easily, and Emerson was
oblivious to the way his attitude affected his students. So Paul resolved to help
her.

“If he was on the telephone, he wouldn’t want to be interrupted. Let’s hope
that’s what was going on. Otherwise, I’d say you just took your life into your
own hands.” He straightened up to his full height and flexed his arms casually.
“Let me know if there’s any fallout, and I’ll see what I can do. If he shouts at
me, I can take it. I wouldn’t want him to shout at you.” Because from the looks
of it, you’d die of shock, Frightened Rabbit.

Julia appeared as if she wanted to say something but remained silent. She
smiled thinly and nodded as if in appreciation. Then she stepped over to the
mailboxes and emptied her pigeon hole.

Junk mail, mostly. A few advertisements from the department, including an



announcement of a public lecture to be delivered by Professor Gabriel O.
Emerson entitled, Lust in Dante’s Inferno: The Deadly Sin against the Self. Julia
read the title over several times before she was able to absorb it into her brain.
But once it had been absorbed, she hummed softly to herself.

She hummed as she noticed a second announcement, which mentioned that
Professor Emerson’s lecture had been cancelled and rescheduled for a later date.
And she hummed as she noticed a third announcement, which declared that all of
Professor Emerson’s seminars, appointments, and meetings had been cancelled
until further notice.

And she kept right on humming as she reached back into her pigeon hole
for a small square of paper. She unfolded it and read:

I’'m sorry.
-Julia Mitchell

She continued to hum as she puzzled over what it meant to find her note in
her mailbox the day after she’d placed it at Professor Emerson’s door. But her
humming finally stopped, as did her heart, when she turned the paper over and
read the following:

Emerson is an ass.



Chapter 3

There was a time when, in reaction to such an embarrassing event, Julia
would have dropped to the floor and pulled herself into a fetal position, possibly
staying there forever. But at the age of twenty-three, she was made of sterner
stuff. So rather than standing in front of the mailboxes and contemplating how
her short academic career had just gone up in flames and been reduced to a pile
of ash at her feet, she quietly finished her business at the university and went
home.

Pushing all thoughts of her career aside, Julia did four things.

First, she pocketed some cash from the emergency fund that was
conveniently located in a Tupperware container underneath her bed.

Second, she walked to the closest liquor store and bought a very large bottle
of very cheap tequila.

Third, she went home and wrote a long and apologetic condolence e-mail to
Rachel. Purposefully, she neglected to mention where she was living and what
she was doing, and she sent the e-mail from her Gmail account rather than her
university account.

Fourth, she went shopping. The fourth activity was intended only as a
weepy and somewhat heartbroken tribute to both Rachel and Grace, because
they had loved expensive things, and Julia was in reality too poor to shop.

Julia couldn’t afford to shop when she came to live in Selinsgrove and met
Rachel in their junior year of high school. Julia could barely afford to shop now,
as she eked out a meager living on a graduate student’s stipend, without the
eligibility to work outside the university to supplement her income. As an
American on a student’s visa, she had limited employability.

While she walked slowly past the beautiful shop windows on Bloor Street,
she thought of her old friend and her surrogate mother. She stood in front of the
Prada store, envisioning the one and only time Rachel had taken her shopping
for couture shoes. Julia still had those black Prada stilettos, tucked in a shoebox
in the back of her closet. They’d only been worn once, on the night she’d
discovered she’d been betrayed, and although she would have loved to have
destroyed them like she destroyed her dress, she couldn’t. Rachel had bought
them for her as a coming-home present, having had no idea what Julia was



actually coming home to.

Then Julia stood for what seemed like forever in front of the Chanel
boutique and wept, remembering Grace. How she always greeted Julia with a
smile and a hug whenever she came to visit. How when Julia’s mother had
passed away under tragic circumstances, Grace had told her that she loved her
and would love to be her mother, if she’d let her. How Grace had been a better
mother to her than Sharon ever had, to Sharon’s shame and Julia’s
embarrassment.

And when all her tears were gone and the stores had closed for the evening,
Julia walked back to her apartment slowly and began to beat herself up for
having been a bad surrogate daughter, a lousy friend, and an insensitive twit who
didn’t know better than to check a scrap of paper to see if it was blank before she
left it behind with her name on it for someone whose beloved mother had just
died.

What must have been running through his mind when he found that note?
Heartened by a shot or two or three of tequila, Julia allowed herself to ask some
simple questions. And what must he think of me now?

She contemplated packing up all of her belongings and boarding a
Greyhound bus bound for her hometown of Selinsgrove, just so she wouldn’t
have to face him. She was ashamed she hadn’t realized it was Grace that
Professor Emerson had been discussing on the telephone that terrible day. But
she hadn’t even contemplated the possibility that Grace’s cancer had returned let
alone that she had passed away. And Julia had been so upset about having gotten
off on the wrong foot with The Professor. His hostility was shocking. But even
more shocking was his face as he cried. All she had thought about in that terrible
moment was comforting him, and that thought alone had distracted her from
considering the source of his grief.

It wasn’t enough that he’d just had his heart ripped out by hearing that
Grace had died, without having an opportunity to say good-bye or to tell her that
he loved her. It wasn’t enough that someone, probably his brother Scott, had
effectively torn into him for not coming home. No, after having been destroyed
by grief and crying like a child, he’d had the delightful experience of opening his
office door to escape to the airport and finding her note of consolation. And what
Paul had written on the other side.

Lovely.

Julia was surprised that The Professor hadn’t had her dismissed from the
program on the spot. Perhaps he remembers me. One more shot of tequila



enabled Julia to formulate that thought, but to think no further, as she passed out
on the floor.

kR

Two weeks later, Julia found herself in a slightly better state as she checked
her mailbox in the department. Yes, it was as if she was waiting on death row
with no hope of commutation. No, she hadn’t dropped out of school and gone
home.

It was true that she blushed like a schoolgirl and was painfully shy. But
Julia was stubborn. She was tenacious. And she wanted very much to study
Dante, and if that meant invoking an unidentified co-conspirator in order to
escape the death penalty, she was willing to do so.

She just hadn’t revealed that fact to Paul. Yet.

“Julianne? Can you come here for a minute?” Mrs. Jenkins, the lovely and
elderly administrative assistant, called over her desk.

Julia obediently walked toward her.
“Have you had some sort of problem with Professor Emerson?”

“I, um, I...don’t know.” She flushed and began to bite viciously on the
inside of her cheek.

“I received two urgent e-mails this morning asking me to set up an
appointment for you to see him as soon as he returns. I never do this for the
professors. They prefer to schedule their own appointments. For some reason, he
insisted that I schedule a meeting with you and have the appointment
documented in your file.”

Julia nodded and removed her calendar from her knapsack, trying hard not
to imagine the things he had said about her in his e-mails.

Mrs. Jenkins looked at her expectantly. “So tomorrow then?”
Julia’s face fell. “Tomorrow?”

“He arrives tonight, and he wants to meet you at four o’clock tomorrow
afternoon in his office. Can you be there? I have to e-mail him back to confirm.”

Julia nodded and noted the appointment in her calendar, pretending that the
notation was necessary.

“He didn’t say what it was about, but he said it was serious. I wonder what
that means...” Mrs. Jenkins trailed off absently.

Julia concluded her business at the university and went home to pack with



the help of Sefiorita Tequila.
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By the following morning, most of Julia’s clothes were packed into two
large suitcases. Not willing to admit defeat to herself (or to the tequila), she
decided not to pack everything, and thus found herself twiddling her thumbs
anxiously and in need of a distraction. So she did the one thing any self-
respecting, procrastinating graduate student would do in such a situation besides
drink and carouse with other procrastinating graduate students—she cleaned her
apartment.

It didn’t take very long. But by the time she was finished, everything was in
perfect order, lightly scented with lemon, and scrupulously clean. Julia took
more than a little pride in her achievement and packed her knapsack, head held
high.

Meanwhile, Professor Emerson was stomping through the halls of the
department, leaving graduate students and faculty colleagues spinning in his
wake. He was in a foul mood, and no one had the courage to trifle with him.

These days he was ill tempered to begin with, but his fractious disposition
had been exacerbated by stress and lack of sleep. He had been cursed by the
gods of Air Canada and consequently seated next to a father and his two-year-
old child on his flight back from Philadelphia. The child screamed and wet
himself (and Professor Emerson), while the father slept soundly. In the semi-
darkness of the airplane, Professor Emerson had reflected on the justice of
government-enforced sterilization on lax parents as he mopped urine from his
Armani trousers.

Julia arrived promptly for her four o’clock appointment with Professor
Emerson and was delighted to find that his door was closed. Her delight soon
left her when she realized that The Professor was inside his office growling at
Paul.

When Paul emerged ten minutes later, still standing tall at six foot three but
visibly shaken, Julia’s eyes darted to the fire exit. Five steps and she’d be free
behind a swinging door, running to escape the police for illegally sounding a fire
alarm. It seemed like a tempting proposition.

Paul caught her eye and shook his head, mouthing a few choice expletives

about The Professor, before smiling. “Would you like to have coffee with me
sometime?”



Julia looked up at him in surprise. She was already off kilter because of her
appointment, so without thinking much about it, she agreed.

He smiled and leaned toward her. “It would be easier if I had your number.”

She blushed and quickly took out a piece of paper, checked it to be sure it
was free of any other writing, and hastily scribbled her cell phone number on it.

He took the piece of paper, glanced at it, and patted her arm. “Give him
hell, Rabbit.”

Julia didn’t have time to ask him why he thought her nickname was or even
should be Rabbit, because an attractive but impatient voice was already calling
her.

“Now, Miss Mitchell.”
She walked into his office and stood uncertainly just inside the door.

Professor Emerson looked tired. There were purplish circles underneath his
eyes, and he was very pale, which somehow made him look thinner. As he pored
over a file, his tongue flicked out and slowly licked his lower lip.

Julia stared, transfixed by his sensual mouth. After a moment, through a
great effort, she dragged her gaze away from his lips to look at his glasses. She
hadn’t seen them before; perhaps he only wore them when his eyes were tired.
But today, his penetrating sapphire eyes were partially hidden behind a pair of
black Prada glasses. The black frames contrasted sharply with the warm brown
of his hair and the blue of his eyes, making the glasses a focal point on his face.
She realized immediately that not only had she never seen a professor as
attractive as he before, she had never encountered a professor who was so
studiously put together. He could have appeared in an advertising campaign for
Prada, something no professor had ever done before.

(For it must be noted that university professors are not usually admired for
their fashion sense.)

She knew him well enough to know that he was mercurial. She knew him
well enough to know that he was, at least recently, a stickler for politeness and
decorum. She knew it would probably be all right if she sat down in one of his
comfy leather club chairs without his invitation, especially if he remembered
her. But given the way he had addressed her, she stood.

“Please be seated, Miss Mitchell.” His voice was cold and flinty, and he
gestured to an uncomfortable-looking metal chair, instead.

Julia sighed and walked over to the stiff Ikea chair that sat just in front of
one of his massive built-in bookcases. She wished he had given her permission
to sit elsewhere but elected not to quibble with him.



“Move the chair in front of my desk. I won’t crane my neck in order to see
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you.

She stood and did as she was told, nervously dropping her knapsack on the
floor. She winced and blushed from head to foot as several of the smaller
contents of her bag spilled out, including a tampon that rolled under Professor
Emerson’s desk and came to a stop an inch from his leather briefcase.

Maybe he won'’t notice it until after I’m gone.

Embarrassed, Julia crouched down and began to gather up the other
contents of her knapsack. She had just finished when the strap on her very old
bag snapped and everything she was carrying crashed to the floor with a loud
bang. She kneeled quickly as papers, pens, her iPod, cell phone, and a green
apple skidded across the floor and onto The Professor’s beautiful Persian rug.

Oh, gods of all graduate students and eternal screw ups, kill me now.
Please.

“Are you a comedian, Miss Mitchell?”

Julia’s spine stiffened at the sarcasm, and she glanced up at his face. What
she saw nearly made her burst into tears.

How could someone with an angelic name be so cruel? How could a voice
so melodic be so harsh? She was momentarily lost in the frozen depths of his
eyes, longing for the time when they had looked down at her with kindness. But
rather than give in to her despair, she breathed deeply and decided that she had
better get used to the way he was now, even though it was a grave and painful
disappointment.

Mutely, she shook her head and went back to filling her now broken
knapsack.

“I expect an answer when I ask a question. Surely you’ve learned your
lesson by now?” He studied her quickly, then glanced back at the file in his
hands. “Perhaps you’re not that bright.”

“I beg your pardon, Dr. Emerson.” The sound of Julia’s voice surprised
even her. It was soft but steely. She wasn’t sure where her courage had come
from, but she silently thanked the gods of graduate students for coming to her
aid...just in case.

“It’s Professor Emerson,” he snapped. “Doctors are a dime a dozen. Even
chiropractors and podiatrists refer to themselves as ‘doctors.’”

Sufficiently chastened, Julia tried to zip up her broken knapsack.
Unfortunately, the zipper was broken now too. She held her breath as she pulled
on it, trying to coax it back to life with unspoken curses.



“Would you stop fussing with that ridiculous abomination of a bag and sit
in a chair like a human being?”

She could see that he was beyond furious now, so she placed her ridiculous
abomination on the floor and sat quietly in the uncomfortable chair. She folded
her hands, just to keep from wringing them, and waited.

“You must think you’re a comedian. I’m sure you thought this was funny.”
He threw a piece of paper which landed just shy of her sneakers.

Bending down to pick it up, she realized it was a photocopy of the terrible
note she’d left for him the day Grace died.

“I can explain. It was a mistake. I didn’t write both...”

“I’'m not interested in your excuses! I asked you to come to the last
appointment, and you didn’t, did you?”

“But you were on the telephone. The door was closed and...”

“The door wasn’t closed!” He tossed something at her that looked like a
business card. “I suppose this was meant to be funny too?”

Julia picked up the discarded item and gasped. It was a small condolence
card, the kind one would send with flowers:

I’m so sorry for your loss.
Please accept my sympathy.
With love,

-Julia Mitchell

She glanced over and saw that he was practically spitting he was so angry.
She blinked rapidly as she tried to find the words to explain herself.

“It’s not what you think. I wanted to say that I was sorry and...”
“Hadn’t you already done that with the note you left?”
“But this was supposed to be for your family, who...”

“Leave my family out of it!” He turned his body away from her and closed
his eyes, removing his glasses so that he could rub his face with both hands.

Julia had been evicted from the realm of the surprised and relocated right
into the land of the astonished. No one had explained. He had completely
misunderstood her card, and no one had set him straight. With a sick feeling in
the pit of her stomach, she began to puzzle over what that meant.

Oblivious to her musings, The Professor appeared to calm himself through
a Herculean effort, then closed the file and dropped it contemptuously on his



desk. He glared at her.

“I see that you came here on scholarship to study Dante. I’'m the only
professor in this department who is currently supervising theses in that field.
Since this—” he gestured between the two of them “—is not going to work,
you’ll have to change your thesis topic and find another supervisor. Or transfer
to another department, or better yet, another university. I’ll inform the director of
your program of my decision, effective immediately. Now, if you’ll excuse me.”

He swiveled in his chair toward his laptop and began typing furiously.

Julia was stunned. While she was sitting there, silently absorbing not only
his tirade but also his conclusion, The Professor spoke, not even bothering to lift
his eyes in her direction. “That is all, Miss Mitchell.”

She didn’t argue with him for truly, there was no point. She dragged herself
to her feet, still dazed, and picked up her offending knapsack. She cradled it to
her chest, somewhat uncertainly, and slowly exited his office, looking very much
like a zombie.

As she exited the building and crossed to the other side of Bloor Street,
Julia realized that she’d chosen the wrong day to leave home without a jacket.
The temperature had dropped, and the heavens had opened. Her thin, long-
sleeved T-shirt was soaked only five steps outside of the department. She hadn’t
thought to bring an umbrella, so she faced the prospect of walking three long
city-blocks in wind and cold and rain to get to her apartment.

Oh, gods of bad karma and thunderstorms, have mercy upon me.

As she walked, Julia took some comfort in the realization that her
ridiculous abomination of a knapsack was currently serving the very proper
purpose of covering her wet and possibly see-through T-shirt and cotton bra.
Take that, Professor Emerson.

As she walked, she contemplated what had just happened in his office. She
had prepared herself by packing two suitcases the night before, just in case. But
she had sincerely believed that he would remember. She had believed that he
would be kind to her. But he wasn’t.

He hadn’t allowed her to explain the colossal fuck-uppery that was the note.
He had misunderstood her flowers and card. And he’d effectively dismissed her
from the program. It was all over. Now she would have to return to Tom’s little
house in Selinsgrove in disgrace...and he would discover that she had returned
and laugh at her. They would laugh at her together. Stupid Julia. Thought she’d
leave Selinsgrove and try to make something of herself. Thought she could go to
graduate school and become a professor...Who was she kidding? It was all over



now, at least for this academic year.

Julia looked down at the destroyed and now soaked knapsack as if it were
an infant and hugged it tightly to her chest. After her horrid display of
gracelessness and ineptitude, she didn’t even have her dignity anymore. And to
lose it all in front of him, after all these years, well, it really was too much to
bear.

She thought of the lone tampon underneath his desk and knew that when he
leaned down to pick up his briefcase at five o’clock her humiliation would be
complete. At least she wouldn’t be there to witness his shocked and disgusted
reaction. She envisioned him having a cow upon the discovery, literally—lying
down on the beautiful Persian rug that graced his office and painfully and loudly
giving birth to a calf.

About two blocks from her apartment, Julia’s long, brown hair was
plastered to her head in stringy sheets. Her sneakers squished-squashed with
every step. Rain poured off of her as if she were beneath a downspout. Cars and
buses whooshed by, and she didn’t even bother trying to get out of the way as
tidal waves of dirty water crashed over her from the busy street. Like life’s
disappointments, she simply accepted it.

At that moment another car approached, this one slowing down
appropriately so that she wouldn’t be soaked by its splash. It was a new-looking,
black Jaguar.

The Jaguar slowed down even more and came to a stop. As Julia walked by,
she saw the passenger door open and a masculine voice called out, “Get in.”

She hesitated; surely the driver wasn’t calling to her. She looked around,
but she was the only one foolish enough to be walking in a torrential downpour.
Curious, she took a step closer.

She knew better than to get into a car with a stranger, even in a Canadian
city. But as she looked into the driver’s seat and saw two piercing blue eyes stare
back at her, she walked slowly toward him.

“You’ll catch pneumonia and die. Get in. I’ll drive you home.” His voice
was softer now, the fire gone. This was almost the voice that she remembered.

So for the sake of memory and for no other reason, she climbed into the
passenger’s seat and pulled the door closed, silently apologizing to the gods of
Jaguars for fouling their pristine black leather interior and immaculate car mats.

She paused as the strains of Chopin’s Nocturne 9, Op. No. 2 filled her ears,
and she smiled to herself. She had always liked that tune.

She turned to face the driver. “Thank you very much, Professor Emerson.”



Chapter 4

Professor Emerson had taken a wrong turn. His life, perhaps, could be
described as a series of wrong turns, but this one was entirely accidental. He’d
been reading on his iPhone—an angry e-mail from his brother—while he was
driving his Jaguar through a thunderstorm in the middle of rush hour in
downtown Toronto. Consequently, he turned left rather than right onto Bloor
Street from Queen’s Park. This meant that he was headed in the opposite
direction of his apartment building.

There was no possibility of a U-turn on Bloor during rush hour, and there
was so much traffic he had a difficult time pulling over so that he could make a
right and turn around. This was how he came upon a very wet and pathetic-
looking Miss Mitchell, walking dejectedly down the street as if she were a
homeless person, and how in a fit of guilt he came to invite her into his car,
which was his pride and joy.

“I’m sorry I’m ruining your upholstery,” she offered hesitantly.

Professor Emerson’s fingers tightened on the steering wheel. “I have
someone who cleans it when it’s soiled.”

Julia bowed her head, for his response hurt. Implicitly, he had compared her
to dirt, but of course, that’s what he thought she was now. Dirt beneath his feet.

“Where do you live?” he asked, seeking to engage her in polite and safe
conversation for the duration of what he hoped would be a short time together.

“On Madison. It’s just up there on the right.” She pointed some distance in
front of them.

“I know where Madison is,” he snapped.

Watching him out of the corner of her eye, Julia cringed toward the
passenger window. She slowly turned her head to look outside and drew her
lower lip roughly between her teeth.

Professor Emerson cursed under his breath. Even beneath the tangle of wet,
dark hair she was pretty—a brown-eyed angel in jeans and sneakers. His mind
halted at the inward sound of his description. The term brown-eyed angel
seemed oddly familiar, but since he couldn’t think of the source for that
reference he put the thought aside.

“What number on Madison?” He softened his voice, so much so that Julia



could barely hear him.
“Forty-five.”

He nodded and shortly pulled the car in front of the three-story, red brick
house that had been converted into apartments.

“Thank you,” she murmured, and in a flash she dove for the door handle to
make her escape.

“Wait,” he commanded, reaching into the backseat to retrieve a large, black
umbrella.

She waited and was stunned to see The Professor walk around the car to
open the door for her, wait with an open umbrella while she and her abomination
exited the Jaguar, and march her up the sidewalk and the front steps of her
building.

“Thank you,” she said again as she pulled on her book bag zipper, trying to
open it so she could find her keys.

The Professor tried to hide his distaste at the sight of the abomination, but
said nothing. He watched as she struggled with the zipper, then watched her face
as she grew very red and upset over the fact that the zipper wouldn’t open. He
remembered her expression as she knelt on his Persian rug, and it occurred to
him that this current trouble was probably his fault.

Without saying a word, he grabbed the book bag out of her hands and
shoved the now closed umbrella at her. He ripped open the zipper and held the
bag out, inviting her to stick her hand inside to retrieve her keys.

She found the keys, but she was nervous, so she dropped them. When she
picked them up her hands were shaking so badly she had troubling locating the
correct key on her key ring.

Having lost all patience, The Professor snatched the key ring away from her
and began trying keys in the lock. When he’d successfully opened the door, he
allowed her to enter before returning her keys.

She took the repellant book bag from him and murmured her thanks.

“I’ll walk you to your apartment,” he announced, following her through the
hallway. “A homeless person once accosted me in the lobby of my building. One
can’t be too careful.”

Julia silently prayed to the gods of studio apartments, begging them to help
her locate her apartment key swiftly. They answered her prayer. As she was
about to slip behind the door and close it firmly but not unkindly in his face, she
stopped. Then, as if she’d known him for years, she smiled up at him and



politely asked if he would like a cup of tea.

Despite being surprised by her invitation, Professor Emerson found himself
standing in her apartment before he had the opportunity to consider whether it
was a good idea. As he looked around the small and squalid space, he quickly
concluded that it wasn’t.

“May I take your coat, Professor?” Julia’s cheerful little voice distracted
him.

“Where would you put it?” he sniffed, noticing primly that she did not seem
to have a closet or a hall tree near the door.

Her eyes dropped to the floor, and she ducked her head.

The Professor watched her chew her lip nervously and instantly regretted
his rudeness.

“Forgive me,” he said, handing her his Burberry trench coat of which he
was inordinately proud. “And thank you.”

Julia hung his coat up carefully on a hook that was attached to the back of
her door and hastily placed her knapsack on the hardwood. “Come in and be
comfortable. I'll make tea.”

Professor Emerson walked to one of only two chairs in the apartment and
sat down, trying for her sake to hide his distaste. The apartment was smaller than
his guest bathroom and included a small bed, which was pushed up against a
wall, a card table and two chairs, a small Ikea bookshelf, and a chest of drawers.
There was a small closet and a bathroom, but no kitchen.

His eyes roamed around the room, looking for evidence of any kind of
culinary activity until they finally settled on a microwave and a hot plate that
were perched somewhat precariously on top of a dresser. A small refrigerator sat
on the floor nearby.

“I have an electric kettle,” Julia said brightly, as if she was announcing the
fact that she had a diamond from Tiffany’s.

He noticed the water that was continuing to stream off her, then he began to
notice the clothes that were under the water, and then he began to notice what
was under her clothes, because it was cold...and he hastily and somewhat
huskily suggested that she forego making tea in order to dry herself.

Once again her head tipped down, and she flushed before ducking into the
bathroom and grabbing a towel. She emerged a few seconds later with a purple
towel wrapped around her upper body over her wet clothes and a second towel in
her hand. She moved as if she was going to crawl across the floor to clean up the
trail of water she’d scattered from the door to the center of the room, but The



Professor stood up and stopped her.

“Allow me,” he said. “You should change into some dry clothes before you
catch pneumonia.”

“And die,” she added, more to herself than to him as she disappeared into
her closet, trying not to trip over two large suitcases.

The Professor wondered briefly why she hadn’t unpacked yet but dismissed
the answer as unimportant.

He frowned as he cleaned the water from the worn and scratched hardwood.
When he’d finished, he looked at the walls and noticed that they had probably
been white once, but were now a dingy cream color and were blistered and
peeling. He inspected the ceiling and found several large water stains and what
he thought might be the beginning of mold in one of the corners. He shuddered,
wondering why on earth a nice girl like Miss Mitchell would live in such a
terrible place. Although he had to admit that the apartment was very clean and
quite tidy. Unusually so.

“How much is your rent?” he asked, wincing slightly as he accordioned his
six foot two frame in order to perch once again on the vile thing that
masqueraded as a folding chair.

“Eight hundred a month, utilities included,” she called to him just before
she entered the bathroom.

Professor Emerson thought with some regret of the Armani trousers he had
disposed of after the flight back from Pennsylvania. He couldn’t bear the notion
of wearing something that had been soaked in urine, even if it had been cleaned,
so he’d just thrown them out. But the money Paulina had spent on those trousers
would have paid Miss Mitchell’s rent for an entire month. And then some.

Looking around the small studio, it was both painfully and pathetically
clear that she had tried to make it into a home, such as it was. A large print of
Henry Holiday’s painting, Dante meets Beatrice at Ponte Santa Trinita, hung to
the side of her bed. The Professor imagined her reclining on her pillow, her long,
shiny hair cascading around her face, gazing over at Dante before she fell asleep.
He dutifully put that thought aside and reflected on how strange it was that they
both owned that painting. He peered at it and noticed with surprise that Julia
bore a remarkable resemblance to Beatrice—a resemblance that had previously
gone unnoticed. The thought twisted in his mind like a corkscrew, but he refused
to dwell on it.

He noticed other smaller pictures of various Italian scenes on the peeling
walls of the apartment: a drawing of the Duomo in Florence, a sketch of St.



Mark’s in Venice, a black and white photograph of the dome of St. Peter’s in
Rome. He saw a row of potted herbs gracing the window sill along with a single
cutting from a philodendron that she was apparently trying to nurse into a full
grown plant. He observed that the curtains were pretty—a sheer lilac that
matched the bedspread and its cushions. And her bookshelf boasted many
volumes in both English and Italian. The Professor scanned the titles quickly and
was but mildly impressed with her amateurish collection. But in short, the studio
was old, tiny, in poor repair, and kitchen-less, and Professor Emerson would not
have permitted his dog to live in a place like this, had he had one.

Julia reappeared in what looked like an exercise uniform—a black hoodie
and yoga pants. She’d knotted and twisted her lovely hair and fastened it near
the top of her head with a clip of some sort. Even in such casual garb he noticed
that she was very attractive—extremely attractive and dare he say it, sylphlike.

“I have English Breakfast or Lady Grey,” she spoke over her shoulder,
descending to her hands and knees in order to snake the plug from the electric
kettle back to the outlet that was underneath the dresser.

The Professor regarded her as she kneeled, just as she had in his office, and
silently shook his head. She was without arrogance or selfish pride, which he
knew was a good thing, but it pained him to see her constantly on her knees,
although he couldn’t exactly say why.

“English Breakfast. Why do you live here?”

Julia stood up quickly in response to the sharpness of his tone. She kept her
back to him as she located a large, brown teapot and two surprisingly beautiful
china teacups with matching saucers.

“This is a quiet street in a nice neighborhood. I don’t have a car, and I
needed to be able to walk to school.” She paused as she placed a small silver
teaspoon on each of the saucers. “This was one of the nicer apartments I looked
at in my price range.” She placed the elegant teacups on the card table without
looking at him and returned to the dresser.

“Why didn’t you move into the graduate student residence on Charles
Street?”

Julia dropped something. The Professor couldn’t see what it was.

“I was expecting to go to a different university, but it didn’t work out. By
the time I decided to come here, the residence was full.”

“And where were you going to go?”
She began to worry her lower lip between her teeth, back and forth.
“Miss Mitchell?”



“Harvard.”

Professor Emerson just about fell off his very uncomfortable chair.
“Harvard? What the hell are you doing here?”

Julia smothered a secret smile as if she knew the reason behind his anger.
“Toronto is the Harvard of the north.”

“Don’t be coy, Miss Mitchell. I asked you a question.”

“Yes, Professor. And I know that you always expect an answer to your
questions.” She arched an eyebrow, and he looked away. “My father couldn’t
afford the contribution he was expected to make to my education, so the
fellowship they offered me was not enough, and the living expenses were much
more in Cambridge than in Toronto. I already have thousands of dollars of
student loans from Saint Joseph’s University, so I decided not to add to them.
That’s why I’'m here.”

She returned to her hands and knees to unplug the now boiling kettle as The
Professor shook his head in shock.

“That wasn’t in the file Mrs. Jenkins gave me,” he protested. “You should
have said something.”

Julia ignored him and began to measure loose tea into the teapot.

He leaned forward in his chair, gesturing wildly. “This is a terrible place to
live—there isn’t even a proper kitchen. What do you eat here?”

She placed the teapot and a small, silver tea strainer on the card table and
sat down on the other folding chair. She began to wring her hands.

“I eat lots of vegetables. I can make soup and couscous on the hot plate.
Couscous is very nutritious.” Her voice shook a little, but she tried to sound
cheerful.

“You can’t live on that kind of rubbish—a dog is better fed!”
Julia ducked her head and blushed deeply, suddenly blinking back tears.

The Professor looked at her for a moment, then finally saw her. As he
regarded the tortured expression that marred her lovely features, he slowly began
to realize that he, Professor Gabriel O. Emerson, was a self-absorbed bastard. He
had shamed her for being poor. But there was no shame in being poor. He had
been poor once too, very poor. She was a smart, attractive woman who was also
a student. There was no shame in that. But he’d come into her little home that
she had tried to make comfortable because she had no other place to go, and he
had said it wasn’t fit for a dog. He had made her feel worthless and stupid when
she was neither. What would Grace say if she could hear him now?



Professor Emerson was an ass. But at least now he knew it.

“Forgive me,” he began haltingly. “I don’t know what’s gotten into me.”
He closed his eyes and began to rub them.

“You’ve just lost your mother.” Julia’s gentle voice was startlingly
forgiving.

A switch inside him flipped. “I shouldn’t be here.” He stood up quickly. “I
need to go.”

Julia followed him to the front door. She picked up his umbrella and handed
him his trench coat. Then she stood with downcast eyes and flaming cheeks,
waiting for him to leave. She felt regret for having shown him her home, since it
was clearly so far beneath him. Whereas a few hours earlier she had taken pride
in her small but clean hobbit hole, now she was mortified. Not to mention the
fact that being humiliated again in front of him made matters so much worse.

He nodded at her, or at something, muttered under his breath, and exited her
apartment.

Julia leaned her back against the closed door and finally allowed herself to
weep.

Knock. Knock.

She knew who it was. She simply didn’t want to answer the door.

Please gods of over-priced, not-fit-for-a-dog hobbit holes, just let him leave
me in peace. Julia’s silent and spontaneous prayer went unanswered.

Knock. Knock. Knock.
She quickly wiped her face and opened the door, but only a crack.

He blinked at her like a Christmas tree, somehow having a difficult time
registering the fact that she had clearly been crying in between his departure and
his return.

She cleared her throat and looked down at his Italian made wing-tipped
shoes, which he shuffled slightly.

“When was the last time you had a steak?”
Julia laughed and shook her head. She couldn’t remember.

“Well, you’re going to have one tonight. I'm starving, and you’re joining
me for dinner.”

She allowed herself the luxury of a small but wicked smile. “Are you sure,
Professor? I thought this—" she mimicked his gesture from earlier “—was not
going to work.”

He reddened slightly. “Never mind about that now. Except...” His eyes



wandered to her clothes, resting perhaps a little too long on the curves of her
lovely breasts.

Julia lowered her gaze. “I could change.”
“That would be best. See that you dress appropriately.”

She looked up at him with a very hurt expression. “I may be poor, but I
have a few nice things. None of them are immodest, if you’re worried I might
embarrass you by looking cheap.”

The Professor reddened again as he kicked himself, inwardly. “I just
meant...appropriate for a restaurant where I will have to wear a jacket and tie.”
He hazarded a small smile as a means of apology.

Julia’s eyes traveled over his button down and sweater, perhaps lingering a
little too long on the planes of his lovely pectorals. “I’ll agree on one condition.”

“You’re really not in a position to argue.”
“Then good-bye, Professor.”

“Wait.” He stuck his expensive Italian shoe in between the door and the
doorjamb, wedging it open. And he didn’t even worry about the scuffs that
would result. “Let’s hear it.”

She cocked her head to one side and regarded him mutely before she spoke.
“Tell me why, after everything you’ve said to me, I should join you for dinner.”

He looked at her blankly. Then he blushed to the roots of his hair and began
to stammer. “I—um...that is, I think...you could say that we...or you...”

Julia lifted a single eyebrow and slowly began to close the door on his foot.

“Wait.” His hand shot out to hold the door and to provide some relief for
his now injured right foot. “Because what Paul wrote was correct: Emerson is an
ass. But at least now he knows it.”

In that instant she smiled up at him, and he found himself smiling back in
spite of himself. She really was very pretty when she smiled. He would have to
see to it that she smiled more often, purely for aesthetic reasons.

“I’Il wait for you here.” Not wishing to give her a chance to demur, he
reached out and pulled her apartment door closed.

Inside her apartment, Julia closed her eyes and groaned.



Chapter 5

Professor Emerson paced the hallway for a few minutes, then leaned up
against a wall and scrubbed at his face with his hands. He did not know how he
got there or what had propelled him to behave in such a way, but he was about to
be caught in a clusterfuck of epic proportions. He’d been unprofessional to Miss
Mitchell in his office, perilously close to harassing her verbally. He’d picked her
up in his car, without a chaperone, and entered her apartment. All of these
behaviors were highly irregular.

If it had been Miss Peterson who he’d picked up, she probably would have
leaned over and undone his zipper with her teeth while he was driving. The
Professor shuddered at the thought. Now he was about to take Miss Mitchell to
dinner, for steak, no less. If that didn’t violate the non-fraternization policy set
up by the university, he didn’t know what would.

He took a long and cleansing breath. Miss Mitchell was a Calamity Jane, a
vortex of vexation. She’d had a remarkable string of misadventures, starting with
her inability to go to Harvard, and things seemed to fall apart in her wake—
including his calm and collected disposition. Although he was sorry she was
living in deplorable circumstances, he was not going to risk his career to help
her. She would be well within her rights to go to the chairman of his department
tomorrow and file a harassment complaint against him. He could not let that
happen.

He crossed the hall in two long strides and raised his hand to knock on her
door. He was going to offer some feeble excuse, which would be better than just
disappearing. But he stopped as soon as he heard footsteps from inside.

Miss Mitchell opened her door and stood, eyes downcast, in a simple but
elegant V-necked black dress that fell to her knees. The Professor’s eyes raked
over her gentle curves and down to her surprisingly long and very shapely legs.
And her shoes...she couldn’t have known this, but Professor Emerson had a
thing for women in exquisite high-heeled shoes. He swallowed noisily as he took
in her breathtaking and obviously designer black stilettos. The Professor wanted
to touch them...

“Ahem.” Julia coughed slightly, and he reluctantly dragged his eyes up
from her shoes to her face. She was staring at him with an amused expression.

She had pinned her hair up, but several of the curls had escaped and were



falling delicately around her face. She wore a little makeup, her porcelain skin
pale but luminous, with two delicious swathes of pink on her cheeks. And her
eyelashes seemed even darker and longer than he remembered.

Miss Julianne Mitchell was attractive.

She shrugged into a navy blue trench coat and quickly locked her apartment
door. The Professor gestured to her to lead the way and followed her mutely
through the hall. Once outside the front door, he opened his umbrella and stood
somewhat awkwardly.

Julia looked up at him, puzzled.

“It would be easier for me to cover both of us if you took my arm.” He
offered her the crook of his left arm, which was holding the umbrella. “If you
don’t mind,” he added.

Julia took his arm and looked up at him with a soft expression.

They drove in silence down to the harbor front, a place that Julia had heard
of but not yet explored. Before The Professor gave his keys to the restaurant’s
valet, he asked Julia to hand him his tie from the glove compartment. She
obliged, smiling to herself at the fact that he kept a boxed and immaculate silk
tie in his car.

When she moved toward him, he caught a whiff of her scent and closed his
eyes, just for a second. “Vanilla,” he murmured.

“What?” she asked, not quite having heard him.

“Nothing.”

He pulled off his sweater, and she was rewarded momentarily with the sight
of his chest and a few curls of dark hair through the open buttons at his neck.
Professor Emerson was sexy. He had an attractive face, and Julia believed that

underneath his clothes he would be just as attractive. She tried very hard not to
think about that too much, for her own sake.

But that didn’t stop her from watching in mute but rapt admiration as he
effortlessly tied his tie without a mirror. Alas, the tie was crooked.

“I can’t seem to...I can’t see.” He fussed as he tried to straighten his tie, but
to no avail.

“May I?” she offered shyly, not willing to touch him without his consent.
“Thank you.”

Julia’s deft fingers quickly straightened and smoothed his tie, and she
lightly traced the top of his collar back to the nape of his neck, where she tugged
the top of the collar down so as to cover the tie at the back. By the time she



withdrew her hand, she was breathing rapidly and very red in the face.

The Professor was oblivious to her reaction because he was too busy
thinking about the strange familiarity of her fingertips, and wondering why
Paulina’s fingers never felt familiar. He removed his jacket from the hanger that
hung behind his seat and quickly put it on. Then with a smile and a nod, they
exited the car.

Harbour Sixty Steakhouse was a landmark in Toronto, a famous and very
expensive restaurant popular with CEOs, politicians, and various other
impressive personages. Professor Emerson ate there because their steak was
superior to any other he had tried, and he was impatient with mediocrity. So it
never occurred to him to take Miss Mitchell anywhere else.

Antonio, the maitre d’, greeted him warmly with a firm handshake and a
torrent of Italian.

The Professor responded equally warmly, also in Italian.

“And who is the beauty?” Antonio kissed the back of Julia’s hands while he
chattered away to her in very descriptive Italian about her eyes, her hair, and her
skin.

Julia flushed and thanked him, shyly but determinedly answering him in his
own language.

Miss Mitchell had a lovely voice, it was true, but Miss Mitchell speaking
Italian was something celestial. Her ruby mouth opening and closing, the
delicate way she almost sang the words, her tongue peeking out to wet her lips
from time to time...Professor Emerson had to remind himself to close his mouth
after it had dropped open.

Antonio was so surprised and pleased at her response that he kissed her
cheeks not just once but twice and quickly led them to the back of the restaurant
where he provided them with his best and most romantic table for two. The
Professor hovered over his chair reluctantly as he realized what Antonio was
doing. He’d sat at that table before, not long ago, but with someone else. This
was a mistake and one he needed to correct, but just as he cleared his throat to
offer a clarification, Antonio asked Julia if she would accept a bottle of a very
special vintage from his family’s vineyard in Tuscany.

Julia thanked him profusely, but explained that Il Professore might have
other preferences. He sat down quickly, and not wanting to offend, said that he
would be delighted with whatever Antonio offered. Antonio beamed and quickly
withdrew.

“Since we’re in public, I think it would it be best if you didn’t refer to me as



Professor Emerson.”
Julia smiled brightly and nodded.
“So just address me as Mr. Emerson.”

Mr. Emerson was too busy looking at the menu to see the way that Julia’s
eyes widened before her gaze fell.

“You have a Tuscan accent,” he remarked absently, still not looking at her.
“Yes.”

“How did you come by that?”

“I spent my junior year in Florence.”

“Your Italian is fairly advanced for only a junior year abroad.”

“I began studying it in high school.”

He looked across the small and intimate table and saw that she actively
avoided his eyes. She was studying the menu as if it were an exam, worrying her
lovely lower lip between her teeth.

“You are invited, Miss Mitchell.”

Her eyes darted to his with a questioning look.

“You are my guest. Order whatever you like, but please order some meat.”
He felt the need to add that qualification since the express purpose of their
dinner was to provide her with something more fortifying than couscous.

“I don’t know what to choose.”

“I could order for you, if you prefer.”

She nodded and closed her menu, still worrying her lip back and forth.

Antonio returned just then and proudly displayed a bottle of Chianti with a
handwritten label. Julia smiled as he opened the bottle and poured a little into
her glass.

Mr. Emerson watched, almost breathless, as she swirled the wine in her
glass expertly, then lifted it so that she could examine it more closely in the
candlelight. She brought the glass to her nose, closed her eyes, and sniffed. Then
she placed the glass to her plump lips and tasted the wine, holding it in her
mouth for a while before swallowing. She opened her eyes, smiled even more
widely, and thanked Antonio for his precious gift.

Antonio beamed, complimented Mr. Emerson on his choice of dining
companion a little too enthusiastically, and filled both of their glasses with his
favorite wine.

Meanwhile, Mr. Emerson had been adjusting himself under the table



because the sight of Miss Mitchell tasting wine was the most erotic thing he’d
ever witnessed. She was not merely attractive; she was beautiful, like an angel or
a muse. And she wasn’t merely beautiful; she was sensual and hypnotic, but also
innocent. Her pretty eyes reflected a depth of feeling and radiant purity that he
had never noticed before.

He had to drag his eyes away from her as he adjusted himself once more for
good measure, suddenly feeling dirty and more than a little ashamed of the
reaction she was eliciting from him. A reaction that he would need to attend to
later that evening. When he was alone. And surrounded by the scent of vanilla.

He ordered their meals, making sure that he requested the largest possible
portions of filet mignon. When Miss Mitchell protested, he dismissed her
concern with a wave of his hand, remarking that she would be able to take her
leftovers home with her. If Mr. Emerson had his way, this meal would feed her
for a couple of days.

He wondered what she would eat after her leftovers were exhausted but
refused to allow himself to dwell on the problem. This was a one-time event, and
only because he’d shouted at her and shamed her. After this, things between
them would be strictly professional. And she would be left to face future
calamities alone.

For her part, Julia was happy to be with him. She wanted to be able to talk
to him, to really talk to him, to ask him about his family and the funeral. She
wanted to comfort him over the loss of his mother. She wanted to tell him secrets
and have him whisper secrets to her in return. But with his eyes determinedly but
somewhat distantly fixed on her, she knew she could not have what she wanted.
So she smiled and fidgeted with the silverware, hoping that he wouldn’t find her
nervousness and its desperate outlets annoying.

“Why did you start studying Italian in high school?”

Julia gasped. Her eyes grew wide, and her beautiful red mouth hung open.

Mr. Emerson’s eyebrows furrowed at her reaction. It was completely out of
proportion to his question; he hadn’t asked her for her bra size. His eyes dropped
involuntarily to the swell of her breasts and returned to her eyes. He reddened as
a number and a cup size miraculously entered his head.

“Um, I became interested in Italian literature. In Dante and Beatrice.” She
folded and refolded the linen napkin in her lap, a few loose curls hanging
forward around her oval-shaped face.

He thought of the painting in her apartment and her extraordinary
resemblance to Beatrice. Once again, the thought twisted in his mind tauntingly,



and once again he pushed it aside.

“Those are remarkable interests for a young girl,” he prompted, allowing
himself to memorize her beauty.

“I had...a friend who introduced me to them.” She sounded pained and
more than a little sad.

He realized he was treading very closely to an old wound, and so he quickly
retraced his steps, trying to find more comfortable ground to venture upon.

“Antonio is very taken with you.”
Julia looked up and smiled prettily. “He’s very kind.”

“You blossom under kindness, don’t you? Like a rose.” The words escaped
his lips before he had time to consider them, and by the time they were
pronounced and Julia had looked at him with no little warmth, it was far too late
to retract them.

That did it. Professor Emerson began focusing his attention on his glass of
wine; his features clouded, and his demeanor grew very cold. Julia observed the
change, but accepted it and made no further attempt at conversation.

Throughout the meal the clearly charmed Antonio spent more time than
was necessary at their table, chatting in Italian with the beautiful Julianne and
inviting her to join his family at the Italian-Canadian Club for dinner next
Sunday. She accepted his invitation graciously and was rewarded later with
tiramisu, espresso, biscotti, grappa, and finally, a small chocolate Baci, in
leisurely succession. Professor Emerson was not rewarded with these delights,
and so he just sat there, brooding, as he watched Miss Mitchell enjoy herself.

By the end of the evening, Antonio had pressed something that resembled a
large food hamper into her hands and would not allow her to refuse it. He kissed
her cheeks several times after he helped her with her coat, then he begged The
Professor to bring her back to them soon and often.

Professor Emerson straightened his shoulders and fixed Antonio with a
stony glare. “That isn’t possible.” Turning on his heel, he exited the restaurant,
leaving Julia and her heavy food hamper trailing dejectedly behind him.

As he watched the mismatched couple depart, Antonio wondered why The
Professor would bring such a lovely creature to a romantic place and sit stoically
without speaking to her, looking all the while as if he were in pain.

When they arrived at Miss Mitchell’s apartment, Professor Emerson
obligingly opened her door for her and removed the hamper from the backseat of
the Jaguar. He peered into it curiously, moving a few things around so he could
analyze its contents.



“Wine, olive oil, balsamic vinegar, biscotti, a jar of homemade marinara
made by Antonio’s wife, leftovers. You’re going to be very well fed for the next
little while.”

“Thanks to you.” Julia smiled, holding her hand out for the hamper.

“This is heavy. I’ll carry it for you.” He escorted her to the front porch of
the building and waited while she unlocked the door. Then he handed her the
food.

She began to examine her shoes, and her cheeks grew warm as she thought
of what she needed to say.

“Thank you, Professor Emerson, for a nice evening. It was really generous
of you to...”

“Miss Mitchell,” he interrupted, “let’s not make this more awkward than it
already is. I apologize for my...previous rudeness. My only excuse is, ah,
reasons of a rather private nature. So let’s just shake hands and move forward.”

He held out his hand, and she took it. He shook her hand, trying very hard
not to bruise her, and absolutely ignoring the thrill that coursed through his veins
at the feel of her soft and delicate skin against his.

“Good night, Miss Mitchell.”
“Good night, Professor Emerson.”

And with that, she disappeared into her building, leaving The Professor on
slightly better terms than she had that afternoon.

An hour or so later, Julia sat on her bed staring at the photograph she
always kept under her pillow. She gazed at it for a very long time, trying to
decide if she should destroy it, leave it where it always was, or put it away in a
drawer. She’d always loved this picture. She loved the smile on his face. It was
the most beautiful picture she’d ever seen, but it also hurt her terribly to look at
it.

She gazed up at the lovely painting that hung over her bed and fought back
tears. She did not know what she had expected from her Dante, but she definitely
hadn’t received it. So with the wisdom that comes only from having experienced
a broken heart, she resolved to let him go once and for all.

She thought of her now crammed make-shift pantry and the kindness
Antonio had shown her. She thought of the voice mails she’d received from
Paul, how he had expressed concern at leaving her alone with The Professor and
begged her to call him at any hour to tell him she was all right.

She padded over to her dresser, opened the top drawer, and placed the



photograph reverently but determinedly at the very back, underneath the sexy
underwear that she never wore. And with the contrast between the three men
well fixed in her mind, she went back to bed, closed her eyes, and dreamed of a
neglected apple orchard.



Chapter 6

On Friday, Julia received an official form in her mailbox indicating that
Professor Emerson had agreed to be her thesis supervisor. She was staring at the
form in amazement, wondering why he had reversed his decision, when Paul
came up behind her.

“Ready to go?”
She greeted him with a smile as she placed the form in her crudely mended

knapsack. They exited the building and began walking down Bloor Street to the
nearest Starbucks, which was only about half a block away.

“I want to ask you about your meeting with Emerson, but before I do that,
there’s something I need to tell you.” Paul sounded serious.

Julia looked over at him with an expression that resembled anxiety.

“Don’t be scared, Rabbit. It’s not going to hurt.” He patted her arm. Paul’s
heart was almost as big as he was, and so he was very sensitive to the pain of
others.

“I know about what happened with our note.”

Julia closed her eyes and cursed. “Paul, I’m so sorry about that. I was going
to tell you that I screwed up and wrote on your note, but I didn’t get a chance. I
didn’t tell him it was your handwriting.”

Paul pressed his hand against her upper arm to stop her. “I know that. I told
him.”
She looked up at him in astonishment. “Why would you do that?”

As he probed the depths of Rabbit’s large brown eyes, he knew, without
doubt, that he would do anything to keep someone from hurting her. Even if it
meant his academic career. Even if it meant dragging Emerson out behind the
Department of Italian Studies and giving him the serious ass kicking that he and
his pretentious posterior so richly deserved.

“Mrs. Jenkins told me Emerson was hauling you in, and I figured he was
going to chew you out. I found a copy of our note in a pile of photocopying he
left for me.” He shrugged. “Occupational hazard of being a research assistant to
a total dick.”

Paul tugged Julia slightly to persuade her to keep walking but waited to



continue their conversation until he had purchased her a very large sugar-free
vanilla latté. Once she’d settled in a purple velvet armchair, like a cat, and he
had satisfied himself that she was both warm and comfortable, he turned to her
with a sympathetic expression.

“I know it was an accident. You were so shaken up after that first seminar. I
should have walked you to his office myself. Honestly, Julia, I’ve never seen
him act the way he did that day. He can be kind of uppity and touchy about
things, but he’s never been so aggressive with a female student before. It was
painful to watch.”

Julia sipped her coffee and waited for him to continue.

“So when I found a copy of our note with the junk he left for me, I knew he
was going to rake you over the coals. I found out what time your appointment
was and scheduled a meeting with him before it. Then I confessed that I’d
written the note. I even lied and tried to say I’d forged your signature as a joke,
but he didn’t buy it.”

“You did all that for me?”

Paul smiled and casually flexed his substantial arms. “I was trying to be a
human shield. I thought if he shouted at me and got it out of his system, he’d
have nothing left for you.” He studied her expression thoughtfully. “But it didn’t
work, did it?”

She looked at him in gratitude. “No one has ever done something like that
for me before. I really owe you one.”

“Don’t mention it. I only wish he’d taken his anger out on me. What did he
say to you?”

She focused all of her attention on her coffee and acted as if she hadn’t
heard the question.

“That bad, huh?” Paul rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “Well, it must have
blown over because he was polite to you in the last seminar.”

Julia snickered. “Sure. But he wouldn’t let me answer any questions, even
when I put my hand up. He was too busy letting Christa Peterson do all the
talking.”

Paul observed her sudden flash of indignation with amusement. “Don’t
worry about her. She’s in for some trouble with Emerson over her dissertation
proposal. He doesn’t like the direction she’s taking. He told me.”

“That’s terrible. Does she know?”

He shrugged. “She should be able to figure it out. But who knows? She’s so



focused on seducing him that she’s letting her work slide. It’s embarrassing.”

Julia noted all of this and tucked it into her memory for future reference.
She sat back in her chair, relaxed, and enjoyed the rest of her afternoon with
Paul, who was charming and thoughtful and made her glad she was in Toronto.
At five o’clock, her stomach rumbled, and she clutched at it awkwardly.

Paul laughed and smiled in order to ease her embarrassment. She was so
cute about everything, including the way her stomach growled. “Do you like
Thai food?”

“I do. There was a great place in Philadelphia I used to go to with...” She
caught herself before she said his name out loud. That restaurant had been the
place she’d always gone with him. She silently wondered if they were going
there now, eating at her table, laughing at the menu, mocking her...

Paul cleared his throat to gently bring her back to him.

“Sorry.” She ducked her head and rummaged in her knapsack for nothing in
particular.

“There’s a great Thai place down the street. It’s a few blocks away, so it
would be a bit of a walk. But the food is really good. If you don’t have plans, let
me take you to dinner.”

His nervousness was telegraphed only in the slow and subtle tapping of his
right foot, which Julia detected out of the corner of her eye, just visible over the
edge of the coffee table. She looked up into his warm, dark eyes and thought
briefly about how kindness was worth so much more in the world than passion,
and she said yes before she could even contemplate saying no.

He smiled as if her acceptance gave him more than a secret delight, and
picked up her knapsack, effortlessly swinging it to his shoulder. “This is too
heavy a burden for you.” He said, gazing into her eyes, choosing every word
carefully. “Let me carry it for a while.”

Julia smiled at her toes and followed him outside.

kR

Professor Emerson was walking home from work. It was a short walk,
although on inclement days and days on which he had evening engagements, he
drove.

While he traveled, he thought about the lecture that he was going to deliver
at the university, on lust in Dante. Lust was a sin that he found himself thinking



of often and with much enjoyment. In fact, the thought of lust and its myriad
satisfactions was so tantalizing, Professor Emerson found himself pulling his
trench coat closed so the slightly spectacular sight of the front of his trousers
would not attract untoward attention.

That’s when he saw her. He stopped, staring across the street at the
attractive brunette.

Calamity Julianne.

Except she was not alone. Paul was holding her abomination of a book bag
and walking with her. They were chatting easily and laughing and strolling
dangerously close to one another.

Carrying her books now, are we? How very adolescent of you, Paul.

Professor Emerson watched as the couple’s hands brushed against each
other, drawing a small but warm smile from Miss Mitchell. A growl rumbled
low in Emerson’s throat, and his lips curled back from his teeth.

What the hell was that? he thought.

Professor Emerson took a moment to collect himself, and as he leaned
against the window of the Louis Vuitton boutique, he tried to figure out what the
hell had just happened. He was a rational agent. He wore clothes to cover his
nakedness, he drove a car, and he ate with a knife and a fork and a linen napkin.
He was gainfully employed in a job that required intellectual ability and acuity.
He controlled his sexual urges through various civilized means and would never
take a woman against her will.

Nevertheless, as he stared at Miss Mitchell and Paul, he realized that he was
an animal. Something primitive. Something feral. And something made him
want to go over there and rip Paul’s hands from his body and carry Miss
Mitchell off. To kiss her senseless, move his lips to her neck, and claim her.

What the fuck?

The thought scared the living hell out of The Professor. In addition to being
an ass and a pompous prick, he was a knuckle-dragging, potentially mouth-
breathing Neanderthal who felt some proprietary ownership over a younger
woman he barely knew and who hated him. Not to mention the fact that she was
his student.

He needed to go home, lie down, and breathe until he calmed the fuck
down. Then he was going to need something else, something stronger to calm
his urges. As Professor Emerson continued his journey home, dragging himself
painfully away from the sight of the two young people together, he pulled out his
iPhone and quickly pressed a few buttons.



A woman answered on the third ring. “Hello?”
“Hello, it’s me. Can I see you tonight?”

kR

The following Wednesday, Julia was walking out of the department
building after Emerson’s seminar when she heard a familiar voice call to her.

“Julia? Julia Mitchell, is that you?”

She whipped around and was drawn into a hug that was so tight she thought
she’d choke.

“Rachel,” she managed as she fought for air.

The thin, blond-haired girl squealed loudly and hugged Julia again. “I’ve
missed you. I can’t believe it has been so long! What are you doing here?”

“Rachel, I'm so sorry. I'm sorry for everything and for your mom and...
everything.”

Two friends were quiet in their shared sorrow and held one another for a
long time.

“I’m sorry I missed the funeral. How’s your dad?” Julia asked, wiping away
tears.

“He’s lost without her. We all are. He’s on a leave of absence from
Susquehanna right now, trying to sort some things out. I’'m on leave too, but I

had to get away. Why didn’t you tell me you were here?” Rachel reproached her,
tearfully.

Julia’s eyes shifted uncomfortably from her friend to Professor Emerson,
who had just exited the building and was gaping at her like a codfish.

“I wasn’t sure I’d be staying. The first couple weeks have been really, um,
rough.”

Rachel, who by all accounts was very intelligent, noticed the strange and
somewhat conflicted energy radiating between her adopted brother and her
friend, but for the moment she overlooked it.

“I was just telling Gabriel that I'm going to cook for him tonight. Come
home with us.”

Julia’s eyes grew wide and round, and she looked mildly panicked.

Gabriel cleared his throat. “Ah, Rachel, I’'m sure Miss Mitchell is busy and
has other plans.”



Julia caught his look, pregnant with meaning, and began to nod obediently.

Rachel whirled around. “Miss Mitchell? She was my best friend in high
school, and we’ve been friends ever since. Didn’t you know that?” Rachel
searched her brother’s eyes and saw nothing, not even a glimmer of recognition.
“I forgot that you two never met. Regardless, your attitude is a bit much. Do me
a favor and lose the pole from your keister.”

She whirled back around to see Julia swallowing her tongue. Or at least
that’s what it looked like she was doing, as she almost turned blue and began to
cough.

“We should meet for lunch, instead. I’'m sure The Profess—your brother
wants you all to himself.” Julia forced a smile, conscious of the fact that Gabriel
was staring daggers at her over his sister’s head.

Rachel narrowed her eyes. “He’s Gabriel, Julia. What’s wrong with you
two?”
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“She’s my student. There are rules.
increasingly cool and unfriendly.

Gabriel’s tone began to grow

“She’s my friend, Gabriel. And I say screw the rules!” Rachel looked
between her brother and her friend and saw Julia gazing down at her shoes and
Gabriel scowling at both of them. “Will someone please tell me what’s going
on?”

When neither Julia nor Gabriel replied, Rachel crossed her arms in front of
her chest and narrowed her eyes. She considered briefly Julia’s remark about the
first weeks of university being rough and came to one swift conclusion.

“Gabriel Owen Emerson, have you been an ass to Julia?”

Julia smothered a laugh, and Gabriel frowned. Despite their collective
silence, either reaction would have been enough to tell Rachel that her suspicion
was correct.

“Well, I don’t have time for this nonsense. You two will just have to kiss
and make up. I’m only here for a week, and I expect to spend lots of time with
both of you.” Rachel grabbed each of them by the arm and dragged them toward
the Jaguar.

Rachel Clark was nothing like her adopted brother. She was an assistant to
the press secretary of the Mayor of Philadelphia, which sounded important but
really wasn’t. In fact, the majority of her days were spent either scouring local
newspapers for any mention of the mayor or photocopying press releases. On
especially auspicious days, she was permitted to update the mayor’s blog. In
appearance, Rachel was fine-featured and willowy, with straight, long hair,



freckles, and gray eyes. She was also very outgoing, which sometimes
exasperated her much older, introverted brother.

Gabriel kept his lips firmly pressed together during the drive to his condo,
as the two women chatted in the back seat like a couple of high school girls,
giggling and reminiscing. He didn’t relish spending an evening with both of
them, but his sister was suffering at the moment, and he wasn’t about to do
anything to add to her suffering.

Soon the two-thirds-happy trio was riding the elevator in the Manulife
Building, an impressive luxury high-rise on Bloor Street. As they exited the
elevator on the top floor, Julia noticed that there were only four doors opening
onto the hallway.

Wow. These apartments must be huge.

Once Julia entered the condo and followed Gabriel through the small foyer
into the central and open-concept living space, she realized why his sensibilities
had been so offended by her studio. His spacious apartment boasted floor-to-
ceiling windows, which were hung with dramatic ice-blue silk curtains, facing
south to the CN tower and over Lake Ontario. The floors were a rich, dark
hardwood, with Persian rugs adorning them, and the walls were light taupe.

His living room furniture looked as if it had been chosen from Restoration
Hardware, and ranged from a large chocolate brown leather sofa with nail-head
detailing, to two matching leather club chairs, to a red velvet, wing-backed chair
that was angled next to the fireplace.

Julia looked at the lovely red chair and its matching ottoman with more
than a little envy. It would be the perfect place to sit on a rainy day while sipping
a cup of tea and reading a favorite book. Not that she would ever have that
opportunity.

The fireplace had a gas insert, and Gabriel had suspended a flat plasma
screen television over the mantle as if it were a painting. Various pieces of art,
oil paintings, and sculpture adorned the walls and some of the furniture. He had
museum quality pieces of Roman glass and Greek pottery interspersed with
reproductions of famous sculptures, including the Venus de Milo and Bernini’s
Apollo and Daphne. In fact, thought Julia, he had entirely too many sculptures,
all of them female nudes.

But there were no personal photographs. Julia considered it a good deal
more than strange that there were black and white pictures of Paris, Rome,
London, Florence, Venice, and Oxford, but no photos of the Clarks, not even of
Grace.



In the next room, near the large and formal dining table, stood an ebony
sideboard. Julia took in its richness and expanse appreciatively. It was bare
except for a large crystal vase and an ornate silver tray that held various
decanters containing amber-colored liquids, an ice chest, and old-fashioned
crystal glasses. Silver ice tongs completed the vignette, angled across a stack of
small, square white linen napkins with the initials G. O. E. embroidered on them.
Julia giggled to herself when she envisioned what those napkins would look like
if Gabriel’s last name had been, say, Davidson.

In short, Professor Emerson’s apartment was aesthetically pleasing,
tastefully decorated, scrupulously clean, intentionally masculine, and very, very
cold. Julia wondered briefly if he ever brought women home to this frigid space,
then she tried very hard not to imagine what he would do to them when he
brought them here. Perhaps he had a room for such purposes so that they
wouldn’t soil his precious things...She ran a hand across the cold, black granite
countertop in the kitchen and shivered.

Rachel immediately preheated the oven and washed her hands. “Gabriel,
why don’t you give Julia the grand tour while I start dinner.”

Julia clutched her knapsack to her chest, unwilling to put so offensive an
item on his furniture. Gabriel took it out of her hands and placed it on the floor
under a small table. She smiled at him in appreciation, and he found himself
smiling back at her.

He didn’t want to give Miss Mitchell a tour of his condo. And he certainly
wasn’t about to show her his bedroom and the black-and-white photos that
adorned those walls. But with Rachel there to remind him of his obligations as a
(reluctantly) gracious host, he didn’t see a way out of giving a tour of the guest
rooms.

So that is how he came to be standing in his study, which had been a third
bedroom, but which he had converted into a comfortable working library by
installing dark wood bookshelves from floor to ceiling. Julia gaped at all the
books—titles new and rare and mostly hard-covered in Italian, Latin, French,
English, and German. The room, like the rest of his condo, was intentionally
masculine. The same ice-blue curtains, the same dark hardwood, with an antique
Persian rug centered in the room.

Gabriel stood behind his ornate and rather large oak desk. “Do you like it?”
He gestured to his library.

“Very much,” said Julia. “It’s beautiful.”
She reached out to stroke the velvet of the red wing-back, the mate to the



chair she had admired by the fireplace. But she didn’t think he’d like that.
Professor Emerson was the sort to object to his things being handled, and so she
stopped herself just in time. He’d probably snap at her for soiling it with her
grubby little fingers.

“That’s my favorite chair. It’s quite comfortable, if you’d like to try it.”

Julia smiled as if he’d given her a present and eagerly sat in it, pulling her
legs under herself and curling up like a kitten.
Gabriel could swear that he heard her purring. He smiled at the sight of her,

momentarily relaxed and almost happy over such a trivial event. On a whim, he
decided to show her one of his most valuable things.

“Here’s something for you to see.” He waved her over, and she came to
stand in front of his desk.

He opened a drawer and withdrew two sets of white cotton gloves.

“Put these on.” He handed her a pair, which she accepted mutely, copying
his movements as he pulled them over his long fingers.

“This is one of my most precious possessions,” he explained, withdrawing a
large wooden box from a now unlocked drawer. He placed the box on his desk,
and for one horrible moment Julia was afraid of what she might find inside.

A shrunken head? Perhaps from a former graduate student?

He opened the box and withdrew what looked like a book. Opening it, it
became evident that it was a series of stiff paper sleeves accordioned together,
each labeled in Italian. He leafed through it carefully until he found the sleeve he
wanted, then he removed something, cradling it in both hands.

Julia gasped at the sight of it.
Gabriel smiled with pride. “Do you recognize it?”
“Of course! But this...this can’t be the original ?”

He chuckled softly. “Sadly, no. That would be beyond the reach of my
small fortune. The originals date from the fifteenth century. These are
reproductions, from the sixteenth century.”

He held in his hand a copy of a famous illustration of Dante and Beatrice
and the fixed stars of Paradise, the original having been drawn in pen and ink by
Sandro Botticelli. The illustration was about fifteen inches by twenty inches and
even though it was only ink on parchment, the detail was breathtaking.

“How did you get this? I didn’t know there were any copies.”

“Not only are they copies, they were probably done by a former student of
Botticelli’s. But this set is complete. Botticelli prepared one hundred illustrations



of The Divine Comedy, but only ninety-two of them survived. I have the full
complement.”

Julia’s eyes grew wide and round, shining in excitement. “You’re kidding.”

Gabriel laughed. “No, I'm not.”

“I went to see the originals when they were on loan to the Uffizi Gallery in
Florence. The Vatican has eight, I think, and the rest are owned by a museum in
Berlin.”

“Quite. I thought you’d appreciate them.”

“But I’ve never seen the remaining eight.”

“No one has. Let me show you.”

Time flew as Gabriel showed Julia his treasures, and she was very quiet in
her admiration until Rachel’s voice called to them from the hall.

“Gabriel, get Julia a drink, would you? And stop boring her with your
antique crap!”

He rolled his eyes, and Julia giggled.

“How did you get them? Why aren’t they in a museum?” she asked as she
watched him store his illustrations in their respective sleeves.

He pressed his lips together. “They aren’t in a museum because I refuse to
give them up. And no one knows I have them but my lawyer, my insurance
agent, and now you.”

He set his jaw as if he was shutting down all further discussion, so Julia
decided not to press him.

It was probable that the illustrations had been stolen from a museum and
that Gabriel had purchased them on the black market. That would explain his
reticence in revealing their existence to the world. Julia shivered when she
realized that she had seen what less than half a dozen people in the world had
seen. And they were so breathtakingly beautiful—a true masterpiece.

“Gabriel...” Rachel stood in the doorway, scolding him.

“Fine, fine. What would you like to drink, Miss Mitchell?” They exited the
study, and he walked to the wine refrigerator in the kitchen.

“Gabriel!”

“Julianne?”

She started at the unfamiliar name as it dropped from his lips. Rachel

noticed her strange reaction and disappeared into a cabinet searching for her
brother’s pots and pans.



“Anything would be fine, thank you Prof—Gabriel.” Julia closed her eyes
at the pleasure of finally being able to pronounce his name to him. Then she
settled herself on one of the elegant stools at the breakfast bar.

Gabriel removed a bottle of Chianti and set it on the counter. “I’ll let it
come up to room temperature,” he explained to no one in particular. He excused
himself and disappeared, presumably to change into more casual clothes.

“Julia,” Rachel hissed, putting a pile of vegetables into one side of the
double sink. “What’s going on with you and Gabriel?”

“You need to ask him that.”

“I plan on it. But why is he acting so weird? And why didn’t you just tell
him who you were?”

Julia looked as if she was about to burst into tears. “I thought he’d
remember me. But he doesn’t.” Her voice shook, and she looked down into her
lap.

Rachel was puzzled by her friend’s words and by her overly emotional
response and immediately flew to her side to press her into a hug. “Don’t you
worry. I’m here now, and I'll straighten him out. He has a heart, somewhere,
underneath everything else. I know, I saw it once. Now help me wash some
vegetables. The lamb is already in the oven.”

When Gabriel returned, he eagerly opened the wine, smiling to himself
wickedly. He was in for a treat, and he knew it. He knew how Julianne looked
when she tasted wine, and now he would have a repeat of her erotic performance
from the other night. He felt himself twitch more than once in anticipation and
wished that he had a video camera secretly placed in his condo somewhere. It
would probably be too obvious to pull his camera out and take snapshots of her.

He showed her the bottle first, noting with approval the impressed
expression that passed across her face when she read the label. He’d brought this
special vintage back from Tuscany, and it would have pained him to waste it on
an undiscerning palate. He poured a little into her glass and stood back,
watching, and trying very hard not to grin.

Just as before, Julia swirled the wine slowly. She examined it in the halogen
light. She closed her eyes and sniffed. Then she wrapped her kissable lips around
the rim of the goblet and tasted it slowly, holding the wine in her mouth for a
moment or two before swallowing.

Gabriel sighed, watching her as the wine traveled down her long and
elegant throat.

When Julia opened her eyes, she saw Gabriel swaying slightly in front of



her, his blue eyes darkened, his breath somewhat affected, and the front of his
charcoal gray trousers...She frowned at him. Hard. “Are you all right?”

He passed a hand over his eyes and willed himself into submission. “Yes.
Sorry.” He poured a large glass for her and one for himself and began to sip it
sensuously, watching her intently over the rim of his glass.

“You’re probably starving, Gabriel. I know what a beast you turn into when
you’re hungry.” Rachel spoke over her shoulder as she stirred some kind of
sauce on the stove.

“What are we having with the lamb?” He was watching Julia like a hawk as
she brought her wineglass up to her luscious mouth once again and took a large
swallow.

Rachel placed a box on the breakfast bar. “Couscous!”

Julia spat out her wine, drenching Gabriel and his white shirt. In shock at
her sudden expectoration, she dropped the wineglass, dousing herself and his
hardwood floor in the process. The crystal goblet shattered on impact at the foot
of her barstool.

Gabriel began shaking the wine droplets off of his expensive dress shirt and
cursed. Loudly. Julia dropped to her knees and swiftly tried to pick up the
scattered glass shards with her bare hands.

“Stop,” he said quietly, peering down at her over the edge of the breakfast
bar.

Julia continued her desperate mission, tears escaping her eyes.

“Stop,” he said more loudly, walking around the counter.

She transferred some of the glass shards to her other hand and tried picking
up the remainder piece by piece, crawling on the floor pathetically like a
wounded puppy that was dragging a broken paw.

“Stop! For God’s sake, woman, stop. You’ll shred yourself to ribbons.”

Gabriel towered menacingly, his anger descending on her from on high like the
wrath of God.

He pulled her to her feet by her shoulders and forced her to dump the glass
from her hands into a bowl on the countertop, before guiding her down the hall
and into the guest washroom.

“Sit,” he ordered.

Julia sat on the top of the closed toilet and heaved a subdued but shuddering
sob.

“Hold out your hands.”



Her hands were stained with red wine and some small trickles of blood. A
few crystals of glass sparkled on her palm amongst the cuts. Gabriel cursed a
few times and shook his head as he opened the medicine cabinet. “You don’t
listen very well, do you?”

Julia blinked at her tears, sorry that she couldn’t wipe them away with her
hands.

“And you don’t do what you’re told.” He looked over at her and abruptly
stopped.

He didn’t know why he stopped, and if you had asked him why afterward,
he would have shrugged and given you no explanation. But once he stopped
what he was doing and saw the poor little creature that was huddled in a corner
crying, he felt...something. Something other than annoyance or anger or guilt or
sexual arousal. He felt compassion for her. And he felt sorry that he’d made her
cry.

He leaned over and began to wipe her tears away very tenderly with his
fingertips. He noticed the hum that came from her mouth as soon as he touched
her, and he noticed once again that her skin felt very familiar. And when he’d
wiped away her tears, he cupped her pale face in his hands, tilting her chin
upward...then retreated quickly and began cleaning her wounds.

“Thank you,” she murmured, noting the care with which he removed the
glass from her hands. He used tweezers, meticulously searching out even the
smallest fragment from her skin.

“Don’t mention it.”

When all the glass had been removed, he poured iodine onto some cotton
balls.

“This is going to sting.”

He watched as she steeled herself for his touch, and he winced slightly. He
did not relish the thought of hurting her. And she was so soft and so fragile. It
took him a full minute and a half to work up the courage to put the iodine on her
cuts, and all the time she was sitting there, wide-eyed and biting her lip, waiting
for him to just do it already.

“There,” he said gruffly, as he wiped away the last of the blood. “You’re all
better.”

“I'm sorry I broke your glass. I know it was crystal.” Her soft voice
interrupted his reverie as he returned his first-aid implements to the medicine
cabinet.

He waved a hand at her. “I have dozens. There’s a crystal shop downstairs.



I’ll pick up another if I need it.”
“I’d like to replace it.”

“You couldn’t afford it.” The words escaped his mouth without him
realizing it. He watched in horror as Julia’s face first reddened then grew pale.

Her head went down, of course, and she started chewing at the inside of her
cheek.

“Miss Mitchell, I wouldn’t dream of taking your money. It would violate
the rules of hospitality.”

And we couldn’t have that, thought Julia.
“But I’ve stained your shirt. Please let me pay for the dry cleaning.”

Gabriel stared down at his lovely but obviously ruined white shirt and
cursed inside his head. He’d liked this shirt. Paulina had bought it for him in
London. And there was no way Julia’s spittle mingled with Chianti would ever
come out.

“I have several of these as well,” he lied smoothly. “And I’'m sure the stains
will come out. Rachel will help me.”

Julia raked her upper teeth across her lower lip back and forth and back and
forth.

Gabriel saw the movement, and it made him rather queasy, like a kind of
seasickness, but her lips were so red and inviting he couldn’t look away. It was a
bit like watching a car wreck while standing on the deck of a ship.

He leaned over and patted the back of her hand. “Accidents happen.
They’re no one’s fault.” He smiled and was rewarded with a very pretty smile in
return as she released her lower lip.

Look at her. She does blossom under kindness. Just like a rose, opening her
petals.

“Is she all right?” Rachel asked, suddenly appearing beside them.

Gabriel withdrew his hand quickly and sighed. “Yes. But apparently
Julianne hates couscous.” He winked at her slyly and watched as the flush spread
from her cheeks and over the surface of her porcelain skin. She truly was a
brown-eyed angel.

“That’s fine. I’'ll make rice pilaf instead.” Rachel disappeared, and Gabriel
followed, leaving Julia to stop her heart from trying to escape out of her chest.

While Rachel packed away the disdained grains into the refrigerator,
Gabriel went to his bedroom to change his soiled shirt, depositing it with more
than a little regret in the garbage. Then he joined his sister in the kitchen to clean



up the broken glass and wine from the floor.

“There are a couple of things I need to tell you about Julia,” she began,
speaking over her shoulder.

Gabriel walked the glass shards to the garbage bin. “I’d rather not hear it.”
“What’s wrong with you? She’s my friend, for crying out loud!”

“And she’s my student. I shouldn’t know anything about her personal life.
Her friendship with you already presents a conflict of interest that I was unaware
of.”

Rachel squared her shoulders and shook her head stubbornly, her gray eyes
darkening. “You know what? I don’t care! I love her a lot and Mom did, too. So
you remember that the next time you’re tempted to shout at her.

“She’s been broken, you jackass. That’s why she hasn’t kept in touch with
me this past year. And now she’s finally crawled out of her shell, a shell I might
add, that I thought she would never leave, and you’re forcing her back into it
with your...your arrogance and condescension! So drop the Mr. Rochester-Mr.
Darcy-Heathcliff British stuck-uppity bullshit and treat her like the treasure she
is! Or I’m coming back here and putting a pump in your ass!”

Gabriel straightened his spine and cast her a withering stare. “By ‘pump,’ I
take it you’re referring to a lady’s shoe?”

She didn’t back down. Or flinch. In fact, she grew taller. And almost
menacing.

“Fine, Rachel.”

“Good. It’s hard for me to believe that you didn’t recognize her name, after
all the times I told you about how much she loved Dante. I mean, how many
Dante enthusiasts from Selinsgrove do you know?”

He leaned over to her and placed a kiss across her furrowed brow. “Go easy
on me, Rach. I try not to think about anything connected with Selinsgrove if I
can help it.”

Her anger melted at his words, and she hugged her brother tightly. “I
know.”

A few hours and another bottle of expensive Chianti later, Julia stood up to
leave. “Thanks for dinner. I should be getting home.”

“We’ll drive you,” Rachel volunteered, disappearing to find her coat.
Gabriel frowned and excused himself to go after her.

“It’s all right. I can walk. It’s not far,” Julia called to the siblings.

“No way. It’s dark out, and I don’t care how safe Toronto is. Besides, it’s



raining,” Rachel shouted before finding herself engaged in a heated discussion
with Gabriel.

Julia walked toward the door so that she wouldn’t have to hear him say that
he didn’t want to drive her home. But the siblings reappeared shortly, and the
three of them walked down the hall to the elevator. Just as the elevator was
arriving, Rachel’s cell phone rang.

“It’s Aaron.” She hugged Julia tightly. “I’ve been trying to get hold of him
all day, and he’s been in meetings. Let’s go to lunch. No need to worry, big
brother, I have your spare key!”

Rachel strolled back to the apartment, leaving a scowling Gabriel and an
uncomfortable Julia to take the elevator down to the garage.

“Were you ever going to tell me who you are?” His voice was slightly
accusing.

Julia shook her head and hugged her ridiculous knapsack more tightly.

He looked at her book bag and decided then and there that it had to go. If he
had to see that hideous thing one more time, he was going to lose it. And Paul
had touched it, which meant that it was polluted. She’d have to throw it away.

Gabriel led her to his parking space, and she immediately walked to the
passenger’s side of the Jaguar.

He pressed a button and the Range Rover next to the Jaguar chirped. “Um,
let’s take this one instead. The four-wheel drive is better in the rain. I don’t like
taking the Jaguar out in weather like this if I don’t have to.”

Julia tried to hide her look of surprise at Gabriel’s embarrassment of riches,
especially when he opened her door and helped her in. As she settled herself in
her seat, she wondered if he’d felt the connection that passed between them
when he touched her arm. Of course, he had.

“You let me make an ass out of myself.” He scowled as he drove out of the
garage.

You did that all by yourself, thank you. Julia’s unspoken thought shimmered
between them, and she briefly wondered how good The Professor was at reading
non-verbal cues.

“I would have treated you differently. I would have treated you better, if I'd
known.”

“Would you? Really? And found some other student to rip apart? If that’s
the case, I’'m glad your anger was directed at me. Then you couldn’t take it out
on anyone else.”



Gabriel gave her a cold look. “This doesn’t change anything. I’'m glad
you’re Rachel’s friend, but you’re still my student, which means we need to be
professional, Miss Mitchell. And you will be careful how you speak to me now
and in the future.”

“Yes, Professor Emerson.”

He searched her face for any sign of sarcasm but saw none. Her shoulders
were hunched, and her head was down. He’d made his little rose wither. Any
blossoming had now been completely undone.

Your little rose? What the hell, Emerson!
“Rachel is very glad you’re here. Did you know that she was engaged?”
Julia shook her head. “Was? Not anymore?”

“Aaron Webster asked her to marry him, and she said yes, but that was
before Grace...” He exhaled slowly. “Rachel doesn’t feel like planning a
wedding now, so she’s called it off. That’s why she’s here.”

“Oh, no, I’'m so sorry. Poor Rachel.” She exhaled slowly. “Poor Aaron! I
loved him.”

Gabriel frowned. “They’re still together. Aaron loves her, obviously, and
agreed she needed some time away. There was a lot of...fighting at my parents’
house when I was home. She came to see me to get away. Which is laughable,
really, since I’m the black sheep of the family and she’s the favorite.”

Julia nodded as if she understood.

“I have a problem with anger, Miss Mitchell. I have a bad temper. I have
trouble controlling it, and when I lose my temper I can be very destructive.”

Her eyes widened at his declaration, and her mouth opened slightly, but she
did not speak.

“It would be...inadvisable for me to lose my temper around someone like
you. It would be very damaging, for both of us.” His declaration was so honest
and so frightening, the words burned into her like fire.

“Wrath is one of the seven deadly sins,” she remarked, turning away from
him to gaze out the window, trying to alleviate the burning sensation in her
middle.

He laughed bitterly. “Remarkably, I have all seven; don’t bother counting.
Pride, envy, wrath, sloth, avarice, gluttony, lust.”

She lifted an eyebrow but did not turn around. “Somehow, I doubt that.”

“I don’t expect you to understand. You’re only a magnet for mishap, Miss
Mitchell, while I am a magnet for sin.”



Now she turned to face him. He smiled at her with a look of resignation,
and she offered him a sympathetic look in return.

“Sin isn’t something that is attracted to a human being, Professor. It’s the
other way round.”

“Not in my experience. Sin seems to find me even when I’m not looking for
it. And I’'m not very good at resisting temptation.”

He glanced at her, then returned his eyes to the road.

“Your friendship with Rachel explains why you sent gardenias. And why
you signed the card the way you did.”

“I’m sorry about Grace. I loved her too.”

He looked into her eyes. They were kind and open, yet he saw traces of
sadness and incalculable loss.

“I realize that now,” he admitted.

“You have satellite radio?” She gestured to the console as he switched on
the radio and pressed one of the preset buttons.

“Yes. I usually listen to one of the jazz stations, but it depends on my
mood.”

Julia reached out a tentative finger to the radio but withdrew her hand.

Gabriel smiled at her reticence, remembering the way she purred when he
gave her permission to curl up in his favorite chair. He wanted to make her purr
again.

“It’s all right. You can choose something.”

She ran through the presets, smiling at his choices, which included the
French CBC station and BBC News, until she came to the last one, which was
labeled Nine Inch Nails.

“There’s an entire station devoted to them?” She sounded incredulous.

“Yes.” Gabriel squirmed a little, as if she had uncovered an embarrassing
secret.

“And you like them?”
“When I’'m in a particular mood.”
Julia pressed the button for the jazz station.

Gabriel felt rather than observed her visceral reaction. He did not
understand it but decided not to probe it.

Julia hated Nine Inch Nails. She changed the station whenever they came
on the radio. If a song of theirs was playing somewhere, she left the room or the



building. The sounds of their music and especially Trent Reznor’s voice creeped
her the hell out, although she never told anyone why.

She first heard them in a club back in Philadelphia. She was dancing with
him, and he was grinding all over her. She hadn’t minded at first; that’s how he
always was, but then that song came on, and as soon as the music began, Julia
felt mildly ill. It was the strange sequence in the opening bars, then it was the
voice, then it was the lyrics about fucking like an animal, and the look on his
face as he brought his forehead to hers and whispered it to her, staring straight
into her soul.

Whatever Julia’s religious beliefs and her half-hearted attempts to pray to
lesser gods and deities, at that moment she’d believed that she heard the voice of
the Devil. Lucifer himself held her in his arms and whispered to her. And the
very idea, coupled with his words, frightened her.

Julia had wrenched herself from him and fled to the ladies’ washroom,
looking at the pale and shaking girl in the mirror, wondering what the hell had
just happened. She did not know why he had spoken to her like that or why he
had chosen that moment to confess. Nevertheless, she knew him well enough to
know that the repeated lyric was a confession of his deepest and perhaps darkest
intentions and not just a mindless repetition.

But Julia didn’t want to be fucked like an animal; she wanted to be loved.
She would have foresworn sex forever if she thought it would guarantee her the
kind of love that was the stuff of poetry and myth. That was the kind of affection
she craved desperately but didn’t actually believe that she deserved. She wanted
to be someone’s muse—to be worshipped and adored, body and soul. She
wanted to play Beatrice to a dashing and noble Dante and to inhabit Paradise
with him forever. And to live a life that would rival the beauty of Botticelli’s
illustrations.

And that is why at the age of twenty-three, Julia Mitchell was still a virgin,
with the photograph of the man who ruined her for others tucked in the back of
her underwear drawer. For the past six years, she’d slept with his picture under
her pillow. No man had ever come close to comparing to him; no feelings of
affection had ever approximated the love and devotion he inspired in her. Their
entire relationship was based on a single night, a night she relived in her
memories over and over again...



Chapter 7

Julia parked her bike next to the Clarks’ large, white home and walked to
the front porch. She never knocked when she visited them, so she skipped up the
stairs and pulled the screen door open. What she found inside shocked her.

The glass coffee table in the living room was smashed, blood spattered on
the carpet. Chairs and cushions were strewn about, and Rachel and Aaron sat
huddled together on the sofa in the center of the room. Rachel was sobbing.

Julia stood there, gaping in horror. “What happened?”

“Gabriel,” said Aaron.

“Gabriel? Is he hurt?”

“He’s fine!” Rachel laughed almost hysterically. “He’s been home less than
twenty-four hours, and he’s already gotten into a shoving match with my dad,
made my mom cry twice, and sent Scott to the hospital.”

Aaron continued rubbing his girlfriend’s back in order to comfort her, a
grim expression on his face.

Julia gasped. “Why?”

“Who knows? No one ever knows what’s going on with him. He got into an
argument with Dad, Mom stepped in between them, and Gabriel shoved her.

Scott said he’d kill him if he ever touched her again. So Gabriel threw a punch
and broke his nose.”

Julia gazed down at the pieces of glass that were now embedded with blood
in the carpet. A dozen or so cookies, crumbled now, were scattered in and
around the glass along with the remains of what appeared to be a couple of cups
of coffee.

“And this?” She pointed at the macabre mess.

“Gabriel pushed Scott through the coffee table. Scott and Dad are at the
hospital, Mom is locked in her room, and I’'m spending the night at Aaron’s.”

Rachel began to drag her boyfriend to the front door.

Julia stood frozen to the spot, unable to move. “Maybe I’ll try to talk to
your mom.”

“lI can’t stay in this house another minute. My family has just been
destroyed.” With that, Rachel fled with Aaron.



Julia intended to climb the stairs to find Grace, but she heard a noise
coming from the direction of the kitchen, so she quietly padded to the back of
the house. Through the open back door she could see someone sitting on the
porch, swinging a beer bottle to his lips. A shock of brown hair shone in the
fading sunlight. Julia recognized him from Rachel’s photographs.

Before she had time to think about it, her feet walked out the back door, and
she found herself sitting some distance from him on a chaise lounge, her knees
drawn up under her chin. She wrapped her arms around her legs and looked over
at him.

He ignored her.

Julia traced his appearance with her eyes, hoping to burn the vision into her
memory. He was far better-looking in person. She looked at his blue and
bloodshot eyes, which were startling under his brown brows. She followed the
angle of his high cheekbones, his straight, noble nose, and the squareness of his
jaw, noting the two or three days’ growth of beard that shadowed his skin and
the kiss of a dimple. Her eyes came to rest on his full lips, noticing the curve and
fullness of the lower one before she was able to drag her gaze reluctantly to look
at his bruises.

Gabriel had bruises and blood on his right hand and something purple on
his left cheek. Scott’s fist had met its mark, but surprisingly, Gabriel was still
conscious.

“You’re a bit late for the six o’clock show. It ended thirty minutes ago.” His
voice was gentle and almost as pleasing as his features. Julia thought
momentarily about what it would be like to hear that voice pronounce her name.

She shivered.

“There’s a blanket right here.” He gestured to a large, plaid wool blanket
that was bunched up near his hip. Without looking at her, he patted it.

Julia watched him warily. Satisfied that his anger had cooled, she walked
over to him and sat on a nearby stool, still keeping a healthy distance between
them. She wondered how fast he could run. And how fast she could run if he was
chasing her.

He handed her the blanket.
“Thank you,” she murmured, pulling it around her shoulders.

Out of the corner of her eye, she took in his figure and noted how he had
folded his considerable height casually into an Adirondack chair. His shoulders
appeared broader in his black leather jacket, the planes of his pectorals visible
underneath the fabric of his tight black T-shirt. His long legs filled out his black



jeans well, and Julia noticed that he seemed taller and heavier than he’d looked
in his sister’s old pictures.

She wanted to say something. She wanted to ask him why he’d gone
berserk on the nicest family she’d ever met. But she was too shy and too scared
of him to do that. So she asked him if he had a bottle opener instead.

He frowned at her before pulling one out of his back pocket and passing it
over. She thanked him and continued to sit there quietly. He turned to the half-
empty case of beer behind him, chose a bottle, and held it in front of her.

“Allow me,” he said, seeing her now and smiling. He took the opener back,
uncapping her beer with one swift movement and clanking their bottles together.
“Cheers.”

Julia sipped her drink politely, trying not to choke as the strange, yeasty
flavor entered her mouth. She hummed unconsciously and waited.

“Ever had a beer before?” Gabriel grinned.

She shook her head.

“Then I’m glad I'm your first.”

She blushed and hid her face behind her long mahogany hair.

“What are you doing here?” He wore a curious expression.

Julia paused, wondering how best to put it. “I was invited to dinner.” I was
hoping to finally meet you.

Gabriel laughed. “I guess I ruined that. Well, Miss Brown Eyes, add that
charge to my tab.”

“Will you tell me what happened?” She kept her voice quiet and tried not to
let it shake.

“Will you tell me why you haven’t run away yet?” His blue eyes found
hers, and he looked at her sharply.

She ducked her head again, hoping the act of submission would cool his
sudden flare of anger. Sitting with Gabriel after what happened was a stupid
thing to do. He was drunk, and there was no one to rescue her if he decided to
get violent. Now was her chance to leave.

Inexplicably, however, Gabriel’s arm reached out to close the gap between
them. He pushed her hair behind her shoulders, his fingers tangling in the waves
slowly, very slowly, before he withdrew. A connection of sorts flowed from his
fingers and into her hair. Julia absorbed the sensation and hummed again softly,
forgetting his question entirely.

“You smell like vanilla,” he remarked, shifting his body so that he could



stare at her properly.
“It’s my shampoo.”

He finished his beer and opened another, taking a long pull from the bottle
before he turned to her again.

“It wasn’t supposed to be like this.”
“They love you, you know. You’re all they talk about.”

“The prodigal son. Or perhaps, a demon. The demon Gabriel.” He laughed
bitterly and finished his beer in almost one swallow. He opened another.

“They were so happy you were coming home. That’s why your mother
invited me to dinner.”

“She isn’t my mother. And maybe Grace invited you because she knew I
needed a brown-eyed angel to watch over me.”

Gabriel leaned closer so that he could cup her cheek. Julia inhaled sharply
as his touch surprised her, his large, blue eyes gazing at her in intoxicated
surprise. He moved the pad of his thumb across her blush and hesitated, almost
as if he was absorbing the heat from her skin. When he withdrew his hand, Julia
almost cried out at the loss.

He placed his bottle down on the porch and stood up quickly. “The sun is
setting. Would you like to go for a walk?”

She bit her lip. She knew she shouldn’t. But this was Gabriel from the
photograph and possibly her one and only chance to see him and spend time in
his presence. After what had happened earlier, she doubted he’d be coming
home again. At least, not for a long, long time.

She placed the blanket to one side and stood up.

“Bring the blanket,” he said, and when she’d scooped it up under her arm,
he took her smaller hand in his.

She gasped. A tingling sensation began at the tips of her fingers and
traveled slowly through her arm until it reached her shoulder and skated to her
heart, causing it to beat much faster.

He brought his head closer to hers. “Have you ever held a boy’s hand
before?” She shook her head, and he laughed softly. “Then I’'m glad I'm your
first.”

They walked slowly into the woods, quickly disappearing from view of the
Clarks’ house. Julia liked the way her hand fit in his and the way his long fingers
curved across the back of hers. He held her gently but securely, squeezing her
from time to time, perhaps to reassure her of his presence. Julia began to think



that this was the way holding hands with someone was supposed to feel. Not that
she had any experience.

She’d only ventured into these woods a time or two before and always with
Rachel. She knew that if something went wrong, she’d most likely get lost trying
to find her way home. She pushed such thoughts to the back of her mind and
focused her attention entirely on what it felt like to hold the enigmatic Gabriel’s
warm, strong hand.

“I used to spend a lot of time here. It’s very peaceful. Up ahead there’s an
old apple orchard. Has Rachel shown it to you?”

Julia shook her head.

Gabriel gazed down at her with what looked like a serious expression.
“You’re awfully quiet. You can talk to me. I promise I won’t bite.” He flashed
her one of his winning smiles, one Julia recognized from Rachel’s photographs.

“Why did you come home?”

He ignored Julia’s question and kept walking, but she noticed that he began
to grip her hand more tightly. She tightened her grip on his as well to signal to
him that she was not afraid. Even though she was.

“I didn’t want to come home, not like this. I lost something, and I've been
drunk for weeks.”

Gabriel’s honesty surprised her.

“But if you lost something, maybe you can try to find it.”

He narrowed his eyes. “What I lost is lost forever.”

He began walking more quickly, and Julia had to hasten her strides just to
keep up with him.

“I came home for money. That’s how desperate and absolutely fucked I

am.” Gabriel’s voice softened, and Julia felt him shudder. “I was fucked up even
before I destroyed everything and everyone. Before you ever arrived.”

“I’m so sorry.”
He shrugged and began to drag her to the left. “We’re almost there.”

Through an opening in the trees they entered a small clearing that was
carpeted in thick grass. Wildflowers and weeds and old rotting stumps littered
the expanse of green. The air was quiet and vibrated with peace. And at the edge
of the open area stood several aged apple trees, weary-looking and worn.

“This is it.” He gestured widely. “This is Paradise.”

He pulled Julia to a large rock that stood inexplicably at the edge of the
clearing and lifted her by her waist so that she was perched on top of it. Then he



climbed to her side. Julia shivered. The rock was cold in the shade of the setting
sun and was already sending chills through her thin jeans.

Gabriel shrugged out of his jacket and placed it around her shoulders.
“You’ll catch pneumonia and die,” he said absently, placing an arm around her
and drawing her close to his side. His body heat radiated from his bare arms and
his T-shirt, warming her immediately.

She inhaled deeply and sighed with contentment, marveling at how well she
fit under the crook of his arm. As if she’d been made for him.

“You’re Beatrice.”

“Beatrice?”

“Dante’s Beatrice.”

Julia flushed. “I don’t know who that is.”

Gabriel chuckled to himself, his breath warm against her face as he nuzzled
her ear with his nose. “Didn’t they tell you? Didn’t they tell you the prodigal son
is writing his book on Dante and Beatrice?”

When Julia didn’t answer, he brought his lips to the top of her head and
brushed a gentle kiss against her hair. “Dante was a poet. Beatrice was his muse.
He met her when she was very young, and he loved her from afar his whole life.
Beatrice was his guide through Paradise.”

Julia’s eyes were closed as she listened to his voice, inhaling the scent that
clung to his skin. He smelled of musk and sweat and beer, but Julia ignored
those distractions and focused on the scent that was Gabriel, something very
masculine and potentially dangerous.

“There’s a painting by an artist named Holiday. You look like his Beatrice.”
Gabriel reached down and brought her pale fingers to his lips, kissing her skin
reverently.

“Your family loves you. You should make up with them.” Julia’s own
words surprised her, but he only pulled her in more closely.

“They aren’t my family. Not really. And it’s too late anyway, Beatrice.”

Julia started at the name and realized that the beer had definitely caught up
with him. But she didn’t move her head from resting on his shoulder. A short
while later he was rubbing his hand up and down her arm, trying to attract her
attention.

“You haven’t had your dinner.”

She shook her head. “No, I haven’t.”

“Shall I feed you?”



Though it made her sad to do so, she lifted her head from his shoulder. He
smiled at her and walked over to one of the remaining apple trees. He studied the
boughs of hanging fruit and chose the largest, ripest red apple before picking a
smaller one. He put the smaller one in his pocket as he walked back to her.

“Beatrice.” He smiled and handed her the apple.
Julia stared at it entranced, as if it were a treasure.

Gabriel laughed and moved his hands, extending the fruit in his right palm,
the way a child would hold a sugar cube to a pony. Julia took the apple and
brought it immediately to her lips, taking a firm bite.

He watched her chew; he watched her swallow. Then in silent satisfaction,
he resumed his former position, his arm tight around her waist. He pressed her
head gently to his shoulder and began eating the smaller apple that he had hidden
in his pocket.

They sat very still as the sun set, and just before the orchard was covered in
darkness, Gabriel took the blanket from under Julia’s arm and spread it like a
bed on the grass.

“Come, Beatrice.” He held his hand out to her.

Julia knew it would be a very foolish thing to take his hand and to sit with
him on the blanket. But she didn’t care. She’d developed a crush on him the first
time Rachel had shown his photograph to her, and Julia had stolen it. Now that
he was here, real, breathing, alive, in flesh, all she could do was take his hand.

“Have you ever lain next to a boy and looked up at the stars?” He pulled her
down to the blanket and watched her as they lay on their backs.

“NO.”

Gabriel threaded his fingers through hers and placed the connection that
was theirs on top of his heart. She could feel it beating slowly beneath her touch,
and she took comfort in its steady rhythm.

“You’re beautiful, Beatrice. Like a brown-eyed angel.”

Julia turned her head so she could look at him and smiled. “I think you’re
beautiful.” She shyly began to run her fingers along his jaw, marveling at the
way the stubble felt under her hand.

He smiled at her touch and closed his eyes. She traced his features gently
for a long time, until her arm began to grow tired.

He opened his eyes. “Thank you.”
Julia smiled and squeezed his hand, feeling his heart leap at her movement.
“Have you ever been kissed by a boy?”



She blushed deeply and shook her head.

“Then I’'m glad I’m your first.” Gabriel propped himself up on his side and
leaned over. His eyes shone gently, and he smiled down at her.

Julia managed to close her eyes before his perfect mouth found hers. She
floated.

Gabriel’s lips were warm and inviting, and he spread them over her mouth
carefully, as if he were worried he might bruise her. Not knowing how to kiss
and still slightly wary, Julia kept her mouth closed. Gabriel brought his hand up
to cup the curve of her cheek, caressing the skin with his thumb as his lips
moved softly over hers.

This kiss was not what she expected.

She had expected him to be careless or slightly rough. She had expected his
kiss to be desperate and urgent and perhaps for his fingertips to trail along her
skin and down her body to places she wasn’t ready to let him touch. But he kept
his hands where they were, one caressing the small of her back and the other at
her cheek. His kiss was tender and sweet—the kind of kiss she imagined a lover
giving his beloved after a long absence.

Gabriel kissed Julia as if he knew her, as if she belonged to him. His kiss
was passionate and full of emotion, as if every fiber of his being had melted and
spread itself on his lips only to be given to her. Her heart skidded in her chest at
the thought. She had never dared to hope for such a first kiss. Somehow, as the
pressure of his lips lessened, she felt like bursting into tears, knowing that she’d
never be kissed like that again. He’d ruined her for anyone else. Forever.

Gabriel sighed deeply as he released her and pressed his lips gently to her
forehead.

“Open your eyes.”
Julia looked up into a pair of blue orbs that were startlingly clear and very

emotional, but she could not decipher the emotions. He smiled and pressed his
lips to her forehead again before rolling onto his back and gazing up at the stars.

“What are you thinking?” She shifted herself so that she was curled up at
his side, close to but not touching him with her body.

“I was thinking about how I waited for you. I waited and waited, and you
never came.” He smiled at her sadly.

“I’m sorry, Gabriel.”
“You’re here now. Apparuit iam beatitudo vestra.”
“I don’t know what that means.” She sounded shy.



“It means now your blessedness appears. But really, it should be now my
blessedness appears. Now that you’re here.” He pulled her closer, snaking his
arm beneath her neck and down to her waist where he splayed his hand, fingers
wide, at the small of her back. “For the rest of my life, I'll dream of hearing your
voice breathe my name.”

Julia smiled at herself in the darkness.

“Have you ever fallen asleep in the arms of a boy before, Beatrice?”

She shook her head.

“Then I’'m glad I’'m your first.” He pulled her so that her head rested on his
chest near his heart, and her delicate body molded perfectly to his side. “Like
Adam’s rib,” he whispered into her hair.

“Do you have to leave?” she whispered back, running her hands hesitantly
over his chest, up and down and back and forth.

“Yes, but not tonight.”
“Will you come back?” Her voice was almost a whimper.

Gabriel sighed deeply. “I’m going to be thrown out of Paradise tomorrow,
Beatrice. Our only hope is that you find me afterward. Look for me in Hell.”

He gently rolled her onto her back and placed his hands on either side of
her hips, hovering over her—eyes wide—staring longingly and intensely down
into her very soul.

And then he brought his lips to hers...



Chapter 8

Rachel sat at Gabriel’s breakfast bar Thursday morning, drinking a latté and
poring over French Vogue. It was not her normal reading material. Rachel’s
nightstand in Philadelphia was covered with books about politics, public
relations, economics, and sociology, all in the hope that someday one of her
superiors would ask for her opinion, rather than asking her to photocopy
someone else’s. Now that she was on a leave of absence from her job, such as it
was, she had time to read beyond mayoral politics.

She was feeling better this morning. Much better. Her conversation with
Aaron the night before had gone well. Although he continued to be disappointed
that the wedding was off, he told her over and over again that he would rather
have her than a wedding.

“We don’t have to get married right away. We can delay the wedding until
you’ve finished grieving. But I still want you, Rachel. I’ll always want you. As
my wife, as my lover...Right now, I'll take whatever I can get, because I love
you. Come back to me.”

Aaron’s words burned through the haze of depression and grief that clouded
Rachel’s mind. And suddenly, everything was clear. She’d thought she was
running away from Scott and her father and the ghost of her mother. But perhaps
she was running from Aaron too, and to hear him voice those words...as if it was
possible for her to leave him. As if she could even contemplate staying away
from him.

His statement had almost broken Rachel’s heart and made her realize how
much she truly wanted to be his wife. And how determined she was not to make
him wait too long to be her husband while she sorted herself out. Life was too
short to be miserable. Her mother had taught her that.

Gabriel entered the kitchen wearing his glasses, kissed the top of her head,
and slid a wad of bills in front of her. She glanced at the cash suspiciously and
flipped through it, her eyes widening.

“What’s this for?”

He cleared his throat and sat down next to her. “Aren’t you going shopping
with Julianne?”

She rolled her eyes. “It’s Julia, Gabriel. And no, we aren’t. She’s working



on some project all day with a guy named Paul. Then he’s taking her to dinner.”

Angelfucker, thought Gabriel. The expletive sprang into his mind, unbidden
and uncensored, and he tensed, rumbling low in his chest.

Rachel slid the money back to him and returned to her magazine.
He placed the cash in front of her again. “Take it.”

“Why?”

“Buy something for your friend.”

Rachel’s eyes narrowed. “Why? This is a lot of money.”

“I know,” he said quietly.

“This is five hundred dollars. I know you have money to waste, but jeepers,
Gabriel, that’s a bit much.”

“Have you seen her apartment?”
“No. Have you?”

He shifted on his bar stool. “Just for a moment. She was caught in the rain,
and I drove her home and...”

“And?” Rachel draped an arm over his shoulder and leaned toward him
with a delicious grin. “Spill.”

Gabriel pushed her arm off his shoulder and glared. “It wasn’t like that. But
I saw her place briefly while I was dropping her off, and it’s awful. She doesn’t
even have a kitchen, for God’s sake.”

“No kitchen? What the hell?”

“The girl is as poor as a church mouse. Not to mention the fact that she
carries around this loathsome excuse for a book bag. Spend all the money on
buying her a decent briefcase, I don’t care. But do something. Because if I see
that knapsack one more time, I’'m going to burn it.”

Gabriel raked his hands through his chestnut hair and finally kept them
there, hunching his tall frame over the breakfast bar. With the power of
perception only possessed by a sister, Rachel regarded him carefully. Gabriel
appeared to be the ideal poker player: impassive, unemotional, cold. Oh, so very
cold. Not merely cool, like a breeze, or water from a stream in the autumn, but
cold. Cold like a rock against your skin in the shade of the setting sun. Rachel
believed that his coldness was his worst character flaw—his ability to say and do
things without regard for the feelings of others, including his family.

Despite his failings, Gabriel was her favorite. And as the baby of the family
and ten years younger, she was his favorite too. He’d never fought with her the
way he’d fought with Scott or their father. He’d always and only protected her—



loved her, even. At his worst, there was no possibility of Gabriel intentionally
hurting Rachel. She’d only been hurt by watching him hurt everyone else.
Especially himself.

She knew that upon closer inspection Gabriel would make a lousy poker
player. He had too many tells, too many ways he revealed his inner turmoil. He
shut his eyes when he was close to losing his temper. He rubbed his face when
he was frustrated. He paced when he was distressed or afraid. Rachel watched
him begin to pace and wondered what he was afraid of.

“Why are you so worried about her? You weren’t that friendly when she
was here for dinner. You won'’t call her Julia.”

“She’s my student. I have to be professional.”

“Professionally mean?”

Gabriel stood still and scowled.

“Fine. I’ll take the money for Julia, and I’ll buy her a briefcase. But I’d
rather buy her shoes.”

Gabriel sat back on his bar stool. “Shoes?”

“Yes. What if we were to buy her something to wear? She likes pretty
things, she just can’t afford them. And she’s cute, don’t you think?”

Gabriel twitched beneath his gray wool trousers. He brought his thighs
closer together to hide the disturbing fact from his sister.

“Spend the money on whatever you like, but you must replace the book

bag.”
“Good! I’ll buy her something fabulous. But I’ll probably need more
money...and we should take her somewhere special so she can show off her new

clothes.” Rachel batted her eyes playfully at her older brother.

Without argument or negotiation, he removed a business card from his
wallet, picked up his Montblanc fountain pen, and slowly unscrewed the cap.

“Do normal people still use those kinds of pens, or just medievalists?” She
leaned over inquisitively. “I’m surprised you’re not using a quill.”

Gabriel frowned. “This is a Meisterstiick 149,” he said, as if that should
mean something.

Rachel rolled her eyes as he used his sparkling eighteen karat gold nib to
write a brief note on the back of his business card in a confident but old-
fashioned hand. Her brother was beyond pretentious.

“There.” He slid the business card across the counter. “I have an account at
Holt Renfrew. Show this to the concierge, and he will direct you to Hilary, my



personal shopper. She’ll place everything on my account. Don’t go completely
mad, Rachel, and you can keep the cash for yourself. Happy Birthday, six
months in advance.”

She leaned over to press a light kiss to his cheek. “Thank you. What’s Holt
Renfrew?”

“The Canadian Saks Fifth Avenue—they have everything. But you must
replace the book bag. That’s all I care about. The rest are just...inconsequential
details.” His voice sounded gruff all of a sudden.

“Fine. But I want you to explain why you’re so agitated about an L. L. Bean
knapsack. All the undergrads had one. I had one, for crying out loud. Before I
grew up and discovered Longchamp.”

“I don’t know.” Gabriel removed his glasses and began rubbing his eyes.

“Hmmm. Should I add lingerie to my shopping list? Do you like her—Ilike
her?” Rachel grinned annoyingly.

He snorted. “How old are we, Rachel? Remember, she’s my student. It isn’t
about romance—it’s about penance.”

“Penance?”
“Penance. For sin. My sin.”

Rachel snorted. “You really are medieval. What sin have you committed
against Julia? Apart from being a jackass! You don’t even know her...”

He replaced his glasses, shifting uncomfortably in his seat. He was
twitching at the mere thought of sin and Miss Mitchell. Together. In the same
room. With him. And nothing else...except perhaps a pair of couture stilettos...
which he could finally touch...

“Gabriel? I'm waiting.”

“I don’t need to confess my sins to you, Rachel. I just need to atone for
them.” He snatched the magazine out of her hand.

She set her teeth. “How good is your French? And your knowledge of
women’s fashion?”

Gabriel glanced down to find the magazine open to a photo of an airbrushed
and spread-eagled model wearing a tres petite white bikini. His eyes widened.

Rachel crossed her arms in annoyance and glared at him. “Don’t bark at
me. I’m not one of your students, and I’'m not going to put up with your shit.”

He sighed and began to rub his eyes again, minutely adjusting his glasses to
do so.

“I’m sorry,” he muttered, returning the magazine, but not before he gave



the model one more serious look, purely for research purposes, bien siir.

“Why are you wound up so tight? Are you having girl troubles? Do you
even have a girl right now? When was the last time you had one? And by the
way, what’s with those photos in your...”

He interrupted her quickly. “I’m not having this conversation with you. I
don’t ask who you’re fucking.”

Rachel bit back an angry response and took a very deep breath. “I’'m going
to forgive you for that remark, even though it was insensitive and crass. When
you’re down on your knees making your penance, include the sin of envy, will
you?

“You know I’ve only ever been with Aaron. And I think you know that
what we do together goes way beyond what you said. What’s wrong with you?”

Gabriel muttered an apology and refused to make eye contact. But his
warning shot across the bow had accomplished what he wished it to, and that
was to divert her attention from one of her questions. So he felt no remorse. Not
really.

Rachel toyed with her brother’s business card for a moment as she tried to
calm down.

“If you don’t like Julia, then you must feel sorry for her. Why? Is it just
because she’s poor?”

“I don’t know.” He sighed and shook his head.

“Julia brings out the protective side in people. She was always a little sad
and a little lost. Although make no mistake, she has steel in her bones. She
survived an alcoholic mother and a boyfriend who...”

Gabriel’s blue eyes shifted to hers with interest. “Who?” he prompted.

“You said you didn’t want to know about her personal life. It’s too bad,
really. If you and she weren’t in a professional relationship, you might have
liked her. You might have been friends.”

She smiled at him, testing the waters, but Gabriel kept his eyes on the
breakfast bar and began rubbing his chin absently.

Rachel drummed her fingers on the countertop. “Do you want me to tell her
the briefcase and the shoes are from you?”

“Of course not! I could get fired for that. Someone will jump to the wrong
conclusion, and I’ll be hauled in before the judicial committee.”

“I thought you were tenured.”
“It doesn’t matter,” he muttered.



“So you want to spend all of this money on Julia, and you don’t care if she
knows that they gifts are from you? It’s a bit like Cyrano de Bergerac, don’t you
think? I guess your French is better than I thought.”

He stood up, effectively ignoring her, and walked over to the large espresso
machine on one of the counters. He began the somewhat laborious process of
making the perfect espresso, keeping his back to his annoying sister.

She sighed. “All right. You want to do something nice for Julia. You can
call it penance, if you like, but maybe it’s just kindness. And it’s doubly kind,
because you want to do it in secret and not embarrass her or make her feel like
she owes you something. I’'m impressed. Sort of.”

“I want her petals to open,” Gabriel breathed softly.

Rachel dismissed his admission as incoherent mumbling, because she
couldn’t believe that he’d said what she in fact heard. It was too bizarre. “Don’t
you think you should treat Julia as an adult and tell her the gifts are from you?
Let her make her own decision about whether she should accept them or not?

“She wouldn’t accept them if she knew they were from me. She hates me.”

Rachel laughed. “Julia is not the type of girl to hate people. She’s far too
forgiving for that. Although if she hates you, you probably deserve it. But you’re
right—she doesn’t accept charity. She would never let me buy things for her
except on very special occasions.”

“Then tell her it’s for a backlog of Christmas presents from you. Or tell her
it’s from Grace.” A meaningful look passed between the siblings.

Rachel’s eyes filled with tears. “Mom was the only person Julia would
accept charity from, because she thought of Mom as her mother.”

Gabriel was at her side in an instant and wrapped her in his arms, trying to
comfort her as best he could.

In his heart, he knew exactly what he was doing by persuading his sister to
buy some pretty, girlish things for Miss Mitchell. He was paving hell with
energy—buying an indulgence, forgiveness for sin. He’d never reacted this way
to a woman before. But no, Gabriel wouldn’t indulge himself with that line of
thought. That would serve no purpose, no purpose at all.

He knew he lived in hell. He accepted it. He rarely complained. But truth be
told, he desperately wished he could make his escape. Unfortunately, he had no
Virgil and no Beatrice to come to his aid. His prayers went unanswered, and his
plans for reform were almost always thwarted by something or other. Usually a
woman wearing four-inch heels and long blond hair, who would scratch long
fingernails down his back while screaming his name, over and over and over



again...

Given his current state of affairs, the best that he could do to reform himself
would be to take the old man’s blood money and lavish it on a brown-eyed
angel. An angel who couldn’t afford an apartment with a kitchen, and who
would blossom a little when her best friend gave her a pretty dress and a new
pair of shoes.

Gabriel wanted to do more than buy her a briefcase, although he would
never admit what he truly wanted; he wanted to make Julianne smile.

While the siblings were discussing penance, forgiveness, and ridiculous
abominations of book bags, Paul was waiting for Julia just outside the entrance
to Robarts Library, the largest on the campus of the University of Toronto.
Although Julia could only guess at this, in the short time in which he had known
her Paul had grown quite fond of her.

He was used to having lots of friends, many of them women. And he’d
dated his share of both well-adjusted and troubled girls. His most recent
relationship had run its course. Allison wanted to stay in Vermont, and be a
schoolteacher. He wanted to move to Toronto and study to become a professor.
After two years of a long distance relationship, it was not meant to be. But there
was no malice—mno slashing of tires or burning of photographs. They were
friends, even, and Paul was proud of that fact.

But now that Paul had met Rabbit, he began to appreciate how a
relationship with someone with whom he shared common interests and common
career goals could be very exciting and very fulfilling.

Paul was old-fashioned. He believed in courting a woman. He believed in
taking his time. And so he was perfectly content only to build a friendship with
the beautiful and shy Rabbit until he knew her well enough to express his
feelings. And until he was confident of her regard for him. He was determined to
spend time with her and treat her properly and pay her a lot of attention, so that
if someone else came along in the meantime and tried to muscle in on him, he’d
be close enough to tell that individual to back the fuck off.

Julia was sorry that she would miss out on shopping with Rachel, but she’d
already promised Paul that she would spend the day with him at the library. She
needed to get started on her thesis proposal now that Professor Emerson had
agreed to be her supervisor. She felt more than a strong motivation to perform
well in his class and to dazzle him with her proposal, although she knew based
upon his previous behavior that she was likely to do neither.

“Hi.” Paul greeted her warmly and immediately slipped her heavy knapsack



off her shoulder and transferred it to his. He barely felt its weight on his massive
shoulder.

Julia smiled up at him, relieved to be unburdened for a little while. “Thanks
for agreeing to be my guide. The last time I was in here I got lost. I ended up in
an obscure section on the fourth floor that was entirely devoted to maps.” She
shivered.

Paul laughed. “It’s a huge library. I’ll show you the Dante collection on the
ninth floor and take you to my office.”

He held the door open for her, and Julia floated by, feeling very much like a
princess. Paul had excellent manners, and he did not use them as a weapon. Julia
considered how some people, who-would-not-be-named, used manners to
intimidate and to control, while others, like Paul, used them to honor and to
make others feel special. Very special, indeed.

“You have an office?” she asked, as they flashed their student ID cards at
the security guard who sat by the elevators.

“Sort of.” He held the elevator door open, waiting for Julia to enter before
he joined her. “My study carrel is next to the Dante section.”

“Can I apply for a carrel?”

Paul grimaced. “They’re like gold. It’s almost impossible to get one,
especially as an MA student.”

He read the question in her eyes and hastened to add, “I think MA students

are just as important as PhD students. But there aren’t enough carrels to go
around. The one I have isn’t even mine—it’s Emerson’s.”

If Paul hadn’t allowed Julia to push the button for the ninth floor, he would
have seen her skin turn slightly green and heard her sharp intake of breath. But
he didn’t.

Once they arrived on the ninth floor, he patiently guided her through the
Dante collection, showing her both the primary and secondary sources. And he
watched with delight as she trailed her hand across the spines of the books
lovingly, as if she were greeting old friends.

“Julia, would you mind if I asked you a personal question?”

She stood very still, fingering a quarto volume that had a tattered leather
binding. She inhaled its scent deeply to keep herself calm and nodded.

“Emerson asked me to pull your file from Mrs. Jenkins and—"

She turned her head to face him, eyes large and unblinking. Oh no, she
thought.



He held his hands up to reassure her. “I didn’t read it. Don’t worry.” He
chuckled softly. “There’s nothing too personal in those files anyway.
Apparently, he wanted to remove something he’d put in there. But it was what
he did afterward that surprised me.”

Julia raised her eyebrows, waiting for him to spit it out.

“He telephoned Greg Matthews, the chair of the Department of Romance
Languages and Literatures at Harvard.”

She blinked slowly as she reflected on what he said. “How do you know?”

“I was dropping off some photocopying, and I overheard Emerson on the
telephone. He was asking Matthews about you.”

“Why would he do that?”

“That’s what I wanted to ask you. He demanded to know why they didn’t
have generous enough funding for their MA students. He’s an alumnus of that
department, you know. Matthews was the chair when he completed his PhD.”

Holy shit. He was checking up on me? Of course. He wouldn’t believe 1
actually got into Harvard, just like him. Julia closed her eyes, her fingers
clutching the bookshelf for support.

“I couldn’t hear everything that Matthews was saying. But I heard
Emerson.”

She kept her eyes closed and waited for the other shoe to drop. She only
hoped that Paul would drop it quickly and not directly on her toes.

“I didn’t know that you got into Harvard, Julia. That’s pretty amazing.
Emerson asked if you’d really been accepted into their program and how highly
you were ranked in their admissions pool.”

“Of course,” she mumbled. “I’m from a small town in Pennsylvania. I went
to a Jesuit university of about seven thousand students. How could I get into
Harvard?”

Paul frowned. Poor Rabbit. That sick fucker really did a number on her. I
should seriously kick his ass. And then I should go to work on him...

“What’s wrong with Catholic schools? I did my undergrad at St. Mike’s in
Vermont, and I got a great education. They had a Dante specialist in the English
Department and a Florentine specialist in History.”

Julia nodded as if she heard him. But she hadn’t really.

“Listen, you haven’t heard the whole story yet. The point is that Matthews

tried to persuade him to send you back for your PhD. Said you were very highly
ranked. That’s pretty good, considering the source. I applied to that department



and was rejected outright.” He smiled somewhat half-heartedly, not knowing
how she would react to that piece of information. “So if it isn’t too personal,
why didn’t you go to Harvard?”

“I didn’t want to come here,” she whispered, her voice low and guilty. “I
knew he was here. But I had no other choice. I have thousands of dollars in
student loans from Saint Joseph’s...I just couldn’t afford to go to Harvard. I was
hoping to finish my MA quickly and go to Harvard next year. If I win a larger
fellowship, I won’t have to borrow money for my PhD.”

Paul nodded reassuringly, and as Julia distracted herself by turning around
to examine the books more carefully, he regarded her, entirely oblivious to the
small piece of information she had unknowingly revealed. The piece of
information that told him much more than why she hadn’t gone to Harvard.

As he watched her opening and closing the dusty volumes, her eyes
widening and a smile playing across her lovely lips, he realized that the
nickname Rabbit was an even better fit than he’d initially thought. For yes, she
was very much like a rabbit one might find in a meadow or some such place. But
she was also very much like The Velveteen Rabbit.

Paul would never have spoken such words aloud, and if you’d asked him if
he knew the book, he would have lied while looking you straight in the eye. But
Allison had loved that book, and early in their relationship she had demanded
that he read it so that he could understand her properly. And Paul, all two
hundred plus pounds of Vermont farm boy, had read the damn thing
surreptitiously because he loved her.

Although he wouldn’t admit it, he loved that story too.

In looking at Rabbit, he had the feeling that she was waiting desperately to
become Real. Waiting to be loved, even. And the waiting had taken its toll on
her. Not on her outward appearance, which was very attractive (although Paul
would have said she was clearly too thin and too pale, something a good deal of
Vermont milk and dairy products could have improved). Not that, but on her
soul, which he thought was beautiful but sad.

Paul wasn’t even sure he believed in souls until he met Rabbit. And now
that he knew her, he had to believe. He hoped privately that some day she would
become what she wanted to be, that someone would love her and she would
transform from a frightened rabbit into something else. Something bolder.
Something happy.

Not wanting to indulge himself in too many literary flights of fancy, Paul
swiftly decided that he needed to distract Rabbit from her sorrows, and so he



smiled at her again. Then he led her to a door that had a brass nameplate on it
that said in very elegant cursive script: Professor Gabriel O. Emerson,
Department of Italian Studies.

Julia noticed with interest that none of the other doors had brass nameplates
on them. She also noticed that Paul had taped an index card with his own name
on it underneath the nameplate. She imagined Professor Emerson coming along
and ripping the card off out of spite. Then she noticed Paul’s full name: Paul V.
Norris, MA.

“What does the V stand for?” She crooked a finger at the homemade sign.
Paul looked uncomfortable. “I don’t like using my middle name.”

“I don’t use mine either. And I can understand if you don’t want to tell me.”
She smiled, turning her gaze expectantly at the locked door.

“You’ll laugh.”

“I doubt it. My last name is Mitchell. It’s nothing to be proud of.”
“I think it’s nice.”

Julia reddened but only slightly.

Paul sighed. “Promise you won’t tell anyone?”

“Of course. And I'll tell you my middle name: it’s Helen.”

“That’s beautiful too.” He drew a deep breath and closed his eyes. Then he
waited. When he could hold his breath no longer, and his lungs were clamoring
for oxygen, he exhaled quickly. “Virgil.”

She stared incredulously. “Virgil?”

“Yes.” He opened his eyes and studied her for a minute, worried she was
going to laugh at him.

“You’'re studying to be a Dante specialist, and your middle name is Virgil?
Are you kidding?”

“It’s a family name. My great-grandfather was named Virgil...He never
read Dante, trust me. He was a dairy farmer in Essex, Vermont.”

Julia smiled her admiration. “I think Virgil is a beautiful name. And it’s a
great honor to be named after a noble poet.”

“Just like it’s a great honor to be named after Helen of Troy, Julia Helen.
And very fitting too.” His eyes grew soft, and he gazed at her admiringly.

She looked away, embarrassed.

Paul cleared his throat as a means of lessening the sudden tension between
them. “Emerson never uses this carrel—except to drop things off for me. But it



belongs to him, and he pays for it.”
“They aren’t free?”

Paul shook his head and unlocked the door. “No. But they’re totally worth
it because they’re air conditioned and heated, they have wireless internet access,
and you can store books in here without checking them out at the circulation
desk. So if there is anything you need—even if it’s reference material that you
can’t check out—you can store it in here.”

Julia looked at the small but comfortable space as if it were the Promised
Land, her eyes wide as they wandered over the large built-in workspace,
comfortable chairs and floor to ceiling bookshelves. A small window offered a
very nice view of the downtown skyline and the CN tower. She wondered how
much it would cost to live in a carrel rather than in her not-fit-for-a-dog hobbit
hole.

“In fact,” said Paul, clearing some papers off one of the bookshelves, “I’ll
give you this shelf. And you can have my extra key.”

He fished around and came up with a spare key, writing a number down on
a piece of paper. “That’s the number on the door, in case you have trouble
finding it again, and here’s the key.”

Julia stood, gaping. “I can’t. He hates me, and he won’t like this.”

“Fuck him.”

Her eyes widened in surprise.

“I’m sorry. I don’t usually cuss—that much. At least, not in front of girls. I
mean, women.”’

She nodded, but that was not exactly why she was surprised.

“Emerson is never here. You can store your books, and he’ll think they’re
mine. If you don’t want him to catch you, you don’t have to work in here. Just
drop by when I'm around—1I’m here a lot. Then if he sees you, he’ll think we’re
working together. Or something.”

He smiled sheepishly. He really wanted to key her—to know that she could
drop by at any time. To see her things on his shelf...to study and to work next to
her.

But Julia didn’t want to be keyed.

“Please.” He took her pale hand in his and gently opened her fingers. He
felt her hesitate, and so he ran his thumb across the back of her hand just to

reassure her. He pressed the key and the paper into her palm and closed her
fingers, taking great care not to press too hard lest he bruise her. He knew that



Emerson had bruised her enough.

“Real isn’t what you are; it’s something that happens. And right now, you
need something good to happen to you.”

Julia started at his words, for he had no idea how true they were.
Is he paraphrasing from...? Impossible.

She looked up into his eyes. They were warm and friendly. She didn’t see
anything calculating or crude. She didn’t see anything underhanded or harsh.
Maybe he truly liked her. Or maybe he simply felt sorry for her. Whatever his
mysterious motivations, in that instant Julia chose to believe that the universe
was not entirely dark and disappointing and that there were still vestiges of
goodness and virtue, and so she accepted the key with a bowed head.

“Don’t cry, little Rabbit.”
Paul reached out to stroke away a tear that had not yet fallen. But he
thought better of it and placed his hand at his side.

Julia turned away, ashamed of the sudden and intense rush of emotions she
was having, over being keyed of all things, and having him cite beloved
children’s literature to her. As she frantically looked for something, anything, to
distract herself, her eyes alighted on a CD that was sitting by its lonesome on
one of the bookshelves. She picked it up. Mozart’s Requiem.

“Do you like Mozart?” she asked, turning the jewel case over in her hand.
Paul averted his eyes.

She was surprised. She moved as if to put the CD case back, worried she
had embarrassed him by going through his personal effects, but he stopped her.

“It’s all right, you can look at it. But it’s not mine. It’s Emerson’s.”
Once again, Julia felt cold all over and slightly sick.

Paul saw her reaction this time and started speaking very quickly. “Don’t
tell anyone, but I stole it.”

Her eyebrows lifted.

“I know—it’s terrible. But he was playing one track from the damn thing
over and over and over again in his office, while I was cataloging part of his
personal library. Lacrimosa, lacrimosa, lacri-fuckin’-mosa. 1 couldn’t take it
anymore! It’s so damned depressing. So I stole it from his office and hid it here.
Problem solved.”

Julia laughed. She closed her eyes and laughed.

He smiled with relief at her reaction.

“You didn’t do a very good job of hiding it. I found it in what, thirty



seconds?” She giggled and tried to hand him the CD.

He cautiously pushed her long hair back behind her shoulders so he could
have an unobstructed view of her face. “Why don’t you hide it at your place,
instead?”

Instinctively, she stiffened and took a step backward.

Paul watched her head go down and her teeth clamp onto her lower lip. He
wondered what he’d done...should he not have touched her? Was she worried
that Emerson would find out she had his CD?

“Julia?” His voice was quiet, and he made no move toward her. “I’m sorry.
Did I do something wrong?”

“No. It’s nothing.” She glanced at him nervously and placed the CD on the
shelf. “I love Mozart’s Requiem, and Lacrimosa is my favorite part. I didn’t
know he liked it too. I’m just...um...surprised.”

“Borrow it.” He placed it in her hand. “If Emerson asks, I’'ll say I have it.
But at least if you borrow it you can upload it to your iPod and give it back to
me on Monday.”

Julia looked at the CD. “I don’t know...”

“I’ve had it all week, and he hasn’t been looking for it. Maybe his mood has
shifted. He started listening to it after he got home from Philadelphia. Not sure
why...”

Julia impulsively slid the CD into her decrepit knapsack. “Thanks.”
He smiled. “Anything for you, Julia.”
He wanted to hold her hand. Or at least to squeeze it for an instant. But she

was skittish, he could see, and so he gave her a wide berth as he led her into the
hallway so that he could continue giving her a tour of the library.

“Uh, the Toronto Film Festival is on this weekend. I have a couple of
tickets to some films on Saturday. Would you like to join me?” He tried to sound
casual as he led her to the elevators.

“What films?”
“One is French and the other is German. I prefer European films.” He
smiled half-heartedly. “I could trade the tickets for something more local...”

Julia shook her head. “I like European films too. As long as they’re
subtitled. My French is almost non-existent, and I only know how to swear in
German.”

Paul pressed the button for the elevator and turning, gave her a very long,
very studious look. Then he grinned mischievously. “You can swear in German?



How did you come by that?”

“I lived in the International House at Saint Joseph’s. One of the exchange
students was from Frankfurt, and she really liked to swear—a lot. By the end of
the semester, we were all swearing in German. It was kind of a res hall thing.”
She turned a light shade of pink and shuffled her sneakers.

Julia knew that Paul was a doctoral student, which meant that he’d already
taken language courses in French and in German, in all probability. No doubt he
would make fun of her amateur linguistic skills, as Christa had after a seminar.
She waited for a snide remark or a dismissive wave of the hand.

But he only smiled and held the elevator door open for her. “My German is
terrible. Maybe you can teach me to swear in it—that would be an
improvement.”

Julia turned to him and smiled back. Widely this time. “Maybe. And I’d
like to go to the movies with you on Saturday. Thanks for inviting me.”

“No problem.”

He was pleased with himself. The lovely Julia was coming to the Film
Festival with him, and afterward, there would be dinner. He had yet to introduce
her to his favorite Indian restaurant. Or perhaps he should do that tonight and
take her to Chinatown after the double feature. Then he would take her to Greg’s
for homemade ice cream...and invite her to accompany him to the Art Gallery of
Ontario to see Frank Gehry’s architectural addition next weekend.

As they continued their tour, Paul resolved in his heart to be patient. Very,
very patient. And cautious, whenever he reached out a tentative hand to offer her
a carrot or to gently stroke her soft fur with his fingers. Or else he knew he
would frighten Rabbit away, and he wouldn’t have the opportunity to help her
become Real.

kR

The next morning Julia sat on her narrow bed with her old laptop, working
on her thesis proposal and listening to Mozart. Professor Emerson’s choice of
music surprised her. How could he go from listening to Nine Inch Nails to this?
Was he only listening to it because of Grace? Or was there some other reason he
was torturing himself by repeating the same depressing track over and over
again?

Julia closed her eyes and concentrated on the words to Lacrimosa, sung
loudly and hauntingly by the multi-voice choir in Latin...



Day of Weeping,

on which will rise from ashes guilty man for judgment.
So have mercy, O Lord, on this man.

Compassionate Lord Jesus, grant them rest.

Amen.

What is wrong with Gabriel that he listens to this over and over again? And
what does it say about me that I can’t help but feel close to him when I listen to
it? All I've done is replace his photograph with his cd—I’m just not sleeping
with it under my pillow.

I am one sick puppy.

Julia shook her head and tried to concentrate on her thesis proposal,
distracting herself from the sound of classical weeping with thoughts of Paul and
the previous day’s activities.

He’d been very helpful. In addition to giving her a key to The Professor’s
carrel, he’d offered advice about how best to structure her thesis proposal, and
he’d made her laugh more than once—more than she had laughed in a very, very
long time. He was a gentleman; he opened doors and carried her ugly, heavy
knapsack. He was chivalrous, and Julia could not help but like him. It was nice
to be around someone who was both handsome and sweet—an oft overlooked
and frequently rare combination. She was grateful for his guidance, as well. For
truly, who better than Virgil, who had shepherded Dante through the Inferno, to
guide her through her thesis proposal?

She wanted her proposal to impress Professor Emerson, to make him realize
that she was a capable student and somewhat intelligent. Even then she knew he
would likely disagree with her on both points, no matter what Professor Greg
Matthews of Harvard had said about her. And she’d be lying if she said that she
wasn’t trying to subliminally jar Emerson into remembering her.

She wondered what was worse—that Gabriel had forgotten her? Or that
Gabriel had become Professor Emerson? Julia was sickened by the second arm
of the disjunction, and so she refused to even consider it—much. She would far
rather Gabriel had forgotten her but remained the sweet and tender man she
kissed in the old orchard, than for him to become Professor Emerson, with all of
his vices, and still remember her.

Julia’s thesis proposal was straightforward. She was interested in a
comparison between the courtly love manifested in the chaste relationship
between Dante and Beatrice, and the passionate lust manifested in the adulterous
relationship between Paolo and Francesca, two characters Dante placed in the



circle of the lustful in The Inferno. Julia wanted to discuss the virtues and
drawbacks of chastity, a subject she had more than a passing interest in, and
compare it with the subliminal eroticism of The Divine Comedy.

As she worked on her proposal, she found herself staring back and forth
between Holiday’s painting, which hung over her bed, and a postcard with the
image of Rodin’s sculpture The Kiss. Rodin had sculpted Paolo and Francesca in
such a way that their lips weren’t touching; nevertheless, the sculpture was
sensual and erotic, and Julia had not purchased a replica of it when she visited
Musée Rodin in Paris because she found it too arousing. And too heartbreaking.

She had settled for a postcard and taped it to her wall.

In addition to her boulangerie and fromagerie French, she knew enough of
the language to realize that the title of Rodin’s sculpture, Le Baiser in French,
was part of its subversion. For baiser in French could mean either the innocence
of a kiss or the animalistic quality of a fuck. One could say le baiser and refer to
a kiss, but if one said, Baise-moi, one was begging to be fucked. Both innocence
and begging were wrapped up in the embrace of these two lovers whose lips
never touched: frozen together, yet separated for all eternity. Julia wanted to free
them from their frozen embrace, and she secretly hoped her thesis would allow
her to do so.

From time to time over the years, Julia had indulged herself in thinking
about the old orchard behind the Clarks’ house, in reliving her first kiss with
Gabriel and some of what came afterward, but mostly she did so in her dreams.
She rarely, if ever, thought of the morning after and its tears and hysterics. It was
far too painful a memory. It was a memory of betrayal she revisited only in her
nightmares...and unfortunately for her, that was all too often. It was the reason
she had never sought him out.

Just then, her cell phone rang, interrupting her homework.

“Hey, Julia. Do you have plans tonight?” It was Rachel. Julia could hear
Gabriel talking gruffly in the background.

Immediately she hit the mute button on her computer so that he wouldn’t
hear Mozart over the telephone. She waited with bated breath to see if he had
heard...

“Julia? Are you still there?”
“Yes, I’'m here.”

From the sounds of Gabriel’s muttering, Julia couldn’t tell if he was angry
or simply complaining. Not that either behavior would have surprised her.

“What’s wrong? Are you okay?”



“Yes, fine. Um, no plans. No plans tonight.” Julia bit her lip as a wave of
relief washed over her. He hadn’t heard the CD. Or so it seemed.

“Good. I want to go to a club.”

“Oh, come on. You know I hate those places. I can’t dance, and it’s always
too loud.”

Rachel laughed heartily. “Funny you should say that. Gabriel said almost
the same thing. Minus the dancing part. He thinks he can dance—he just
refuses.”

Julia sat up very straight on her bed. “Gabriel would come with us?”

“I have to fly home in two days. He’s taking me somewhere nice for dinner,
then I want to go to a club. He isn’t happy about it, but he didn’t say no. I
thought it would be fun if you joined us after dinner. So how about it?”

Julia shut her eyes. “I’d love to, Rachel. But I don’t have anything to wear.
Sorry.”

Rachel giggled. “Wear a little black dress. Something simple. I’m sure you
own something that would work.”

At that instant, the doorbell rang, interrupting the call.

“Hang on, Rachel, someone is at my door.” Julia walked out into the hall,
noticing a deliveryman standing outside the front door to the building.

She opened the door. “Yes?”
“Delivery for Julia Mitchell. You her?”

She nodded and signed for what turned out to be a very large rectangular
parcel.

“Thanks,” she mumbled, sticking the parcel under her arm and shifting her
cell phone to her ear. “Rachel, you still there?”

Rachel sounded as if she was laughing. “Yes. What was that?”

“Some kind of delivery. For me.”

“Well, what is it?”

“I don’t know. It’s a big box.”

“Open it.”

Julia locked her apartment door behind her and put the box on her bed. She

propped her phone between her ear and her shoulder so that she could still talk
while she opened the package.

“The box has a label on it—Holt Renfrew. I don’t why someone would
send me a present...Rachel, you didn’t!”



Julia could hear peals of laughter over the phone.

She opened the box and found a beautiful violet-colored, single-shouldered
cocktail dress with crisscross panels. Julia didn’t recognize the name on the
label, Badgley Mischka, but it was probably one of the most feminine dresses
she’d ever seen.

Nestled in a shoebox next to the dress she discovered a pair of black patent
leather Christian Louboutins. She looked incredulously at the red soles and the
very high heels. The shoes had a pretty velvet bow on each toe, and Julia knew
that they were probably worth about a month’s rent, at least. Tucked into the
corner of the box, almost as an afterthought, was a small beaded handbag.

Julia felt momentarily like Cinderella.

“Do you like everything? The sales clerk put it all together. I just asked to
look at purple dresses.” Julia could hear Rachel’s hesitance over the phone.

“It’s beautiful, Rachel. All of it. Wait a minute, how did you know what
sizes to buy?”

“I didn’t. You looked as if you were the same size as you were in college,
but I had to guess. So you’ll have to try the dress on and see if it fits.”

“But it’s too much. The shoes alone...I just can’t...”

“Julia, please. I'm so glad we’re friends again. Apart from running into you
and being able to get close to Gabriel, nothing good has happened to me since
my mom got sick. Please, don’t take this away from me too.”

Rachel really knows how to lay on a guilt trip.
Julia inhaled slowly. “I don’t know...”

“It’s not my money. It’s family money. Since Mom died...” Rachel trailed
off, hoping that her friend would derive her own (erroneous) conclusion.

And that’s exactly what Julia did. “Your mom would have wanted you to
spend her money on yourself.”

“She wanted everyone she loved to be happy, and that included you. And
she didn’t have much of a chance to spoil you after...after what happened. I'm
sure she knows we’re talking again and she’s smiling down on us. Make her
happy for me, Julia.”

Now she felt tears pricking at the back of her eyes. And Rachel felt guilty
for being so manipulative. Gabriel felt neither tears nor guilt and wished that the
two girls would settle things already so that he could use his own damn
telephone to make a call.

“Could I pay for part of it? Could I pay for the shoes—over time?”



Gabriel must have heard Julia, because she could hear his cursings and loud
protestations in the background. He was muttering something about a mouse and
a church. Whatever that meant.

“Gabriel! Let me handle this,” said Rachel.

Julia could hear bits and pieces of an argument that was brewing between
the two siblings.

“If that’s what you want, that’s fine. (Gabriel, stop it.) But it’s our last night
out together, and I want you to come with us. So wear it and join us, and we’ll
work the money out later. Much later. Like when I’m back in Philadelphia. And
living on social security.”

Julia sighed deeply and offered a silent prayer of thanks to Grace, who had
always been good to her. “Thanks, Rachel. I owe you one. Again.”

Rachel squealed. “Gabriel! Julia is coming too!”

Julia held the phone away from her ear so she couldn’t hear her friend
shrieking.

“Be ready around nine—we’ll pick you up at your place. Gabriel says he
knows how to get there.”

“That’s pretty late, are you sure?’

“Please! Gabriel chose the club, and he says it doesn’t even open until nine.
We’re going to be early as it is. Just spend some time getting ready, and we’ll
see you tonight. You’re going to look hot!”

And with that Julia ended her phone call and began to admire her beautiful
new dress. Rachel shared her mother’s generous and charitable spirit. It was too
bad some of that spirit hadn’t rubbed off on Gabriel...

She wondered how she was ever going to be able to dance in those sexy and
dangerous shoes. She contemplated the exciting and slightly frightening prospect
of dancing with a certain Professor.

But Rachel said he doesn’t dance. Figures.

In a fit of inspiration, Julia walked over to her dresser and cautiously
opened her underwear drawer. Without looking at the photograph that was
hidden at the back, she quickly withdrew a small and sexy string of cloth that
could charitably be termed underwear if and only if one thought that anything
worn underneath one’s clothes counted as underwear.

Julia held the string in the palm of her hand (for that is how tiny it was) and
meditated on it as if it were an image of the Buddha. And in a snap decision, she
decided that she would wear it, hoping that like a talisman or a charm it would



give her the courage and the confidence to do what she needed to do. What she
wanted to do. And that was to remind Dante of how much he had lost when he
abandoned her.

There was to be no more lacrimosa for Beatrice.



Chapter 9

Lobby was an upscale martini bar and lounge on Bloor Street. Gabriel, in
true Dantean fashion, always referred to the club as The Vestibule, because he
deluded himself that its inhabitants resembled the virtuous pagans who spent
eternity in Dante’s vision of Limbo. In reality, however, Lobby and its patrons
had far more in common with the various circles of Hell.

Gabriel did not want to bring Julianne there, let alone Rachel, for Lobby
was his hunting ground, the place he always went to feed his hungers. Too many
people knew him there, or knew of him, and he was afraid of what they might
say—of what might slip unbidden from blood-red lips.

But he felt comfortable at Lobby, confident that he could control the
environment. There was no way in hell he was taking Rachel and Julianne into
an environment that he could not control. For this one night, he would be
Beowulf instead of Dante, warrior instead of poet. He would carry his sword
unsheathed in his hand, and he would slay Grendel and all of his relatives if they
even looked in the direction of his precious charges. Although he saw the sheer
hypocrisy of it, he swallowed it whole to make Rachel happy.

When Rachel and Julia dutifully followed him out of the cab and toward the
front door of Lobby, they were met by a long line of people who were waiting to
get into the club. Gabriel disdained the line and approached the bouncer, a large,
bald African-Canadian, who wore diamonds in his ears. He shook Gabriel’s
hand and greeted him formally. “Mr. Emerson.”

“Ethan, I’d like you to meet my sister, Rachel, and her friend, Julianne.”
Gabriel gestured to the young women, and Ethan smiled and nodded, stepping
aside to let them in.

“What was that about?” Julia whispered to Rachel as they entered a modern
and tastefully decorated black-and-white space.

“Gabriel is on the VIP list, apparently. Don’t ask.” Rachel wrinkled her
nose.

Gabriel led them to the back of the club, to an exclusive area he had
reserved known as the White Lounge, imaginatively named because of its
monochromatic decor. The two friends sat on a low, white banquette, lounging
comfortably on the ermine covered cushions. From their perch, they could see



the dance floor that was located like a hub at the entrances to the private lounges.
At the moment, no one was dancing.

Rachel gave her protégé an admiring glance. “Julia looks beautiful, doesn’t
she, Gabriel? Really gorgeous.”

Julia blushed an abnormal shade of crimson and began fidgeting with the
hem of her dress. “Rachel, please,” she whispered.

“What? Isn’t she beautiful?” Rachel frowned over at her brother, who was
shooting her a warning glance.

“You both look fine,” he said, admitting nothing and shifting his legs as if
he were in pain.

Julia shook her head minutely and cursed under her breath, wondering why
she cared so much about his opinions and why it was so difficult for him to be
nice. Next to her, Rachel shrugged. It was Gabriel’s money. And if he didn’t
worry about throwing away almost two thousand dollars to make Julia look fine,
who was she to object? Except that his obvious lack of enthusiasm was an
indictment of her ability to elicit a reaction from him. So she rose to the
challenge.

“Hey, Julia...” she began, making sure Gabriel was listening and watching
him out of the corner of her gray eyes, “how was your date with Paul?”

Julia’s skin maintained its current shade of red. “It was very nice. He’s a
real gentleman. Very old-fashioned.”

She resisted the urge to turn to Gabriel to see if he was listening. She
needn’t have bothered. Rachel was doing enough watching for both of them.

“And he took you to dinner?”

“Yes. To The Nataraj, his favorite Indian restaurant. Tomorrow he’s taking
me to a double-feature at the Film Festival and afterward to Chinatown.”

“Is he cute?”

Julia squirmed. “If a rugby player could be termed cute. But he’s handsome
and kind. He treats me like a princess.”

“Angelfucker.”

Rachel and Julia turned to Gabriel, not quite sure they heard what they
thought they heard. Julia’s eyebrows went up, and frowning, she looked away.

Satisfied that she’d provoked a reaction from her brother commensurate
with his most recent infraction, Rachel turned in her seat to check her makeup in

the mirror behind them. She was dabbing her rose-colored Chanel-coated lips
when she suddenly stopped, staring at someone who was walking in their



direction.

“Gabriel, that woman is totally eye-fucking you! What the hell?”

As if in response to Rachel’s exclamation, an artificially blond-haired
waitress approached them immediately.

“Mr. Emerson! It’s so good to see you again.” The waitress leaned down,
exposing the top of her moderately endowed cleavage and resting a finely
manicured hand on his shoulder, her coral-colored nails gleaming in the low
light.

Julia scowled in spite of herself and wondered if the waitress planned on
doing something to Gabriel with those fingernails, or if she was just flashing
them to scare other women away.

The woman nodded at them. “My name is Alicia, and I’ll be your server.”

“Start a tab for me please. Drinks for the three of us are on me and one for
Ethan and yourself, of course.” Gabriel placed a folded bill in her hand,
effectively freeing his shoulder from her touch.

She smiled faintly and palmed it.

“Ladies?” she asked, keeping her eyes fixed on Gabriel and smiling
provocatively, the tip of her tongue just poking out between her coral-colored
lips.

“A Cosmo for me,” said Rachel.

Julia froze.

“What would you like?” Rachel nudged her.

“I...don’t know,” Julia stammered, wondering what she could order that
wouldn’t embarrass her. In a place like Lobby she couldn’t exactly order a beer
or start doing shots of tequila, which were her usual poisons.

“Two Cosmos, then.” Rachel turned back to her friend. “You’ll love them
—they’re great.”

“A double shot of Laphroaig twenty-five-year-old, neat, please. And ask the
bartender for a small shot glass of spring water, non-sparkling,” Gabriel
instructed without making eye contact with the waitress.

The waitress left, and Rachel began to laugh. “Big brother, only you could
make ordering a drink sound pretentious.”

Julia giggled, if only because she liked the sight of Gabriel’s irritation at his
sister’s characterization.

“What’s Laphroaig?” she asked.
“A single malt Scotch whisky.”



“And the spring water?”

“Just a drop or two to open up the taste. I’ll let you try it when it arrives.”
He hazarded a small smile in her direction, and she turned away, looking down
at her lovely shoes.

He followed her gaze and found himself entranced by her beautiful high
heels. Rachel had no idea how fine a purchase they’d been. It was worth every
penny just to see Miss Mitchell’s lovely legs, arched and lengthened by those
exquisite shoes. He shifted uncomfortably in his seat, hoping the movement
would successfully dislodge his advancing arousal from its current trap.

It didn’t.

“I guess you can wait for the drinks, Gabriel. Julia and I are going to
dance.”

Before Julia could protest, Rachel had pulled her onto the dance floor,
motioned to the DJ for him to turn the music up, and proceeded to dance with
enthusiasm.

Julia, on the other hand, was uncomfortable. She could see that Gabriel had
moved so that he could stare at her, leaning back on the banquette and watching,
eyes intense and unblinking. She wondered if he’d noticed the fact that she
wasn’t wearing traditional panties underneath her dress.

Is that something men notice? Panty lines?

She was unable to look away as his eyes leisurely smoothed over her from
head to foot, resting longer than necessary on her shapely bare legs and her red-
soled heels.

“I can’t dance in these shoes,” Julia protested in her friend’s ear.

“Bullshit. Just move your body and let your feet take a rest. And you look
great, by the way. My brother is an idiot.”

Julia turned her back on her professor and began to dance, closing her eyes
and letting the music take her. It was a remarkable feeling. As soon as she forgot
about him and his penetrating blue eyes, she was actually able to enjoy herself.
Marginally.

I wonder if he can see vestiges of my thong through the fabric of my dress.
Scratch that. I hope he can see it. I hope it tortures him. Enjoy the view,
Professor, because that’s all you’re ever going to get.

When the song ended, Rachel approached the DJ with a smile, asking what
his plans were for the next few musical choices. Whatever he said must have
pleased her, because she pumped a fist in the air in a very unladylike manner and



almost let out a yell.

“Awesome!” she cried, crossing the floor to return to Julia, grabbing her
hands and swinging her around.

Now that Julia and Rachel were dancing (and obviously enjoying
themselves), a number of people from various adjoining lounges decided to join
them, including a very handsome blond-haired man.

“Hi,” he offered, edging in closer to Julia and moving in time to the music.
“Hi,” she managed, feeling somewhat conspicuous.

She thought about that old line, about how women associate dancing with
sex. This man, whoever he was, would no doubt be excellent at the latter,
because he certainly very heterosexually excelled at the former. It was
breathtaking, actually.

“I haven’t seen you here before.” He smiled.

Julia noticed he had very white teeth and that his eyes were bright blue, as
blue as a cornflower. She momentarily forgot to answer him as she focused on
the startling color of his eyes.

“I’m Brad. What’s your name?” He leaned forward, his ear almost brushing
against her lips in order to hear her response over the pulsing music.

She blinked a little at his nearness. “Julia.”
“Pleased to meet you, Julia. That’s a beautiful name.”

She indicated that she’d heard him, and sent a desperate look to Rachel,
hoping she would come to her rescue. But Rachel was too busy dancing with her
eyes closed, because apparently she loved the current song.

“Can I buy you a drink? My friends and I have a table up front.” He
gestured vaguely, but Julia did not follow his gesture.

“Thanks, but I'm with my friend.”

He smiled, undeterred, and moved closer. “Bring your friend with you. You
have the most beautiful eyes. I couldn’t live with myself if I let you get away
and didn’t ask for your number.”

“Um...I don’t know...”
“Let me at least give you mine.”

Julia’s eyes darted in Rachel’s direction, which was a bad decision because
it prevented her from seeing Brad move toward her. She ended up stepping right
on his toes, which made him wince in pain and pushed her off balance.

He caught her before she hit the floor and held her close to his chest while
she found her feet. She had to admit, he had a muscular chest, and surprisingly



strong arms for someone who wore a suit.

“Easy there, beautiful. I'm sorry I cut you off like that. Are you all right?”
He kept his left hand on her arm and moved his right so that he could brush the
curls out of her eyes. He looked down at her and smiled.

“I’m fine. Thank you for not letting me fall.”
“I’d be a fool to let you go, Julia.”

She noticed obliquely that his smile was not creepy. He seemed nice, even.
His suit told her that he’d come to the club after work and that he probably
worked downtown for a large company—someplace where they still demanded
that young men wear suits and ties. And really shiny black shoes.

He was confident, she thought, but not arrogant. And his words, though
carefully chosen, did not seem calculated. He was, perhaps, the kind of person
who she could imagine dating for a little while, but she doubted that they would
have much in common. Certainly, dancing was not something she wanted to do
again in the near future. Although dancing with him...

She was far too shy to extend the conversation any further. She opened her
mouth to speak her regrets, but just then someone grabbed her other arm and
effectively body-checked Brad out of the way. Something sent a shock wave
rippling across the surface of her skin, and she knew immediately whose long,
cool fingers wrapped around her bare upper arm.

“Are you all right?” Gabriel asked, speaking and looking only at Julia. His
calm and concerned tone totally belied the inexplicable anger in his eyes.

His anger confused her, so she didn’t answer. She looked dumbfounded,
which Brad noticed immediately.

“Is this asshole hurting you?” he asked, straightening his shoulders as he
scowled at Gabriel. He made a move forward, looking rather menacing.
Julia shook her head in response, still somewhat shocked.

y

“She’s with me,’
Brad’s direction.

snarled Gabriel, not even bothering to turn his head in

He retreated slightly, for Gabriel’s snarl was very fierce.

“Come,” he commanded, pulling her away from the dance floor and back to
their seats.
Julia gave Brad an apologetic glance over her shoulder and left willingly.

Gabriel handed her a drink as he tried to catch his breath. He was surprised
at himself and his eagerness to come to Julia’s rescue before he’d even
considered the repercussions.



While she sipped her Cosmopolitan and tried to process what had just
happened, Gabriel turned to her, clutching his now half-empty glass. “You need
to be more careful. These places can be very dangerous for girls like you, and
you, my dear, are a calamity waiting to happen.”

She clenched her teeth. “I was fine. And he was nice!”
“He put his hands on you.”

“So what? We were dancing, and he kept me from hitting the floor when I
tripped! I didn’t hear you asking me to dance.”

Gabriel reclined against the banquette and regarded her with a slow and
sinuous smile. “That would rather defeat the purpose of watching, don’t you
think?”

She tossed her hair and looked away from the Scotch-brightened sapphire
of his eyes. She saw Brad trying to catch her eye from the dance floor, and she
tried to indicate with her body that she and Gabriel were not together. A flash of
understanding lit Brad’s eyes, and he nodded, before disappearing.

“I promised you a taste.” Gabriel slid closer to Julia and held his glass close
to her lips.

“No.” She sniffed, turning sideways.

“I insist.” His voice grew more forceful.

Julia sighed and tried to take the glass out of his hand, but he held it fast.
“Let me feed you,” he whispered, his tone suddenly husky.

He sounded like sex. Or at least, what Julia imagined sex would sound like
if it was sitting on a white banquette with shining blue eyes and an arrogant jaw,
trying to press a cold glass up to her mouth.

Oh my, Gabriel. Oh my, Gabriel. Oh my, Gabriel. Oh...my...Gabriel.
“I can feed myself,” she breathed uncertainly.

“Of course you can. But why should you, when I’'m here to do it for you?”
he countered, smiling in such a way as to show his perfect teeth.

Julia didn’t want to drop his precious Scotch by accident, so she allowed
him to press his drink against the curve of her lower lip, which he did slowly and
sensuously. She closed her eyes and momentarily fixated on the feel of the cold,
smooth glass against her flesh. He tipped his drink gently, until the smoky liquid
penetrated her parted lips and flowed into her open and awaiting mouth.

She was surprised that he was being so forward with her, so sensual. But

she was even more surprised when the Scotch lit her mouth on fire, scorching
her. She swallowed quickly.



“That’s awful!” she sputtered. “It tastes like a campfire!”

He moved backward and analyzed her face. She was flushed now and
animated.

“That’s the peat. It’s an acquired taste. You might decide it’s a taste you
want to acquire, once you’ve tried it a few times.” He smirked at her, half of his
mouth curling up.

She shook her head while she coughed. “I doubt it. And by the way, I'm a

big girl, and I can take care of myself. So unless I ask for help, please leave me
be.”

“Nonsense.” He gestured vaguely to the dance floor. “Grendel and his
relatives would devour you given half a chance, and don’t bother arguing with
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me.
“I beg your pardon! Who do you think you are?”

“Someone who recognizes naiveté and innocence when he sees it. Now sip
your drink slowly like a good little girl, and stop acting like you belong in a
place like this.” Gabriel glared at her darkly and finished his Scotch in one
swallow. “Calamity Julianne.”

“What’s that supposed to mean, ‘naiveté and innocence’? Exactly what are
you trying to say, Gabriel?”
“Do I need to spell it out for you?”

He grimaced and dropped his voice to a whisper, leaning toward her. Julia’s
eyes rolled back in her head in spite of herself as his warm breath skimmed
down her naked neck.

“You blush like a teenager, Julianne. And I can sense your innocence. It’s
more than obvious that you’re still a virgin. So stop pretending to be anything
else.”

“You! You—!” Julia jerked her ear away from him as she tried to think of a
bad enough word in English. Sadly, she lapsed into Italian. “Stronzo!”

At first Gabriel looked furious, then his face softened and he laughed—a
throw your head back, close your eyes, and grasp your belly kind of laugh.

Julia was furious. She sat there seething, drinking her Cosmo very quickly,
and wondering how it was that Gabriel knew the truth about her and from so
short a re-acquaintance. Surely Rachel hadn’t...She shook her head. Rachel
wouldn’t. That information was personal, and she wouldn’t have spoken it aloud
to anyone but Aaron. And Aaron was too much of a gentleman to repeat
something like that, ever.



While Gabriel grinned, Julia bemoaned the fact that he’d effectively ruined
an opportunity to meet someone who looked like he was nice. Julia probably
wouldn’t have given Brad her number because she didn’t do that sort of thing,
but she wanted it to be her decision and not her Professor’s. He really was a
prick. And it was time he changed.

A few minutes later, their artificially blond-haired waitress came over and
handed Julia a small gold box. “This is for you.”

“I’m sorry, there must be some mistake. I didn’t order this.”

“Obviously, dear. One of the guys at the bankers’ table sent it. And I was
supposed to tell you that you’ll be breaking a heart if you send it back.” She
smiled seductively at Gabriel. “Can I freshen your drink, Mr. Emerson?”

“I think we’re fresh enough over here, thank you.” He kept his eyes fixed
on Julia, watching as she turned the small box over in her hand. In it she found a
business card and a single, gold foil-wrapped truffle. On the business card, she
read: Brad Curtis, MBA
Vice-President, Capital Markets
The Bank of Montreal
55 Bloor Street West, Fifth Floor
Toronto, Ontario
Tel. 416-555-2525

She turned the card over and read the words that were written in a very
confident hand: Julia,
Sorry we got off on the wrong foot.
The chocolate reminds me of your beautiful eyes,
Brad.
Please call me: 416-555-1491

Julia turned the card over, and a smile spread across her oval face. He’d
made a joke. He hadn’t thought her extreme awkwardness was a reason to reject
her. And he hadn’t called her a virgin as if it were a curse word. He’d admired
her eyes and thought she was attractive.

She carefully unwrapped the truffle and popped it into her mouth. Heaven.
How did he know she loved expensive chocolates? It had to be fate. She closed
her eyes and savored the intense, dark taste, licking her lips to make sure she
didn’t miss anything. An involuntary groan escaped her mouth.

Why couldn’t 1 have met someone like him my freshman year at Saint
Joseph’s?



Meanwhile, Gabriel was gnawing through the knuckles of his right hand
like a crazed animal. Once again, the sight of Miss Mitchell enjoying life’s little
pleasures was one of the most erotic things he’d ever witnessed. The way her
eyes grew wide at the sight of the truffle, the flush that painted her pretty cheeks
in anticipation of tasting it, the way she moaned with a half-open mouth, and the
way her tongue darted out to pick up the traces of cocoa that clung to her ruby
lips...it really was too much.

So of course, he had to ruin it.

“You didn’t just eat that, did you?”

Julia whipped her head around. She’d forgotten Gabriel was there,
enmeshed as she was in her own chocolate-induced haze of pseudo-orgasmic
ecstasy.

“It was delicious.”

“He could have drugged you. Don’t you know not to take candy from
strangers, little girl?”

“I suppose it’s all right to accept apples, Gabriel?”

He narrowed his eyes at her non sequitur. He was missing something.

“And I’m not a little girl,” she huffed.

“Then stop acting like one. You aren’t going to keep that, are you?” He
gestured to the box that was now poking out of Julia’s tiny handbag.

“Why not? He seemed nice.”
“You’d do that? You’d pick up a man in a bar?”

Her eyebrows knit together, and her lower lip began to tremble. “I wasn’t
picking him up! And I’m sure you’ve never picked up a woman in a bar before—
and taken her home with you, which, I might add, I’ve never done. Not that it’s
even a shred of your business, Professor.”

Gabriel’s face grew very red. He couldn’t contradict her; he wouldn’t be
that hypocritical. But something about what had just transpired between Miss
Mitchell and Grendel-the-blond-banker really rankled him, although he didn’t
know why. He quickly waved to the waitress to order another Scotch.

For her part, Julia ordered another Cosmopolitan, willing the fruity but
potent mixture to help her forget the cruel but captivating man who sat achingly
near to her, but whom she could never have.

When Rachel returned, collapsing in exhaustion on the banquette, Julia
stood up and excused herself. She entered the back hallway in search of the
ladies’ room. Gabriel’s arrogance and condescension truly infuriated her. He



didn’t want her, but now he didn’t want anyone else to have her either. What
was his problem?

She was so fixated on Gabriel that she didn’t see a man standing in the
hallway. She ran right into him, springing backward and careening dangerously
toward the floor. Luckily, the man caught her.

“Thank you,” she murmured, looking up into the amused face of Ethan, the
bouncer.

“No problem.” He released her immediately.
“I was looking for the ladies’ room.”

He pointed with his cell phone. “Other direction.” Returning to the text he’d
been composing before she ran into him, he cursed. “Damn it.”

“Did I break something?”
Ethan shook his head. “No. I’'m just having...text trouble.”
Julia smiled sympathetically. “I’m sorry.”

“So am I.” He eyed her appraisingly. “I’'m impressed. Emerson doesn’t
usually arrive with a lady.”

“Why not?”

Ethan snorted. “Are you serious? Look around you. How many couples do
you think arrived together?”

“Oh,” she said. “Is he here a lot?”

Ethan looked at her carefully, wondering how much he should reveal. “You
should probably ask him that.”

She looked ill.

When he saw her expression, he tried to comfort her. “Hey, he’s here with
you tonight. That says something, doesn’t it?”

She looked down at her hands and fidgeted with her fingernails. “Um, he
isn’t really with me. I’m just an old friend of his sister.”

She looked so sad, with those big brown eyes and that trembling lower lip,
Ethan tried to think of something to distract her.

“Julianne, you don’t happen to speak Italian do you?”

She smiled. “Um, it’s Julia, actually. And yes, I do. I’m studying Italian at
university.”

Ethan’s expression instantly brightened. “Could you help me text
something to my girlfriend? She’s Italian. I'd like to impress her.”

“Gabriel’s Italian is better than mine. You should ask him.”



Ethan shot her a look. “Are you kidding? I don’t want him anywhere near
my woman. | see how women react to him here. They’re all over him.”

Julia felt ill once again, but she pushed her revulsion aside. “Sure, I'll
translate whatever you want.”

Ethan handed her his phone, and she began entering his words in Italian.
She giggled slightly at some of the more intimate sounding phrases, but on the
whole Julia was impressed that Ethan, for all his toughness and rough edges,
cared enough about his girlfriend to tell her how much he loved her and to
reassure her that he was keeping the women of Lobby at bay. She was just
finishing the text when someone came up behind them.

“Ahem.”

Julia looked up into a familiar pair of angry blue eyes.

“Mr. Emerson,” said Ethan.

“Ethan,” Gabriel growled.

Julia wasn’t sure her ears were working. It sounded like Gabriel had
rumbled low in his chest like an animal, but that was impossible.

She pressed send on the phone and handed it back to Ethan. “There you are.
Now we’re all set.”

“Thanks, Julia. I’ll send a drink over to you.” Ethan nodded at Gabriel and
disappeared around a corner.

Julia began to walk toward the restroom.

“Where do you think you’re going?” Gabriel followed her.

“To the ladies’ room. What’s it to you?”

He shot out his hand and grasped her wrist, grazing the pad of his thumb
across the veins that were pulsating underneath her pale skin. She gasped.

He moved her until they were hidden in a long, dark corridor, pushing her
against a wall. He continued to hold her wrist, drinking in the feel of her
quickening pulse beneath his fingers and placing his other hand on the wall next
to her shoulder. She was trapped.

Gabriel took a moment to inhale her vanilla scent and licked his lips, but his
eyes were far from happy. “Why did you give him your number? He lives with a
woman, you know. Now he’s buying you drinks and calling you Julia?”

“That’s my name, Professor! You’re the only one who doesn’t use it. And
at this point, even if you wanted to use it, I wouldn’t let you. I think you should
have to call me Miss Mitchell forever. And I didn’t give him my number.”

“You entered your number into his phone. Do you really put yourself out



there with multiple men at the same time?”

Julia shook her head, too angry to respond, and tried to duck under his
elbow, but he caught her around the waist.

“Dance with me.”

She snickered. “Not a chance in hell.”

“Don’t be so difficult.”

“I’m just getting started being difficult with you, Professor.”

“Watch it.” He sounded ominous.

Julia waited a moment for the chill his tone gave her to travel up and down
her spine. “Why don’t you just stick a knife into my heart and get it over with?”
she whispered, looking him straight in the eye. “Haven’t you hurt me enough?”

Gabriel released her immediately and reeled back. “Julianne.” Her name
rolled off his tongue as something between a reproach and a question. His
eyebrows furrowed, and he looked very upset. Not angry, but upset. Wounded,
perhaps.

“Am I so evil?” His voice was low, just above a whisper.

Julia shook her head no, and her shoulders sagged.

“I have no wish to hurt you. Far from it.” He looked down at her
intentionally submissive posture, and his eyes quickly sought her mouth. He
watched her lower lip push out slightly and tremble. Her eyes darted around
anxiously.

She’s frightened, you asshole. Ease up!

“You mentioned before that I hadn’t asked you to dance. Well, now I'm
asking.” He softened his voice considerably. “Julianne, will you do me the honor
of dancing with me? Please?”

He flashed a winning smile and tilted his head a little...a signature
seductive move. But it didn’t have the effect he desired, for Julia would not lift
her head. He reached out to smooth his fingers gently across her wrist, as if he
was trying to apologize to her skin. (Not that her skin would have accepted his
apology.) Julia clutched at her neck instinctively, suddenly feeling as if she was
experiencing physical whiplash from his emotional caprice. Gabriel gazed at the
hand that fluttered against her milk-white throat, and once again he saw her blue
veins quiver with every heartbeat.

Like a hummingbird, he thought. So tiny. So fragile. Be careful...

She swallowed noisily and eagerly searched out an exit.

“Please,” he repeated, his eyes shining in the darkness.



“I can’t dance.”
“You were just dancing.”

“Not slow dancing. I’'ll step on your toes and injure you with these heels. Or
I’ll trip and end up on the floor, and you’ll be humiliated. You’re already angry
with me...” Her lower lip began to tremble more noticeably.

He took a step closer, and she pressed herself more tightly against the wall,
almost as if she was trying to disappear through it in order to escape him. He
took her hand and regally lifted it to his lips. Then with a smile firmly on his
face, he inched forward, leaning down and bringing his mouth to her ear. Julia’s
skin vibrated with his nearness and the feel of his breath across her skin.

“Julianne, how could I stay angry with someone so sweet? I promise I
won’t become cross or humiliated. You’ll be able to dance with me.” His
whisper was bracing and soft, sexual and seductive, Scotch and peppermint.
“Come.”

He took her hand in his, and the same familiar spark coursed across her
skin. As he waited for her to respond, he felt her still beneath his touch, and he
wondered at the strange reaction she was having to him. It seemed as if his
charm was actually working, even though she’d been shaking a moment before.

“Please, Professor,” she breathed, fixating on his shirt front, unwilling to
meet his gaze.

“I thought we were supposed to be Gabriel and Julianne tonight.”
“You don’t really want to dance with me. It’s just the Scotch talking.”

His eyebrows shot up, and he had to bite back a harsh retort. She was
pushing his buttons, almost as if she knew exactly which buttons to push and
when.

“One slow dance. That’s all I ask.”

“Why would you want to dance with a virgin?” she whispered, suddenly
fascinated by the bows on her shoes.

His spine stiffened. “Not just any virgin, but you, Julianne. I thought you
might want to dance with someone who wasn’t about to molest you on the dance
floor and take liberties with you in front of a club full of sexually-aggressive
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men.
She appeared skeptical but said nothing.
“I’m trying to keep the wolves at bay,” he said, his voice low.
A lion in charge of wolves, she thought. How convenient.
He hadn’t made a joke; he was looking at her seriously, his intense blue



eyes boring into hers.

“One dance with me and they’ll know enough to leave you alone. That
should be an improvement over the current state of affairs.” He smiled faintly.
“If I'm very lucky, no one will bother you for the rest of the evening, and I
won’t have to guard my charge so closely.”

She bristled at his characterization but relented, realizing that at this stage
of his life he was used to getting his way—always.

It wasn’t always that way, though, was it Gabriel?

“What shall we dance to?” He persuaded her to reenter the lounge, placing
a hand on her lower back. “I’ll request whatever you want. How about Nine Inch
Nails? Maybe a little Closer?”

He grinned in order to indicate that he was kidding. But Julia wasn’t
looking at his face, she was watching the floor so she didn’t trip and embarrass
herself and The Professor. Nevertheless, as soon as the name of that song left his
lips, she froze.

He nearly ran into the back of her she stopped so suddenly. Through the
tips of his fingers he felt the marked coolness of her body and immediately and
fiercely regretted ever suggesting that song. He moved to regard her face, and
what he saw troubled him deeply.

“Julianne, look at me.”
Her breathing paused.
“Please,” he added.

Obediently, she raised her wide brown eyes to his and looked up at him
through her long eyelashes. He saw fear and radical unease on her face, and
something inside of him twisted.

“It was a joke. And in poor taste. Forgive me. I would never request that
song for a dance with you. It would be the worst form of blasphemy, to expose
someone like you to words like that.”

Julia’s eyelashes fluttered in her confusion.

“I know I've been a bit of a—stronzo tonight. But I’ll choose something
nice. [ promise.”

Unwilling to release her for fear she might bolt, Gabriel brought her to the
DJ’s booth and slipped him a bill, whispering his request. The DJ nodded and
smiled, saluting Julia before he searched for the requested song.

Gabriel walked her to the dance floor and pulled her in close—but not too
close. He noticed that her hands, which were so much smaller than his, had



begun to sweat. It didn’t occur to him that perhaps she was having this reaction
because of the song he mentioned. No, his only thought was that she was
completely averse to him, and he’d made matters worse by being insulting and
overbearing with her when all he really wanted to do was save her from the
wolves that had descended to sniff at her skirts.

Why the hell do I care? She isn’t a child. She isn’t even a friend.

He felt her shiver, and again he regretted being harsh with her. She was a
delicate little thing and clearly quite sensitive. He shouldn’t have mentioned the
fact that he’d observed that she was a virgin. That was a boorish thing to do.
Grace would have been appalled at his lack of gentility, and rightly so.

Perhaps he could make it up to the beautiful Julianne by dancing with her
nicely and showing that he could act like a gentleman, after all. Gabriel placed
his hand at the small of her back and flexed it. Immediately, he felt her breathing
quicken.

“Relax,” he whispered, his lips brushing against the skin of her cheek
accidentally.

He brought their bodies close together, making sure that she could feel his
chest against hers. Strong and hard met gentle and soft, as they brushed against
one another through their clothing. Gabriel was now on his best behavior.

Julia didn’t recognize the song he’d requested. The vocalist was singing in
Spanish, and the words were unfamiliar, although she recognized the phrase
besame mucho and knew that it translated as kiss me a lot. The arrangement
itself was slow Latin jazz, and they swayed to it gently, Gabriel moving her
across the dance floor like an expert. The fact that he’d chosen such an overtly
romantic song made her blush.

I kissed you a lot, Gabriel, for one glorious evening. But you don’t
remember. I wonder if you’d remember me if I kissed you...

She felt his pinky graze the top of her barely there panties through her
dress, and she wondered if he knew what lay beneath his finger. The thought that
perhaps he did made her skin explode in heat. She hid her eyes by keeping them
determinedly fixed on the buttons of his shirt.

“It would be better if you looked me in the eye. It will be easier for you to
follow my lead.”

She found him smiling down at her, a wide and genuine smile that she
hadn’t seen in years. Her heart fluttered, and she beamed back at him, dropping
her guard (but not her special panties) for only an instant.

Gabriel’s smile slipped. “Your face is familiar. Are you sure Rachel never



introduced us during one of my visits home?”

Julia’s eyes brightened with what looked like hope. “She didn’t introduce
us, no, but we...”

“I could have sworn I'd met you before.” He wrinkled his forehead in
confusion.

“Gabriel?” she prompted, trying to reveal the truth with her eyes.

He exhaled slowly, shaking his head. “No, I guess we haven’t. But you
remind me of Beatrice, from Holiday’s painting. Isn’t it funny that you own it?”

If Gabriel had known what to look for, or if he’d been better at reading her,
he would have seen that she appeared slightly ill and any hope on her face
disappeared.

She bit her lip absently. “A—friend told me about that painting. That’s why
I bought it.”

“Your friend has good taste.”

Something about her answer displeased him, but he dismissed his
displeasure as derivative of the fact that she was so tense in his arms. He sighed
and brought their foreheads together, his warm breath on her face. He smelled of
Laphroaig and something distinctively Gabrielian and potentially dangerous.

“Julianne, I promise I won’t bite. You don’t have to be anxious.”

She stiffened, even though she knew he was trying to put her at ease. But
he’d upset her countless times, and she was fatigued by it. She was not some
marionette on a string that he could toy with for his own mercurial amusement,
just because some blond-haired banker sent her a truffle. It seemed that this
dance was simply an opportunity for him to declare his superiority.

“I don’t think this is very professional,” she began, her eyes suddenly afire.

His smile slid off his face, and his eyes flashed to hers. “No, it isn’t, Miss
Mitchell. I'm not being professional with you, at all. I suppose it’s no excuse for
me to claim that I wanted to dance with the prettiest girl in the club?”

Her lovely red mouth opened slightly, then he watched her press her lips
together.

“I don’t believe you.”

“What, that you’re easily the most beautiful woman here? With all due
respect to my sister? Or that I, cold-hearted bastard that I am, would want to
dance with you to something sweet?”

“Don’t make fun of me,” she snapped.
“I’m not, Julianne.”



He flexed his arm across her lower spine, and she gasped because it did
something to her on the inside. He knew it, of course, and had expected a
reaction. What he did not know was that he’d touched her there before, that he’d
been the first man to ever touch her there. And her skin had never quite
recovered from his absence.

He watched her subsequent irritation with no little amusement. “When you
aren’t frowning at me, and your eyes are large and soft, you look very pretty.
You’'re attractive at all times, but in those moments, you look like an angel. It’s
almost as if you are...you look like...”

A sudden flash of recognition passed over his face, and Julia stopped
dancing.

She squeezed his hand and looked up into his eyes, willing him to
remember. “What, Gabriel? Do I look like someone?”

The expression on his face vanished as quickly as it appeared, and he shook
his head, smiling at her indulgently. “Just a passing fancy. Don’t worry, Miss
Mitchell, the dance is almost over. Then you’ll be free of me.”

“I only wish I could be,” she mumbled.
“What’s that?” He brought his forehead close to hers again.

Without thinking about how intimate the action would be, he released her
hand and slowly pushed a lock of her hair aside, the backs of his fingers trailing
across the skin at her neck much longer than necessary.

“You’re lovely,” he whispered.

“I feel like Cinderella. Rachel bought my dress and my shoes.” Julia
changed the subject quickly.

He withdrew his hand. “Do you really feel like Cinderella?”

She nodded.

“It takes so little to make you happy,” he said, more to himself than to her.
“Your dress is lovely. Rachel must have known your favorite color.”

“How did you know that purple is my favorite color?”
“Your apartment is covered in it.”
She grimaced in memory of his one and only visit to her hobbit hole.

He wanted to make her look at him—only at him. “Your shoes are
exquisite.” His eyes traveled from where the top of her head lined up with his
chin and down to her feet.

She shrugged. “I’m worried I'll fall.”
“I won’t let you.”



“Rachel is very generous.”
“She is. As was Grace.”

Julia nodded.

“But not me.” His remark came out almost as a question, and his eyes
sought hers.

“I never said that. In fact, I think that you can be very generous, when you
want to.”

“When I want to?”

“Yes. I was hungry, and you fed me.” Twice, thought Julia.

“You were hungry?” Gabriel’s voice was rough, horrified, and he stopped
dancing immediately. “You’re going hungry?” His eyes hardened into two icy

blue jewels, and his voice cooled to the temperature of water gliding over a
glacier.

“Not starving, Professor, just a little hungry—for steak. And apples.” She
glanced up at him shyly, hoping to soothe his sudden show of temper.

Gabriel was far too upset to notice the remark about apples. His very
stomach was lodged in his throat as he contemplated the reality of graduate
student poverty—a reality he was all too familiar with—and the poor and hungry
Miss Mitchell. No wonder she was so pale and so thin.

“Tell me the truth. Do you have enough money to live on or not? I will go
to the chair of my department on Monday and have him increase your fellowship
if you tell me you need it. I'll give you my American Express card tonight, for
God’s sake. I won’t have you hungry. I won’t.”

Julia was momentarily silent, for his reaction astonished her.

“I’m fine, Professor. I have enough money if I’'m careful. My apartment
makes cooking a problem, but I promise you, I’m not starving.”

Gabriel slowly began dancing again, leading her gently across the floor.

He looked down at her lovely shoes. “Will you be selling those to buy
groceries? Or to pay your rent?”

“Of course not! They came from Grace, sort of. I would never, ever, part
with them. No matter what.”

“Will you promise that if ever you are desperate for money, you’ll come to
me? For Grace’s sake?”

Julia averted her eyes, choosing to remain silent.
He sighed and lowered his voice. “I know I don’t deserve your trust, but



I’m asking for it only in this one respect. Will you promise?”
She took a deep breath and held it. “Is it very important to you?”
“In the extreme. Yes.”
She exhaled noisily. “Then yes, I promise.”
“Thank you.” He exhaled in relief.

“Rachel and Grace were always good to me, especially after my mother
died.”

“When did your mother die?”

“My senior year of high school. I was already living with my dad in
Selinsgrove by then. She was in St. Louis.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Thank you.” She moved her mouth as if she was going to say something
further, but stopped.

“It’s all right,” he whispered. “You can say it.” He gazed into her eyes
encouragingly, and for a moment Julia forgot what she’d wanted to say. But she
recovered herself.

“Um, I was just going to say that if you ever need someone to talk to—
about Grace, I mean. I know Rachel is going back to Philadelphia. But I’ll be
here, um, obviously. Not that it would be very professional, but I’ll be around.
Um. Yeah, that’s it.”

She avoided his eyes, and he felt her whole body tense as if she was
steeling herself for something awful to happen.

What have I done to this poor girl? She’s terrified I’ll lash out at her or
something.

Gabriel knew that he deserved her wariness, and so he resolved to lavish
her with kindness...at least until the song ended and they inhabited their
professional roles once again. Then he would be distant, but gentle.

“Julianne, look at me. You know, I don’t have any prohibitions against
people looking me in the eye.”

She glanced up at him hesitantly.

“That’s a very kind offer. Thank you. I don’t like to talk about certain
things, but I’ll keep you in mind.” He smiled at her again, and this time the smile
remained. “You have both charity and kindness, two of the most important of the
heavenly virtues. In fact, I’m sure you have all seven.”

Especially chastity, they each thought to themselves, independently. And he
thinks chastity is something to ridicule, thought Julia.



“I haven’t really danced like this before,” she said wistfully.
“Then I’'m glad I'm your first.” He squeezed her hand warmly.
Julia froze.

“Julianne? What’s wrong?”

Her eyes glazed over, and her skin grew very cold. Gabriel watched as the
virulent blush that had spread across her cheeks not two minutes earlier faded
completely, and her skin became a translucent white, like rice paper. She
wouldn’t look at him, and when he flexed his hand against her lower back, it was
as if she couldn’t even feel it.

When Julia came out of her trance or shock or whatever it was, he tried to
get her to talk to him, but she was too shaken to do so. He had no idea what had
happened, so he waved to Rachel and asked her to take Julia to the ladies’ room.
Then he went to the bar and ordered a double, downing it quickly before they
returned.

Gabriel made an executive decision and decided it was time for them to go
home. Miss Mitchell was clearly unwell, and The Vestibule was no place for her,
even under normal circumstances. He knew that at a certain point in the evening
the men would become drunk and grabby and the women would become drunk
and horny. He didn’t want his baby sister and the beautiful and virginal Miss
Mitchell exposed to either type of behavior. So he settled his tab and asked
Ethan to provide them with two taxis, with the full intention of paying the taxi
driver for Miss Mitchell’s cab and instructing him to wait outside her residence
to see that she entered safely.

Alas for poor Gabriel, Rachel had a plan of her own.

“Good night, Julia! I’'ll meet you back at your place, Gabriel. Thanks for
seeing her home personally!” Rachel hurled herself into one of the cabs,
slamming the door behind her, and handed the cabbie a twenty so that he would
peel out before Gabriel could take a single step.

He was now pissed in a very different sense, since it was obvious what his
sister was trying to do. Nevertheless, she was less likely to run into some ne’er-
do-well in the lobby of the Manulife Building with security on duty than Miss
Mitchell was on Madison Avenue. So he couldn’t fault her judgment.

Gabriel helped Julia into the cab and climbed in after her. When they
stopped in front of her building, he waved her money aside and instructed the
cabbie to wait for him. He escorted Julia to the front door of her building and
stood in the soft porch light while she tried to find her keys.

She dropped them, of course, because she was still shaky after what



happened at the club. Gabriel picked them up, trying keys in the lock until he
successfully opened the door. He returned her key ring and brushed a finger
across the back of her hand. Then he stood staring down at her with a funny look
on his face.

Julia inhaled sharply and began to talk to his black pointed-toe shoes
(which were a tad too fashionable even for Gabriel), because she could not say
what needed to be said and look into his beautiful but cold eyes.

“Professor Emerson, I want to thank you for opening doors for me and for
asking me to dance. I’m sure it was demeaning to have to behave that way to a
student. I know that you’re only tolerating me because Rachel is here, and that
when she’s gone everything will go back to normal. And I promise I won’t say
anything—to anyone. I’'m really good at keeping secrets.

“I’m going to request another thesis director. I know you don’t think I’'m
very bright, and you only changed your mind because you felt sorry for me
because of my apartment. It’s clear from what you said tonight that you think
I’m beneath you, and that it pains you to have to talk to a stupid little virgin.
Good-bye.”

With a heavy heart, Julia turned to walk into the building.

Gabriel moved to block her path.

“Are you quite finished?” His voice grew very harsh.

She met his gaze, wide-eyed and trembling.

“You’ve delivered your speech; I believe courtesy demands that I be given
an opportunity to respond to your remarks. So if you please...” He moved out of
the doorway and stood, staring down at her with an expression of nearly
concealed fury.

“I open doors for you because that is how a lady is supposed to be treated,
and you are, after all, a lady, Miss Mitchell. I haven’t always behaved like a
gentleman, but Grace tried her best.

“As for Rachel, she’s a sweet girl, but sentimental. She’d have me reciting
sonnets under your window like a teenage boy. So let’s leave my sister out of
this, shall we?

“As for you, if Grace adopted you like she adopted me, that tells me she
saw something very special in you. She had a way of healing people through her
love. Unfortunately, in your case, as in mine, she probably arrived a little too
late.”

Julia raised her eyebrows at this last statement, wondering silently what it
meant, but she did not have the courage to ask him.



“I asked you to dance because I wanted your company. Your mind is good,
and your personality is charming. If you want another director, that’s your
prerogative. But frankly, I’'m disappointed. I never thought of you as a quitter.

“If you think I do things for you out of pity, then you don’t know me very
well. I am a selfish and self-absorbed bastard who barely notices the concerns of
other human beings. Damn your little speech, damn your low self-esteem, and
damn the program.” He huffed in frustration, trying hard not to raise his voice.
“Your virginity is not something to be ashamed of, and it’s certainly none of my
business. I just wanted to make you smile and...”

Gabriel’s voice trailed off as his hand found Julia’s chin. He lifted her face
gently, and their eyes met.

He found himself moving toward her, his face approaching hers, their lips
inches apart. So close that she could feel his warm breath on her face.

Scotch and peppermint...

They both inhaled deeply, drinking in one another’s scent. She closed her
eyes, and her tongue darted out quickly to wet her lower lip. She waited.

“Facilis descensus Averni,” he whispered, his ominous and preternatural
words striking her very soul. ““The descent to Hell is easy.’”

Gabriel stood up very straight, released her chin, and strode to the taxi,
slamming the car door behind him.

Julia opened her eyes to see the cab pull away. She leaned against the door
for support, her legs turning to jelly.



Chapter 10

While Julia was at Lobby, there were moments when she was convinced
that Gabriel remembered her. But those moments were fleeting and ethereal, and
they’d disappeared like cobwebs blown away by the wind. So Julia, because she
was an honest young woman, began to doubt herself.

Perhaps her first encounter with Gabriel had been a dream. Perhaps she’d
fallen in love with his photograph and imagined the events that occurred after
Rachel and Aaron fled. Perhaps she had fallen asleep in the orchard alone, the
sad recipient of the desperate and lonely illusion of a young girl from a broken
home who had never felt loved before.

It was possible.

When everyone in the whole world believes one thing and you are the only
one who believes differently, it’s very tempting to assimilate. All Julia would
have to do would be to forget, to deny, to suppress. Then she would be just like
everyone else.

But Julia was stronger than that. No, she had not been prepared to call
Gabriel out publicly about exposing her virginity, for that would be to draw too
much attention to a fact that she was partially ashamed of. And no, she was
unwilling to force him to acknowledge her or the night they shared together, for
Julia had a fairly pure heart, and she did not like to force anyone to do anything.

When she saw the confusion on Gabriel’s face while they were dancing and
realized that his mind wouldn’t allow him to remember, she withdrew. She was
worried what a sudden strong realization might do to him, and fearful that his
mind might shatter like Grace’s glass coffee table, she chose to do nothing.

Julia was a good person. And sometimes goodness doesn’t tell everything it
knows. Sometimes goodness waits for the appropriate time and does the best it
can with what it has.

Professor Emerson was not the man that she’d fallen in love with in the
orchard. In fact, Julia concluded that there was something seriously wrong with
The Professor. He was not just dark or depressed, but disturbed. And she
worried that he had alcoholic tendencies, familiar as she was with the alcoholism
of her mother. But because she was good, she would not break him the way she
had been broken, by forcing him to look at something he did not want to see.



She would have done anything for Gabriel, the man she spent the night with
in the woods, if he’d given her even a single indication that he wanted her. She
would have descended to Hell and searched for him, looking until she found
him. She would have stormed the gates and dragged him back. She would have
been Sam to his Frodo and followed him into the bowels of Mount Doom.

But he was not her Gabriel. Her Gabriel was dead. Gone. Leaving behind
only vestiges of him in the body of a harsh and tortured clone. Gabriel had
almost broken Julia’s heart once. She was determined she would not let him
break her heart for the second time.

Before Rachel left Toronto to return to Aaron and the dystopia that was her
family, she insisted on seeing Julia’s studio apartment. Julia had been putting her
off for days, and Gabriel himself had discouraged his sister from simply showing
up unannounced. He knew that as soon as she saw where her friend was living
she’d pack Julia up personally and force her to move into a nicer place,
preferably Gabriel’s guest room.

(One can only imagine Gabriel’s reaction to that suggestion, but it ran along
the lines of no fucking way.)

So on Sunday afternoon, Rachel arrived on Julia’s doorstep in order to have
tea and say her good-byes before Gabriel took her to the airport.

Julia was nervous. She had the cardinal virtue of fortitude, like a stubborn
medieval saint, and so she was unlikely to mind various discomforts or slights.
Consequently, she hadn’t thought her little hobbit hole was really that bad when
she signed the lease. It was safe, and it was clean, and she could afford it. But
believing that and showing her apartment to Rachel were two different things.

“I need to warn you that it’s small. But remember, I’'m living on a grad
student’s income and it’s fixed. I can’t get a job up here because I don’t have a
work permit. And I can’t afford to live in Gabriel’s building or anywhere even
half as nice,” Julia explained as she ushered her friend into her apartment.
Rachel nodded and placed a large square box on the bed.

Gabriel had warned her how tiny the apartment was. He’d told her not to
make a scene, for Gabriel still nursed a secret regret over his appalling behavior
during his one and only visit to Julia’s apartment.

But still, nothing her brother or her friend told her quite prepared Rachel for
what she saw behind Julia’s closed door. The space was small, old, and
everything in it was second-hand or cheap, apart from the simple curtains,
bedding, and anything Julia had brought with her from home. To her credit,
Rachel walked through the studio first, which only took about five steps, and



looked at the closet, inspected the bathroom, and stood in the kitchen “area”
looking at a pathetic little hot plate and an old decrepit microwave. Then she put
her hands over her face and burst into tears.

Julia stood rooted to the spot, not quite knowing what to do. Rachel was
disturbed by ugliness, she knew, but Julia had tried to make her studio pretty and
had used her favorite shades of purple to do so. Surely Rachel could appreciate
that.

Rachel came to herself a few moments later, wiping her tears and giggling.

“I'm sorry. It’s hormones and lack of sleep, and I’ve been emotional
because of Mom. Then there’s everything with my dad, and Aaron, and the
wedding. Oh, Julia, I just wish I could take you home with me and you could
live with us in Philadelphia. We have so much space. And our kitchen is bigger
than your entire apartment!”

Julia hugged her friend tightly until she cracked a smile.

“Gabriel said you’re very particular about your tea. He was impressed with
how you made it. And you know nothing ever impresses him. So I’'m going to
curl up on your lovely lilac bed and learn how you do it.” Rachel plopped herself
down on top of Julia’s comforter, holding the large square box on her lap and
trying to be cheerful for the sake of her friend.

Julia was surprised that Gabriel even remembered the tea since he’d been so
busy criticizing her eating habits during his visit. But she pushed such thoughts
aside and focused her attention on making Rachel feel at home and helping her
forget her troubles. Soon they were both perched on her bed, holding their china
teacups and nibbling on chocolate truffles that Julia had purchased as a
celebratory treat with part of her emergency fund.

Rachel traced the rim of her cup with a single finger. “There’s something I
need to tell you about Gabriel.”

“I don’t want to hear it.”
Rachel looked over at Julia and frowned. “Why not?”

“Because he’s my professor. It’s—safer if we pretend not to know each
other. Trust me.”

Rachel shook her head. “He said something similar to me, you know. But
I’m going to tell you what I told him, I don’t care. He’s my brother, and I love
him. And there are a few things you should know.”

Julia sighed in acquiescence.
“He’d kill me if he knew that I was telling you this, but I think it will make



his attitude easier to understand. Did Mom ever tell you how she came to adopt
him?”

“She only talked about happy things: how proud she was of him, how well
he did at Princeton and Oxford. She never talked about his childhood.”

“Mom found him when he was nine years old, wandering around the
hospital in Sunbury. He’d been traveling with his mother, who was a crazy
alcoholic, and she got sick. They ended up in Sunbury, and his mother died, of
pneumonia I think. Anyway, Mom found Gabriel, and he didn’t have a dollar to
his name. He couldn’t even buy a drink from the vending machine. She was even
more upset when she tracked down his mother’s relatives and they told her to
keep him. He knew that his family didn’t want him. And despite everything my
parents did, I don’t think he ever felt at home with us. He never became a
Clark.”

Julia thought of Gabriel as a scared and hungry little boy and fought back
tears. She imagined his eyes, large and blue in his pale but angelic face. His
shock of brown hair spiked and unruly. Dirty clothes and a crazy mother. Julia
knew what it was like to have an alcoholic mother. She knew what it was like to
cry herself to sleep at night wishing someone, anyone, would love her. She and
Gabriel had more in common than she cared to admit. Much, much more.

“I’m sorry, Rachel. I didn’t know.”

“I’m not excusing his rudeness. I’'m just telling you who he is. Did you
know that after his horrible fight with Scott, Mom lit a candle every night and
placed it in one of the windows? She thought that if Gabriel happened to be in
Selinsgrove and saw the candle, he would know that she was waiting for him,
that she loved him, and he’d walk up the front steps and come in.”

Julia shook her head. She hadn’t known that, but she believed it. That’s just
who Grace was—charity unbound.

“He pretends to be whole, but he’s been broken. And deep down, he hates
himself. I told him to treat you nicely, so I think his behavior will improve. Let
me know if it doesn’t and I’ll deal with him.”

Julia snorted. “He ignores me, mostly. I’'m a lowly grad student, and he
doesn’t let me forget it.”

“I find that difficult to believe. I doubt very much that he would stare so
intensely at a ‘lowly’ grad student.”

Julia busied herself with her chocolate. “He stares at me?” She was trying
very hard to sound relaxed, but her voice sounded unnatural, shaky even.

“He stares at you all the time. Haven’t you noticed? I caught him looking at



you over dinner the other night and when we were at the club. Every time you
took a drink, actually. And when I winked at him, he scowled.” Rachel looked at
her friend thoughtfully. “I see the two of you together, and I feel like I’'m
missing something...He knew that I was going shopping this week, and he not
only encouraged me, he gave me money.”

“So? That’s nice. That’s what big brothers are for. What did you buy?”
“The money was for you, not me.”

Julia frowned and turned sideways on the bed, cross-legged, so that she
could face her friend. “Why the hell would he do that?”

“You tell me.” Rachel cocked her head to one side.
“I don’t know. He’s been rude to me since I got here.”

“Well, he gave me some money and told me to buy you a gift. He was very
specific. So here it is.” Rachel placed the box in Julia’s lap.

“I don’t want it.” She tried to hand it back, but Rachel refused.
“At least open it and see what it is.”

Julia shook her head, but Rachel insisted. So she opened the box. In it she
found a very nice chocolate-brown, Italian-made leather messenger bag. She
held the bag up by its strap and looked at it. The label said Fendi.

Holy crap, thought Julia.
“Well? What do you think?”

“I don’t—know,” she stammered, staring at the beautiful and classic bag in
astonishment.

Rachel took it from her and began rummaging through it, muttering about
its internal stitching, numerous compartments, and overall quality workmanship.
“See how perfect it is? It’s functional and feminine, since it’s a messenger bag
and not a briefcase, and it’s Italian. And we both know that you and Gabriel
have a thing...for Italy,” she added, after a pause that was designed to elicit
some kind of reaction.

Julia’s telltale flush and immediate nervousness told Rachel all she needed
to know, but she chose not to embarrass her friend any further. “I’m not
supposed to tell you it’s from him. He was very explicit. Of course, I ignored
him.” She chuckled.

“Your brother wants me to have this because he doesn’t like looking at my
ratty old knapsack. Its very existence offends his patrician sensibilities, so he
thinks he can use you to persuade me to get rid of it. But I’m not going to. It’s an
L.L. Bean, damn it, and they offer a lifetime guarantee. I'll send it back to



Maine, and they’ll replace it. He can take his messenger bag and shove it up his
I’'m-too-good-for-domestic-items ass.”

Rachel was stunned momentarily. “It’s not as if he’ll miss the money. He
has piles of it.”

“Professors don’t make that much money.”
“That’s right. He inherited it.”
“From Grace?”

“No, from his biological father. A number of years ago a lawyer tracked
Gabriel down and told him his father had died and left him a lot of money. I’'m
not sure he even knew his father’s name before that. Gabriel refused the
inheritance at first, but later changed his mind.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know. It was after his fight with Scott. I didn’t talk to Gabriel after
that for a very long time. But as far as the money is concerned, I think he’s
trying to spend it faster than it accumulates interest. So don’t think of this as a
gift from Gabriel—think of it as him sticking it to his old man. He wants to give
money away. And he wants you to have something nice. He told me so.”

Julia shook her head. “I can’t accept it. I don’t care where it came from or
why.”
Rachel gave her friend a pained look. “Please, Julia. Gabriel has been on
the outs with all of us for so long. He’s finally letting me back into his life. I
don’t think I can lose him now after everything...” Her face crumpled, and she

looked very upset.
“I’m sorry, but it’s too much. He’s my professor—he’ll get in trouble!”
Rachel clutched Julia’s hand. “Will you tell on him?”
“Of course not.”

“Good, because you’re supposed to think this is a belated birthday gift from
me or Mom.” Rachel’s eyes widened as she realized her mistake. “Oh God,
Julia, your birthday. I forgot. I’'m so sorry.”

Julia clenched her teeth a little. “I don’t really celebrate it anymore. It’s just
too hard...I can’t...”

“Do you ever hear from him?”

Julia immediately felt ill. “Only when he’s drunk or pissed off about
something. But I changed my cell phone number when I moved here so he
couldn’t call me.”

“Bastard,” said Rachel. “Well, I wasn’t supposed to tell you the messenger



bag was from Gabriel, but I just couldn’t lie to you. I know how much it hurts
you when people lie, and I wasn’t going to do that.”

The two friends exchanged a meaningful look. Julia contemplated this one
gift from Gabriel and all of its implications, spoken and unspoken. She didn’t
want to receive a gift from him. He’d rejected her, plain and simple. Could she
have this bag in her little hobbit hole? Could she use it, carry it to school,
knowing all the while that it was from him? Knowing that he’d be staring at her
smugly, thinking that he’d done her some kind of service? Not for Gabriel. Not
for all the tea in China.

Rachel saw what Julia was about to do even before the words had formed in
the back of her mind. “If you don’t accept the bag, he’ll know something went
wrong. He’ll blame me, instead.”

Julia silently cursed him. Oh gods of all pretentious pole-in-keister Dante
specialists, send him a rash on il pene. Please. Something extra itchy.

But for Rachel, Julia would do anything. “Fine. I’'ll do this for you. But will
you please tell Gabriel not to buy me any more stuff? I’'m starting to feel like one
of those kids on the UNICEF box at Halloween.”

Rachel gave her friend a nod and a smile and bit into a chocolate. She
licked the cocoa from her lips and closed her eyes. It was good.

Julia hugged the briefcase to her chest, like a shield, and inhaled the lovely
leather scent. Gabriel wanted me to have a present. He must feel something for
me, even if it’s only pity. And now I have something of his besides a
photograph...something I’ll own forever.

She waited a moment before delicately changing the subject. “Will you tell
me what happened at the funeral? I sent a card with some flowers, and Gabriel
saw them, but he had no idea why I sent them.”

“I heard about that. I saw the gardenias, and Scott said they were from you,
but the card disappeared before I had a chance to explain it to Gabriel. I was a
wreck. My brothers were fighting, and I was trying to keep them away from each
other before someone went through a window. Or a coffee table.”

Julia thought of shattered glass and blood on a white carpet, and she
shivered. “Why are they always fighting?”

Rachel sighed. “It never used to be that way. Gabriel changed when he
went to Harvard...” Her voice trailed off mysteriously.

Julia didn’t feel comfortable pressing her, so she kept silent.

“As you know, Gabriel didn’t come home again for years after his fight
with Scott, and when he did, he would only stay a few days. He insisted on



sleeping at a hotel, and that broke Mom’s heart. Scott won’t let Gabriel forget it
—all the stuff he put Mom through.” Rachel chewed another truffle
thoughtfully.

“Scott looked up to Gabriel. It really hurt him when things went sour. Now
they barely speak to one another, and when they do...” She shuddered. “I don’t
know what I would have done without Aaron. I’d probably have run away and
never come back.”

“Even a dysfunctional family is better than no family at all,” Julia said
softly.

Rachel looked sad. “Well, that’s what we are now. We were the Clarks—
now we are a dysfunctional family. A dead mother, a grief-stricken father, a
hotheaded black sheep, and a pig-headed brother called Scott. I guess I'm the
partridge in the pear tree.”

“Does Scott have a girlfriend?”

“He was dating a woman in his office, but they broke up right before Mom
got sick.”

“I’m sorry.”

Rachel sighed. “My family is like a Dickensian novel, Julia. No, it’s worse.
We’re a twisted mix of Arthur Miller and John Steinbeck, with a bit of
Dostoyevsky and Tolstoy thrown in.”

“Is it really that bad?”

“Yes, because I have the feeling there are elements of Thomas Hardy
lurking below the surface. And you know how much I hate him. Mind-fucking
bastard.”

Julia thought about this and hoped for her friend’s sake that the Hardy
novel approximating the Rachel Clark experience was more Mayor of
Casterbridge than Tess of the D’Urbervilles or, God forbid, Jude the Obscure.

(Unfortunately, Julia did not pause to consider which Hardy novel best
described her own experiences...)

“With Mom gone, everything is in upheaval. Dad is talking about retiring
and selling the house. He wants to move to Philadelphia to be closer to me and
to Scott. When he asked Gabriel if he minded if he sold the house, Gabriel
flipped out and wandered off into the woods. We didn’t see him again for
hours.”

Julia inhaled sharply and began to fidget with her messenger bag.

Rachel was too busy placing her teacup on the card table and walking to the



bathroom to notice, but something she said had upset Julia deeply. By the time
Rachel returned, Julia had calmed herself through no little effort and was adding
hot water to the teapot.

Rachel fixed her friend with a concerned look. “What did Gabriel say that
bothered you so much when you were dancing with him? And by the way, my
Spanish is rusty but Besame Mucho is a pretty hot song! Did you even listen to
the lyrics?”

Julia focused her attention on her tea and tried very hard not to
hyperventilate. She knew she was going to have to lie to Rachel, and it was not a
decision she took lightly. “All we talked about is the fact that he knew I was a
virgin.”

“Bastard! Why the hell does he do things like that?” Rachel shook her head.
“You just wait, I'll get him. He has these photos in his bedroom, and I’'m going
to...”

“Don’t bother. It’s true. Why should I try to hide it?” She bit her lip. “I just
can’t figure out how he knew. It’s not as if I bring it up in polite conversation:
Good dfternoon, Professor Emerson. My name is Miss Mitchell, and I’'m a virgin
from Selinsgrove, Pennsylvania. Pleased to meet you.”

Rachel waved her hand dismissively. “Think about it. He’s never exactly
been in want of female companionship. I’'m sure you seem different to him; you
were probably the only girl at the club, apart from me, who wasn’t in heat.”

Julia looked disgusted, and rightly so, but didn’t comment.

“When you came off the dance floor you looked as if you’d seen a ghost.
Like how I imagined you would have looked the night you saw Si—”

“Please, Rachel. Don’t. I can’t talk about that night. I can’t even think about
it.”

“I could run him over with my car for what he did to you. I still might do
that. Is he in Philadelphia? Give me his address.”

“Please,” Julia begged, hugging her arms protectively across her chest.

Rachel pulled her friend into a warm embrace. “Don’t you worry. You're
going to be happy someday. You're going to fall in love with a beautiful boy,
and he’s going to love you back so much it will hurt. And you’re going to get
married and have a baby girl and live happily ever after. In New England, I
think. At least, that’s the story I’d write for you, if I could.”

“I hope your story comes true. I’d like to believe something like that is
possible, even for me. Otherwise, I just don’t know...”



Rachel smiled. “You, of all people, deserve a happy ending. Despite
everything that happened to you, you aren’t bitter. You aren’t cold. You’ve just
retreated a little and been shy, and that’s okay. If I were a fairy godmother, I
would give you your heart’s desire in an instant. And I would wipe away your
tears and tell you not to cry. I wish Gabriel had taken a page from your book,
Miss Julia. He could have learned a thing or two from you about how to deal
with heartbreak.”

Rachel released her friend, looking at her closely before she spoke again. “I
know that it’s a lot to ask, but will you look out for Gabriel?”
Julia leaned over the teapot on purpose, refilling their cups so that Rachel

couldn’t see her face. “Gabriel has nothing but contempt for me. He’s merely
tolerating me for your sake.”

“That’s not true. Believe me, that is simply not true. I’ve seen how he looks
at you. He can be...cold. But apart from his biological parents, I don’t think he’s
ever hated anyone, other than himself. Not even Scott during their worst fight.”

Julia shrugged. “There’s nothing I can do.”

“I’m not asking you to do anything, really. Just keep your eyes open. And if
you see him...starting to act strangely, or if he’s in trouble, I want you to call
me. Day or night.”

Julia wore an incredulous expression.

“I’m serious, Julia. With Mom gone, I’'m worried that his darkness is going
to return. And I can’t lose him again. Sometimes I feel as if he’s standing on the
edge of a very high cliff, and the slightest movement, the slightest breath of
wind, will push him over the edge. I can’t let that happen.”

Julia’s eyebrows knitted together, and she nodded. “All I can do, I will do.”

Rachel closed her eyes and exhaled. “I feel so much better knowing that
you’re around. You can be his guardian angel.” She laughed softly. “Maybe
some of your good luck will rub off on him.”

“I have nothing but bad luck, and you, of all people, should know it.”
“You’ve met Paul. He sounds nice.”
Julia smiled.

Rachel was pleased by her friend’s smile. “Paul doesn’t seem to be the type
who’d mind if you were a—you know. Not that there’s anything wrong with
that.”

Julia laughed. “You can say it, Rachel—it’s not a curse word. And no, I
don’t think Paul would mind that I’'m a virgin. But we don’t talk about such



things.”
Shortly thereafter, Rachel hugged Julia good-bye and climbed into a cab so
that she could return to her brother’s apartment.

“When I finally work through the monumental pile of issues that I have to
deal with, I’'m planning a wedding. And I’m expecting you to be my maid of
honor.”

Julia felt tears form at the corners of her eyes. “Of course. Just name the
date. And I’ll help you plan it too, if you need some help.”

Rachel blew her a kiss out the open window. “I was dreading this trip, but
I’'m so happy I came. At least two broken pieces of my life are coming back
together. And if Gabriel gives you any shit, any shit at all, you call me, and I’ll
hop a plane!”

With Rachel’s departure, Julia and Gabriel were forced to part company
with their solid and secure St. Lucy. But in true saint-like fashion, she had
accomplished all of her tasks before she returned home, and she had planted
seeds that would soon blossom, in unexpected ways.



Chapter 11

Late Tuesday afternoon, Julia and Paul sat in the Bloor Street Starbucks
enjoying their respective coffee drinks, curled up together on a purple velvet
loveseat and talking. They were sitting close but not too close. Close enough that
Paul could admire her beauty, far enough away that Julia could watch his large,
kind eyes and not feel overly-nervous. Or crowded.

“Do you like Nine Inch Nails?” she asked, cupping her coffee in two hands.

Paul was taken aback by her question. “Uh, no. No, I don’t.” He shrugged.
“Trent Reznor twists my head around. Unless he’s singing backup for Tori
Amos. Why, do you?”

Julia shivered. “Absolutely not.”

He pulled a CD out of his briefcase and handed it to her. “I like this kind of
stuff. Music I can write my dissertation to.”

“I’ve never heard of Hem before,” she mused, turning the jewel case over
in her hand.

“They have a song I think you’ll like. It’s called Half Acre. They used to
play it on an insurance ad on television, so you might have heard it before. It’s
beautiful. And no one yells at you or screams or tells you he wants to fu—" Paul
stopped suddenly and reddened. He was trying very hard to watch his language
around her but having only marginal success.

She tried to hand the CD back to him, but he refused. “I bought it for you.
Rabbit Songs for the Rabbit.”

“Thanks, but I can’t.”
He seemed offended. And hurt. “Why not?”
“I just can’t. But thank you anyway.”

Paul looked down at Julia’s new messenger bag, resting at her feet. He
squinted.

“You accepted a nice briefcase from someone. Early Christmas present
from a boyfriend?”

“I don’t have a boyfriend,” she admitted uncomfortably. “My best friend’s
mother wanted me to have the briefcase. She passed away recently.”

“I’m so sorry, Rabbit. I didn’t know.”



Paul reached over and patted Julia’s hand, placing the CD on the loveseat
between them. He noticed that she didn’t move away. In fact, she rummaged in
her bag to find Professor Emerson’s CD and returned it to Paul with her other
hand, while still allowing him to cradle her fingers in his own.

“What can I do to persuade you to accept my gift?” He hid his face from
her as he placed Emerson’s Mozart in his book bag.

“Nothing. I’ve received too many gifts in the last little while. I’'m all
stocked up.”

Paul straightened up and smiled. “Let me try to convince you, then. You
have such small, small hands. Smaller than the rain’s.” He moved their hands
together, back and forth, holding her hand up toward the halogen light. It looked
diminutive encased in his.

Julia looked at him curiously. “That’s pretty. Did you just make it up?”

Paul leaned his head back against the loveseat and held her hand more
closely, his thumb fingering her lifeline, almost as if he were trying to read her
palm with the tips of his fingers.

“No. I’'m paraphrasing from somewhere i have never travelled, by E. E.
Cummings. You haven’t heard it before?”

“No, but I’d like to.” Julia sounded very shy all of a sudden.

“Then I’ll have to read it to you some time.” Paul gazed into her dark eyes
with a hopeful smile.

“1’d like that.”

“It isn’t Dante, but it’s beautiful.” His thumb found the center of her lifeline
and pressed it ever so gently. “The poem reminds me of you. You are where I’ve
never traveled: your fragility and your small, small hands.”

Julia leaned forward to hide her sudden flush of color and sipped her coffee.
But she allowed him to continue caressing her palm, sweetly. The movement of
her coffee to her lips caused her ancient purple sweater to slip off her shoulder
somewhat provocatively, revealing about two inches of a white-cotton bra strap
and a rounded curve of alabaster skin.

Paul immediately released her hand and gently pulled the sweater to cover
the innocent-looking strap, averting his eyes as he did so and pressing his hand
to her shoulder in order to make the sweater stay.

“There,” he said softly. “All better now.” Then he retreated ever so quickly

so as not to overstay his welcome, tentatively curling his fingers over hers again,
still worried she might withdraw at any moment.



Julia watched what he was doing breathlessly, as if it occurred in slow
motion. Something about his movement touched her deeply. It was an intimate
act but very chaste; he covered her. He covered the smallest most innocent part
of her, away from prying and possibly lecherous eyes, and in so doing
telegraphed his regard and his respect. Virgil was honoring her.

In that one act, that one gallant and chivalrous act, Paul had made his way
into her heart. Not all the way, but to the Vestibule, so to speak. If his movement
represented the contents of his soul, then Julia believed that he would not mind
that she was a virgin, and that upon knowing, his acceptance would cover her
gently.

He would not ridicule or expose her. He would keep whatever secrets she
held between the two of them alone. He would not treat her like an animal to be
fucked and violated. He would not wish to share her.

So she did something impetuous—she leaned over and kissed him, but
shyly and chastely. There was no rush of blood, no humming, no explosion of
fire across her skin. His lips were soft, and he responded hesitantly. Julia felt his
surprise in the quick clenching of his jaw. He tensed beneath her lips, no doubt
in shock at her boldness. She was sorry for that.

She was sorry his lips were not Gabriel’s. And this kiss was not like those.

In almost half a heartbeat, a great wave of sadness washed over her as she
cursed herself for having tasted of something long ago that she could never have
after or again. For in partaking of that first taste, she was absolutely ruined. The
tasting of the apple was knowledge itself, and now she knew.

Julia pulled back before Paul had a chance to reject her, wondering how
she’d managed to be so forward. Wondering what he would think of her now.
I’ve just kissed my only Toronto friend good-bye, she thought. Damn it.

“Little Rabbit.” Paul gave her a tender look and immediately brought his
fingertips up to caress her cheek. His touch wasn’t electric, but it was light and
soothing. Even his skin was kind.

He put his arms around her and drew her against his chest so he could
stroke her hair and whisper something sweet in her ear...something to reassure
her...something to remove the mixture of confusion and pain he read on her
face. His soft whisperings were interrupted by the arrival of a great-winged
harpy, wearing four-inch heels and crimson lipstick and carrying two paper cups.

“Well, isn’t this cozy.” A voice, cold and steely, interrupted the couple’s
soft moment, and Julia looked up into the harsh brown eyes of Christa Peterson.

Julia sat up quickly and tried to move away from Paul, but he held her fast.



“Christa,” he greeted her flatly.

“Slumming with MA students, Paul? How very democratic of you,” she
said, ignoring Julia pointedly.
“Be careful, Christa.” His tone held a warning. “Two fisted, today? That’s a

bit much. Pulling an all-nighter?” He pointed to the cups she was holding, one in
each hand.

“You have no idea,” she purred. “One is for me and one for Gabriel, of
course. Oh, I’m sorry, I didn’t see you there, Julianne. I guess he’s still
Professor Emerson to you.” Christa cackled like an old chicken.

Julia raised an eyebrow but resisted the urge to set Christa straight or to
smack that smug smile off her face. For Julia was a lady. And she liked how
Paul’s arm felt about her shoulders and was unwilling to move. At least, not yet.

“You’ve never called him Gabriel to his face, Christa. I dare you to do it
the next time you see him.”

Christa’s eyes hardened, and she glared at Paul. Then she smiled. “You
dare me? That’s funny. Is that a Vermont thing? Something farmers say to one
another when they’re shoveling manure? After my meeting with Gabriel, we’ll
probably head over to Lobby for drinks. He likes to go there after work. I’'m sure
we’ll be exchanging more than, ah...names this evening.” Her tongue peeked
out from between her lips, and she began licking the curve of one of them
languorously.

Julia heaved.
“And he’ll take you there?” Paul appeared skeptical.
“He will. Oh, he will.”

Julia gagged and silently swallowed back her stomach contents. For the
thought of Gabriel with this...Emerson whore was nauseating in the extreme.
Even the waitress at Lobby would be better for him than Christa.

“You’re not his type,” Julia muttered.
“Pardon?”

She looked up into narrowed and suspicious eyes, and she weighed her
options for the slimmest of seconds. And decided caution was the better part of
valor.

“I said—don’t believe the hype.”

“About what?”

“About Lobby. It’s not that great.”

Christa shot Julia a frosty smile. “As if the doorman would let you in.



Lobby is an exclusive club.”

She looked Julia up and down as if she were a less-than-prized animal. As
if she were an old, half-blind, forgotten pony at a petting zoo. Julia suddenly felt
very self-conscious and ugly. Tears pricked at her eyes, but she fought them
back bravely.

Paul noticed exactly what Miss Peterson was doing in measuring Julia and
finding her wanting. He felt her shiver in reaction to Christa’s feline claw
sharpening. So although it pained him to do so, he released Julia’s shoulders and
sat forward on the loveseat, flexing his arms.

Don’t make me stand up, bitch, he thought.

“Why wouldn’t they let Julia in, Christa? They only admit working girls
now?”

Christa turned very red. “What would you know about it, Paul? You’re
practically a monk! Or perhaps that’s what monks do—they pay for it.” She shot
a meaningful glance at Julia’s precious new messenger bag.

“Christa, you’re going to shut your mouth right now, or I’'m going to stand
up. And then all chivalry goes out the window.” Paul glared at her and silently
reminded himself that he could not strike a woman. And that Christa was, in
fact, a woman, and not an anorexic sow in heat. Paul would never have
compared Christa to a cow, for he thought cows were noble creatures.
(Especially Holsteins.) “Don’t get your panties in a twist,” she snapped. “I’'m
sure there are multiple explanations. Maybe Lobby wouldn’t let her in because
of her iq. Gabriel says you’re not that bright, Julianne.”

Christa smiled triumphantly as Julia ducked her head, feeling very small
indeed. Paul shifted his weight to the soles of his feet. He wasn’t going to hit
Christa; he was simply going to shut her up. And maybe drag her to the exit or
something. He needn’t have bothered.

“Oh, really? And what else does Gabriel say?”

The three graduate students turned slowly en masse to look up at the blue-
eyed Dante specialist who had sidled up to them silently. None of them were
exactly sure how much he’d heard or how long he’d been standing there. But his
eyes sparked, and Julia could feel his anger radiating toward Christa. It billowed
like a cloud. But thankfully, it did not billow in her direction. This time.

By the pricking of my thumbs, something wicked this way comes, thought
Paul.

“Paul.” Gabriel nodded coolly, his eyes flickering to the now noticeable
space in between Julianne and his research assistant. The Angelfucker. That’s



right—hands off the angel, asshole.

“Miss Mitchell, how nice to see you again.” Gabriel smiled somewhat
stiffly. “You’re looking smart, as always.”

Yes, brown-eyed angel, I heard what she said to you. Don’t worry, Ill fix
her.

“Miss Peterson.” Now Gabriel’s voice was cold, and he gestured to her to
follow him as if she were a dog. You looked at Julianne as if she were trash. You
won'’t be doing that again. I’ll make sure of it.

Julia watched as he refused the coffee Christa bought for him and walked to
the counter to order something else. She saw Christa’s shoulders trembling with
rage.

Paul turned to Julia and sighed. “Now, where were we?”

She inhaled deeply and took a minute to focus before she did what she
knew she needed to do. “I shouldn’t have kissed you. I’m sorry.” She looked
down at her leather messenger bag, feeling very uncomfortable.

“I’'m not sorry. I'm only sorry that you’re sorry.” Paul brought his face
close to hers and smiled. “But it’s all right. I’'m not upset or anything.”

“lI don’t know what happened. I’'m not usually like that—to just kiss
someone.”

“I’m not just someone, am 1?” He looked at her inquisitively. “I’ve wanted
to kiss you for the longest time. Ever since that first seminar, I think. But that
would have been too soon.”

He tried to persuade her to look at him, but she looked away. She looked
toward another table and its two quarreling occupants. She sighed.

“Julia, the kiss doesn’t have to change anything. Think of it as a moment
between friends. It doesn’t have to happen again, unless you want it to.” He
searched her face, worriedly. “Would that make it better? If we left it like that?”

She nodded and squirmed. “I’m sorry, Paul. You’ve been nothing but nice
to me.”

“You don’t owe me anything. I’'m not looking for payment, here. I’'m nice
to you because I want to be. That’s why I bought you the CD. That’s why the
poem reminds me of you. You inspire me.” He leaned closer so that he could
whisper in her ear, acutely aware of the fact that a pair of angry sapphire eyes
was suddenly focused on him. “Please don’t feel obligated to do anything that
you don’t want to do. I’ll be your friend no matter what.” He paused. “It was a
friendly little kiss, instead of a hug. But from now on, we can stick to hugs, if



you want. And one day, if you want more...”

“I’m not ready,” she breathed, somewhat surprised that she found honest
words to say and found them so quickly.

“I know that. That’s why I didn’t kiss you back much, even though I
wanted to. But it was very nice. Thank you. I know you’re careful about who
you let yourself get close to. I feel honored that you kissed me.”

He patted her hand and smiled at her again. She opened her mouth to say
something, but he beat her to it.

“I could break Christa’s neck for what she said to you. I won’t bother
talking to her next time.” His eyes darted to The Professor’s table where he
noticed with some relief that the angry sapphire eyes were now fixated on
Christa, who was bowing her head and close to tears.

Julia shrugged. “I don’t care.”

“I care. I saw how she was looking at you. And I felt your reaction: you
cringed. You fucking cringed, Julia. Why didn’t you tell her to go to hell?”

“I don’t do things like that if I can help it. I try not to lower myself to her
level. Sometimes, I just feel so...so surprised that someone is being nasty to me,
I can’t think. I’m speechless.”

“People are...nasty to you?” Paul began to get angry.
“Sometimes.”

“Emerson?” he whispered.

“He’s coming around. You saw him just then—he was nice.”
Paul nodded reluctantly. Professor Dick-erson.

Julia fidgeted with her hands. “I don’t mean to be all...St. Francis of Assisi
or something, but anyone can shout obscenities. Why should I become like her?
Why not think that sometimes—just sometimes—you can overcome evil with
silence? And let people hear their hatefulness in their own ears, without
distraction. Maybe goodness is enough to expose evil for what it really is,
sometimes. Rather than trying to stop evil with more evil. Not that I'm good. I
don’t think that I’m good.” She paused and looked over at Paul. “I’m not making
any sense.”

He simply smiled. “Of course you’re making sense. We talked about this in
my Aquinas seminar—evil is its own punishment. Look at Christa. Do you think
she’s happy? How could she be, behaving like that? Some people are so self-
absorbed and deluded that all the shouting in the world wouldn’t be enough to
convince them of their own shortcomings.”



“Or jog their memory,” Julia mumbled, gazing over at the other table and
shaking her head.

The next day, she found herself in the Department of Italian Studies
checking her mailbox before the Dante seminar. She was listening to the CD that
Paul had given to her, which she’d finally agreed to accept and upload to her
iPod. He was right; she’d fallen in love with the album immediately. And she
found that she could write her thesis proposal while listening to his music much
better than while listening to Mozart. Lacrimosa was far too depressing.

After days of finding nothing in her pigeonhole, she finally received some
mail. Three pieces of mail, actually.

The first was an announcement of the rescheduling of Professor Emerson’s
lecture, Lust in Dante’s Inferno: The Deadly Sin against the Self. Julia made
note of the new date and planned on asking Paul if he would accompany her to
the lecture.

The second piece of mail was a small cream-colored envelope. Julia opened
it and was surprised to find that it contained a Starbucks gift card. It had been
personalized, she saw, and the image on the card was a large light bulb. The text
emblazoned across it read: You are very bright, Julianne.

Julia looked at the back of the card and saw that the value was one hundred
dollars. Holy shit, she thought. That’s a lot of coffee. It was obvious who had
sent it to her and why. Nevertheless, she was very, very surprised. Until she
withdrew the third piece of mail.

The third piece was a long, sleek envelope, which she quickly opened. It
was from the chair of the Department of Italian Studies congratulating her on
winning a bursary. She read no further than the amount, which was five
thousand dollars per semester, payable on top of her regular graduate student
stipend.

O gods of all really poor graduate students with very small hobbit-hole-not-
fit-for-a-dog apartments, thank you, thank you, thank you!

“Julianne, are you all right?” The voice of Mrs. Jenkins, comforting and
gentle, wafted over her shocked body.

She stumbled uncertainly to Mrs. Jenkins’ desk and wordlessly handed her
the award letter.

“Oh yes, I heard about this.” She grinned amiably. “It’s amazing, isn’t it?
These bursaries are few and far between, and suddenly on Monday morning we
received a call saying that some foundation had donated thousands of dollars for
this award.”



Julia nodded, still in shock.

Mrs. Jenkins glanced down at the letter. “I wonder who he is.”

“Who he is?”

“The person the bursary is named after.”

“I didn’t read that far.”

Mrs. Jenkins held the letter up and pointed to a block of bold print. “It says
that you are the recipient of the M. P. Emerson Bursary. I was just wondering

who M. P. Emerson is. I wonder if he’s a relative of Professor Emerson.
Although Emerson is a common enough name. It’s probably just a coincidence.”



Chapter 12

Professor Emerson saw light spilling from underneath the door of his
library carrel, but since Paul had pasted brown craft paper over the narrow
window in the door, Gabriel couldn’t peer inside. He was surprised to find Paul
working so late on a Thursday night. It was ten-thirty in the evening, and the
library would be closing in thirty minutes.

Gabriel fished around in his pocket for his keys and opened the door
without knocking. What he saw inside completely floored him. Curled up in a
chair was Miss Mitchell, her head resting on folded arms that were poised
elegantly on the desktop. Her eyes were closed, her mouth partially open but not
quite smiling. Her cheeks were flushed with sleep, her chest rising and falling
slowly, soothingly, like the waves of the ocean against a quiet beach. He stood in
the doorway entranced, thinking that the simple sound of her breathing would
make an excellent relaxation CD. One he could imagine falling asleep to again
and again.

Her laptop was open, and Gabriel saw her screen saver, which was a slide
show of hand drawn illustrations of what looked like a children’s story—
something with animals—including a funny-looking white bunny with long ears
that fell to its feet. The strains of music filled the air, and Gabriel realized that
the sound was coming from her computer. He saw a CD with a rabbit on it.
Gabriel began to wonder why Miss Mitchell was so obsessed with bunnies.

Perhaps she has an Easter fetish? Gabriel was halfway through a very
elaborate imagining of what an Easter fetish might include before he came to his
senses. He quickly entered the carrel and closed the door behind him, taking care
to lock it. It would not be good for the two of them to be caught together like
this.

He regarded her peaceful form, not wishing to disturb her or to intrude upon
what looked like a very pleasant dream. Now she was smiling. He located the
book he was seeking, preparing to leave her in peace, when his eyes alighted on
a small notebook that lay just out of reach of her fingers.

Gabriel, he read. My Gabriel.
The sight of his name written lovingly, albeit randomly, several times in her

notebook beckoned to him like a soft Siren call and sent a thrill coursing up and
down his back. He was momentarily frozen, his hand hovering in midair.



Of course, it was possible that she was writing about another Gabriel. It
seemed too incredible for her to be writing about him and calling him her own.

Gazing at her, he knew that if he stayed everything would change. He knew
that if he touched her, he wouldn’t be able to resist the urge—the undeniable and
primal urge—to claim the beautiful and pure Miss Mitchell. She was there,
waiting for him, calling to him, her vanilla scent heavy in the small, too warm
space.

My Gabriel. He imagined her voice laving across his name the way a
lover’s tongue moves across the skin...His mind traveled at light speed as he
envisioned pulling her into his arms. Kissing her, embracing her. Lifting her
onto the desk and pressing himself between her knees, her hands tugging at his
hair, his sweater, his shirt, undoing his bow tie and flinging it to the floor.

His fingers would explore her wavy hair and trace gentle lines across her
neck, causing every space, every pore, to explode into scarlet—his nose nuzzling
her cheek, her ear, her perfect milk-white throat. He would feel her pulse at her
neck and find himself strangely calmed by the gentle rhythm, and he would feel
connected to the beating of her heart, especially as it would begin to quicken
beneath his touch. He would wonder if they were close enough, would their
hearts beat synchronously...or was that simply a poet’s fancy?

She would be shy at first. But he would be gently insistent, whispering
words of sweet seduction into her hair. He would tell her whatever she wanted to
hear, and she would believe it. His hands would drop from her shoulders and
inch over her lovely and innocent curves, marveling at her receptivity as she
blossomed under his touch.

For no man would have touched her like that before. Eventually, she would
be eager and responsive to him. Oh, so responsive. They would kiss, and it
would be electric—intense—explosive. Their tongues would tangle and tango
together desperately, as if they had never kissed before.

She would be wearing too many clothes. He’d want to tease her out of them
and spread feather-light kisses against every inch of perfect porcelain skin.
Especially her lovely throat and its metro of bluish veins. She would blush like
Eve, but he would kiss away her nervousness. Soon she would be naked and
open before him, thinking only of him and his rapt admiration, and not the feel
of the carrel air against pale, pink flesh.

He would praise her with oaths and odes and soft murmurings of sweet pet

names, and she would not feel shame. Honey, sweet girl, dear, my lovely...He
would make her believe in his adoration, and her belief would not be entirely



false.

Eventually the teasing and tingling would be too much, and he’d lean her
back gently, cradling the back of her head in his hand. He’d keep his hand there
throughout, for he would be worried he might hurt her. He would not have her
head banging against the desk like an unloved toy.

He was not a cruel lover. He would not be rough or indifferent. He would
be erotic, passionate but gentle. For he knew what she was. And he would wish
her to be pleased as much as he, her first time. But he desired her spread out
beneath him, breathless and inviting, her eyes wide and unblinking, blazing with
desire.

His other hand would flex across her lower back, the sweet expanse of
arched skin, and he’d gaze into her large and liquid eyes as she gasped and
moaned. He would make her moan. Only him.

She’d bite her lip, her eyes half-closed as he slid toward her, willing her
with whispered words to relax as she gave herself to him. It would go easier for
her that way, the first time. He would still and not rush. He would pause and not
tear. He would stop, perhaps?

His beautiful, perfect brown-eyed angel...her chest rising and falling
quickly, the flush of her cheeks blooming across her entire body. She would be a
rose in his eyes, and she would flower beneath him. For he would be kind, and
she would open. He would watch entranced, almost as if it were occurring in
slow motion...sight, scent, sound, taste, touch...as she transformed from maiden
to matron through loss of maidenhead, all because of him. All because of him.

Maidenhead? There would be blood. For the price of sin was always blood.
And a little death.

Gabriel’s heart stopped. It lay silent for half a beat then thudded double
time as a new awareness crashed over him. Metaphysical poetry, long forgotten
from his days at Magdalen College, sprang to his lips. For in that instant, he saw
very clearly that he, Professor Gabriel O. Emerson, would-be seducer of the
lovely and innocent Julianne, was a flea.

The words of John Donne echoed in his ears:

Mark but this flea, and mark in this,

How little that which thou deniest me is;
It suck’d me first, and now sucks thee,
And in this flea our two bloods mingled be
Thou know’st that this cannot be said



A sin, nor shame, nor loss of maidenhead;

Yet this enjoys before it woo,

And pamper’d swells with one blood made of two;
And this, alas! is more than we would do.

He knew why his subconscious mind chose that moment to foist Donne’s
poetry upon him; the poem was an argument for seduction. Donne spoke to his
prospective lover, a virgin, and argued that her loss of virginity was less
consequential than the swatting of a flea. She should give herself to him quickly,
without a second thought. Without hesitation. Without regret.

As soon as the words presented themselves, Gabriel knew that they were
perfect for him. Perfect for what he was contemplating doing to her. Perfect for
his own self-justification.

Tasting. Taking. Sucking. Sinning. Draining. Abandoning.
She was pure. She was innocent. He wanted her.
Facilis descensus Averni.

But he would not be the one to make her bleed. He could not, would not,
make another girl bleed for the rest of his life. All thoughts of seduction and
mad, passionate fucking on desks and chairs, against walls and bookshelves and
windows, immediately gave way. He would not take her. He would not mark her
and claim what he had no right to claim.

Gabriel Emerson was a trite and only semi-repentant sinner. Preoccupied
with the fairer sex and his own physical pleasure, he knew he was governed by
lust. Never did that thirst give way to something more, something approximating
love. Nevertheless, despite these and other moral failings, despite his constant
inability to resist temptation, Gabriel still had one last moral principle that
governed his behavior. One line he would not cross.

Professor Emerson did not seduce virgins. He did not take virginity, ever,
even if it was freely offered. He did not slake his thirst with innocence; he fed
only on those who had already tasted and who in tasting, wanted more. And he
was not about to violate his last and only moral principle for an hour or two of
salacious satisfaction with a delectable graduate student in his study carrel. Even
a fallen angel had his principles.

Gabriel would leave her virtue intact. He would leave her as he found her,
the blushing brown-eyed angel, surrounded by bunnies, curled up like a kitten in
her little chair. She would sleep unruffled, unkissed, untouched, and unmolested.
His hand tightened on the doorknob, and just as he was about to unlock the door,



he heard the sounds of stirring behind him.

He sighed and hung his head. He wasn’t foregoing a night of pleasure with
her out of hatred but out of love—for the goodness he craved and wished his life
had been. And perhaps out of love for the memory of his former self, before all
the sin and vice took root and grew, like a patch of thorns turning and twisting
and choking out his virtues. Gabriel’s hand left the doorknob, and he drew in a
very deep breath. He straightened his shoulders and closed his eyes, wondering
what he would say to her.

He slowly turned around and saw Miss Mitchell groan slightly and stretch.
Her eyelids fluttered, and she stifled a yawn with the fan of her hand.

But her eyes flew open when she saw Professor Emerson standing by the
door. Startled, she let out a yelp and flew backward out of her chair and against
the wall. She cowered in confusion, and it almost broke Gabriel’s heart. (Which
would have at least proven that he had one.)

“Ssssshhhhh. Julianne, it’s just me.” He held his hands aloft in complete
surrender. He tried to smile disarmingly.

Julia was stunned. She’d been dreaming of him moments before. And now
he was here. She rubbed her eyes. He was still there, staring. She pinched the
skin on her arm between her fingers. He was still there.

Holy shit. He caught me.

“It’s just me, Julianne. Are you all right?”

She blinked rapidly and began rubbing her eyes again. “I...don’t know.”
“How long have you been here?” He lowered his hands.

“Um...I...don’t know.” She was trying to wake up and remember all at the
same time.

“Is Paul with you?”
“NO.”
Somehow, Gabriel felt relieved. “How did you get in? This is my carrel.”

Julia’s eyes flew to his, measuring his reaction. I am in so much trouble.
And so is Paul. Emerson will evict him now.

She moved forward rapidly, knocking the chair over in the process and
tipping over a stack of books that had been resting near her hands. A ream of
loose notebook paper was thrown aloft by the general upheaval and began falling
about her like massive, pinstriped snowflakes. Gabriel thought that she looked
like an angel—an angel in a child’s snow globe, with whiteness fluttering all
around her.



Beautiful, he thought.

She began to scramble, trying to put everything back in order. She was
repeating an apology over and over again like a decade of the Rosary, mumbling
something about borrowing Paul’s key. She was sorry. So very, very sorry.

In one stride, Gabriel was next to her, his hand gently but firmly on her
shoulder. “It’s all right. You are welcome to be here. Be still.”

Julia closed her eyes and willed herself and her heartbeat to slow. It was
very difficult to do; she was so afraid he would lose his temper and banish Paul
from his precious carrel. Forever.

Gabriel inhaled sharply, and her eyes flew open, glazing over at his touch.

He brought his head close to her face and peered down at her. “Julianne?
You’ve gone pale. Are you unwell?”

He didn’t know what to do. Why was she acting so strangely? Perhaps she
was weak from hunger or not quite awake. The room was very warm. Too warm.
She’d left the heater on. He caught her just as she swooned, wrapping her tightly
and pulling her into his chest. She was not unconscious, at least, not yet.

“Julianne?” He pushed the hair out of her eyes and brushed the back of his
hand across her cheek.

She murmured something, and he realized she hadn’t fainted, but was
leaning against him as if she didn’t have the strength to stand. He held her to
keep her from hitting the upturned chair or the floor.

“Are you okay?”

He began to move her so that she could sit down, but she clung to him,
wrapping her arms about his neck without hesitation. He liked the feel of her
pressed against him, so he hugged her tightly and leaned down to sniff her hair,
somewhat surreptitiously. Vanilla. Her little body pressed against his perfectly,
as if their shapes were ideal complements. It was astonishing.

“What happened?” she mumbled against his sweater, which was a brilliant
green calculated to contrast with the blue of his eyes.

“I’m not sure. I think you grew light-headed because you stood up too
quickly. And it’s hot in here.”

She smiled weakly, a smile that melted his heart.

Julia desperately wanted to kiss him. He was close. So very, very close.

Two inches and those lips would be hers...again. And his eyes were soft and
warm...and he was being sweet with her...

He pulled back from her minutely, testing her to see if she was going to fall



over. When she didn’t, he placed her gently on top of the desk before righting
the chair. Then he withdrew to the door of the carrel and straightened his tie.

“I don’t mind if you use the carrel—not at all. I was just surprised to find
you here. In fact, I'm glad Paul suggested you use it. There’s no problem.” He
smiled to put her at ease, watching as she grasped the surface of the desk for
support. “I was looking for a book Paul borrowed.” He held the volume aloft and
turned to look at Julia again.

Moving slowly but carefully, she stood up and began to stack books on the
desk and pick up the white sheets of paper that had drifted to the floor.

“Were you supposed to meet Paul tonight?”

“He’s gone to a graduate student conference at Princeton. He’s presenting a
paper tomorrow.” She looked over at him cautiously, and when she saw that his
head was cocked to one side and he was still smiling, she relaxed. Marginally.

“Princeton. Yes, of course. I forgot. That’s a very fine briefcase you have.”
He smiled at her knowingly, gesturing to the bag that was propped up against the
wall.

Julia blushed, trying very hard to keep her secret knowledge secret.

“But there appears to be something alive in there. I can see a pair of ears
poking out of one of the zippers.”

She whirled around. Gabriel was right; two little brown ears could be seen
sticking out of the briefcase, almost as if she had tried to smuggle a pet into the
library. Julia blushed even more deeply.

“May I?” He gestured to the briefcase, but made no move as he waited for
her permission.

Hesitantly, she pulled the stuffed toy out of the briefcase and handed it to
him, biting her lip in embarrassment.

Clearly Miss Mitchell has a bunny fetish.

Gabriel held the toy rabbit between his thumb and forefinger, gazing at it
curiously as if he didn’t know what it was. Or as if, in a fit of temper, it might
decide to emulate the behavior of the famous rabbit in Monty Python and the
Holy Grail and go right for his throat. Gabriel placed a hand to his neck as a
precaution and resisted the sudden and overwhelming urge to say Ni.

The toy was brown, of course, and soft, made of velvet or something. It had
long ears and short limbs and very pleasant-looking whiskers. It stood straight
up, looking rather stiff. It looked familiar to him, strangely enough. Something
Grace would have owned and loved. Something from a childhood he never had.



Around its neck someone had tied a very sloppy bow out of pink ribbon.
Gabriel measured the bow with his eyes and came to the conclusion that
someone who was either slightly handicapped (no disrespect intended), or
perhaps who had very large hands and lacked the fine motor skills of someone
who was gifted with manual dexterity (such as himself), had tied the bow, such
as it was. And there was a card.

Not wishing to embarrass her further, he smiled and let his eyes dart
momentarily to the card, just so he could catch a glimpse of it:

R,
Someone to keep you company while I’m away.
See you when I get back.
Yours,
Paul.

The Angelfucker strikes again, Gabriel growled to himself.
He handed the bunny back to Julia. “It’s very—ah—mnice.”
“Thank you.”

“But who is R?”

Julia turned away as she placed Paul’s latest gift back into her briefcase,
taking great care not to catch the bunny’s ears in the teeth of the zipper. “It’s one
of my nicknames.”

“But why that letter? Why not something that begins with B?”
Julia frowned at him. Like what? Bitch? Badass? Bovine? Bunny?

“Beautiful,” said Gabriel. Then he blushed, for the word had slipped out by
mistake. “So you’ve been asleep here for hours, with Rabbit Songs and a pet
rabbit to keep you company? I didn’t realize you were a bunny lover.”

Julia seemed embarrassed. He couldn’t help himself; the characterization
was obvious, if a little flirtatious.

“I like your choice in music.”

“Thank you.” She quickly turned off her ancient laptop and placed it
carefully in her briefcase with the CD.

“The library is closing shortly. What would you have done if I hadn’t
arrived?”

She looked around, slightly confused. “I don’t know.”
“If no one noticed that the carrel light was on when they checked this floor,



you could have been locked in the library all night. Without any food.” His smile
slid off his face at the mere idea. “What are you going to do to ensure that
doesn’t happen in the future?”

She looked around quickly. “Set the alarm on Paul’s clock?”

He nodded as if that answer satisfied him. But it didn’t. “Are you hungry?”

“I should be going, Professor. I’'m sorry I’ve intruded on your personal
space.”

If only you knew how true your words were, Julianne.

“Miss Mitchell, stop.” He took a step closer as she picked up her new
briefcase with one hand and cleared the desk of debris with the other. “Have you
had your dinner?”

“No.”

Gabriel’s eyebrows knitted together like thunderous clouds.

“When did you have lunch?”

“At noon.”

He scowled. “That was almost eleven hours ago. What did you have?”
“A hot dog from the cart in front of the library.”

Gabriel cursed. “You can’t live on that kind of rubbish. And I wouldn’t eat
street meat ever. You promised you’d tell me if you were going hungry—and
now you’re fainting on me.”

He glanced at his white-gold Rolex Day-Date. “It’s too late to take you for
steak—Harbour Sixty is closed. Why don’t you join me for dinner somewhere
else? I was caught up working on my lecture, and I haven’t eaten either.”

Julia stared at him. “Are you sure?”

His expression hardened. “Miss Mitchell, I am not the kind of person who
makes idle invitations. If I invite you to dinner, then I'm sure. Now are you
coming or not?”

“I’m not dressed for dinner, thank you very much.” Her voice was satin
over steel, and she arched an eyebrow at him. She had gotten over her initial
shock at being surprised in his carrel and was now fully awake and fully
annoyed at his tone.

His eyes passed over her slowly, pausing to regard her lovely figure and
then resting for a long time on her sneakers. He despised sneakers on women, for
they were a waste of a perfectly good podiatric opportunity. He cleared his
throat. “You look fine. I think the color of your blouse brings out the blush in
your skin and the butterscotch flecks in your eyes. You look nice, actually.” He



smiled at her a little too warmly and looked away.

I have butterscotch in my eyes? Since when? And since when has he looked
at them long enough to notice?

“There is a little place near my building that I frequent during the week,
especially on late nights. I’ll buy you dinner, and we can talk about your thesis
proposal, informally, of course. How’s that?”

“Thank you, Professor.”

Their eyes did not meet for long, but they met, and warm and somewhat
hesitant smiles were exchanged on both sides.

He waited patiently for her to put everything in order before he stood aside
and waved his hand toward the hallway. “After you.”

She thanked him, and as she was passing, he reached out his hand and
grasped the handle of her messenger bag, brushing against one of her fingers.
Julia pulled back instinctively, dropping the bag.

Thankfully, he caught it. “This is a very fine briefcase. I think I should like
to carry it for a little while. If you don’t mind.” He smirked at her, and she
blushed.

“Thank you,” she murmured. “I really like it. It’s perfect.”

Gabriel made no attempt to engage her in conversation until they were at
the restaurant, Caffé Volo on Yonge Street. The Caffé was a quiet but friendly
establishment that boasted perhaps the longest and best beer list in Toronto. It
also had a very fine Italian chef, and so their food was some of the finest simple
Italian fare on offer in the neighborhood. The restaurant itself was small, only
ten tables, which were supplemented in the summer by a patio. The décor was
rustic and included antiques, such as reclaimed church pews and old harvest
tables. It gave Julia the impression of something like a German weinkeller, like
the restaurant Vinum that she had visited with friends when she was in
Frankfurt.

Gabriel liked it because they sold a particular kind of Trappist Ale that he
preferred, Chimay Premieére, and it pleased him to have pizza in the Neapolitan
style to pair with that beer. (As ever, he was impatient with mediocrity.) Since
Gabriel was a frequent patron of Caffé Volo and more than somewhat
persnickety, he was offered the best seating, which was a quiet table for two
tucked into a corner near the large picture window that looked out on the
madness that was Yonge Street at night.

Transvestites, university students, frat boys, policemen, happy gay couples,
happy straight couples, celebrities slumming, yuppies walking their pretentious



pets, eco-friendly activists, street persons, buskers, possible gang members,
Russian mafia, a wayward professor or Member of Provincial Parliament or two
or four, etc. It was a myriad of fascinating human behavior, it was live, and it
was free.

Julia settled cautiously into her seat, which was a converted church pew,
and pulled the lambskin rug that the waiter had draped over the back of the pew
tightly around her.

“Are you cold? I'll ask Christopher to seat us near the fireplace.” Gabriel
moved to signal to the waiter, but Julia stopped him.

“I like to people watch,” she said shyly.
“Me too,” he admitted. “But you look like a Yeti.”
Julia reddened.

“Forgive me,” he hastened to add. “But surely we can do better than a
lambskin rug that has been God knows where. It probably used to grace the floor
of Christopher’s apartment. And who knows what kind of shenanigans went
down on it.”

Did he just use the word shenanigans in a sentence?

And with that, Professor Emerson gracefully pulled his British-racing-green
cashmere sweater over his pretentious bow tie and head and handed it to her.
Julia accepted it and moved the objectionable Yeti-like carpet to one side. She
gently pulled on his generously-sized sweater.

“Better?” he smiled, trying to smooth his now mussed hair.

“Better.” She smiled, feeling much warmer and very comfortable, blanketed
in the warmth and scent that was Gabriel. She folded up the cuffs considerably
because his arms were much longer than hers.

“Did you go to Lobby on Tuesday?” she asked.
“No. Now, why don’t you tell me about your proposal?” His tone
immediately became businesslike and professorial.

Thankfully, Christopher interrupted them at that moment to take their order,
which gave Julia precious minutes to gather her thoughts.

“Their Caesar salads are quite good, as are their Neapolitan pizzas. But they
are both a bit large for one person. Are you the type to share?” Gabriel asked.

Julia’s mouth dropped open.

“I mean, would you share with me, please? Or you could order whatever
you like. Perhaps you don’t want salad and pizza.” Gabriel frowned, trying very
hard not to be an overbearing, domineering professor for at least five minutes.



Christopher tapped his foot quietly, for he did not want The Professor to
notice his impatience. He’d seen The Professor when he was irritated and did not
wish to witness a repeat performance. Although perhaps he would behave
differently now that he had female companionship (which was Christopher’s
professional prescription for any kind of personality disorder, small or large).

“I’d like to share pizza and a salad with you. Thank you.” Julia’s quiet
voice ended the deliberations.

Gabriel placed the order, and shortly thereafter Christopher appeared with
their Chimays, which Gabriel had insisted Julia try.

“Cheers,” he said, clinking his glass to hers.
“Prost,” she replied.

She sipped the beer slowly, unable to forget her first beer and who it was
with. That beer had been a domestic lager. This beer was reddish brown and
sweet and malty all at once. She liked it a great deal and hummed her approval.

»

“It’s over ten dollars a bottle,” she whispered, not wishing to embarrass
Gabriel or herself with loud incredulity.

“But it’s the best. And wouldn’t you rather drink one bottle of this rather
than two bottles of Budweiser, which really is like drinking appalling bath
water?”

I can only assume that all bath water would be appalling to drink,
Professor Emerson, but I’ll take your word for it. Sicko.

“Well? Let’s hear it,” he prompted. “What are you thinking? I can see the
wheels turning in that little mind of yours. So out with it.” He crossed his arms
in front of his chest and grinned, as if her little mind gave him no end of secret,
condescending amusement.

Julia bristled. She didn’t like the fact that he’d used the diminutive little in
referring to her mind, for it seemed to signify his contempt for her intellectual
ability. So she decided to strike back.

“’'m glad I have a chance to speak to you privately,” she began,
withdrawing two envelopes from her messenger bag. “I can’t accept these.” She
slid the Starbucks gift card and the bursary award letter across the table.

Gabriel glanced at both items, recognized them immediately, and scowled.
“What makes you think these are from me?” He pushed them back across the
table.

“The powers of deduction. You’re the only one who calls me Julianne.
You’'re the only one with a bank account large enough to fund a bursary.” She



returned the envelopes.

He paused for a moment. Was he really the only one who called Julianne by
her proper name? What was everyone else calling her?

Julia.
“You must accept them.” He slid the papers over to her once again.

“No, I mustn’t. Gifts make me very uncomfortable, and the Starbucks card
is too much. Not to mention the bursary. I will never be able to repay you, and I
owe your family too much already. I can’t accept them.” She pushed them back.

“You can accept them, and you will. The gift card is inconsequential; I
spend more than that on coffee in a month. I need to show you, in some tangible
way, that I respect your intelligence. I said something in an unguarded moment
that Miss Peterson took and twisted. So, it isn’t even a gift—it’s more like
restitution. I maligned you; now I’m praising you. You must accept it, or this
injustice will remain unresolved between us, and I won’t believe you’ve forgiven
me for my verbal indiscretion in front of one of your peers.” He slid the
envelopes across the table and glared at her for good measure.

Julia began to stare at his fancy hand-knotted bow tie in order to distract
herself from the blazing blue of his eyes. She wondered how he’d managed to
make the tie so straight and even. Perhaps he hired a professional bow tie-tier,
just for that purpose. Someone with artificially blond hair and high heels. And
very long finger nails.

She slid the Starbucks card back toward him defiantly. And to her great
surprise, his face hardened and he pocketed it.

“I won’t play gift card ping-pong with you all evening,” he snapped. “But
the bursary can’t be returned. The money isn’t from me. I simply alerted Mr.
Randall, the Director of the philanthropic organization, of your
accomplishments.”

“And poverty,” Julia muttered.

“If you have something to say to me, Miss Mitchell, please do me the
courtesy of speaking at an audible level.” His eyes flashed to hers.

Her eyes flashed back. “I don’t think this is very professional, Professor
Emerson. You’re passing me thousands of dollars through a bursary, however
you managed to do it. It looks like you’re trying to buy me.”

Gabriel inhaled sharply and counted to ten just to avert a verbal explosion.
“Buy you? Believe me, Miss Mitchell, nothing could have been further from my
mind! I am deeply offended at being so maligned. If I wanted you at all, I
certainly wouldn’t have to buy you.”



Julia’s eyebrows shot up, and she glared at him. Harshly. “Watch it.”

He squirmed under her glare, which was a rare experience for him. She
reveled in it.

“That is not what I meant. I meant I would never want to treat you like a
commodity. And you are not the type of girl who could be bought, are you?”

Julia eyed him frostily before looking away. She shook her head and began
staring at the doorway, wondering if she should make her escape.

“Why do you do that?” he whispered, after a few minutes.
“Do what?”

“Provoke me.”

“I don’t...I...I’m not provoking you. I'm stating a fact.”

“Nevertheless, it is extremely provocative. Every time I try to have a
conversation with you like a normal person, you provoke me.”

“You are my professor.”

“Yes, and your best friend’s older brother. Can’t we just be Gabriel and
Julianne for an evening? Can’t we have a pleasant conversation and an even
more pleasant dinner and all the rest? It might not seem obvious to you, but I’'m
trying to be human here.” He closed his eyes in frustration.

“You are?” It was an innocent question asked in good faith. Julia clapped a
hand over her mouth as she realized how it sounded aloud.

Gabriel’s dark blue eyes opened slowly, like the dragon in the Tolkien
story, but he did not take the bait of her impertinence. And he did not breathe
fire. Yet.

“You wish to be professional, so act like it. A normal graduate student
would receive an award letter, be profoundly grateful for her good fortune, and
accept the money. So act professionally, Miss Mitchell. I could have hidden my
connection to the bursary from you, but I chose to treat you like an adult. I chose
to respect your intelligence and not engage in deception. Nevertheless, I took
great care to hide my connection to the bursary from our department. The
philanthropic organization does not have my name attached to it publicly, so it
can’t be traced back to me. And Emerson is an extremely common name. So no
one will believe you if you reveal that I’'m behind the bursary.”

He withdrew his iPhone from his pocket, opened up the notepad
application, and began writing with his finger.

“I wasn’t going to complain...” Julia began.
“You might have said thank you.”



“Thank you, Professor Emerson. But think of it from my point of view—I
don’t want to play Héloise to your Abelard.” She looked down at her silverware
and began adjusting the pieces until they were all lined up symmetrically.

Gabriel quickly remembered seeing her do that once before, when they
were dining at Harbour Sixty. He placed his phone on the table and looked over
at her with a pained expression, made doubly painful by the guilt he felt over
what had almost happened in his study carrel. Yes, he’d come close to
succumbing to Miss Mitchell’s considerable charms, and risking Abelard’s fate,
for Rachel would no doubt castrate him if she discovered he’d seduced her
friend. Miraculously, however, his self-control proved to be superior to that of
Abelard. “I would never seduce a student.”

“Then thank you,” she murmured. “And thank you for the gesture of the
bursary, even though I can’t promise to accept it. I know it’s only a small
amount to you, but it would have meant airline tickets home for Thanksgiving
and Christmas and spring break and Easter. And money for many more extras
than I can afford now. Including steak, on occasion.”

“Why would you use it for airline tickets? I would have thought you’d use
it to secure a better apartment.”

“I don’t think I can get out of my lease. And anyway, going home to see my
dad is important to me. He’s the only family I have. And I would have liked to
see Richard before he sells the house and moves to Philadelphia.”

Actually, it would be worth it to accept the bursary so I could visit Richard
and the orchard. 1 wonder if my favorite apple tree is still there...I wonder if
anyone would notice if I carved my initials into the trunk...

Gabriel scowled obliquely, for a number of reasons. “You wouldn’t have
gone home otherwise?”

She shook her head. “Dad wanted to fly me home for Christmas, rather than
taking Greyhound. But the prices on Air Canada are outrageous. I would have
been ashamed to accept a ticket from him.”

“Never be ashamed to accept a gift when there are no strings attached.”

“You sound like Grace. She used to talk like that.”

He shifted in his seat and involuntarily scratched at the back of his neck.
“Where do you think I learned about generosity? Not from my biological
mother.”

Julia looked at Gabriel, meeting his gaze without blushing or blinking.
Then she sighed and put the award letter back in her bag, resolving to spend
more time thinking about how best to deal with it once she was no longer in The



Professor’s magnetic presence. For she saw that arguing with him would get her
nowhere. And in that respect, as in several others, he was exactly like Peter
Abelard, sexy, smart, and seductive.

He peered over at her. “But despite all I’ve tried to do, which isn’t much I’ll
admit, you’re still going hungry?”

“Gabriel, I have a tenuous relationship with my stomach. I forget to eat
when I’'m busy or preoccupied or—or sad. It’s not about the money—it’s just the
way things are. Please don’t trouble yourself.” She readjusted her cutlery once
again for good measure.

“So...you’re sad?”

She sipped her beer slowly and ignored his question.
“Does Dante make you unhappy?”

“Sometimes,” she whispered.

“And other times?”

She looked up at him, and a sweet smile spread across her face. “I can’t
help myself—he makes me deliriously happy. Sometimes when I'm studying
The Divine Comedy, 1 feel as if I’'m doing what I was always meant to do. Like I
found my passion, my vocation. I’'m not that shy little girl from Selinsgrove
anymore. I can do this, I’'m good at it, and it makes me feel...important.”

It was too much. Too much information. The quickly drunk beer, the rush
of blood to the head, his scent clinging and heavy in her nose from his sweater.
She should never have said all those words to him, of all people.

But he only watched her somewhat warmly, which surprised her. “You are
shy, it’s true,” he murmured. “But that’s certainly not a vice.” He cleared his
throat. “I’m envious of your enthusiasm for Dante. I used to feel that way. But
for me, it was a long time ago. Too long.” He smiled at her again and looked
away.

Julia leaned across the table and lowered her voice. “Who is M. P.
Emerson?”

Startled blue eyes flew to hers, burning with laser-like intensity. “I’d prefer
not to talk about it.”

His tone wasn’t harsh, but it was very, very cold, and Julia realized she’d
touched upon a nerve so injured, so raw, it was still vibrating with pain. It took
her a moment to collect herself, and before she had fully considered the
prudence of her question, she spoke. “Are you trying to be my friend? Is that
what you were trying to communicate to me with the bursary?”



Gabriel frowned. “Did Rachel put you up to this?”
“No. Why?”

“She thinks we should be friends. But I’'ll tell you what I told her—it’s
impossible.”

Julia felt a lump grow in her throat, and she swallowed noisily. “Why?”

“We exist under the red flag of professionalism. Professors can’t be friends
with their students. And even if we were just Julianne and Gabriel sharing a
pizza, you shouldn’t want to be friends with me. I am a magnet for sin, and you
are not.” He smiled sadly. “So you see, it’s hopeless. Abandon hope all ye who
enter.”

“I don’t like to think of anything as hopeless,” she whispered to her
silverware.

“Aristotle said that friendship is only possible between two virtuous people.
Therefore, friendship between us is impossible.”

“No one is truly virtuous.”

“You are.” Gabriel’s blue eyes burned into hers with something akin to
passion and admiration.

“Rachel said you were on the VIP list at Lobby.” Julia changed the subject
again swiftly, still not considering her words.

“That’s true.”

“She made a mystery of it. Why?”
Gabriel scowled. “Why do you think?”
“I don’t know. That’s why I asked.”

He fixed her with his gaze and dropped his voice. “I go there regularly,
hence the VIP status. Although I haven’t been there much of late.”

“Why do you go? You don’t like to dance. Is it just to drink?” Julia looked
around at the simple but comfortable interior of the Caffé. “Here is as good a
place to drink as any. I think it’s much nicer here. It’s gemiitlich—cozy.” And
there doesn’t appear to be a single Emerson whore in sight.

“No, Miss Mitchell, in general I do not go to The Vestibule to drink.”

“Then why do you go?”

“Isn’t it obvious?” He frowned. Then he shook his head. “Perhaps not to
someone like you.”

“What’s that supposed to mean? Someone like me?”

“It means that you don’t know what you’re asking me,” he spat, staring



angrily. “Otherwise you wouldn’t make me say it! You want to know why I go
there? I’ll tell you why I go there. I go there to find women to fuck, Miss
Mitchell.” He was pissed now and glaring at her. “Happy now?” he growled.

Julia drew a deep breath and held it. When she could hold it no more she
shook her head and exhaled. “No,” she said quietly, looking down at her hands.
“Why would that make me happy? It makes me sick to my stomach, actually.
Really, really sick. You have no idea.”

Gabriel sighed deeply and placed both hands at the back of his neck. He
wasn’t cross with her; he was cross with himself. And he felt ashamed. Part of
him wanted to repel her intentionally—to stand naked in front of her, hiding
nothing—so that she would see him for what he really was, a dark, sinister
creature exposed by her virtue. Then she would walk away.

Perhaps his subconscious was already trying to do that with these
ridiculous, unprofessional outbursts. For he should never in a thousand years
have said what he just said to a graduate student, especially a female graduate
student, even if it was the truth. She was undoing him slowly, bit by bit, and he
did not understand how.

Gabriel’s blue eyes found hers. And across his pale and handsome face,
Julia read remorse.

“Forgive me. I know I've disgusted you.” He spoke very quietly. “But
believe me when I tell you that that is a very good reaction for you to have. You
should be repulsed by me. Every time I’'m near you, I corrupt you.”

“I don’t feel corrupted.”

He gazed at her sadly. “Only because you don’t know what it means. And
by the time you realize it, it will be too late. Adam and Eve didn’t realize what
they’d lost until they were thrown out of Paradise.”

“I know something about that,” Julia mumbled. “And I didn’t learn it by
reading Milton.”

Just then Christopher brought their pizza, effectively ending their awkward
exchange. Gabriel played the part of the host, serving Julia her salad and pizza
first and taking great care to make sure that she received more shaved parmesan
and croutons than he did. And it wasn’t because he didn’t like those items; he
liked them both a great deal.

While they were eating and Julia was thinking back to their first silent meal
together, a song began to play over the stereo system that was so sweet, she put
her fork down in order to listen.

Gabriel heard the song too and softly began to sing to himself, almost under



his breath, something about heaven and hell and virtue and vice.

Julia was struck by the eerie relevance of the words. But then Gabriel
stopped, suddenly unsure of himself, and began focusing his attention on his
pizza. She glanced over at him with a dropped jaw. She didn’t know that he
could sing. And to hear his perfect mouth and voice sing those words...

“That’s a beautiful song. Who is it by?”
“It’s called You and Me by Matthew Barber, a local musician. Did you

catch that line—the one about virtue and vice? 1 guess we know which term
applies to each of us.”

“It’s beautiful but sad.”

“I’ve always had a terrible weakness for beautiful but sad things.” He
looked at her carefully before turning away. “I suppose we should begin
discussing your thesis proposal now, Miss Mitchell.”

Julia saw that his professional mask was firmly in place once again. She
took a deep breath and began describing her project, invoking the names of
Paolo and Francesca and Dante and Beatrice, when she was interrupted by
Gabriel’s phone.

The ring tone sounded like the clanging of Big Ben. He lifted a finger to
indicate Julia should pause while he glanced down at his iPhone’s screen.
Something disturbing flew across his face.

“I have to take this. I'm sorry.” Gabriel stood up and answered his phone in
one swift motion. “Paulina?”

He walked into the next room, but Julia could still hear him. “What’s
wrong? Where are you?” His voice grew muffled.

Julia busied herself with her beer and her dinner, wondering who Paulina
was. She had never heard the name before. Gabriel had looked deeply troubled
when he saw whatever it was that he saw on the phone’s screen.

Is M. P. Emerson—Paulina? Is she his ex-wife? Or is M. P. a code for
something and he’s just messing with me?

Gabriel returned about fifteen minutes later. He did not sit down. He was
agitated in the extreme, pale-faced and almost shaking.

“I have to go. I’'m sorry. I paid for dinner, and I asked Christopher to find
you a taxi when you finish.”

“I can walk.” Julia leaned over to pick up her messenger bag.

He held his hand out to stop her. “Absolutely not. Not late at night on
Yonge Street by yourself. Here.” He pushed a folded bill across the table. “For



the cab and in case you want more to eat and drink. Please stay and finish your
dinner. And take the leftovers home, will you?”

“I can’t take your money.” She moved as if to hand him back the bill, and
he gave her a tremulous look.

“Please, Julianne. Not now.” He was rubbing his eyes with one hand.
She felt sorry for him so she decided not to argue.
“I’m sorry I have to leave you. I...”

He was sorry, very sorry, about something. He was in anguish, groaning
involuntarily. Without thinking about it, she slipped her hand into his, a
movement of compassion and solidarity. She was surprised when he didn’t
flinch or throw her hand back at her.

He squeezed her fingers immediately, as if he was grateful for the contact.
He opened his eyes and looked down at her and slowly began to move his
fingers across the back of her hand, caressing her lightly. It was all so
comfortable and sweet. As if he’d done it a thousand times. As if she belonged
to him. He pulled her hand upward, close to his mouth, and stared at their
connection.

“Here’s the smell of blood still; all the perfumes of Arabia will not sweeten
this little hand,” he whispered. Gabriel kissed her hand reverently, but it was his
own hand he was staring at. “Goodnight, Julianne. I’ll see you on Wednesday—
if I’'m still here.”

Julia nodded and watched him walk outside and break into a run as soon as
his feet hit the sidewalk. It was only after he was gone that she realized she was
still wearing his precious cashmere sweater and that tucked into the fifty dollar
bill he had left her was the Starbucks gift card, with a note written on the back of
the envelope:

J,
You didn’t think I would give up this easily, did you?
Never be ashamed to accept a gift when there are no strings attached.
There are no strings here.
Yours,
Gabriel



Chapter 13

By the next morning, Julia still hadn’t decided what to do about the bursary.
She was not in a hurry to do anything that would expose Gabriel’s generosity to
the suspicious minds of the university’s administration, as she knew that would
be dangerous for him.

And she was not in a hurry to do anything that would expose herself as
anything other than a serious graduate student, so she was reticent to go to the
chair of their department and explain that she wasn’t interested in the bursary.
For the bursary would contribute an impressive line to her curriculum vitae, and
serious graduate students were supposed to care about those things more than
they cared about silly little things like personal pride.

In classical terms, Miss Mitchell found herself caught between the Scylla of
protecting Gabriel and herself and the Charybdis of holding fast to her pride.
Unfortunately for her pride, the true peril aligned with her rejection of the
bursary; the peril could be avoided if she just took the money. She did not like
that. Not one little bit. Especially against the backdrop of Rachel’s generosity in
buying her a dress and shoes and Gabriel’s not so secret attempt at replacing her
book bag.

She neglected to mention to him that she’d returned her knapsack to L. L.
Bean and was eagerly awaiting its replacement. And she fully intended to use it
when it arrived, just to reassert her independence.

Friday afternoon, impatient for answers, Julia sent a short text to Rachel,
telling her about the bursary and asking if she knew who M. P. Emerson was.

Rachel texted her back immediately:

J: G did what?
Never heard of foundation.
Never heard of MPE.
MP = G’s bio-mother?
Grandmother? luv, R.
P.S. A says hi and thanks

Julia puzzled over Rachel’s text, but was persuaded by her suggestion. M.
P. must have been Gabriel’s grandmother, for she couldn’t imagine him naming



a bursary for someone he hated. And she was pretty sure Gabriel harbored hatred
for his biological mother.

Although it was possible, Julia thought, that if Gabriel was secretive even
with Rachel, that there were many things he could have kept from her. So in a fit
of boldness, which was brought on by a shot or two of tequila, Julia sent another
text asking if Gabriel had a girlfriend in Toronto who she could ask about the
bursary. And she immediately received the following response in her e-mail
inbox:

Julia!
Okay, screw texting—the buttons are too small.

Gabriel has NEVER had a girlfriend, as far as I know. He never
brought anyone home to meet Mom and Dad, even when he was in
high school. Scott accused him of being gay once. But Scott has no
gaydar.

Did you see how Gabriel’s apartment was decorated? And the
photos in his bedroom? Wait. Did you see those?? No girlfriend
locally—for sure. I think just screw-buddies. Although he acted weird
when I asked. He’s 33 for God’s sake—being a player isn’t cute
anymore.

Are you sure he didn’t make M. P. Emerson up? I’'ll ask Scott and
get back to you. I don’t want to upset my dad by asking—he’s a mess
and...you know.

Aaron and I are on our way to the Queen Charlotte Islands to stay in
a log cabin for two weeks. No internet. No cell phones. Just us—
peace, quiet, and an outdoor Jacuzzi.

Please keep Gabriel from falling off the cliff until I get back.
Love, R.

P.S. Aaron wants to say hi personally. Take it away, honey.

~~~



Hello, Julia. It’s Aaron.

Thank you for taking such good care of my fiancée while she was in
Canada. She came back a different person, and I know it wasn’t
because of Gabriel.

We all missed you at the funeral—would love to see you at
Thanksgiving. If you aren’t planning on coming home, would you
reconsider? It’s going to be rough without Grace. Richard (and
Rachel) need their family around them, and that means you too.

I have frequent flyer miles—I could send you a ticket.
Think about it.

Love you girlie,

Aaron.

Julia wiped away a tear at the sweetness that was Aaron, feeling happy and
relieved that he and his fiancée were still very much in love. What Julia would
not give to be loved like that...

She wondered why Aaron’s offer of frequent flyer miles leaped off her
screen as something other than charity, why she was instantly considering his
very kind offer. Then it occurred to her—Grace was right. When there are no
strings attached and a gift is given out of love, or friendship, which is a kind of
love, there was no shame in accepting it. If Julia accepted Aaron’s gift, she could
still be part of Richard’s first Thanksgiving without Grace and give the Emerson
bursary back.

In thinking about Grace, Julia wondered if a small prayer to Grace for both
herself and Gabriel would be efficacious, for Grace was a true saint, a heavenly
mother, and one that would no doubt send help to her children. So while St.
Lucy went on vacation with her beloved Aaron, Julia turned her attention
upward and begged for her heavenly mother’s intercession in all of their lives,
lighting a candle in the window of her small studio on a lonely Friday night in
Grace’s memory. And before she crawled into her single bed with her velveteen
rabbit, she resolved to accept Aaron’s gift graciously, as evidence of her own
newfound openness to charity and her ability to swallow her pride when
appropriate. Which meant, not surprisingly, that her deadly sin was not so



deadly.

kR

In Paul’s absence, Julia found herself spending a long Saturday at the
library, working on her thesis proposal in Professor Emerson’s carrel. Part of her
secretly hoped that The Professor would surprise her again, but he didn’t. And
his words came back to her, “I’ll see you Wednesday. If I’'m still here.”

Julia realized that despite what Rachel said, it was more than possible that
Gabriel had a girlfriend named Paulina. Julia remembered that Gabriel had
assigned the chimes of Big Ben to Paulina’s ring tone. Was Paulina in London?
Was she English? Or was there something about the chimes that Gabriel thought
was important? Julia looked up Big Ben on Wikipedia, but did not find anything
particularly illuminating.

(Wikipedia can be like that.)

She wasn’t naive, despite what Gabriel thought of her. She knew he wasn’t
a virgin and that he hadn’t been when she first met him. Still, knowing it and
having it flaunted in front of her face were two very different things.

Her thoughts drifted to Gabriel and Paulina or some nameless, faceless girl,
skin against skin, their bodies entwined. She saw Gabriel kissing the girl’s lips
and exploring her body with his mouth, his hands, his eyes. She saw Gabriel
giving and receiving physical pleasure from some tall, perfect, blonde. She
imagined Gabriel in ecstasy, screaming the girl’s name, gazing deeply into her
eyes as his body climaxed. She thought of Gabriel becoming one with some
other soul, belonging in this way to some other girl. Would she love Gabriel? Be
kind to Gabriel? Would she want him to be a better man, or just want him for his
body, his passion, his animalistic nature? Would she even care that behind those
beautiful eyes was the soul of a man long gone, wounded now and in need of
both redemption and repair? Or would she want to drag him deeper down,
ensnaring him with her body and her fingernails?

The thought of Gabriel taking another girl, any girl, to his bed, perchance to
his soul, wounded her deeply. But somehow, the thought that there was another
girl who warmed his bed for more than just one night was absolutely devastating
—Dbecause she had wanted to be his girl, forever.

However sad and sordid her imaginings were, they didn’t stop her from
somewhat pathetically wearing his green cashmere sweater to the library and
hugging her arms across her chest, just to embrace herself with his softness and



his scent. For that seemed to be the closest she was ever going to come to having
his body next to hers.

In Professor Emerson’s carrel, Julia put away Paul’s CD in favor of
listening to Yael Naim. Julia loved the song Far Far, although she had no idea
how apt Yael’s words were. Julia had spent most of her life waiting for good
things to happen, keeping her hopes and dreams to herself. But soon there would
come a day when she would have to make something happen.

She found the music soothing and distracting, and it enabled her to make a
lot of progress on her thesis proposal as she worked away until the library’s
close.

Leaving the library, she placed her earphones firmly in her ears and
disdained the hot dog cart outside in favor of a liquid dinner. She purchased a
very large mango smoothie and began to walk home, sipping her meal and
thinking. Because she was deep in thought, wondering where Gabriel was and
what he was doing, she almost missed Ethan, who waved at her as she came
across the long line-up in front of Lobby.

“Hey, Ethan.” She smiled as she took the ear buds out of her ears.

He gestured to her to come closer. “Hi, Julia. Thanks again for helping with
my text to Raphaela. She really liked it.” If Ethan could have blushed, he would
have; his dark eyes sparkled, and he smiled widely. “She’s teaching me Italian

»

now.

Julia grinned, happy that he and his girlfriend were happy. “So, how are
things tonight? Lots of people?” She glanced at the long line.

“I’m about to let some more people in, but I have to take someone out
first.”

“Really? That sounds ominous.”

He shook his head. “Your friend is in there drinking his ass off. The
bartender is refusing to serve him, which means I need to put him in a cab and
send him home.”

Julia’s eyebrows shot up in surprise. Gabriel’s here? What about Paulina?

“The last time I tried to throw him out he took a swing at me. Right now,
I’'m just waiting for one of the other bouncers to replace me on the line. I’'m
going to have to go in to remove him and probably take back-up.” He looked at
Julia appraisingly. “Unless you can persuade him to come out peaceably.”

Julia shook her head violently. “Are you kidding? He won’t listen to me.
I’m not even his friend.”



“That’s not the impression I got when you were in here, but I get it. It’s
cool.” He shrugged nonchalantly and looked at his watch.

Julia sipped her smoothie and began thinking about her promise to Rachel.
She wondered if this constituted a case in which she was morally obligated to
watch out for Gabriel. What if I walk away and he ends up in jail? He tried to be
nice to me this week. I can’t ignore that—it would be bad karma.

“Um, I could try to talk to him. See if he’ll come out on his own,” she
suggested somewhat hesitantly. “I don’t want him to get arrested.”

“Neither do I. We like our VIPs to stay happy. But he has been throwing
back doubles since he got here, and they can’t serve him anymore. Maybe he’ll
listen to the voice of reason and agree to go home and sleep it off.” Ethan moved
the velvet rope so that she could walk in.

“I’m not really dressed for it.” Julia looked down at her sneakers and ripped
jeans and Gabriel’s heavenly scented but too large sweater.

“You’'re fine. But listen, if he’s too far gone, or if you’re just not up to it,
come right back. He can be a handful when he’s drunk.”

Julia knew exactly what Gabriel could be like when he was drunk, but she
reminded herself that he had been sweet to her that night so long ago.

She walked into the club, hoping no one would recognize her. She quickly
pulled her hair out of its ponytail and draped it around her face, using it as a veil
to hide from inquisitive eyes. She prayed desperately to the gods of Manhattan-
style martini bars to keep Brad Curtis, MBA, away from her tonight. She didn’t
want to run into him looking like this. She pulled her navy-surplus peacoat
closed and buttoned all the buttons, because she didn’t want Gabriel to see that
she was wearing his sweater—still.

It didn’t take long to find him. He was sitting at the bar, talking to an
attractive woman whose back was to Julia. He was staring not at the brunette,
whose hand was tangled in his hair and who was pulling him toward her by his
tie, but at his empty Scotch glass. He didn’t look happy, but that probably had
more to do with his drinking companion than anything else.

From her vantage point several feet away, Julia saw that the Emerson
whore who was practically sitting on his lap, her cleavage hovering in front of
his mouth, was none other than Christa Peterson. Holy shit. Is he planning on
going home with her?

Julia knew without a doubt that this was an instance in which she needed to
watch out for Gabriel. If he slept with Christa, not only would he be violating the
non-fraternization policy and putting his academic career at risk, he would likely



end up embroiled in a nasty personal situation with the hoping-to-be-future-Mrs.
Emerson. It was more than possible that Christa was trying to seduce him in
order to exact revenge for what had transpired in Starbucks earlier that week—
actions Gabriel had taken on Julia’s behalf.

In either case, Julia was not going to allow the seduction to proceed. Not for
one damn minute.

Hands off the Precious, Gollum.

She turned on her heel and walked back outside, coming up behind Ethan
and whispering in his ear. “I need your help. He’s with a girl who he shouldn’t
go home with. She’s one of his students, so I need to separate them before you
put him in a cab.”

Ethan shrugged. “I’m not sure what I can do about that. That’s his
business.”

“What if one of the waiters spilled a drink on her and sent her to the ladies’
room? Then maybe I could talk Gabriel into coming outside.”

“Do you think you can convince him?”

Julia blinked as she took a moment to consider it. “I don’t know. If we
separate them, I’ll have a better chance. I doubt he can form a coherent thought
with her plastic boobs in his face.”

O gods of all graduate-students-trying-really-hard-to-do-a-good-thing-for-
an-old-friend, help me pry that Emerson whore off his dick. Please.

He laughed. “A bit cloak and dagger, don’t you think? But all right, I’'m
sure the bartender can help us out. He has a sense of humor. If Emerson gives
you any trouble, ask the bartender to call me. Okay?”

“Okay.”

Ethan made a call on his cell phone, and within two minutes, he was
signaling to Julia to go after Gabriel. She took a deep breath, squared her
shoulders, and walked back into the club. Gabriel was laughing. Something had
struck him as funny, and he was howling, head thrown back, hands clutching his
stomach.

Julia had to admit that he was even more handsome when he was smiling.
He was wearing a pale-green dress shirt with the top two buttons open, revealing
chest hair that was poking out like a few blades of grass over the snowy white of
his T-shirt. Mercifully, he’d gotten out of the fifties and lost the bow tie; the silk
tie he was wearing was striped black on black and hanging loosely around his
neck. He was wearing a pair of black dress pants that fit him snugly and very
shiny black shoes that were far too pointy.



In short, he was drunk, but he was perfect.
“Professor?”

He stopped laughing and turned to Julia, a wide smile spreading across his
face. He seemed very happy to see her. Too happy.

“Miss Mitchell! To what do I owe this unexpected delight?” He took her
hand in his and pressed it to his lips, holding it there for several seconds.

Julia couldn’t help but frown. He didn’t seem drunk, but he was being
friendly, flirtatious even, so he must be drunk.

(Or he must have received a personality transplant from someone charming
like, say, Daniel Craig.)

“Could you help me flag a cab? I need to get home.” Julia withdrew her
hand, wincing at the lameness of her excuse.

“Anything for you, Miss Mitchell. And I do mean anything. May I buy you
a drink first?” He smiled as he peeled off a few bills and handed them to the
bartender.

“Um, no. I have one.” She held out her smoothie and waved it under his
nose.

The bartender glared at her garish Styrofoam cup but settled Gabriel’s tab
and then went about his business.

“Why are you drinking that? Does it pair well with couscous?” Gabriel
chuckled.

Julia bit her lip.

He stopped chuckling immediately and frowned, somewhat roughly tugging
at her lip with his thumb until he’d loosened it from her teeth. “Stop that. I don’t

want you to bleed.” He pulled his thumb back and brought his face closer to hers
—too close, actually. “I made a joke about couscous.”

Julia was still trying to catch her breath after the flash of heat that she
experienced having his thumb in between her lips.

“It wasn’t funny, was it? It’s rude to make fun of someone’s poverty. And
you are a sweet little girl.”

Julia clenched her teeth, wondering just how much of his condescending
attitude she could take before she decided to leave him (and his dick) in
Christa’s clutches.

“Professor, I...”

“I was just talking to someone. You know her—she’s a real vixen.”
Gabriel’s drunken gaze lazily swept the room before coming to rest again on



Julia. “She’s gone now. I’'m glad. She’s a nasty bitch.”
Julia nodded. And smiled.

“She looked at you as if you were trash, but I fixed her. She bothers you
again, and I drop her as a student. You’ll be fine, now.”

He brought his face close to hers again and licked his red and perfect lips
slowly, very slowly. “You shouldn’t be in a place like this. It’s past your
bedtime, isn’t it? You should be asleep in your little purple bed, curled up like a
kitten. A pretty little kitten with big brown eyes. I'd like to pet you.”

Julia’s eyebrows shot up. Where the hell does he get this stuff?

“Um, I really need to go home. Now. Would you come outside and help me
hail a cab? Please, Professor?” Julia gestured vaguely toward the exit, trying to
place some distance between the two of them.

He grabbed his trench coat immediately. “I’'m sorry. I left you to find your
way home unescorted on Thursday. I won’t do that again. Let’s get you home,
little kitten.”

He held out his arm in a very proper and old-fashioned way, and she took it,
wondering who exactly was leading whom. When they got outside, Ethan was
standing next to a cab, holding the rear passenger door open.

“Miss Mitchell,” Gabriel breathed, placing his hand at the small of her
back, gently moving her toward the open door of the taxi.

“On second thought, I can walk,” she protested, trying to move out of the
way.

But Gabriel was insistent and so was Ethan, probably because he was trying
to get both of them out of there before Gabriel decided he didn’t want to leave
and decked him. So for the sake of time and to avoid Christa, the Gollum who
could reappear at any moment and try to snatch back the Precious, Julia crawled
into the cab and slid over to the far side.

Gabriel climbed in after her. She held her nose slightly so she wouldn’t get
an inhalant high from all the Scotch he’d imbibed. Ethan handed a few bills to
the driver and closed the door behind them, waving at Julia as the cab sped
away.

“Manulife Building,” said Gabriel to the cabbie.

Julia was just about to correct The Professor and give the cabbie her
address when Gabriel interrupted her. “You didn’t come into The Vestibule for a
drink.” He was looking at her clothes, his eyes resting somewhat hungrily on the
flesh at her knees, exposed underneath her ripped jeans.



“Bad luck. I was in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

“Hardly,” he breathed, a smile playing at the corners of his lips. “I would
say you have extremely good luck. And now that I’ve seen you, so have 1.”

She sighed. It was too late to ask the cabbie to turn around now; they were
driving in the opposite direction. She was going to have to see to it that The
Professor made it inside safely before she could walk home. She shook her head
and took a long sip from her smoothie.

“Were you spying on me?” His eyes shifted to hers suspiciously. “For
Rachel?”

“Of course not. I was on my way home from the library when I saw you
through the window.”

“You saw me and decided to come and talk to me?” He sounded surprised.
“Yes,” Julia lied.

“Why?”

“I only know two people in Toronto, Professor. You’re one of them.”
“That’s a shame. I suppose Paul is the other one.”

Julia eyed him cautiously but said nothing.

“Angelfucker.”

She frowned. “Why do you keep calling him that?”

“Because that’s what he is, Miss Mitchell. Or rather, what he hopes he will
become. Over my dead body. You tell him that—tell him he fucks with the angel
at his peril.”

Julia arched an eyebrow at his eccentric and obviously medieval profanity
and its attendant explanation. She’d seen him drunk before, of course, and knew
that his drunkenness vacillated between moments of absolute clarity and
complete lunacy.

How exactly does one fuck with an angel? Angels are immaterial, spiritual
creatures. They don’t have genitalia. Gabriel, you are one sick Dante specialist.

They arrived shortly at his apartment building, and the two of them exited
the cab. It wasn’t that far for Julia to walk home—only about four city blocks.
And she didn’t have any cash to spare for a cab, anyway. So she smiled at
Gabriel, bade him a good night, and patted herself on the back for doing Rachel
a favor. Then she and her smoothie began the long solitary walk home.

“I’ve lost my keys,” he called after her, patting the pockets of his trousers
and leaning precariously against a faux potted palm. “But I've found my
glasses!” He held the black Prada frames aloft.



Julia closed her eyes and drew breath. She wanted to leave him there. She
wanted to pass along the responsibility for his well being to some other Good
Samaritan, preferably, a passing homeless person. But when she looked over at
Gabriel’s confused face and saw him beginning to tilt to one side as if he was
going to fall over and take the poor potted palm with him (a potted palm that had
never harmed anyone), she knew that he needed her help. He was Grace’s little
boy once, and she couldn’t just abandon him. And she knew deep within her
heart that kindness, no matter how small, was never wasted.

He can’t even find his keys, for the love of Dante. She deposited her half-
empty smoothie in a garbage can with a sigh.

“Let’s go.” She placed an arm around his waist, flinching slightly as he
wrapped his arm around her shoulder and gave her a squeeze that was almost too
friendly.

They listed into the lobby like a galleon, waving at the concierge, who
recognized Gabriel and buzzed them into the building. Once they made it to the
elevator, the Scotch seemed to hit Gabriel even harder. He stood with his eyes
closed, his head lolling backward, and he groaned from time to time. Julia took
the opportunity to search his pockets for his keys, which she found quickly and
easily once she wrested his prized Burberry trench coat away from him.

“You picked me up, you naughty little kitty. I thought you didn’t go home
with men you met in bars.”

Even while drunk, Professor Emerson was still an ass.

“I’m not picking you up, Professor. I’'m dropping you off. And if you keep
that up, I’m going to drop you,” Julia muttered in a fit of irritation.

It took several attempts for her to find the key to his apartment, and when
she did, she helped him in and pulled the key out of the lock. Her goal was to
leave him there, assuming he’d be fine on his own, but he started mumbling
about feeling sick. She envisioned him choking on his own vomit and dying on a
bathroom floor alone and friendless like a faded rock star, so she decided to stay
long enough to get him to the bedroom and to see that he didn’t throw up (and
die). She put his keys and his coat on the hall table. And she quickly took off her
own coat and placed it on top of her briefcase.

Gabriel was leaning up against the wall with his eyes closed, which meant
that he wasn’t going to notice that she was still wearing his sweater, like a
teenage girl with a crush.

“Come on, Professor.” Julia pulled his arm around her shoulder and
grabbed his waist again, trying to ease him down the hall.



“Where are you taking me?” He opened his eyes and looked around.
“To bed.”

Gabriel began to laugh. He planted his feet and leaned up against the wall,
gazing down at her.

“What’s so funny?”

“You, Miss Mitchell,” he breathed, his voice suddenly husky. “You’re
taking me to bed, but you haven’t even kissed me yet. Don’t you think we
should start with kissing and maybe some canoodling on the couch for a couple
of evenings? Then work up to bed? I haven’t even had a chance to pet you, you
naughty little kitty. And you are a virgin, aren’t you?”

Julia bristled, especially at the last remark. “You’ve never canoodled a day
in your life. And I’m not taking you to bed, you idiot, I’'m taking you to your
bedroom so you can sleep it off. Now come on. And cut the chitchat.”

“Kiss me, Julianne. Kiss me good night.” Gabriel’s eyes grew wide as he
fixated on her. He dropped his voice to a satin whisper. “Then I’ll go to bed like
a good little boy. And maybe, if you’re a very good kitten, I’ll let you join me.”

Julia caught her breath. He didn’t look drunk now. He looked remarkably
lucid, and his eyes were caressing her, touching her, spending longer than was
appropriate on the expanse of her chest. He began licking his lips.

Here comes the seductive smile...in five, four, three, two, one...swoon. (It
was a good thing that in her current mood she was swoon-proof.)

Julia let go of him instantly and backed up, averting her eyes, for in truth,
looking into the radiance of that smile was like staring into the sun. He pushed
off the wall and took a step toward her. Now she was trapped. Her back was
against the other wall, and he was still coming closer.

Julia’s eyes grew larger. He was stalking her. And he looked hungry.

“Please, don’t. Please don’t...hurt me,” she whimpered.

A furrow appeared between Gabriel’s eyebrows. He reached out, and soft
hands cupped her face gently, tilting her so that she was staring straight into his
bold, shining eyes.

“Never.” And with that he brought his lips to hers.

As soon as they connected, skin against skin, Julia lost all ability to think
and simply drowned in feeling. She had never felt more embodied than at the
moment, never felt as if she existed less in her head. His mouth barely moved

over hers. It was warm, and his lips were wet and surprisingly soft. She didn’t
know if he was kissing her like that because he was drunk or for some other



reason, but it was as if their lips were frozen together. As if their connection, so
intense and real, could not be broken even for a second. Julia dared not move her
mouth for fear he would release her and she would never be kissed by him again.

He pressed into her firmly but gently, while his hands tenderly floated
across her cheeks. He did not open his mouth. But the feeling that surged
between them was more powerful than ever. Julia’s blood sang in her ears, and
she felt herself flush and grow hot as she pressed forward against his chest,
closing the gap between them and winding her arms around his back. She could
feel the muscles underneath his shirt. She could almost feel his heart beating
against her own chest. But he was so gentle, so tender. His mouth left her
wanting more—much, much more.

She wasn’t sure how long they kissed, but by the time he released her
Julia’s head was spinning. It was transcendent. It was emotional. The momentary
fulfillment of her heart’s deepest longing. Memories and dreams of the orchard
came flooding back. They were not the stuff of her imagination—the spark, the
attraction, was real and so stirring to her soul. She had not imagined it, but she
wondered if he felt it too. Or perhaps he was immune to those kinds of feelings
now.

“Beautiful Julianne,” he murmured as he staggered backward. “Sweet like
candy.”

Gabriel licked his lips as if he was savoring her taste, and whatever lucidity
he had suddenly disappeared. He shut his eyes and collapsed against the wall,
close to passing out.

When she finally regained her senses, which took more than a minute, she
managed to half-drag him into his bedroom. And all would have been well. All
would have been well if he hadn’t opened up his mouth at that moment and
vomited all over her. And all over his beautiful and expensive British-racing-
green cashmere sweater, which was no longer green by the time he was finished
with it.

Julia gasped and heaved at the sight and smell, for she had a very queasy
stomach. It’s even in my hair. Oh gods of all Good Samaritans, make haste to
help me!

“I’m sorry, Julianne. I’m sorry I was a bad boy.” Gabriel’s voice was like a
child’s.

She held her breath and shook her head. “It’s all right. Come on.” She

pulled him into the master bathroom and was able to position him on his knees
over the toilet before the next volcanic stomach eruption.



While he vomited, she held a hand to her nose and tried to distract herself
by taking stock of his elegant and spacious bathroom. Large two-person or more
bathtub? Check. Large two-person or more shower with decadent tropical rain
showerheads? Double check. Large fluffy white towels perfect for picking up
puke? Check, check, and check.

When Gabiriel finished, she handed him a small but absorbent hand towel to
wipe his mouth. He groaned loudly and ignored her offer. So she leaned over
and gently swiped the towel over his face before giving him a sip of water to
swish around his mouth.

She stared at him. Despite the train wreck that was her own family and her
overall skittishness about marriage, she had thought from time to time about
what it would be like to have a baby—a little boy or girl who would look like
Julia and her husband. As she gazed down at a very sick Gabriel, she imagined
what it would be like to be a mother and to care for her ill child. Gabriel’s
vulnerability tugged on her heartstrings, for she’d never seen it before except
that once, when he cried in his office over Grace.

Grace would be happy that I’'m taking care of her son.

“Will you be all right for a minute?” Julia asked, pushing his soft hair out of
his eyes.

He groaned again, eyes closed, and she took that as an indication that he
would be fine. But Julia had a difficult time letting him go. So while he sat there,
moaning, she petted him a little, stroking his hair and chattering to him as if he
were a baby.

“It’s all right, Gabriel. It’s all right. All I ever wanted was to be nice to
you...to care for you a little...even if you never cared for me.”

When she was satisfied that she could leave him alone for a few minutes,
she went into his bedroom and quickly began looking through his chest of
drawers for something, anything, that she could change into. She resisted the
impulse to rummage through his underwear in search of a prize that she could
take home (or sell on eBay) and grabbed the first pair of boxer shorts she could
find. They were black and decorated with the shield of Magdalen College and
looked as if they would be too small for Gabriel’s finely shaped derriéere.

Even Gabriel’s underwear is pretentious, thought Julia as she searched for
a T-shirt.

She went to the guest washroom and quickly stripped off her fouled clothes,
hopped into the shower just to rinse the vomit out of her hair and the stench from
her skin, then changed into his things.



Afterward, she tried to tackle the disaster that was Gabriel’s cashmere
sweater. She cleaned it as best she could, soaking it a little in the sink. Finally,
she placed it on the marble countertop to air dry. He’d have to have it dry-
cleaned (or burned). Julia took the rest of her clothes, put them in the washer,
and returned to the master bathroom.

Gabriel was sitting with his back against the wall, his knees up to his chest
and his face in his hands. He was still moaning.

Julia quickly cleaned the toilet and kneeled beside him. She didn’t like the
idea of leaving him in vomit-soaked clothes, but she didn’t like the idea of
undressing him either. He’d probably accuse her of sexual harassment or
something, and she didn’t want to deal with a drunk and angry Professor
Emerson. Or a sober and angry Professor Emerson. For like a dragon, he could
turn on you in a second if he thought you were pulling his tail.

“Gabriel, you’ve thrown up all over yourself. Do you understand? Do you
want to stay like this or...” She let her voice trail off.

He shook his head with some semblance of understanding and tried to
remove his tie. Of course, with his eyes closed he had little success. So Julia
gently loosened the tie and slowly pulled it over his head. She blotted it with
water as best she could, leaving it on the counter. He would have to dry clean it
too.

While her back was turned, he began undoing the buttons of his shirt.
However, it was much more difficult than he anticipated, and so he cursed and
tugged at the buttons, almost tearing them off in the process.

Julia sighed. “Here, let me.” She kneeled beside him once again, brushed
his long fingers aside, and quickly unfastened the buttons.

He shrugged out of his dress shirt and immediately pulled his T-shirt over
his head. Because he was disoriented he was unable to free his head from the
shirt, so he just sat there with it wrapped over his hair like a turban.

It really was quite funny. Julia stifled a laugh, wishing she had her cell
phone close at hand so she could take a picture of him. She would have loved to
have used that shot as her screensaver. Or her avatar, should she ever have need
of one. She gently freed his face from his shirt and sat back on her heels,
gasping.

Gabriel’s naked chest was stunning. Indeed, his entire upper body was a
study in perfection. He had large, muscular arms, broad shoulders, and
excellently toned pectorals. He’d always seemed to have a slender build, Julia
thought, especially when his physique was masked by sweaters or jackets. But



there was nothing slender about Gabriel now. Absolutely nothing.

And Gabriel had a tattoo. This surprised her greatly. She’d seen photos of
Gabriel and Scott with their shirts off—pictures from summer vacations taken
before she moved to Selinsgrove. But she could have sworn that Gabriel did not
have a tattoo in those pictures. So the tattoo was recent, within the last six or
seven years.

The tattoo was over his left pectoral, above the nipple and spreading over to
his sternum. The image was of a winged medieval dragon that was wrapped
around an oversized heart, crushing it between its two front feet. The heart was
lifelike, not stylized, and the dragon’s claws dug into its flesh so deeply that
blood seeped from its wounds.

Julia gaped open-mouthed at the dark and disturbing image. The dragon
was green and black with a coiled, barbed tail and large fluttering wings. Its
mouth was open and breathing fire. But what captured her attention was the
black lettering across the surface of the heart. She was able to make out the
letters M A I A. Maia. Or was it M.A.I.LA.—an acronym?

Julia had no idea who Maia was or what M.A.I.LA. was. She’d never heard
the name from Rachel or any of the Clarks. It seemed to her to be completely out
of character for Gabriel, the Gabriel she barely knew once and the one she was
only beginning to know again, to have a tattoo at all, let alone one so large and
haunting.

He has a tattoo like that underneath his clothes and he wears a bow tie?
With a sweater?

Julia wondered what other surprises lurked across the surface of his skin,
and her eyes wandered a little lower. Even in a seated position, she couldn’t help
but notice his well-defined abdominal muscles and the deep V that extended
from his hips to down beneath the waistband of his wool trousers.

Holy crap. Professor Emerson must work out—a lot. Could I take a photo
of his abs—and his V—for my screen saver?

Julia blushed and turned away. She was being bad, ogling The Professor.
She wouldn’t have wanted anyone to do that to her, especially at a low moment.
So feeling more than slightly guilty, she gathered up his soiled clothes and the
towel that she used to clean up the sick that had dripped onto the Persian rug in
his bedroom, and took them to the laundry room. She quickly placed everything
in the washer, filled it with detergent, and started a wash. Then she passed
through the kitchen to fetch a glass and a pitcher of filtered water from the
refrigerator.



In her absence, Gabriel had managed to stagger to the imposing silk-draped
bed that was in the center of the room. He was now seated on the edge, barefoot
and clad only in a pair of black boxer briefs, his hair sticking out of his head in
all directions.

Holy cow.

Although there was probably nothing hotter in the universe than the sight of
a half-naked Gabriel sitting on his bed (except perhaps for the surface of the
sun), Julia averted her eyes and placed the water on his nightstand. She wanted
to ask him how he was, but she thought maybe she should give him a moment.
So she stood back and let her eyes roam around the room. And what she saw
astounded her.

Gabriel’s penchant for black-and-white photographs was more noticeable
here, for every wall but one was adorned with pairs, each extremely large and
hung in imposing black frames. However, it was the content of the pictures that
Julia found surprising.

The photos were erotic. Pictures of naked, primarily female forms, although
sometimes a female and male together, with the faces and genitalia either absent
or in shadow. Tastefully posed, they were quite beautiful, and Julia would not
have said that they were filthy. But they were highly sensual and amative, much
more sophisticated than average pornography and far more arousing.

One showed a couple from the side, facing one another and straddling a
bench of some kind. Their torsos were pressed together, his hands in her long,
fair hair. Julia blushed as she wondered if the photo was taken before, during, or
after the beautiful couple made love, for she couldn’t tell.

Another was of a woman’s back and a pair of man’s hands, one of which
embraced her middle back and the other cupping her bottom. A tattoo ran across
her right hip, but the writing was in Arabic, Julia surmised, so she couldn’t read
it.

But it was the two larger photos that hung over the bed that caught her
attention.

One of them depicted a woman lying on her stomach. A man’s form floated
over hers, almost like a dark angel, pressing a kiss to a shoulder blade and
splaying his left hand across her lower back. It reminded Julia of Rodin’s
sculpture, The Angel’s Kiss, so she wondered if the photographer had been
inspired by that work.

The other photo took Julia’s breath away, for it was the most overtly erotic,
and she was instantly repulsed by its rawness and aggression. It was the side



view of a woman lying on her stomach, with only her length from mid-torso to
knee visible. Hovering above her was part of a male form. His hand was planted
white-knuckled on her left hip and bottom cheek, his hips pressed tightly against
the curve of her backside. The man had an attractive gluteus maximus in profile
and long, elegant fingers. Julia was disturbed by the photo and immediately
looked away in embarrassment.

Why would someone have a photo of that hanging on his wall? She shook
her head. From gazing at the photographs, one point was abundantly clear:
Professor Emerson is a back man.

Given his décor and his choice of artwork, Gabriel’s bedroom appeared to
have one purpose and one purpose only, and that was to serve as a cauldron of
seething lust. She knew based upon what she’d observed, that he must have
intended it to be so, despite its obvious and palpable coldness—a coldness that
was in keeping with the overall glacial atmosphere of his entire apartment. In
this taupe-walled space, a chill emanated from the photographs, the ice-blue silk
of his bed coverings and curtains, and the sparseness of the all-black furniture of
the room, dominated by an oversized bed with an ornately carved and high-
posted headboard and a low and equally intricate footboard.

Medieval, thought Julia. How fitting.

But the photographs were soon supplanted in her attention by something
else, something even more surprising. She stared in shock at the painting on the
far wall, her jaw dropping open.

On the wall opposite Gabriel’s large and medieval bed, and strangely out of
place amongst the black-and-white erotica, was a Pre-Raphaelite oil painting in
brilliant and glorious color. It was a full scale reproduction of Henry Holiday’s
painting of Dante and Beatrice, the same painting that hung over her own bed.

Julia’s eyes darted from the painting, to Gabriel, and back to the painting
again. He could see the painting from his bed. She imagined him falling asleep at
night, every night, looking at Beatrice’s face. It was the last thing he would see
at night and the first thing he would see in the morning. Julia hadn’t known that
he owned that painting. He was the reason why she owned it; was she, by any
chance, the reason why he did?

She began to tremble at the thought. No matter who came into his bedroom,
no matter which girl Gabriel brought home to warm his bed, Beatrice was
always there. Beatrice was ever present.

But he didn’t remember that she was Beatrice.
Julia shook her head to suppress those thoughts and gently persuaded



Gabriel to lie down. She covered him with the sheet and the silk duvet, tucking
the edges under his arms, across his chest. She sat down on the bed next to him,
watching him as he looked at her.

“I was listening to music,” he whispered, as if he was continuing a
conversation.

She frowned in confusion. “What kind of music?”

“Hurt. Johnny Cash. Over and over.”

“Why do you listen to that?”

“To remember.”

“Oh, Gabriel. Why?” Julia blinked back tears, for that was the one Trent
Reznor song she could listen to without heaving, but it always made her weep.

He didn’t answer.

She leaned over him. “Gabriel? Sweetheart, don’t listen to that kind of
music anymore, okay? No more Lacrimosa or Nine Inch Nails. Walk out of the
darkness and toward the light.”

“Where’s the light?” he mumbled.

Julia exhaled deeply. “Why do you drink so much?”

“To forget,” he said, closing his eyes and resting back on the pillow.

With his eyes closed, she was able to admire him. She surmised that he
would have been sweet-looking as a teenager—all big sapphire eyes and kissable
lips and sexy brown hair. He might have been shy instead of angry or sad. He
might have been noble and good. If Julia and he had been closer in age, he might
have kissed her on her father’s porch, taken her to the prom, and made love to

her for the first time on a blanket under the stars, in the old orchard behind his
parents’ house. She might have been his first, in some more perfect universe.

Julia contemplated how much pain a human soul, her soul, could bear
without shriveling completely, and she turned to go. A warm hand darted out to
catch her.

“Don’t leave me,” he breathed. His eyes were only half open, and they
pleaded with her. “Please, Julianne.”

He knew who she was, but somehow he still wanted her to stay. And the

way his eyes and his voice grew desperate...she could not deny him when he
looked like that.

She wrapped her hand in his and sat beside him again. “I’'m not going to
leave you. Just sleep now. There’s light all around you. So much light.”

A smiled played on his perfect lips, and she heard him sigh; the grip with



which he held her hand loosened. She took a deep breath, held it, and ghosted a
finger over his eyebrows. When he didn’t flinch or open his eyes, she softly
stroked them, one by one. Her mother had done this when Julia wasn’t able to
sleep as a child. But that was ever so long ago, long before her mother neglected
her in order to pursue other, more important interests.

Gabriel was still smiling, and so Julia bravely moved her hand to his hair.
Feeling the unruly strands running though her fingers reminded her of a day
she’d spent on a farm in Tuscany during her year abroad. An Italian boy had
taken her out to a field, and they had walked together, her hand floating over the
tops of the grasses. Gabriel’s hair was feather light and soft against her hand,
like the whispering Italian grass.

She began to stroke his hair, the way Grace must have done at one time. He
allowed her fingertips to trail down the side of his face, tracing his angular jaw
and rubbing gently against his stubble. She touched the merest hint of a dimple
in his chin and began to move the back of her hand against his high and noble
cheekbones. She would never again be this close to him; if he were awake, he
wouldn’t let her. He’d have bitten her hand, she was sure, and gone for her
throat.

His perfect chest rose and fell with his now regular breathing. He seemed to
have fallen asleep.

She stared at his neck, the muscles in his shoulders and the tops of his arms,
his collarbone, and the tops of his pectorals. If he had been pale, he would have
looked like a Roman statue carved in cold, white marble. But the merest hint of a
tan left over from the summer made his skin glow almost gold in the lamplight.

Julia pressed a kiss against two of her fingers and placed those fingers
tenderly against his slightly parted lips. “Ti amo, Dante. Eccomi Beatrice. I love
you, Dante. Here I am, Beatrice.”

Just then, Gabriel’s telephone rang.

She jumped in surprise. The phone was ringing very loudly. Gabriel was
beginning to move, the horrible noise piercing his rest. So Julia answered it.

“Hello?”

“Who the hell is this?” a woman’s voice, shocked and shrill, demanded.
“This is Gabriel Emerson’s residence. Who is this?”

“This is Paulina. Put Gabriel on the phone!”

Julia’s heart thudded twice and skipped a beat before beginning to race. She
stood up, taking the cordless receiver with her, and walked into the bathroom,
closing the door.



“He can’t come to the phone right now. Is it an emergency?”
“What do you mean he can’t? Tell him it’s Paulina and I want to speak to

him.”

“Um, he’s indisposed.”

“Indisposed? Listen, you little slut, roll Gabriel over and put the phone in
his hand. I’m calling from the—"

“He can’t talk to you right now. Please call back tomorrow.” Julia pressed
the end button, interrupting Paulina’s torrent of furious words, feeling
thoroughly disgusted.

She’s more demanding than a casual lover. She must be his mistress—and
she’s going to be pissed that I answered the phone. Maybe she’ll be so pissed
she’ll break up with him.

Julia cringed at her continued misfortune and removed the towel from her
hair, hanging it up to dry. She returned to the bedroom and placed the telephone
on its cradle. She intended to leave Gabriel to his dreams and sleep in the guest
room, because she’d promised that she wouldn’t abandon him.

Suddenly, two blue eyes opened wide and began to stare right through her.
“Beatrice,” he whispered, reaching out his hand.
Julia shuddered convulsively.

“Beatrice,” he whispered again, gazing into her eyes with unblinking
recognition.

“Gabriel?” She stifled a sob.



Chapter 14

His eyes closed, but only for a second, and a slow, sweet smile spread
across his face. His eyes grew soft and very warm. “You found me.”

Julia chewed at the inside of her cheek, willing herself not to burst into
tears at the sound of his voice. This was the voice she remembered. And she’d
waited to hear it for so long. She had waited for him to return to her for so, so
long.

“Beatrice.” He clasped her wrist, pulling her toward him. He shifted slightly
on the bed to accommodate her, enveloping her in his arms as she rested her
head on his naked chest. “I thought you’d forgotten me.”

“Never,” she choked out as the tears began to flow uncontrollably. “I
thought of you every day.”

“Don’t cry. You found me.”

Gabriel closed his eyes and turned his head, his breathing beginning to
regulate again. Julia lay very still, not wanting her sobs to disturb him, trying
desperately not to shake the bed as she let her grief and relief wash over her.
Tears traveled in small rivers down her pale cheeks and onto the expanse of
tanned and tattooed skin that lay beneath her head.

Her Gabriel had remembered her. Her Gabriel had finally returned.

“Beatrice,” his arm tightened around her waist as he moved to whisper
against her hair, still damp from the shower. “Don’t cry.” With his brilliant blue
eyes closed, Gabriel pressed his lips to her forehead, once, twice, thrice.

“I missed you. So much,” she whispered, her lips moving against his tattoo.
“You found me,” he murmured. “I should have waited. I love you.”

Now Julia wept harder, clinging to him as if she were drowning and he was
her savior. She kissed the skin of his chest lightly and ran her fingers up and
down his abdomen.

In response, Gabriel’s fingertips traced the goose-pimpled flesh of her arms
before slipping under the loose fabric of her T-shirt. He feathered his fingers
across her skin until his hand finally stilled against her lower back. He sighed
deeply and seemed to pass into his dreamland once again.

“I love you, Gabriel. So much it hurts,” she said, her hand coming to rest



over his gently beating heart. She whispered Dante’s own words back to him,
somewhat changed:

Love hath so long possess’d me for his own
And made his lordship so familiar

That he, who at first irk’d me, is now grown
Unto my heart as its best secrets are.

And thus, when he in such sore wise doth mar
My life that all its strength seems gone from it.
Mine inmost being then feels thoroughly quit
Of anguish, and all evil keeps afar.

Love also gathers to such power in me

That my sighs speak, each one a grievous thing.
Always soliciting

My Gabriel’s salutation piteously.

Whenever he beholds me, it is so,

Who is more sweet than any words can show.

When all her tears were dry, Julia placed a few tentative kisses against
Gabriel’s stilled, soft lips and fell into a deep and dreamless sleep in the arms of
her beloved.

kR

When she awoke, it was shortly past seven in the morning. Gabriel was still
sound asleep. In fact, he was snoring, and from the looks of it neither of them
had moved all night. It was probably the most peaceful sleep she’d ever had, but
one.

She didn’t want to move. She didn’t want to be separated from him, not by
one inch. She wanted to lie in his arms forever and pretend as if they had never
been apart.

He recognized me. He loves me. Finally.

She had never felt loved before. Not really. Oh he had mumbled it, and her
mother had shouted it but only when drunk, so the words never entered Julia’s
consciousness. Or heart. She never believed them because their actions had
showed their words to be false. But she believed Gabriel.

So on this morning, the first morning ever, Julia felt loved. She smiled so
widely she thought her face would break. She pressed her lips to Gabriel’s neck



and nuzzled against his stubbled skin. He moaned softly and his arm tightened
against her, but his regular and deep breathing told her that he was still very
much asleep.

Julia had enough experience with alcoholics to know that Gabriel would be
hungover and probably cranky when he woke up. So she wasn’t in a hurry to
wake him. She was silently grateful that last night, at least, Gabriel had been a
harmless, flirtatious drunk. That kind of drunk she could handle. It was the other
kind that frightened her.

She spent about an hour drinking in his scent and his warmth, reveling in
their closeness, skimming her hands tentatively over his upper body. Apart from
the evening she spent with him in the woods, these moments were the happiest
of her life. But eventually, she had to get up.

She stealthily crawled out from under his arm and padded to the master
bathroom, closing the door behind her. She noticed a bottle of Aramis cologne
sitting on his vanity. She picked it up, opened it, and sniffed. It wasn’t the scent
that she remembered from the orchard. His scent then had been more natural,
wilder even.

This is the new scent of Gabriel. And just like him—it’s breathtaking. And
now he’s mine...

She brushed her teeth, twisted her now curly hair up into a messy knot, and
walked into the kitchen to find a rubber band or a pencil with which to hold it.
Her hair thus affixed, she floated into the laundry room and transferred the clean
but damp clothes to the dryer. She couldn’t go home until her clothes were dry.
But she had no intention of leaving now that he remembered her.

What about Paulina? Or m.a.i.a.? Julia pushed those questions aside,
simply because they were irrelevant. Gabriel loved her. Of course, he would let
Paulina go.

What about the fact that he’s my Professor? And what if he’s an alcoholic?

She had promised herself long ago that she would never get involved with
an alcoholic. But rather than face that possibility head on, she actively
suppressed all the little, niggling doubts that were bubbling to the surface, for
truly, she wanted to believe that their love would conquer all.

“Let me not to the marriage of true minds admit impediments,” she
thought, citing Shakespeare as a talisman against her fears. She believed
Gabriel’s vices were borne out of loneliness and despair. But now that they had
found each other once again, their love would be enough to rescue both of them
from their respective darknesses. Together they would be far stronger and far



healthier than they had been separately.

As Julia pondered these things in her heart, she went through the cupboards
of Gabriel’s excellently stocked kitchen. She wasn’t sure if he would want
breakfast, given his hangover. Sharon had always eschewed food in favor of a
breakfast libation such as a Seabreeze, which Julia had (sadly) learned to make
with aplomb at age eight. Nevertheless, after she finished her own breakfast of
scrambled eggs, bacon, and coffee, she prepared the same for Gabriel.

Not knowing if he would need the hair of the dog that bit him, but wanting
to give him that option, she made him a Walters cocktail. She found the recipe in
his bartender’s guide, having chosen (she hoped correctly) the decanter on top of
the sideboard that held his least favorite Scotch, not wanting to sully his finest
single malt with juice.

In sum, Julia was ecstatic at having the opportunity to spoil Gabriel a little,
and so she took extra care as she prepared his breakfast tray. She clipped a few
small sprigs of parsley from his countertop herb garden for a garnish, which she
placed alongside the orange sections that she’d cut up and fanned next to the
bacon. She even wrapped his silverware in a linen napkin, which she folded
somewhat clumsily into the shape of a pocket. She wished she was clever
enough to make something more substantial than a pocket, a peacock perhaps, or
a fan, and she decided to investigate those options the next time she was on her
computer. Martha Stewart would know. Martha Stewart always knew.

Then Julia bravely walked into Gabriel’s study and found a pad of paper
and a fountain pen on top of his large, wooden desk. She wrote a note:

October 2009

Dear Gabriel,
I’d given up hope,
until you looked into my eyes last night
and finally saw me.
Apparuit iam beatitudo vestra.
Now your blessedness appears.
Your Beatrice

Julia propped the note up against the wine glass she used for his orange
juice. Not willing to wake him just yet, she placed the entire tray, cocktail and
all, in his large and half-empty refrigerator. Then she leaned up against its door
and sighed with satisfaction.



Knock. Knock. Knock.

Julia’s domestic goddess routine was suddenly interrupted by someone
banging on the front door.

Holy shit, she thought. Could that be—?

At first she didn’t know what to do. Should she wait and see if Paulina let
herself in with a key? Or should she run back to Gabriel’s arms and hide? After
waiting a minute or so her curiosity got the best of her, and she found herself
tiptoeing quietly to the front door.

O gods of all just-been-reunited-with-my-soul-mate-after-a-really-painful-
six-friggin’-years-graduate-students, please don’t let my soul mate’s (soon to be)
ex-mistress mess things up. Please.

Julia took a deep breath and gazed through the peephole. The hallway was
empty. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw something on the ground.
Hesitantly, she opened the door just a crack and darted a nervous hand out
toward the something, exhaling deeply in relief when her hand closed on the
Saturday morning Globe and Mail.

Smiling again, and relieved that her blissful reunion with Gabriel had not
been ruined by his erstwhile mistress, Julia picked up the paper and hastily
locked the door. Still smiling, she poured herself a glass of orange juice and
curled up in the red velvet wing-backed chair that was angled next to the
fireplace, with her bare feet resting on the matching ottoman. She sighed in
contentment.

If you had asked her over two weeks ago when she was visiting Gabriel’s
apartment with Rachel if she ever thought she’d be sitting in his precious chair
on a Sunday morning, she would have said no. She hadn’t thought it possible,
even with Grace’s saintly intercession. But now that she was here, she was very,

very happy.

She settled in for a leisurely morning of orange juice and the Saturday
paper and decided that her felicity deserved Cuban music, more specifically, a
little bit of Buena Vista Social Club. As she listened to Pueblo Nuevo on her
iPod, she perused the Arts section of Gabriel’s newspaper. An exhibition of
Florentine art was coming to the Royal Ontario Museum on loan from the Uffizi
Gallery. Maybe Gabriel wouldn’t mind taking her to see it. On a date.

Yes, they’d missed out on her high school prom and all the fancy parties at
Saint Joseph’s University. But Julia was sure that all the wasted time and lost
opportunity would now be returned to her tenfold to fill as she wished with
Gabriel. Happily, she leaped to her feet as the trumpet player in her ears began



playing a few bars of Stormy Weather as a counterpoint to the Cuban melody.
Julia sang loudly, too loudly, dancing with her orange juice in Gabriel’s
pretentious underwear, blissfully unaware of the half-naked man who was
striding up behind her.

“What the hell are you doing?”
“Aaaaggggghhhhhh!”

Julia yelped and jumped about a foot in reaction to the harsh, angry voice.
She quickly took her ear buds out of her ears and turned around. And what she
saw crushed her.

“I asked you a question!” Gabriel snapped, his eyes transformed to
blackish-blue pools. “What the fuck are you doing in my underwear, jumping
around my living room?”

Crack.

Was that the sound of Julia’s heart snapping in two? Or just the final nail in
the coffin in which her dead love rested, but not in peace?

Perhaps it was his tone of voice, angry and commanding. Perhaps it was the
fact that in that one question she realized that he no longer viewed her as
Beatrice, and all her realized hopes and dreams just fucking died in their infancy.
But whatever the true explanation, Julia’s iPod and orange juice slipped through
her fingers. The glass promptly shattered, sending her old iPod skating through
an ever expanding pool of liquid sunshine at her feet.

Julia stared at the disaster beneath her for a few seconds, trying to wrap her
mind around it. It was as if she didn’t understand how glass could shatter and
make such a mess, something in the shape of a glittering starburst. Eventually,
she dropped to her knees to pick up the glass and began repeating two questions
over and over in her head.

Why is he so angry with me? Why doesn’t he remember?

A tall and shirtless Gabriel looked down at her. He was clad only in his
underwear, which made him look slightly sexy and slightly ridiculous. His fists
were clenched, and Julia saw the tendons standing out in his magnificent arms.

“Don’t you remember what happened last night, Gabriel?”

“No, thankfully I don’t. And get up! You’re on your knees more than the
average whore.” He spoke through clenched teeth, glaring at her servile form.

Julia’s head popped up. She searched his eyes, noting his complete and
utter lack of memory and his irritation. He might as well have run her through
with a sword. She felt the blade pierce and enter her heart, and she felt her heart



begin to hemorrhage slowly.
Just like his tattoo, she thought. He’s the dragon; I’m the bleeding heart.

In that instant of silent realization, the most remarkable thing happened.
Something inside of her, six years in the making, finally, finally snapped.

“I’ll have to take you at your word about the behavior of whores, Emerson.
Only you would know,” she growled.

Then, when that snide remark didn’t quite heal the ache in the now
expanding fissure in her heart, she boldly forgot about cleaning up her mess and
leaped to her feet. And promptly lost her temper.

“Don’t you dare speak to me like that, you lousy drunk!” she snarled.
“Who the fuck do you think you are? After everything I did for you last night? I
should have let Gollum have you! I should have let you fuck her brains out in
front of everyone on top of the bar at Lobby!”

“What are you talking about?”

She leaned toward him, eyes flashing, cheeks flushed, and lips trembling.
She shook with anger as the adrenaline coursed through her veins. She wanted to
hit him. She wanted to wipe that expression off his face with her fists. She
wanted to pull his hair out in handfuls and leave him bald. Forever.

Gabriel inhaled her scent, erotic and inviting, and licked his lips
involuntarily. But that was the wrong thing to do in front of a woman as angry as
Miss Mitchell.

She tossed her head in fury and stomped down the hall, muttering various
and sundry exotic expletives in both English and Italian. And when she came to
the end of them, she switched to German, a sure sign that she was in a towering
rage.

“Hau ab! Verpiss dich!” she spat from the laundry room.

Gabriel slowly began rubbing his eyes, for in addition to suffering from one
of the worst hangover headaches of his life, he was slightly enjoying the sight of
Miss Mitchell in his T-shirt and boxer shorts, passionately angry and shouting at
him in a multiplicity of Western European languages. It was the second most
erotic thing he had ever witnessed. And it was entirely beside the point.

“How did you learn to swear in German?” He followed the sound of her
cursing auf Deutsch to the laundry room where she was removing her now semi-
dry clothes from the dryer.

“Bite me, Gabriel!”
He was distracted at that moment by a black lace bra that was reclining



provocatively but somewhat casually on top of the dryer. He gazed at it and
realized that the number and cup size that popped into his head the night he’d
taken her to Harbour Sixty for dinner were absolutely correct. Gabriel silently
congratulated himself.

He dragged his eyes up to meet hers. There were sparks in them,
luminescent butterscotch in dark chocolate, like a glittering sundae.

“What are you doing?”

“What does it look like I’'m doing? I’m getting the hell out of here before I
take one of your stupid bow ties and strangle you with it!”

Gabriel frowned, for he had always thought that those ties were smart.
“Who is Gollum?”

“Christa-fucking-Peterson.”

Gabriel’s eyebrows shot up. Christa? I guess she is Gollum-like. If you
squint.

“Forget about Christa. I don’t care about her. Did you have sex with me?”
He crossed his arms and his voice grew serious.

“In your dreams, Gabriel!”

“That is not a denial, Miss Mitchell.” He put his hand on her arm and
forced her to stop what she was doing. “And don’t tell me it wouldn’t have
formed part of your dreams too.”

“Get your hands off me, you arrogant bastard!” Julia pulled away so
forcefully she almost fell backward. “Of course, you would have to be drunk to
want to fuck me.”

Gabriel reddened. “Stop it. Who said anything about fucking?”

“What else would you do? I'm the crazy little whore who’s down on my
knees every five seconds. Whatever happened, consider yourself lucky you don’t
remember it! I’m sure it was more than forgettable.”

Gabriel’s hand grabbed her chin and held it firmly, lifting it so her face was
inches from his. “I said stop it.” His eyes flashed back at hers, and in them Julia
read a serious warning. “You are not a whore. And don’t ever speak about
yourself like that again.” His tone slid across her skin like an ice cube.

He let her go and took a very large step back, his chest heaving and his eyes
burning. He closed his eyes hard and began to breathe deeply, very deeply. Even
in his shadowy, soused thinking he knew that things had escalated far beyond
what was warranted. He needed to calm the fuck down fast, and then he needed
to calm her down before she did something rash.



The look in her eyes said it all; he’d cornered her like an animal. She was
angry and hurt and frightened and sad—a furious, wounded kitten with claws
drawn and tears glistening at the corners of her eyes. He had done this. He had
done this to her, a brown-eyed angel, when he compared her to a whore and
failed to remember whatever happened between them last night.

You must have seduced her if she’s acting like this...Emerson, you are a
grade A asshole. And you just kissed your career good-bye.

While Gabriel was thinking, and thinking slowly, Julia saw an opportunity
and took it. Cursing him loudly, she grabbed her clothes from the dryer and ran
into the guest room, slamming and locking the door behind her.

She pulled off his boxer shorts, dropping them disdainfully on the floor, and
quickly pulled on her damp socks and jeans. When she realized that she’d left
her bra on top of the dryer she decided she’d just leave without it. He can add
that to his collection. Bastard. She decided not to change out of his T-shirt since
it was less revealing than her own. And if he demanded his T-shirt back, she’d
scratch his eyes out.

Julia stood with her ear against the door, listening for any sound of
movement in the hallway. Her lack of clarity on this point gave her a few
precious moments to think.

She’d lost her temper and been stupid. She knew what Gabriel could be
like; she’d seen the shattered coffee table and the blood spattered on Grace’s
carpet. Although she was positive that her Gabriel would never, ever strike her,
she had no idea what Professor Emerson would do when provoked.

But he’d made her so angry. And she’d never had the chance to rage against
him before. It was as if all of her pent up anger was screaming to get out. She
had to push back; she had to get him out of her system once and for all. She’d
wasted her life pining for someone who wasn’t real, some temporary alcoholic
apparition, and today it was finally going to stop.

You’ve yelled and cursed at him. Just get the hell out before he decides to
get physical.

While Julia was getting dressed, Gabriel was stumbling to the kitchen in
order to find something to remove the Scotch-woven cobwebs from his mind. He
opened the door to the refrigerator and leaned against it, bathed in its brilliant
fluorescence.

His blue eyes glanced over the fridge’s contents until they found a large
white tray. A very pretty, large white tray. A very pretty, very feminine, large
white tray with food, orange juice, and what appeared to be a cocktail on it.



And was that...? She even garnished the plate, for God’s sake.

Gabriel stared. Miss Mitchell seemed to be a kindly person, but what were
the chances that she made him breakfast for any reason other than the fact that
he’d taken her to bed? The tray, in all of its garnished glory, seemed to be
evidence of his seduction, and for that reason it sickened him.

Nevertheless, he was grateful that she’d prepared him a cocktail, as he
gulped it greedily. It was precisely the antidote his pounding head needed, and in
a few moments he felt some measure of relief.

Lazily, his eyes alighted on the note that was propped up against the orange
juice. He scanned the writing slowly, not quite understanding why Miss Mitchell
would choose to address him in such a manner. He read the note again and
again, his focus finally coming to rest on these words:

Apparuit iam beatitudo vestra.
Now your blessedness appears.
Your Beatrice

He thrust the note aside in irritation. If it didn’t confirm their tryst, it was
evidence of a crush. No wonder it had been so easy to charm her out of her
virginity. Students were intrigued by figures of authority and developed
inappropriate attachments to them. In Julianne’s case, she viewed him through
the characters of her research, i.e., she was Beatrice to his Dante. A simple but
forbidden crush. A crush he’d indulged in a selfish, drunken haze. Now he’d lost
his appetite. What will Rachel say when she finds out?

Cursing his own lack of self-control, he walked past the closed guestroom
door on the way to his bedroom. Flashes of the previous evening danced before
his eyes. He remembered kissing Julianne in his hallway and the feel of her skin
beneath his hands. He remembered earnestly desiring her, the sweetness of her
lips, her warm breath in his face, the way she trembled under his touch. Even
though he couldn’t remember the act itself, or the pleasure of her nakedness, he
remembered looking up into her face while he was lying in bed. He felt her hand
against his cheek as she pleaded with him to walk toward the light. She had the
face of an angel. A beautiful, brown-eyed angel.

She came to my rescue, and see how I treated her. I took her virginity, and I
don’t even remember it. She deserved better. Much, much better.

He emitted the groan of a tortured soul as he pulled on a pair of jeans and
an old T-shirt and hunted around for his glasses. Just as he was about to exit the
bedroom, he stopped, his gaze inexplicably drawn to the oil painting on the front



wall.
Beatrice.

He moved so that he was but inches from her lovely face, her white figure
familiar and comforting. His brown-eyed angel. A glimpse of the impossible
drifted before his eyes, but like a wisp of smoke it vanished. He was hungover
and not thinking clearly.

Julia quietly unlocked the door and peered into the hall. It was empty. She
tiptoed toward the kitchen, shoved her feet into her sneakers, grabbed her things,
and ran to the front door. Gabriel was waiting for her.

Scheisse.

“You can’t leave until I get some answers.”

Julia swallowed thickly. “Let me go. Or I'll call the cops.”
“You call the cops, I'll tell them you broke in here.”

“You tell them that, I'll tell them that you kept me here against my will and
that you hurt me.” She was speaking without thinking again, which wasn’t
smart. And now she was threatening him with a falsehood. Anything they did
together had been consensual and chaste and sweet—and absolutely, absolutely
ruined. But Gabriel didn’t know that.

“Please, Julianne. Tell me I didn’t—" His eyes grew large and round, and
his face contorted in pain. “Please tell me I wasn’t...rough with you.” Gabriel
turned almost green in his revulsion and raised a shaking hand to his glasses.
“How badly did I hurt you?”

Julia debated how long she should leave him on the proverbial hook but
decided hastily to un-bait him. She closed her eyes and groaned. “You didn’t
hurt me. Not physically, at least. You just wanted someone to put you to bed and
keep you company. You begged me to stay, actually, but just as a friend. You
were more of a gentleman to me last night than you were this morning, which is
saying something. I think I like you better when you’re drunk.”

“Never think that, Julianne.” He shook his head at her and sighed. “And I'm
still drunk. I’m simply relieved that I wasn’t your first.”

She inhaled sharply, and Gabriel watched as a pained expression marred her
lovely features.

“But your clothes...” He stared down at her chest, at her nipples that were
poking prettily from underneath his black T-shirt. He tried not to ogle her, but
failed.

“Is this some kind of joke?” she snapped. “Do you honestly not



remember?”

“I have gaps in my memory—when I drink sometimes I can’t tell...” He
began mumbling incoherently.

Julia reached the end of her patience. “You threw up on me. That’s why I
was in your clothes. And for no other reason, believe me.”

A look of relief and pained acknowledgement passed across his face. “I’m
sorry,” he said. “And I apologize for insulting you. I didn’t mean what I said
earlier, truly I didn’t. I was shocked to find you here and the way you were
dressed, I thought that we...” He made a vague hand gesture.

“Bullshit.”

Gabriel glared, forcing himself to keep his temper. “If anyone connected
with the university found out that you stayed here, I could be in a lot of trouble.
We both could.”

“I won’t tell anyone, Gabriel. I’'m not stupid, despite what you think of

»

me.
He frowned. “I know you aren’t stupid. But if Paul or Christa found out,
then I...”

“Is that all you care about? Covering your own ass? Well, don’t worry, I
covered it for you. I pried Christa off your dick last night before you had a
chance to consummate your professor-student relationship. You should be
thanking me!”

Gabriel’s face hardened, and he pressed his lips together. “Thank you, Miss
Mitchell. But if someone sees you leaving here...”

Julia threw her hands up in frustration. He really was incredibly dense.

“If anyone sees me, I’ll say I was on my knees for your next door neighbor,
making money to buy couscous. I’m sure it’s believable.”

In a flash Gabriel’s hand was on her chin again, more forcefully this time.
“Stop it. I warned you about saying things like that.”

Julia froze, but only for a second, before jerking out of his grasp. “Don’t
touch me,” she hissed. She tried to move past him, praying he wasn’t going to
retaliate by hitting her, but he put his hand on the doorknob and braced himself
against the door.

“Damn it! Just stop.” He raised his hand, hoping to still her.

Instinctively, she ducked and reeled backward. Gabriel saw her movement
for what it was and instantly felt ill.

“Julianne, please.” He lowered his voice to the softest whisper and pleaded



with his eyes. “I’m not going to hit you. I just want to talk to you.”

He placed a hand to his head and grimaced. “I’ve done terrible things when
I wasn’t in my right mind. I was afraid I’d treated you badly last night. I lashed
out, but I'm only angry with myself.

“I think very highly of you. Very highly. How could I not? You are...
beautiful and innocent and sweet. I don’t like seeing you crawling on floors as if
you were an animal or a fucking slave. Leave the bloody glass where it is—I
don’t care. Do you remember the self-deprecating words you said to me when I
took you home after The Vestibule? Those words have haunted me. So have
mercy on me and stop denigrating yourself. I can’t take it.”

He cleared his throat, twice. “I don’t remember everything that happened
with Miss Peterson, but I apologize. I was a fool, and you came to my rescue.
Thank you.”

He slowly adjusted his glasses. “What happened last night cannot happen
again. I apologize for kissing you. I’'m sure that was a disgusting experience,
some slobbering drunk putting his mouth all over you. Forgive me.”

The air left Julia’s body in a loud gasp. Gabriel’s apology hurt. For from the
sound of it, he didn’t remember the kiss the way she did. And that upset her,
greatly.

“Oh, that,” she said coolly. “I’d forgotten all about it. It was nothing.”

Gabriel raised his eyebrows. For some reason, his expression darkened and
he frowned. “Nothing? It was a good deal more than nothing.” He stared for a
moment or two, wondering if he should bring up the note she left on his tray.

“You’re upset. I’'m still drunk. Let’s end this before it escalates any
further.” His voice was clipped and suddenly cold. “Good-bye, Miss Mitchell.”

He unlocked the door and held it open.

“Gabriel?” She paused once she entered the hallway, turning to look up at
him.

“Yes?”

“I need to tell you something.”

“Proceed.” He sounded grim.

“Paulina called last night, while you were—unavailable. And I answered
the phone.”

He removed his glasses and began rubbing his eyes. “Shit. What did she
say?”
“She called me a slut and told me to roll you over and hand you the phone. I



said you were indisposed.”
“Did she say why she was calling?”
“No.”
“Did you tell her who you are? Your name?”
Julia shook her head.
“Thank God,” he muttered.

She frowned. She’d expected him to apologize for Paulina. But he didn’t. In
fact, he seemed entirely unfazed by her behavior, as if he were more concerned
about Julia upsetting her than the other way round.

She must be his mistress.

Julia fixed him with a stony gaze, as her body began to vibrate with anger.
“You begged me to come after you—to look for you in Hell. That’s exactly
where I found you. And you can stay there forever, for all I care.”

He stepped back, replacing his glasses, his eyes narrowing into slits. “What
are you talking about?”

“Nothing. I’'m done, Professor Emerson.” She turned on her heel and
walked to the elevator.

Confused, he watched her walk away, his thoughts hazy and unfocused.
After a moment he jogged after her. “Why did you write that ridiculous note?”

She felt as if he’d stabbed a dagger into her heart. She straightened her
shoulders and tried to steady her voice. “What note?”

“You know damned well what note! The note you left in my fridge.”
Julia shrugged dramatically.
He grabbed her elbow and spun her around. “Is this a game to you?”

“Of course not! Let me go.” She pulled her arm away from him and began
punching the down button for the elevator, willing it to come to her rescue. She
was humiliated and angry, feeling silly and oh so small. She couldn’t get away
from him fast enough, even if she ran down the stairs.

He moved a step closer. “Why did you sign the note the way you did?”
“Why do you care?”

He heard the elevator approaching and knew that he had mere seconds to
get answers to his questions. He closed his eyes, her previous words thundering
in his ears. She looked for him in Hell. He’d begged the brown-eyed angel to
come looking for him. Of course, she hadn’t. Hallucinations don’t respond to

begging.



What if Beatrice wasn’t a hallucination? What if...He felt something like
fear begin to creep across his skin. Once again, the impossible floated before his
eyes. If he concentrated, he could see her in his memory, but her face was blurry.

The ringing of a bell signaled the arrival of the elevator.

His eyes snapped open.

She stepped through the open door and shook her head at him, at his
confusion, and at the intoxication that still swam in his eyes. Everything hinged
on this. She could tell him or she could keep secret what happened between them
just as she always had. Just as she had for six fucking years.

As the door slowly began to close, she saw a wave of realization wash over
him.

“Beatrice?” he whispered.

“Yes,” she said, moving so she could maintain eye contact with him until
the last possible second. “I’'m Beatrice. You were my first kiss. I fell asleep in
your arms in your precious orchard.”

Gabriel sprang forward to stop the elevator door from closing. “Beatrice!
Wait!”

He was too late. The door closed at the sound of her name. He pressed the
button furiously, hoping to reopen the doors.

“I’m not Beatrice anymore.” As the elevator began its slow but unstoppable
descent, Julia burst into tears.

Gabriel pressed his forehead and palms against the cold steel of the elevator
door.

What have I done?



Chapter 15

Old Mr. Krangel looked out his peephole into the hallway and saw nothing
out of the ordinary. He’d heard voices, a man and a woman arguing, but couldn’t
see anyone. He’d even heard a name—Beatrice. But he was unaware of any
tenant called Beatrice on the floor. And now the hall appeared to be empty.

He’d already ventured out once that morning; he’d had to return his
anonymous neighbor’s Saturday paper, which had been delivered to his door by
mistake. The Krangels didn’t take the Saturday paper, but Mrs. Krangel suffered
from dementia and had picked it up and hid it in the apartment the day before.

Slightly annoyed at having his Sunday morning thus interrupted by a kemfn
in the hallway, Mr. Krangel opened his door and stuck his aged head out. Not
fifty feet away, he saw a man leaning against the closed elevator door. His
shoulders were shaking.

Mr. Krangel was immediately embarrassed by the pathetic sight before him
but was momentarily mesmerized.

He didn’t recognize the man, and he wasn’t about to introduce himself.
Surely a grown man who would waltz about the thirtieth floor of an apartment
building barefoot and casually dressed and...doing whatever it was he was
doing, was not the kind of person he wished to know. Men from his generation
never cried. Of course, they never took their socks off in hallways, either. Unless
they were—odd. Or lived in California.

Mr. Krangel retreated quickly, closed and locked his door, and called the
concierge downstairs to report a barefoot crying man out in the hallway who had
just had a screaming kemfn with a woman called Beatrice.

It took five tiresome minutes to explain to the concierge what a kemfn was.
Mr. Krangel vocally lamented this fact, choosing to place the blame on the
Toronto District School Board and their narrow, WASPish curriculum.

kR

It was late October, and the weather in Toronto was already cool. Julia was
without something warm under her coat as she slowly and miserably walked
home, because she’d left Professor Emerson’s fouled sweater behind. She



hugged her arms tightly across her chest, wiping away angry and resigned tears.

People passed her on the street and gave her sympathetic glances.
Canadians could be like that—quietly sympathetic but politely distant. Julia was
grateful for their sympathy and even more grateful that no one stopped to ask
why she was crying. For her story was both too long and too utterly fucked up to
tell.

Julia never asked herself why bad things happen to good people, for she
already knew the answer: bad things happen to everyone. Not that this was an
excuse or a justification for wronging another human being. Still, all humans had
this shared experience—that of suffering. No human being left this world
without shedding a tear, or feeling pain, or wading into the sea of sorrow. Why
should her life be any different? Why should she expect special, favored
treatment? Even Mother Teresa suffered, and she was a saint.

Julia did not regret looking after The Professor while he was drunk, even
though her good deed had not gone unpunished. For if you truly believe that
kindness is never wasted, you have to hold tightly to that belief even when the
kindness is thrown back in your face.

She was ashamed that she’d been so stupid, so foolish, so naive as to think
that he would remember her after a drunken binge and that they could return to
the way things were (but never were, really) that one night in the orchard. Julia
knew that she’d been swept up into the romantic fancy of a fairy tale, without
any thought of what the real world, and the real Gabriel, was like.

But it was real—the old spark was there. When he kissed me, when he
touched me, the electricity was still there. He had to have felt it—it wasn’t all in
my head. Julia quickly pushed those thoughts aside, willing herself to stick to her
new, non-Emerson diet. It’s time to grow up. No more fairy tales. He didn’t care
enough to remember you back in September, and he has Paulina, now.

When she entered her little hobbit hole, she took a long shower and
changed into her oldest and softest flannel pajamas—pajamas that were pale
pink with images of rubber duckies on them. She threw Gabriel’s T-shirt to the
back of her closet where it hopefully would be forgotten. She curled up on her
twin bed, clutching her velveteen rabbit, and fell asleep, physically and
emotionally spent.

While Julia was sleeping, Gabriel was warring with his hangover and
fighting the urge to dive into a bottle of Scotch and never resurface. He hadn’t
gone after her. He hadn’t run for the stairwell and stumbled down thirty flights
to meet her at the lobby. He hadn’t taken the next elevator and raced to the street



to catch her.

No, he’d stumbled back to his apartment and slumped into a chair, so he
could wallow in nausea and self-loathing. He cursed the roughness with which
he’d treated her, not just this morning, but since his first seminar back in
September. A roughness made worse by the fact that she had suffered saint-like
in silence, all the while knowing exactly who and what she was to him.

How could I have been so blind?

He thought of the first time he’d seen her. He’d returned to Selinsgrove in
depression and despair. But God had intervened, a genuine deus ex machina.
God sent him an angel to rescue him from Hell—a delicate, brown-eyed angel in
jeans and sneakers with a beautiful face and a pure soul. She comforted him in
his darkness and gave him hope. She seemed to cherish a sincere affection for
him despite his failings.

She saved me.

As if that salvation wasn’t enough, the angel appeared to him a second
time, the very day he’d cruelly lost the other strong force of goodness in his life,
Grace. The angel sat in his Dante seminar, reminding him of truth, beauty, and
goodness. And he responded by snapping at her and threatening to push her out
of the program. Then this morning, he was cruel and compared her to a whore.

I’'m the Angelfucker now. I’ve fucked over the brown-eyed angel. Gabriel
cursed the irony of his name as he walked to the kitchen to retrieve her note.

Holding her beautiful, fragile message in his hand, he saw his own ugliness
—not an ugliness of body but of soul. Julianne’s note, and even her breakfast
tray, confronted Gabriel’s sin in a manner that was stark, convicting, and
absolutely unrelenting.

She could not have known this, but in that moment her words from a week
ago rang true. Sometimes people, when left alone, can hear their own hatefulness
for themselves. Sometimes goodness is enough to expose evil for what it really
is.

Gabriel dropped her note onto the counter and buried his face in his hands.

kR

When Julia finally awoke it was after ten o’clock in the evening. She
yawned and stretched, and after making a very sad bowl of instant oatmeal and
barely being able to choke down a third of it, she decided to check her voice



mail.

She’d turned her cell phone off when she arrived at Gabriel’s the night
before because she was expecting a call from Paul. She was not in a mood to
speak with him, then or now, even though she knew he would likely cheer her.
She just wanted to be left alone to lick her wounds, like a puppy that had been
kicked repeatedly.

So it was with a heavy heart that she checked her messages, scrolling
through to listen to the oldest ones first, frowning when she realized that her
inbox was full. Julia’s inbox was never full, for the only people who ever called
her were her father, Rachel, and Paul, and their messages were always short.

“Hi Julia, it’s me. It’s Saturday night and the conference went well. I’'m
bringing you back something from Princeton. It’s small, so don’t worry. You’re
probably at the library, working. Call me later. [Pregnant pause...] I miss you.”

Julia sighed and deleted the first message from Paul and moved to his next
one.

“Hey, Julia. It’s me again. It’s Sunday morning, and I should be home
sometime tonight. Do you want to meet me for a late dinner? There’s a great
sushi place over by your apartment. Call me. Miss you, little Rabbit.”

Julia deleted Paul’s second message and quickly texted him, saying she’d
come down with the flu and was catching up on her sleep. She’d call him when
she was feeling better, and she hoped he’d arrived home safely. She did not tell
him that she missed him.

The next message was from a local number that she didn’t recognize.

“Julianne...um, Julia. It’s Gabriel. I...Please don’t hang up. I know I’m the
last person you want to hear from, but I’'m calling to grovel. In fact, I’'m standing
outside your building in the rain. I was worried about you, and I wanted to be
sure you got home safely.

“I wish we could go back to this morning, and I could tell you that I’ve
never seen anything more beautiful than the sight of you in my living room,
happy and dancing. That I’'m incredibly lucky that you rescued me and stayed
with me all night. That I’m an idiot and a fuck-up, and I don’t deserve your
kindness. At all. I know I hurt you, Julia, and I’m sorry.

[Deep inhale and exhale.] “I should never have let you go this morning—
not like that. I should have run after you and begged you to stay. I fucked up,
Julia. I fucked up.

“I should have humiliated myself in person, which is what I’'m trying to do
now. Please come outside so I can apologize. Actually, don’t come outside—



you’ll catch pneumonia. Just come to the front door and listen to me through the
glass. I’m going to stand here and wait for you. Here is my cell number...”

Julia scowled and deleted his message, not even bothering to save his
number. Still wearing her rubber duckie pajamas, she opened her apartment door
and walked across the hall. She had no intention of listening to Gabriel; she just
wanted to find out if he was still waiting outside in the cold, dark rain.

She pressed her nose against the glass in the front door, smudging it, and
peered outside into the inky blackness. It was no longer raining. And there was
no Professor to be found. She wondered how long he’d waited. She wondered if
he’d walked to her apartment without an umbrella. Her spine stiffened, and she
told herself that she didn’t care.

Let him catch pneumonia. Serves him right.

Before she turned to go, she noticed a large bouquet of purple hyacinths
leaning up against one of the pillars on the porch. It had a large, pink bow
attached to it and something that looked like a Hallmark card resting in the
middle of it. The envelope read Julia.

Oh really, Professor Emerson? I didn’t know that Hallmark’s greeting
cards included the “something for the girl/graduate student I cussed out after
telling her I wanted to pet her and later puking on her.” Julia turned on her heel
and went back to her apartment, shaking her head and muttering.

Curling up on her bed with her laptop, she decided to perform an internet
search on purple hyacinths, just in case Gabriel (or his florist) was trying to send
her a subliminal message. On a horticultural website, she read the following:
Purple hyacinths symbolize sorrow, the request for forgiveness, or an apology.

Yeah, well if you hadn’t been such a bastard to me, Gabriel, you wouldn’t
have to buy hyacinths to beg for my forgiveness. Jackass. Still shaking her head
in irritation, Julia put her laptop aside and checked her last and final voice
message. It was from Gabriel, and he’d left it a few minutes ago.

“Julia, I wanted to say this in person, but I can’t wait. I can’t wait.

“I wasn’t calling you a whore this morning. I swear. It was a terrible
comparison, and I never should have said it, but I wasn’t calling you a whore. I
was objecting to seeing you on your knees. It really...upsets me. Every time. You
should be worshipped and adored and treated with dignity. Never on your knees.
Never on your knees, Julia, for anyone. No matter what you think of me, that’s
the truth.

“I should have apologized immediately for what Paulina said to you. I just
finished setting her straight, and I want to pass on her apology. She’s sorry. She



and I have a...um...(cough)...it’s complicated. You can probably imagine why
she jumped to that conclusion, and it has to do only with me and my previous—
ah—behavior, and nothing to do with you. I’m really sorry she insulted you. It
won'’t happen again, I promise.

“Thank you for making me breakfast this morning. Um...[very long pause]
seeing the tray you prepared really did something to me. I can’t put it into
words. Julia, no one has ever done anything like that for me before. No one. Not
Grace, not a friend, not a lover, no one. I...you’ve been nothing but good and
kind and giving. And I’ve been nothing but selfish and cruel. [Clears throat...]

[Voice is husky now.] “Please, Julia, we need to talk about your note. I am
holding your note in the palm of my hand, and I’m not going to let it go. But
there are some things I need to explain to you, serious things, and I’'m not
comfortable doing that over the phone. I’'m sorry for what happened this
morning. It’s all my fault, and I want to fix it. Please tell me how to fix this, and
I’ll fix it. Call me.”

Once again, Julia deleted his message, and once again, she made no attempt
to save his number. She turned her phone off, placed it with her laptop on her
card table, and went back to bed, trying to put Gabriel’s sad and tortured voice
out of her mind.

The next day and the day after that, Julia didn’t leave her apartment. In fact,
she spent all her time in various flannel pajama sets, trying to distract herself
with loud music and a series of well-worn paperbacks by Alexander McCall
Smith. His Edinburgh stories were her favorite because they were cheerful,
slightly mysterious, and smart. She found his writing comforting and more than
soothing to her soul. The stories tended to make her hungry for Scottish things
like porridge and Walker’s shortbread and Isle of Mull cheddar (not necessarily
in that order).

Although she had had a truly scarring experience with Gabriel, hard on the
heels of spending the night in his arms, she was more determined than ever that
she would not let him break her. She’d been broken before; he had broken her.
And she’d sworn in her heart that she would never allow her spirit to be broken
again. By anyone.

So she made the following three decisions:

First, she was not going to drop Emerson’s class, because she needed a
Dante seminar to demonstrate her competency.

Second, she was not going to quit school and return to Selinsgrove a
coward.



Third, she was going to find herself another thesis director and file the
paperwork behind Emerson’s back, as soon as possible.

Near midnight Tuesday, she finally turned her cell phone on to check her
messages. Once again, her inbox was full. She rolled her eyes when she
discovered, not surprisingly, that the first message was from Gabriel. It had
arrived Monday morning.

“Julianne...I left something for you last night on your front porch. Did you
see it? Did you read the card? Please read it.

“By the way, I had to call Paul Norris in order to get your cell phone
number. I made up some excuse about needing to speak with you about your
thesis, in case he asks you about it.

“Did you know that you forgot your iPod? I've been listening to it. I was
surprised to find that you are a fan of Arcade Fire. I've been listening to
Intervention, although I’'m more than surprised that someone as well-adjusted
and happy as you would listen to such a tragic song. I’d like to be able to return
your iPod in person.

“I’d like you to talk to me. Scream at me. Curse me. Throw things in my
face. Anything but silence, Julianne. Please. [Large sigh...] Just a few moments
of your time, that’s all I ask. Call me.”

Julia deleted his message and promptly walked herself and her Scottish
tartan flannel pajamas out to the front porch. She picked up the card that was
attached to the bouquet, ripped it into a hundred pieces, and threw the pieces
over the railing and into the grass. She picked up the now withered purple
hyacinths and threw them over the railing too. Then she inhaled the cold night
air deeply and ran back inside, slamming the front door behind her.

Once she’d calmed down, she listened to the next message, which was also
from Gabriel. He’d called her that afternoon,

“Julianne, did you know that Rachel is on some Godforsaken Canadian
island? With no access to either a cell phone or her e-mail? I had to call
Richard, for God’s sake, when she wouldn’t answer her phone. I was trying to
track her down so she can track you down since you are refusing to respond to
my messages.

“I’'m worried about you. I checked around and no one, not even Paul, has
seen you for days. I’'m going to send you an e-mail, but it’s going to be formal
because the university has access to my e-mail account. I’m hoping you get this
message before you read it, otherwise you’ll think I’'m being an ass again. But
I’'m not. I just have to sound like one in an official e-mail. If you reply to me,



keep in mind anyone from the administration can read those e-mails. So be
careful what you say.

“I’ll see you at my seminar tomorrow. If you aren’t there, I’m going to call
your father and ask him to find you. For all I know, you’re already on a bus on
your way back to Selinsgrove. Call me, please. I've had to restrain myself from
coming over every day since Sunday.

[Long pause...] “I just want to know that you’re all right. Two words,
Julia. Just text me two words—tell me you’re okay. That’s all I’m asking.”

Julia quickly turned on her computer and checked her university e-mail
account. There, sitting in her inbox like a dirty bomb, was the following message
from Professor Gabriel O. Emerson:

Dear Miss Mitchell,
I need to speak to you concerning a matter of some urgency.

Please contact me as soon as possible. You may telephone me at the
following number: 416-555-0739 (cell).

Regards,

Prof. Gabriel O. Emerson,
Associate Professor
Department of Italian Studies/
Centre for Medieval Studies
University of Toronto

Julia deleted the e-mail and the voice mail without a second thought, and
she typed a quick e-mail to Paul, explaining that she was too sick to attend
Professor Emerson’s seminar the following afternoon and asking Paul to pass
that information to The Professor. She thanked Paul for his several e-mails,
apologized for not answering sooner, and asked if he’d like to accompany her to
the Royal Ontario Museum to see the Florentine art exhibit when she had
recovered her health.

The following day, she spent the better part of the afternoon composing an



exploratory e-mail to Professor Jennifer Leaming of the Department of
Philosophy. Professor Leaming was an Aquinas specialist who also had an
interest in Dante. Although Julia didn’t know her personally, Paul had taken a
class with her and liked her a great deal. She was young, funny, and very popular
with her students—the complete opposite of Professor Emerson. Julia was
hoping Professor Leaming would consider directing her master’s thesis, and she
stated this hope as a mere possibility in her e-mail.

Julia wanted to consult Paul about the switch and take his advice, but she
couldn’t. She knew he would assume that Emerson dropped her and would likely
confront him about it. So she sent the e-mail to Professor Leaming and hoped
that she would receive it graciously and respond quickly.

Later that evening, Julia checked her voice mail and once again, there was a
message waiting from Gabriel.

“Julianne, it’s Wednesday evening. I missed you in my seminar. You
brighten a room, you know, just by being in it. I’m sorry I never said that to you
before.

“Paul said you’ve been sick. Can I bring you some chicken soup? Ice
cream? Orange juice? I could have those items delivered. You wouldn’t have to
see me. Please let me help you. I feel terrible knowing that you’re in your
apartment, alone and sick, and there’s nothing I can do.

“At least I know that you’re safe and not on a Greyhound bus somewhere.
[Pauses—clears throat.]

“I remember kissing you. You kissed me back. You kissed me back, Julia, I
know you did. Didn’t you feel it? There is something between us. Or at least,
there was.

“Please, we need to talk. You can’t expect me to uncover your true identity
and not have the chance to talk to you about it. I need to explain a few things.
More than a few things, all right? Just call me back. All I'm asking for is one
conversation. I think you owe me that.”

The tone of Gabriel’s voice in his messages had grown increasingly
desperate. Julia turned off her phone, deliberately suppressing her own innate
empathy. She knew the university had access to Gabriel’s e-mail, but she didn’t
care. His messages needed to stop; she would never be able to move on if he
kept bothering her. And he didn’t appear to be giving up any time soon.

So Julia typed an e-mail and sent it to his university address, pouring all of
her hurt and anger into every single word:



Dr. Emerson,
Stop harassing me.

I don’t want you anymore. I don’t even want to know you. If you
don’t leave me alone, I will be forced to file a harassment complaint
against you. And if you call my father, I will do just that. Immediately.

If you think I’'m going to let an insignificant thing like this drive me
from the program, then you are very much mistaken. I need a new
thesis director, not a bus ticket home.

Regards,

Miss Julia. H. Mitchell,

Lowly Graduate Student,
On-Knees-More-Than-The-Average-Whore.

P.S. T will be returning the M. P. Emerson bursary next week.
Congratulations, Professor Abelard. No one has ever made me feel as
cheap as you did Sunday morning.

Julia pressed send without proofreading her message, and in a fit of
rebellion, she took two shots of tequila and began to play the song All the Pretty
Faces by The Killers. At a high volume. On repeat.

It was a Bridget Jones moment if there ever was one.

Julia grabbed a hairbrush from the bathroom and began singing into it as if
it were a microphone and dancing about the room in her now penguin-decorated
flannel pajamas, looking more than slightly ridiculous. And feeling strangely...
dangerous, daring, and defiant.

In the days after Julia sent her angry e-mail, all contact from Professor
Emerson ceased. Every day she somehow expected to hear from him, but every
day there was nothing. Until the following Tuesday, when she received another
voice mail.

“Julianne, you’re angry and hurt—I understand that. But don’t let your
anger prevent you from keeping something you earned by being the top master’s
student in this year’s admissions pool.



“Please don’t deprive yourself of money you could use to go home and visit
your father just because I was an ass.

“I’m sorry I made you feel cheap. I'm sure when you called me Abelard
you didn’t mean it as a compliment. But Abelard truly cared for Héloise, and I
care for you. So in that sense, there is a similarity. He also hurt her, as I have
hurt you. But he was deeply sorry for having injured her. Have you read his
letters to her? Read the sixth letter and see if it alters your perception of him...
and me.

“The bursary was never awarded before because I never found someone
who was special enough to receive it, until I found you. If you give it back, the
money will just sit in the Foundation’s bank account benefiting no one. I’m not
going to allow anyone else to have that money because it’s yours.

“I was trying to bring goodness out of evil. But I failed in doing that just
like I’ve failed in everything else. Everything I touch becomes contaminated or
destroyed...[Long pause...]

“There is one thing I can do for you and that’s find you another thesis
advisor. Professor Katherine Picton is a friend of mine, and although she’s
retired, she has agreed to meet with you to discuss the possibility of directing
your project. This will be a tremendous opportunity, in more ways than one. She
asked me to have you contact her directly via e-mail, as soon as possible, at K
Picton at U Toronto dot C A.

“I know it’s officially too late for you to drop my seminar, but I’'m sure
that’s what you want. I will approach one of my colleagues and see if she will
supervise a reading course with you, which will enable you to have enough
credits to graduate, even if you drop my class. I’ll sign the drop form and work it
out for you with the School of Graduate Studies. Just tell Paul what you want to
do and ask him to pass on the message. I know you don’t want to talk to me.

[Clears throat.] “Paul is a good man.
[Muttering...] “Audentes fortuna iuvat.

[Pause—voice drops to almost a whisper.] “I’m sorry you don’t want to
know me anymore. I will spend the rest of my life regretting the fact that I
wasted my second chance to know you. And I will always be conscious of your
absence.

“But I won’t bother you again. [Clears throat twice. ]

“Good-bye, Julianne.” [Long, long pause before Gabriel finally hangs up.]

Julia was stunned. She sat, open mouthed, with her phone in her hand,
trying to wrap her mind around his message. She listened to it again and again,



puzzling out the words, but the only part she readily believed was the quote from
Virgil, Fortune favors the brave.

Only The Professor could use an apologetic voice mail as an occasion to re-
assert his academic prowess and give Julia an impromptu lecture on Peter
Abelard. Julia moved past her annoyance, deciding not to follow his suggestion
and read Abelard’s letters. Instead, she turned her attention to the more
interesting part of his message, his mention of Katherine Picton.

Professor Picton was a seventy-year-old, Oxford-educated Dante specialist
who had taught at Cambridge and Yale before she was lured to the University of
Toronto by an endowed chair in Italian Studies. She was known to be severe,
demanding, and brilliant, and her erudition rivaled that of Mark Musa. Julia’s
career would be greatly advanced if she were to write a successful thesis under
Professor Picton’s supervision, and she knew it. Professor Picton could send
Julia anywhere for her doctorate, Oxford, Cambridge, Harvard...

Gabriel was single-handedly giving Julia the biggest career opportunity of
her life, gift-wrapped with a bright, shiny bow—an opportunity worth far more
than a messenger bag or the M. P. Emerson bursary. But what were the strings
attached to this gift?

Atonement, Julia thought. He’s trying to make up for every wrong he has
ever done me.

Gabriel was asking Katherine Picton to do him a favor, for Julia. Emeritus
professors rarely, if ever, directed doctoral dissertations, let alone masters’
theses. This was a tremendous favor that would have required Gabriel to call in
all of his markers with Katherine.

All for me.

After she contemplated this new information from all angles, Julia pushed
everything aside to focus on the single question that filled her heart with
shameful dread.

Gabriel is telling me good-bye?
She listened to the message three more times, and with more than a little
self-criticism, she cried herself to sleep. For despite all her defiance, there was a

flame in her that recognized its twin in Gabriel. And that flame could not be
extinguished, unless Julia was willing to extinguish a part of herself.

Early the next morning, she called Paul under the pretence of making plans
to meet him before Emerson’s seminar. She hoped that he would tell her that
Emerson had gotten sick or mysteriously left for England or taken ill with swine
flu and cancelled his seminar for the rest of the semester. Sadly, he had done



none of those things.

Julia decided that she would continue attending the Dante seminar, just in
case Gabriel had trouble finding her a reading course as a substitute. Indeed, if
Professor Picton became her thesis advisor, Julia was confident she could
tolerate being in Emerson’s seminar for the five remaining weeks of the
semester. So that afternoon, she wandered into the office of the department in
order to check her mailbox before she was supposed to meet Paul.

She was somewhat intrigued to find a large, padded envelope in her
pigeonhole. Removing it, she noticed that there wasn’t a name on it. It was not
addressed to her, nor was there a return address or any marking of any kind on
the envelope.

She slid her finger through the adhesive, opening it quickly. What she saw
inside shocked her. Nestled inside the padded manila envelope, like the feathers
of a raven, was a black lace bra. Her black lace bra. Her black lace bra that she’d
left, unfortunately, on top of Gabriel’s dryer.

That bastard.

Julia was so angry her body began to shake. How dare he return it to her
mailbox? Anyone, anyone, could have been standing next to her when she
opened it. Is he trying to humiliate me? Or does he think this is funny? (Julia
didn’t notice that her iPod was also enclosed.)

“Hey, gorgeous.”
She jumped about a foot off the floor and shrieked.
“Whoa, I didn’t mean to scare you.”

She looked up into Paul’s kind, dark eyes and saw him staring down at her
with a puzzled expression.

“You’re jumpy today. What’s that?” He pointed to her envelope, hands still
raised.

“Junk mail.” She stuffed the envelope into her new L. L. Bean knapsack
and forced a smile. “Ready for Emerson’s seminar? I think it’s going to be a
good one.”

“I don’t think so. He’s in a foul mood again. I need to warn you not to mess
with him today—he’s been out of sorts for two weeks.” Paul’s face took on a
very serious expression. “I don’t want a repeat of what happened the last time he
was like this.”

Julia tossed her hair and grinned. Actually, I think that you need to tell
Emerson not to mess with me. I’ve got a lot of rage, a black bra, and I’'m



wearing a thong. He’s the one in trouble, not me.

“I’m so glad you’re feeling better. I was really worried about you.” Paul
reached out to take her hand in his, spreading wide her palm and placing
something cold in it. He closed her fingers in on themselves and squeezed
gently. Julia withdrew her hand and uncurled her fingers. Resting on her palm
was a beautiful silver key ring, with a striped P that swung like a pendulum from
the ring itself.

“Now, please don’t say you won’t accept it. I know you don’t have a nice
key ring, and I wanted you to know I was thinking about you while I was gone.
So please don’t give it back.”

Julia’s cheeks ripened into a rosy pink. “I’m not going to give it back,” she
said. “I don’t want to be the kind of person who flings kindness back in
someone’s face. I know what that feels like.” She looked around quickly,
making sure that they were alone. “Thank you, Paul. I missed you too.”

She stepped closer to him and hesitantly put her arms around his barrel
chest, clutching the key ring in between her fingers. She pressed her cheek
against the buttons of his shirt and hugged him.

“Thank you,” she sighed, as his long, muscular arms engulfed her.

He brought his lips to the top of her head and pressed them cautiously to
her hair. “You’re welcome, Rabbit.”

Unbeknownst to them, a certain temperamental blue-eyed Dante specialist
had just walked through the door, eager to discover if a certain item had been
received by its owner. He froze as he witnessed the young couple in front of
him, murmuring to each other and locked in an embrace.

And the Angelfucker makes his move.

“But who has been flinging kindness back in your face?” Paul asked,
oblivious to the dragon who was standing behind him, silently breathing fire.

Julia was mute and unconsciously hugged him more tightly.

“Tell me, Rabbit, and I’ll fix him. Her. Whomever.” Paul’s lips moved
against Julia’s hair. “You know that you’re special to me, right? If you ever need
anything, you just have to ask. Anything at all. Okay?”

She sighed against his chest. “I know.”

The blue-eyed dragon turned on his heel and abruptly departed, cursing
about a Rabbitfucker as he disappeared down the hallway.

Julia broke free first. “Thanks, Paul. And thanks for this.” She held the key
ring up and smiled.



I could look at that smile forever, he thought. “You’re welcome. My
pleasure.”

Shortly thereafter, they entered the seminar room. Julia studiously avoided
making eye contact with Gabriel, laughing softly at one of Paul’s jokes. His
hand pressed familiarly to her lower back as he guided her to their seats. At the
front of the seminar room, Gabriel seethed, his long white fingers gripping the
edge of the lectern and not letting go.

Hands off her back, Rabbitfucker.

The Professor stared with hostility at Paul until he was suddenly distracted
by Julia’s book bag. He wondered how she’d been able to transform it so
effectively from its previous putrid state and why she wasn’t using his gift,
instead. The thought tortured him.

Did Rachel tell her the bag was from me?

He fidgeted slightly with his bow tie, purposefully drawing attention to it.
He’d worn it as a sign of his own self-mortification. He’d worn it to attract her
attention. But she didn’t seem to notice, and she certainly wasn’t looking at him.
Instead, she was whispering and laughing with Paul, her dark hair long and
flowing, her cheeks slightly pink and her mouth...Julia was even more beautiful
now than in his memory.

“Miss Mitchell, I need to speak with you after class, please.” Gabriel smiled
in her direction and looked down at his shiny shoes, shuffling his feet. He was
about to begin his seminar when a small but determined voice from the back of
the classroom interrupted him.

“I’m sorry, Professor, I can’t. I have an urgent appointment afterward that
cannot be delayed.” Julia looked over at Paul and winked.

Gabriel slowly raised his head and stared at her. Ten graduate students
inhaled as one and began to move backward in their chairs, fearful that he might
explode, or that a dagger from his eye might fly out and gut them. She was
baiting him. And he knew it. Her tone, her physical proximity to Paul, the way
she flicked her hair behind her shoulder with one hand...

Gabriel was distracted momentarily by the curve of her neck, her delicate
skin, the scent of vanilla that either wafted toward him or came to him only in
memory. He wanted to say something, to demand that she speak with him, but
he knew that he couldn’t. If he lost his temper now, she would only retreat
further from his grasp, and he would lose her. He could not let that happen.

Gabriel blinked. Rapidly.
“Of course, Miss Mitchell. These things happen. Please e-mail me to set up



an appointment.” He tried to smile, but found that he couldn’t; only one-half of
his mouth would curl up, making him look as if he’d been stricken with palsy.

Julia shifted her gaze to stare back at him, her eyes empty. She did not
blush. She did not blink. She just looked...vacant.

Gabriel noticed her expression, which he’d never seen before, and began to
panic. I’m trying to be nice to her, and she looks at me as if I wasn’t there. Is it
really so surprising that I can be cordial? That I can keep my temper?

Paul dropped his hand below the table and quickly but gently squeezed
Julia’s arm at the elbow. His touch distracted her so she looked at him, and he
shook his head, his eyes flickering to the front of the room and back to her.

She seemed to be awakened from her reverie. “Of course, Professor.
Another time.” For good measure, she averted her eyes and waited without
expression for the class to begin.

Gabriel’s mind was racing. If he couldn’t speak with her today, he would
have to go days and perhaps weeks without explaining. He couldn’t wait that
long. Their separation was eating away at him. The longer he waited, the less
receptive she was going to be to his explanation. He had to do something. He
had to find some way of communicating with her. Immediately.

“Um, I’ve decided that rather than have a normal seminar today, I will
deliver a lecture. I’ll be examining the relationship between Dante and Beatrice.
In particular, what transpired when Dante met Beatrice the second time and she
rejected him.”

Julia stifled a gasp and looked up at him in horror.

“I’m sorry to have to do this,” his voice took on a conciliatory tone, “but I
was left with no other choice. A misunderstanding has emerged that must be
dealt with before it’s too late.” His eyes met hers for mere seconds, and he
lowered his gaze to his notes. Of course, his notes were of no use for this
particular lecture.

Julia’s heart raced. Oh, no. He wouldn’t....

Gabriel inhaled deeply and began. “Beatrice represents many things for
Dante. Most importantly, an ideal of womanhood and femininity. Beatrice is
beautiful. She’s intelligent and charming. She has all of the character qualities
Dante believes are essential to the ideal woman.

“He first encounters her when they are both very young, too young for any
kind of relationship. Rather than sully their love with any kind of pedestrian or
tawdry entanglement, he chooses to adore her reverently but distantly, in
deference to her age and experience.



“Time passes. He meets Beatrice again. She has matured into a talented
young lady; she is even more gifted and beautiful. Now his feelings for her are
much stronger, even though he is married to someone else. He pours his
affection into writing poetry and pens several sonnets for Beatrice, but none for
his wife.

“Dante does not know Beatrice. He has little contact with her. Even so, he
adores her from afar. After she dies at the age of twenty-four, he celebrates her
in his writings.

“In The Divine Comedy, Dante’s most famous work, Beatrice helps to
persuade Virgil to guide Dante through Hell because she, as one of the redeemed
in Paradise, is unable to descend into Hell to rescue him. Once Virgil sees Dante
safely through Hell, she joins him and guides him through Purgatory and into
Paradise.

“In my lecture today, I wish to pose the following question: where was
Beatrice and what was she doing in between her two meetings with Dante?

“He waited for her for years. She knew where he lived. She knew his
family; she was friendly, very friendly, with them. If she cared about him, why
didn’t she write to him? Why did she make no attempt to contact him? I think
the answer is obvious: their relationship was entirely one-sided. Dante cared for
Beatrice, but Beatrice cared nothing for Dante.”

Julia almost fell off her chair.

All of the graduate students were following his lecture diligently and taking
copious notes, although Paul, Julia, and Christa, who were familiar with Dante,
found precious little that was new in his lecture. With the exception of the last
full paragraph, which had nothing whatsoever to do with Dante Alighieri and
Beatrice Portinari, at all.

Gabriel’s eyes wandered to Julia’s and lingered there almost a beat too
long, before he turned to Christa, smiling flirtatiously. Julia fumed. He was
doing that on purpose—purposefully looking at her and then focusing all of his
attention on Christa-the-Gollum, just so she could see how easily she would be
replaced.

Fine. If he wants to play the jealousy game, bring it.

Julia began to tap her notebook with her pen just loud enough to be
distracting. When Gabriel’s narrowed eyes darted around to look for the noise
and landed on her left hand, she slid her right hand closer to Paul and gave his
hand a squeeze. He looked over at her with a heart-melting smile, and she gazed
up into his eyes through her eyelashes. She parted her lips, exposing her teeth,



and gave Paul the loveliest, sweetest smile she could muster.

A half-groan, half-cough from the front of the room caused Paul to rip his
eyes away from her and stare straight at the very angry face of Professor
Emerson. Paul withdrew his hand from Julia’s immediately.

Smirking now, and still continuing his lecture without fumbling a word,
Gabriel began to write on the board. More than one graduate student reacted in
shock when they saw what he had written:

In real life, Beatrice was only too happy
to leave Dante in Hell
because she couldn’t be bothered
to keep her promise.

Julia was the last person to look up because she was still huffing about what
had just happened. By the time she saw the board, Gabriel was leaning his back
against it with his arms folded and a very smug expression on his face. Julia
determined then and there that even if he had her expelled, that smug expression
was going to be wiped off his face. Immediately.

She put her hand up and waited until he called on her. “That’s really
arrogant and self-serving, Professor.”

Paul tightened his fingers on her arm, slightly tugging at her. “Are you
crazy?” he whispered.

Julia ignored him and continued. “Why blame Beatrice? She’s the victim in
all of this. Dante met her when she was under eighteen. It wasn’t possible for
them to be together, unless he’s a pedophile. Are you telling us that Dante is a
pedophile, Professor?”

One of the female students gasped.

Gabriel scowled. “Of course not! He has true affection for her, and this
affection is undiminished even during their separation. If she had ever had the
courage to ask him, he would have told her that. Unequivocally.”

Julia moved her head to one side and narrowed her eyes. “That’s a bit
difficult to believe. Everything in Dante’s later life seems to revolve around sex.
He can’t relate to women in any other way. And he’s certainly not sitting at
home alone on Friday and Saturday nights waiting for Beatrice. So he must not
have cared for her.”

Gabriel’s face grew very red, and he unfolded his arms, taking a step in her
direction. Paul immediately put his hand up, trying to distract The Professor, but



Gabriel ignored him and came a step closer.

“He is a man, after all, and needs...uh...companionship. And if it makes it
any more palatable, those women were just helpful friends. Nothing more. His
draw to Beatrice is undiminished. He simply despaired of waiting for her, since
it was obvious that he was never going to see her again. And that’s her fault, not
his.”

She smiled sweetly as she prepared her knife. “If that’s affection, I’ll take
hatred. And just what were these friends so helpful with, Professor? Hmmmm?
They’re not friends—they’re pelvic dffiliates. Wouldn’t a friend want the other
person to have a good life? A happy life? And not be clawing after fleeting
pleasure like a randy old sex addict?”

Julia saw Gabriel wince, but she ignored his reaction and plowed ahead.
“It’s commonly known that Dante’s dalliances were anonymous and tawdry. He
tended to pick up women at the meat market, 1 believe, and when he was
finished, he simply threw them away. That doesn’t sound like someone who
would appeal to Beatrice. Not to mention the fact that he has a mistress named
Paulina.”

Immediately, ten pairs of eyes swung inquisitively to Julia. She flushed a
deep red but continued, somewhat flustered. “I—I found something once by a
woman from Philadelphia who unearthed evidence of their relationship. If
Beatrice lacked affection for Dante and rejected him later in life, it was
completely justified. Dante was a self-absorbed, cruel, and arrogant man-whore
who treated women like toys for his own personal amusement.”

Now at this point, both Christa and Paul were wondering what in the holy
hell had just happened to their Dante seminar, for neither of them knew anything
about a female Dante expert from Philadelphia or a mistress named Paulina.
They silently pledged to spend more time in the library from now on.

Gabriel glared at the back of the room. “I believe I’'m somewhat familiar
with the woman you’re talking about, but she isn’t from Philadelphia. She’s from
some podunk village in rural Pennsylvania. And she doesn’t know what she’s
talking about, so she should refrain from pronouncing judgment.”

Julia’s cheeks flamed. “That’s an ad hominem objection. Her place of
origin doesn’t diminish her credibility. And Dante and his family were from a
podunk village too. Not that Dante would ever admit it.”

Gabriel’s shoulders shook slightly as he tried to control himself. “I’d hardly

call the Florence of the fourteenth century podunk. And with respect to the
mistress, that’s just shoddy research. In fact, I’ll go further. That woman’s head



is filled with nothing more than appalling rubbish, and she doesn’t have a shred
of evidence for her conjectures.”

“I wouldn’t dismiss her evidence out of hand, Professor, unless you’re
prepared to discuss it in detail. And you haven’t given us an argument, just an
abusive attack,” she countered, arching an eyebrow at him and trembling
slightly.

Paul took her hand underneath the table and squeezed. “Stop,” he
whispered, so low only she could hear. “Right now.”

Gabriel’s face reddened again, and he began to breathe through his mouth.
“If that woman wanted to know how Dante truly felt about Beatrice, she knew
where to find the answer. Then she wouldn’t be shooting her mouth off about
things she knew absolutely nothing about. And making herself and Dante look
ridiculous. In public.”

Christa looked from Professor Emerson to Julia and back again. Something
wasn’t right. Something was definitely wrong, but she couldn’t put her finger on
what it was. She was determined to find out.

Gabriel turned back to the board and began writing, trying to calm himself
down:

Dante thought it was a dream.

“The language that Dante uses about his first meeting with Beatrice has a
dreamlike quality. For various—ah—personal reasons, he doesn’t trust his
senses. He’s not sure who she is. In fact, one theory is that Dante thought
Beatrice was an angel.

“So later in life, Beatrice is completely out of order in assuming that he
remembered everything from their first meeting and in holding that fact against
him and not giving him the opportunity to explain himself. Clearly, if he thought
that Beatrice was an angel, he would have no hope that she would return.

“Dante would have explained all of this to her, if she hadn’t rejected him
before he had the chance. So once again, her lack of clarity on this point is her
fault. Not his.”

Christa’s hand shot up, and Gabriel reluctantly nodded at her, growing very
tense as he waited for her to speak.

But Julia spoke first. “The discussion of their first meeting is patently
irrelevant, since Dante must have recognized her when he saw her the second
time, dream or not. So why did he pretend not to?”



“He wasn’t pretending. She was familiar to him, but she was all grown up,
he was confused, and he was upset about other things in life.” Gabriel’s voice
grew pained.

“I’m sure that’s what he told himself so he could sleep at night, when he
wasn’t on an alcoholic bender in the lobbies of downtown Florence.”

“Julia, that’s enough.” Paul raised his voice above a whisper.

Christa was about to interject something when Gabriel held out his hand to
silence her.

“That has nothing to do with it!” He inhaled and exhaled quickly as he tried
in vain to keep his emotions in check. He dropped his voice and stared only at
her, ignoring the way Paul shifted his body so that he could come between The
Professor and Julia if need be.

“Haven’t you ever been lonely, Miss Mitchell? Haven’t you ever ached for
companionship, even if it’s only carnal and temporary? Sometimes it’s all you
can get. And so you take it and you’re grateful for it, while recognizing it for
what it is, because you have no other choice. Instead of being so high-handed
and self-righteous in your assessment of Dante’s lifestyle, you should try having
a little compassion.” Gabriel snapped his mouth shut as he realized he had
revealed far more than he had ever intended. Julia stared back at him coolly and
waited for him to continue.

“Dante was haunted by his memory of Beatrice. And that made things
worse, not better, for no one ever measured up to her. No one was beautiful
enough, no one was pure enough, no one made him feel the way she did. He
always wanted her—he just despaired of ever finding her again. Believe me, if
she had presented herself earlier and told him who she was, he would have
dropped everything and everyone for her. Immediately.” Gabriel’s eyes grew
desperate as they bore into Julia’s deep brown eyes.

“What was he supposed to do, Miss Mitchell? Hmmmm? Enlighten us.
Beatrice rejected him. He only had one thing of value left and that was his
career. When she threatened that, what else could he do? He had to let her go,
but that was her choice, not his.”

Julia smiled sweetly at his tirade, and he knew that he was in for it.

“Your lecture has been very illuminating, Professor. But I still have one
more question. So you’re saying that Paulina is not Dante’s mistress? That she’s
just a fuck buddy?”

A very loud popping sound echoed across the seminar room. Each graduate
student gazed in complete and utter shock as they realized that Professor



Emerson had snapped the whiteboard marker in two. Black ink spread across his
fingers like a starless night, and his eyes ignited into an angry blue fire.

That’s it. That’s fucking it, he thought.
Paul pulled Julia into his side protectively, curving his body around her as
he watched The Professor’s shoulders begin to shake with rage.

“Class is dismissed. In my office, Miss Mitchell. Now!” Professor Emerson
angrily shoved his notes and his books into his briefcase and exited the seminar
room, slamming the door behind him.



Chapter 16

The graduate students sat in the now silent seminar room, stunned. Since
the majority of the students weren’t Dante specialists, they quickly dismissed the
altercation as an entertaining (albeit aberrant) internecine debate. Academics
could be passionate about their subject matter; everyone knew it. Some, like
Julia and The Professor, were more passionate than others. Today’s seminar was
a train wreck, of course, but not entirely surprising. Not, thought Paul, as bizarre
as some of the things that happened the previous semester in Professor Singer’s
Medieval Torture Methods seminar...which turned out to be surprisingly hands-
on...

As the students slowly realized that the steel-cage death match they’d just
witnessed was over, and that there would be no second round (or popcorn), they
began filing out, with the exception of Christa, Paul, and Julia.

Christa fixed Julia with narrowed eyes and went after The Professor like a
co-dependent duckling.

Paul closed his eyes and groaned. “Are you suicidal?”

Julia seemed to be shaking herself awake from a dream. “What?”

“Why did you provoke him like that? He’s looking for a reason to get rid of
you!”

She was only now able to grasp the gravity of her predicament. It was as if
she’d been another person, spewing venom and anger, without any thought about
the audience. And now that she’d vented she felt deflated, like a lonely and
empty balloon left after a child’s birthday party. She slowly began packing her
things and tried to steel herself for what she knew would be a very, very
unpleasant conversation in The Professor’s office.

“I don’t think you should go,” said Paul.
“I don’t want to go.”
“Then don’t. Send him an e-mail. Tell him you’re sick—and you’re sorry.”

Julia thought about that for a moment. It was very, very tempting. But she
knew that her only chance at saving her career would be to woman up and take
her punishment, and try to piece her personal life together afterward. If that was
even possible.

“If I don’t go to his office, he’ll be even angrier. He could kick me out. And



I need this class, or I won’t be able to graduate in May.”

“Then I’m going with you. Better yet, I’ll speak with him first.” Paul drew
himself up to his full height and flexed his arms.

“No, you need to stay out of this. I’'m going to go and apologize and let him
yell at me. And when he has his pound of flesh, he’ll let me go.”

“The quality of mercy is not strained,” muttered Paul. “Not that he would
know anything about that. What were you fighting about, anyway? Dante didn’t
have a mistress called Paulina.”

Julia blinked rapidly. “I found an article about Pia de’ Tolomei. Paulina was
one of her nicknames.”

“Pia de’ Tolomei wasn’t one of Dante’s mistresses. There were rumors of
mistresses and illegitimate children, so you weren’t completely wrong. But I’'m
sorry Julia, Emerson is right—no one believes that Pia was Dante’s mistress. No

»

one.

Julia chewed the inside of her cheek thoughtfully. “But he wouldn’t let me
explain. And I just kind of...snapped.”

“You snapped, all right. If it were anyone else, I’d be cheering you on
thinking that he got what was coming to him. The uptight prick. But in your
case, I knew he’d overreact.” Paul shook his head. “Let me talk to him.”

“You’re writing your dissertation with him, you can’t have him angry with
you. If it’s too much, I’ll leave. And I’ll file a harassment complaint.”

Paul gazed down at her with a very worried expression. “I don’t feel right
about this. He’s furious.”

“What can he do? He’s the big bad Professor, I’'m the little grad student. He
has all the power.”

“Power does funny things to people.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”

Paul stuck his head outside the door of the seminar room in order to check
the hallway.

“Emerson is a twisted fuck. He was involved with Professor Singer and that
means that he...” Paul stopped suddenly and shook his head.

“That means that he—what?”

“If he has been harassing you, or trying to get you to do things, let me know
and I’ll help you. We can file a complaint.”

Julia gazed at him blankly. “There’s nothing sinister going on here. He’s
just a crusty Professor who doesn’t like to be contradicted. I’'m going to eat



humble pie in his office, and hopefully, he won’t make me drop his class.”

“I hope you’re right. He’s always been professional with his students. But
with you, things are different.”

Paul walked Julia to The Professor’s office and without warning, knocked
on the door.

Professor Emerson opened the door quickly, his eyes still an angry,
sparking lapis. “What do you want?” he spat, shooting daggers at Julia.

“Just a minute of your time,” said Paul mildly.

“Not now. Tomorrow.”

“But Professor, I...”

“Tomorrow, Mr. Norris. Don’t push me.”

Paul gave Julia a very worried look and mouthed the words, “I’m sorry.”

The Professor waited until Paul had disappeared around the corner before
stepping aside to let Julia in. He closed the door behind her and walked over to
the window.

Abandon hope all ye who enter here...

The Professor’s office was dark, illuminated only by his desk lamp. He’d
drawn the blinds and was now leaning as far away from her as possible and
rubbing his eyes with his inky fingers.

Julia moved her knapsack in front of her like a shield, clasping it with two
hands. When he didn’t speak, she busied herself by glancing around the room.
Her eyes alighted on a chair—the very uncomfortable Ikea chair that she sat on
back in September during her first ill-fated meeting with The Professor. The

chair had been smashed to bits and was lying in small, bent pieces that were
scattered across the Persian carpet.

Julia’s eyes slowly moved from the pieces to The Professor and back again.
He smashed a chair. He smashed a metal chair.

His eyes opened, and she saw a strange and dangerous calmness in their
blue depths. Here was the dragon in his den. And she was unarmed.

“If you were anyone else I’d have you expelled.”

Julia shook as soon as she heard the tone of his voice. It was deceptively
calm and soft, like silk brushing across bare skin. But the undertone was steel
and ice.

“That was the most disgusting display of infantile behavior I have ever
witnessed. Your disrespectful attitude is absolutely unacceptable. On top of that,
I can’t even begin to express the anger I have over what you said about Paulina.



You are never to speak about her again. Do I make myself clear?”
Julia swallowed hard but was too upset to answer.
“I said do I make myself clear?” he growled.
“Yes.”

“My self-control is tenuous at best. You would do well not to push it. And I
expect you to fight your own battles and not manipulate Paul into rescuing you
from your own stupidity. He has his own problems.”

Julia looked at the carpet, avoiding his eyes, which seemed to glow in the
darkness.

“I think you wanted me to lose my temper. I think you wanted me to get
angry and make a scene, so you’d be justified in running away. You wanted me
to behave like every other abusive asshole that has knocked you around. Well,
I’m not an abusive asshole, and I’m not going to do that.”

She glanced over at the twisted wreckage of the chair—(a nice, Swedish
chair that had done nothing in its short life to hurt anyone)—and looked back at
The Professor. But she didn’t argue.

His tongue darted out, and he licked his lips. “Is this a game to you?
Hmmmm? Playing us off each other like something out of Prokofiev? He’s
Peter; I’'m the Wolf. What does that make you—the duck?”

Julia shook her head.

“What happened in my seminar today will never happen again. Do you
understand?”

“Yes, Professor.”

She clutched at the doorknob behind her. It was locked. “I’ll apologize to
the class.”

“And expose us to even more gossip? You will do no such thing. Why
wouldn’t you talk to me? One phone call. One meeting. I could have spoken to
you through a door, for God’s sake. And instead, you finally choose to talk to me
in the middle of my fucking graduate seminar!”

“You put a bra in my mailbox...I thought—"

“Use your head!” he snapped. “If I’d mailed it to you, there would have
been a paper trail. That would have been far more incriminating. And I wasn’t
about to leave your iPod on your porch in the middle of a rainstorm.”

Julia was confused by his apparent non sequitur but decided not to question
him.
“I started this clusterfuck by changing my lecture, but you finished it,



Julianne, and you finished it with the equivalent of a hydrogen bomb. You are
not going to drop my class. Clear? You are not going to drop out of the program.
And we’re going to pretend this debacle never happened and hope that the other
students are too wrapped up in their own lives to notice anything.”

Gabriel fixed her with an impassive look. “Come.” He pointed to a space on
the carpet.

She took a few steps forward.

“Have you returned the bursary?”

“Not yet. The chair of Italian Studies has swine flu.”
“But you’ve made an appointment?”

“Yes.”

“So you made an appointment with him, but you didn’t have the courtesy to
send me a two word text message when I was desperate to know how you were,”
he growled.

Julia blinked.

“You’re going to cancel that appointment.”

“But I don’t want the money, and...”

“You will cancel the appointment, you will take the money, and you will
keep your mouth shut. You’ve made the mess; I have to clean it up.” He glared
at her darkly. “Understood?”

Julia held her breath and nodded rather reluctantly.

“The e-mail you sent me was disgraceful, a real slap in the face after all the
messages I left you. Did you even listen to my voice mails? Or did you just
delete them?”

“I listened to them.”

“You listened to them, but you didn’t believe them. And you sure as hell
didn’t answer them. You used the word harassment in your e-mail to me. What
the fuck did you hope to accomplish by that?”

“Um—I don’t know.”

Gabriel closed the gap between them, standing only inches from her. “It’s
quite possible that your e-mail has been red-flagged by someone already. Even if
I erase that e-mail, and I did, someone could still find it. E-mails are forever,
Julianne. You are never going to e-mail me again. Is that clear?”

“Yes.”

“You seem to be the only person capable of pushing all of my buttons, and I



do mean all of them.”
Julia glanced over at the door, wishing she could fling it open and escape.
“Look at me,” he breathed.
When she met his eyes he continued. “I’m going to have to do some

damage control. I just handled Christa, and now I'm going to have to deal with
Paul, thanks to you. Christa is a menace, but Paul was a good research assistant.”

Was a good research assistant?

“Please don’t fire Paul. It’s my fault he came to you. I’ll make sure he
doesn’t say anything,” she pleaded.

“Is he who you want?” Gabriel’s tone grew glacial.

Julia fidgeted with her book bag.

“Answer me.”

“I tried.”

“And?”

“And nothing.”

“It doesn’t look like nothing when I see you in his arms in front of the
mailboxes. It doesn’t look like nothing when he knocks on my door, like a
knight, ready to fight me to protect you. Why can’t you tell me what you want,

Julianne? Or do you only answer to Rabbit?” Gabriel’s voice dripped with
sarcasm.

Julia’s eyes widened in surprise, but she said nothing. She didn’t know
what to say.

“Fine. I give up.” He waved his hand contemptuously at the door. “Paul can
have you.”

It took a moment for Julia’s brain to tell her feet to walk toward the door,
but eventually it did. She walked with lowered head and hunched shoulders,
looking remarkably like a butterfly that had had its wings torn off. But she’d
kept her spot in his class, and she hadn’t been expelled. Small consolation for
some of the other losses she had just suffered.

Gabriel stood motionless as she fumbled with the door. A whimper escaped
her lips as she struggled with the lock. He stepped behind her and reached an
arm around her waist to unlock the door, brushing against her left hip. When she
didn’t flinch, he leaned closer, bringing his lips to her ear.

“So all of this agony was for nothing?”

She could feel the heat of his body behind her. It radiated from his chest to
her shoulder blades. The silk of his bow tie brushed against her hair, penetrating



it, until it grazed across the surface of her neck, causing it to explode into goose-
pimples.

“You exposed us to malicious gossip for nothing?”

“You were cruel.”

“So were you.”

“You hurt me.”

“And you hurt me. Is revenge everything you dreamed it might be?”
Gabriel continued whispering, his warm breath huffing across her cheek.
“You’ve transformed from a rabbit into a furious kitten. Well, you scratched me
deeply today, my kitten. You drew blood with every word. Are you happy now?

Now that you’ve humiliated me in front of my students by reciting all my secret
sins? It was a true bonfire of the vanities, with you lighting the flame.”

He brought his lips even closer to her ear, and the air from his mouth
caused her to shiver. “You’re a coward.”

“I am not a coward.”

“You’re the one who’s leaving.”

“You’re sending me to him.”

“Like hell I am! Do you do everything people tell you to do? Where’s my
furious kitten now?”

“I’m just a student, Professor Emerson. You’re the one with all the power.
You could—destroy me.”

“Bullshit. Is that what you think? That this is a power trip?” Gabriel pulled
her book bag from her tense and twisted fingers and cast it aside. He spun her
around and grasped her face, moving his hands to the curves of her cheeks. “You
think I’d destroy you? After our history?”

“I’m not the one with the memory problem. You think I'm happy? You
think this is what I want? I’'m miserable. To finally see you after all these years
and to see you like this? I don’t even recognize you!”

“You never gave me a chance. How the hell would I know what you want,
Julianne, when you won’t fucking talk to me? You tell me nothing!”

“Shouting at me won’t persuade me to talk to you!”

His mouth collided with hers, passionately but briefly, until he tore himself

from her lips to whisper in her ear. “Talk to me.” His lower lip trailed temptingly
along her earlobe.

She was silent as she felt the energy between them shift, like a serpent
circling back on itself, swallowing itself whole, anger and passion feeding off



one another.
“Tell me that you want me, or get out.”

When she didn’t answer, Gabriel slowly withdrew. She felt ill from the loss
of contact and didn’t even think about the words as they tumbled impetuously
from her lips. “I never wanted anyone else.”

He stared into her eyes before he initiated the kiss. Lips met tightly, warm
breath against warm breath, mouths wet and slick. Gabriel’s right hand
smoothed across Julia’s cheek and slowly past her ear, before moving to the
nape of her neck. As his mouth engulfed hers, he began to rub his thumbs across
the surface of her skin, coaxing her to relax. Their lips floated together, sliding
and smoothing. After a moment or two, he tilted her head back slightly—a silent
plea.

Open for me.

Julia wasn’t breathing. How could she when the sensation was so intense?
The taste of peppermint, the scent of Aramis, the way his breath consumed her.
When she didn’t respond to his plea, Gabriel’s tongue slowly emerged,
hesitantly exploring her lower lip, before curving over it and coaxing it
backward dexterously into his mouth. Julia inhaled sharply at the strange but
intimate sensation.

He pulled her lip between his, tugging and teasing. It was all so new, yet
strangely familiar. Lips, teeth, the gentle play of tongue. Passion remained, but
anger gave way to a bracing electricity that burned and crackled around them, as
Julia answered his invitation and opened to him.

Her jaw was tense. He could feel it. Gabriel slipped his left hand from her
cheekbone to the curve of her jaw and began stroking, willing her to loosen. As
she relaxed under his fingers, he grew bolder. The tip of his tongue rolled over
her lower lip as he tugged on it with his mouth, and slowly his tongue touched
hers. There were timid introductions as their tongues met first as friends, shy and
soft, then as lovers, sensual and erotic, as the heat exploded in their mouths and
the dance of the two became a tango of one.

It was better than Gabriel imagined—so much better than in his dreams or
imagination. She was real. Beatrice was real. As he pressed his lips to hers and
explored her mouth, he could say in those moments that she was his, body and
soul. If only for those moments.

So sweet, thought Julia. So warm.

She tugged Gabriel closer, her tentative hands tangling in his hair, pulling
him until she was sandwiched tightly between him and the door, her petite frame



pressed up against his tall, muscular one. Gabriel moved his right hand to cup
the back of her head, protecting it with his knuckles while he groaned loudly
against her mouth.

He groaned because of me.

The groan was loud, feral, and erotic. Julia would remember that sound and
the way it vibrated against her lips, echoing into her mouth, for the rest of her
life. She felt the blood course through her, hot and thick, as her skin bloomed
under his touch. She had never wanted anything more than to feel his arms
around her and his lips against hers.

There was no Paul. No Christa. No university. Just them.

Gabriel’s lips enveloped her, owned her. A fire ignited inside as their
bodies moved together, soft curves against unyielding steel. Julia inhaled
frantically, but it wasn’t enough. Her head grew light.

Gabriel swore he could feel her heartbeat through his shirt they were so
tightly bound together. His left hand trailed under the hem of her blouse to inch
toward the bare skin of her lower back. He moaned again as his fingers spread
across that valley, claiming it. He didn’t need to see it to know that it was
beautiful and precious.

Until...Julia began to gasp, her breathing labored and uneven. Gabriel did
not want to stop. He wanted to continue, to carry her to his desk and lay her back
so they could finish what they started. He wanted to explore every inch of her
and gaze deeply into her dark eyes as her body gave up its secrets. But prudence
took hold, and he slowed his movements even as his body ached at the mere
thought of separation.

He held her tightly, still protecting her head, and pressed three chaste kisses
against her open mouth. He brushed his lips, angel-soft, all the way down her
neck to where it met her shoulder. One more kiss under the ear, with a flick of
his tongue, more of a promise than a farewell, and Gabriel stopped.

He slid his hands down her arms and brought them to rest on her hips. He
traced intricate patterns with his thumbs, willing her to open her eyes. He swore
he could hear their heartbeats, echoing a frantic but almost synchronous rhythm
in the silence of his office. She did this to him. She bewitched him, blood and
flesh. He gazed down at her in wonder and brushed his lips once more against
her parted mouth. She did not respond. Gabriel peered at her closely, slightly
panicked.

“Julia? Darling? Are you all right?”
His heart halted as she collapsed in his arms.



She hadn’t fainted. Not really. She’d just been overcome by sensation and
sense and lack of proper food. But she knew that he was holding her tightly in
his arms. And she knew that he was whispering kindly in her ear.

Gabriel stroked her face with his fingertips. When this elicited no response,
he pressed his lips to her forehead. “Beatrice?”

Julia’s eyes popped open. “Why are you calling me that?”

“Because that’s your name,” he murmured, stroking her hair now. “Are you
all right?”

She breathed in and out quite deeply. “I think so.”

He kissed her forehead again.

Julia suddenly remembered Gabriel’s fury and his strangely glowing blue
eyes. “This is wrong. You’re my professor. I’'m in so much trouble.” She tried to
wrest herself from his arms, but he would not let her go. She leaned against the
door.

“What have I done?” She lifted a trembling hand to her forehead.

Gabriel frowned darkly and released her. “You disappoint me, Julianne. I’'m
not one to kiss and tell. I'm going to protect you, I promise.” He picked up her
knapsack and put it over his shoulder, grabbing his briefcase in one hand and
wrapping his other arm around her waist, drawing her to him. “Come with me.”

“Paul is waiting.”

“Fuck Paul.”

Julia’s eyelids fluttered.

“You’re nothing more than a pet to him.”

“I’m not a pet—I’m his friend. He’s my only friend in Toronto.”

“I’d like to be your friend,” Gabriel said, gazing down at her. “And I'm
going to keep my little friend very close to make sure she doesn’t run away
again.”

“This is—complicated. And dangerous.” Julia willed herself to forget the
feeling of his lips on hers and to focus on their insurmountable problems. But it
was impossible, especially since the memory of the sounds he made while
kissing her still echoed in her ears.

Groan.

“You didn’t seem to think that it was complicated and dangerous when you
pranced around my apartment in my underwear. You didn’t think it was

complicated when you left a breakfast tray in my refrigerator with something
that could only be described as a love letter. Why is everything more



complicated now that I’ve kissed you?”
“Because we’ve been—outed.”

Gabriel’s expression hardened. “No, we haven’t. Apart from the e-mail, the
only public evidence is an argument, which is open to interpretation. The burden
of proof is on our antagonists. We’ll deny everything.”

“Is that what you want to do?”

“What’s our alternative? Besides, at the time of the seminar there was no
relationship.”

He bent over to pick up a key ring from the floor. “Are these yours?”
She held out her hand. “Yes.”

“P as in Princeton? Or P as in Paul?” Gabriel mocked, as he dangled the
keys in front of her.

Julia grabbed the keys out of his hand with a grimace and shoved them into
the knapsack he was holding.

He smiled at her reaction. “Wait here while I check to see if Paul has his
gun out, waiting to shoot the wolf to save the duck.”

He quickly peered into the empty hallway. “Hurry up. We’ll take the
stairs.” He pulled Julia swiftly through the door and locked it behind them.

“Are you okay to walk? We can take the short cut through Victoria College
and walk up Charles Street. Or I could call a cab,” he whispered, as he opened
the door to the stairwell for her.

“Where are you taking me?”

“Home.”

She relaxed minutely.

“Home...with me,” he clarified, bringing his face closer to hers.
“I thought I pushed all of your buttons.”

Gabriel pulled his face back and straightened up to his full height.

“You do. All of them. But it’s six o’clock, and you’re fainting from hunger.
There’s no way in hell I’m taking you somewhere public after what happened.
And I can’t cook you a proper dinner at your place.”

“But you’re still angry. I can see it in your eyes.”

“I’m sure you’re angry with me too. But hopefully, we’ll get over it. Right
now, every time I look at you all I can think about is kissing you.” Gabriel
released her and began to lead her down the stairs.

“Paul could take me home.”



“I told you—fuck Paul. You’re my Beatrice. You belong with me.”

“Gabriel, I'm not anyone’s Beatrice. The delusions have to stop.”

He placed a hand on her arm to stop her. “Neither of us has a monopoly on
delusions. Our only hope is to take time to discover who we really are and
decide if that’s a reality we both can live with.

“I’ve had enough vexation with you to last a lifetime, and I’m putting an
end to it tonight. We’re going to sit down and have the conversation I wanted to
have with you ten days ago. I'm not letting you out of my sight until that’s
happened. End of discussion.”

With one look at the resolve on his face, Julia realized there was no point in
arguing. As he led her through a side door and behind the building, she pulled
out her cell phone and guiltily sent Paul a text. She told him she was okay, that
she was too embarrassed to talk about it, and was already on her way home.

Paul had been hovering by the elevators, staying out of sight as he waited
for Julia to come out. He’d walked by The Professor’s door once or twice but
hadn’t heard anything. He didn’t want to antagonize Emerson by waiting outside
his door.

As soon as he received her text, he immediately ran back to the office. He
knocked on Emerson’s door, but no one answered. Paul ran to the stairwell and
flew down the stairs hoping that he could catch her.

kR

Gabriel followed Julia into his apartment. “Did you eat lunch?”
“I don’t remember.”

“Julianne! What about breakfast?”

“I had coffee...”

He swore under his breath. “You need to take better care of yourself. No
wonder you’re so pale. Come.”

He led her to the red velvet wing-back chair in the living room and made
her sit down, gently lifting her feet and placing them on top of the ottoman.

“I don’t need to sit down over here. I could sit in the kitchen, with you.”

Gabriel glared at her mildly as he turned on the gas fireplace. He let his
hand pass over her head, brushing back her hair.

“Kittens should be curled up in a chair by the fire on a day like today.
You're safer here than on one of the bar stools. I'm going to make dinner, but I



need to step out and pick up a few things. Will you be all right by yourself?”
“Of course, Gabriel. I’'m not an invalid.”
“If you feel scorched, flip the switch and the inferno will go out.”

He leaned over and pressed a kiss on top of her hair before walking to the
front door. “Promise me you won’t leave before I come back,” he called.

“I promise.” Julia wondered if he was really that worried about losing her.

She thought back to what had happened in the lecture and the events in his
office. She wondered if it was lack of food that made her light-headed, or
Gabriel’s kiss. It wouldn’t have been the first time that he’d affected her this
way...

Julia closed her eyes just for a moment as the dull roar of the fire hummed
in her ears, and she fell fast asleep.

The sound of a woman’s voice, passionate and soulful, floated through the
air. Julia recognized the song before she opened her eyes. Gabriel was playing
Edith Piaf, Non, je ne regrette rien. It was an extraordinary choice.

Julia opened her eyes to find Gabriel smiling down on her, looking very
much like a troubled angel—an angel with dark hair, a mouth made for sin, and
piercing blue eyes. He’d changed into a black button down shirt and a pair of
black trousers, his shirtsleeves pushed up to expose muscled forearms.

“Julianne?” He smiled and offered her his hand.

She took it, and he led her into the dining room. Gabriel had set his formal
dining table with a white linen tablecloth and lit the candles in an ornate silver

candelabra. She saw two place settings of china, crystal, and silver, and a bottle
of what appeared to be champagne.

Veuve Clicquot Ponsardin vintage 2002, she read on the label.

“Are you pleased?” He stood behind her and rubbed her arms with his
hands.

“It’s beautiful,” she managed, eyeing the expensive champagne with
suspicion.
“Then allow me.” He pulled her chair out and handed her a white linen

napkin. “I’ve tried a second time with the flowers. Please don’t destroy them like
you did the last ones.”

Gabriel smiled wryly as he gestured to a tall, modern glass vase that held an
arrangement of purple hyacinths.

“If you’re good, I'll let you read the card,” he whispered, as he poured her a
glass of champagne. Without waiting to watch her taste it, he disappeared into



the kitchen.

With a quick look over her shoulder to be sure she wasn’t being watched,
Julia removed the card that was nestled among the flowers. In it she read: My
Dear Julianne,

If you wish to know how I feel about you,
just ask me.

Yours,

Gabriel

Smug bastard, Julia thought before she hastily replaced the card.

As she sat there, annoyed, a number of different things caught her attention.
Gabriel had chosen Edith Piaf for mood music; she was now singing La Vie en
Rose. The tablecloth, the place settings, the champagne, the flowers...he hadn’t
gone to such trouble for Rachel.

All the arguing and passion in his office had lit their bodies on fire. And the
way he’d kissed her...Julia had never been kissed like that before, even by him.
She shivered in remembrance, solely from pleasure. It was a new feeling, but not
an unwelcome one.

Foreplay.

She knew that he’d struggled to stop kissing her, as if he were at war with
himself. The tension between them had been palpable, almost concrete. She
knew that he was a very sexual man who was never in want of female
companionship, by his own admission. Now that he had tasted her while sober,
he wanted her. It was overwhelming to be desired by such a tempting, sensual
creature. She felt like Psyche being desired by Cupid. And she could not deny

the attraction she felt for him, or the way she fluttered with longing when he
kissed her.

But Julia did not share, which made all other romantic or sexual
considerations moot. She decided to wait until after the salad course to tell him
that.

When Gabriel sat next to her at the head of the table, he picked up his water
glass and toasted their evening. As they clinked their glasses together, Julia
realized he wasn’t drinking champagne.

“No Veuve Clicquot?” she asked, sipping away incredulously.

He smiled at her and shook his head. “Non, seulement de I’eau ce soir. Mon
ange.”
Julia rolled her eyes at Gabriel’s French, but it wasn’t because his



pronunciation was faulty.

“You will probably find this difficult to believe, but I don’t drink all the
time. Nevertheless, I don’t expect you to finish this bottle by yourself. We’ll
save it for Mimosas for breakfast.”

Julia’s eyebrows shot up. Breakfast? You’re awfully sure of yourself,
Casanova.

“I searched my collection for a vintage from 2003 but had to make due with
2002.”

It took a moment for Julia to realize the significance of the year, and when
the realization hit her she blushed and looked down at her hands. Gabriel
watched her over his salad but said nothing. He’d hoped for a more vocal
reaction, but he surmised rather quickly that she was overwhelmed by the tumult
of the day.

She’s nervous; she’s quivering, and her face is flushed.

Gabriel reached over to stroke the skin at her wrist from time to time, just to
reassure her. Whenever their eyes met he would stop whatever he was doing and
smile at her encouragingly, hoping that she’d engage him in conversation. But
she would only duck her head and look down at her plate—until the strains of a
certain song filled their ears.

Besame, besame mucheo...

Gabriel watched Julia carefully. When she reacted to the music, as well as
turning a deeper shade of rose, he winked.

“Do you remember this song?”

“Yes.”

“How is your Spanish?” He gazed at her expectantly.
“Non-existent.”

“That’s a pity. The words are very beautiful.” He smiled at her somewhat
sadly, and she looked away.

When Gabriel wasn’t singing, he was watching her, the movement of her
eyes, the fidgeting of her hands, the blush of her skin. And when the song was
over he smiled, stood up, and pressed a long kiss to the top of her head.

He cleared their dishes, topped up her champagne flute, and served their
entrées, spaghetti con limone with capers and tiger shrimp. It was a rare treat and
one of Julia’s favorites, so it surprised her that he made it. Maybe Rachel had...

She shook her head. This was between her and Gabriel. Period. Except for
the specter of Paulina, who was haunting them both...



“You aren’t the same man you were in the orchard,” Julia announced flatly,
the champagne making her bold.

Gabriel rested his fork on his plate, his eyebrows knitting together. “You’re
right—I’m much better.”

Julia laughed bitterly. “Impossible! He was kind to me and very, very
gentle. He would never have been as cold and indifferent as you have been.”

“You don’t know what you’re talking about.” His eyes flashed to hers.
“I’ve never lied to you. Why would I start now?”

A flush of anger started in her cheeks and spread across her face. “I won’t
let your darkness consume me.”

Gabriel was puzzled by her sudden hostility and was sorely tempted to call
her out on it. Surprisingly, however, he cocked his head to one side. She watched
as he wet his finger in Perrier and began running it around the rim of his water
glass, smoothly and sensuously. Soon the crystal goblet was singing in their ears.

Suddenly, Gabriel stopped. “You think darkness can consume light? That’s
an interesting theory. Let’s see if it works.” He waved his hand at the
candelabra. “There. I just threw some of my darkness at those candles. See how
successful it was?”

He smirked and returned to his meal.
“You know what I'm talking about! Don’t be so damned condescending.”

Gabriel’s eyes darkened. “I have no wish to consume you, but I won’t lie
and say that I’m not attracted to your luminosity. If I am the darkness, then you
are the stars. In fact, I’'m quite taken by la luce della tua umilitate.”

“I won’t let you fuck me.”

Now he sat back in his chair with a look of shock and disgust on his face.
He silently resolved that she’d drunk her last glass of champagne.

“I’m sorry, did I ask you to?” His voice was smooth and unruffled, which
made Julia even more upset.

Liar. Liar. Beautiful blue eyes on fire.

He grinned at her impertinently, watching her face over the rim of his glass.
He wiped his lips with his napkin and brought his face inches from hers. “If 1
were to ask you to do anything, Miss Mitchell, it wouldn’t be that.” He smiled,
sat back in his seat, and almost cheerfully finished his dinner without another
word.

Julia seethed. She knew he was staring at her; she could feel his eyes on her
face, her mouth, her shoulders, which were shaking. Nothing escaped those



piercing blue eyes. She felt as if he could read her soul, and still he did not look
away.

“Julianne,” he said at last. He moved his hand underneath the table to catch
her wrist and pull it out of her lap, brushing the top of her thigh as he did so.

His voice was gentle and smooth, and Julia felt the warmth of his touch
travel all the way to her toes.

“Look at me.”
She tried to withdraw her hand, but he held her fast.
“Look at me when I’'m speaking to you.”

Julia slowly raised her eyes to his. They were softer and less ominous than
his tone, but remarkably intense.

“I would never, ever, fuck you. Clear? One doesn’t fuck an angel.”

“Then what does someone like you do with an angel?” Her voice trembled
slightly.

“Someone like me would cherish her. Try to get to know her and puzzle her
out. Start by being...friends, perhaps.”

She squirmed under his grasp. “Friends with benefits?”

“Julianne...” Gabriel’s voice held a warning in it. He released her hand and
stared at her momentarily. “Is it too much to believe that I want to know you?
That I want to take my time?”

“Yes.”

He bit back a curse. “This is new for me, Julianne. Your prejudice is
warranted to some degree, but don’t deliberately try my patience.”

“We both know that professors are never friends with their students.”

“We could be,” he whispered, gently pushing her hair back behind her
shoulder and allowing his fingertips to graze the exposed curve of her neck. “If
that’s what you want.”

She didn’t know how to react to this stunning utterance, so she angled away
from him.

“I don’t seduce virgins, Julia. Your virtue is safe with me.” And with that,
he cleared the dinner dishes and disappeared into the kitchen.

Julia finished her champagne in two quick swallows.

He’s a liar. If I hadn’t said no, he’d have flashed his signature smile and
had me naked and spread-eagled before my panties even hit the floor. And he’d
probably demand that we reproduce one of the poses from his black-and-white



photographs. Then Paulina would call right in the middle of it.

Gabriel returned and hastily removed her glass and the bottle of
champagne. A few minutes later, he brought her an espresso served with a small
twist of lemon rind. Julia was surprised. It was difficult to imagine him zesting
his own lemons, but nevertheless, there it was—perfec