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			Chapter 1

			“Signorina, would you come this way? I think you know what it’s about.”

			Olivia Moretti whirled around and found herself inches from a very broad chest. Her eyes followed the row of shirt buttons up until she was looking into the eyes of the most handsome man she had ever seen—and the angriest.

			“No, I don’t know,” she returned haughtily in Italian. He might be handsome, but she didn’t like to be ordered around. And it had been a very long flight, even without including the time they’d spent sitting on the plane in Toronto while snow was cleared off the runway. “Who are you,” she said, “and what do you want?”

			“Alessandro Rossi, Venice police.” He took his identity badge from a pocket in his black leather jacket and held it up.

			Olivia stepped back and compared the ID photo with its owner. It was him, all right. Perfect Mediterranean good looks: thick black hair; high, chiseled cheekbones; beautiful olive skin; and eyes as dark and velvety as an Italian sky at night. Great, she thought. She must look like hell after being on a plane since yesterday.

			“Okay. Let’s start again,” he said slowly in Italian. “May I see some identification?”

			Olivia took her passport from her shoulder bag and handed it to him. He glanced at it. “You’re Canadian?” 

			“Yes,” she said. “You seem surprised.”

			He raised an eyebrow. “Your Italian’s perfect,” he said, switching to beautifully accented English.

			“My father was born here,” she replied. She felt a little catch in her voice as she said father. He’d been only fifty-five when he’d died of cancer the past summer, and Christmastime made his absence feel even more final.

			“I see,” he said. “And where are you staying?”

			“On the Rio de San Vio in Dorsoduro. What’s this about?” 

			He closed her passport but didn’t return it. “Well, to begin with, Ms. Moretti, where is your suitcase?”

			Olivia pointed to her suitcase, which she’d left in the care of the elderly lady who’d been sitting next to her on the flight. Except now the woman was gone, and the bag looked as if it had been abandoned outside one of the terminal cafés.

			“Don’t you listen to the announcements?” he asked sternly. “They are very clear: Do not leave your luggage unattended, or it will be picked up by airport security.”

			“But I didn’t leave it unattended,” she protested. “I left it with the woman sitting next to me on the plane.”

			“What was her name?”

			“Doris . . . I don’t know her last name. She was about my height but with short gray hair. For heaven’s sake, she gave me a peppermint—”

			“Where is she now?” he interrupted, and Olivia felt his dark eyes boring into hers.

			“I don’t know,” she said, scanning the crowded terminal. “She said she’d watch my bag until I got back. I was on my way to make a phone call.” 

			“Don’t you have a mobile?”

			“Yes, but I don’t have an Italian phone plan, and I didn’t want it to cost me a fortune.” She was used to being careful with her money and had heard horror stories about the price of using a cellphone while traveling. Especially given that she was from Canada, a country whose telecommunications industry was still in the dark ages.

			“Who were you calling?”

			“My cousin.” 

			“What’s his name?”

			“Marco Moretti. He said he’d be here to meet me, but I can’t find him.” A garbled rendition of “Deck the Halls” oozed out of the café.

			The gorgeous cop’s cellphone rang, and, taking her by the arm, he pressed it to his ear. He didn’t say much, just sì and no. 

			As wonderful as Christmas in Venice had sounded when she’d booked the trip, traveling at this time of year was enough to quash the heartiest of holiday spirits. It was hot in the terminal too, and her Canadian winter-weight coat didn’t help. Even the giant Christmas tree hung with lights and shiny red ornaments the size of beach balls didn’t cheer her.

			What was she doing here anyway? She should be at home right now with her family, watching Christmas specials on TV while drinking eggnog, like they’d done for every other of her twenty-nine Christmases. But her dad was gone, and her mother was in Vancouver, spending Christmas with her sister and her sister’s family. Olivia could have spent the holiday in the suburbs with her own sister, Claudia, and brother-in-law, Phil. Phil would probably catch up on all the hockey he’d PVRed, while Claudia would lecture her on how, at age twenty-nine, it was time for her to get a real job instead of working in their cousin Marco’s art gallery, Silvio Milan, and living in that dump in downtown Toronto. And why did she break up with Ryan, a surgeon, of all things? And Olivia would have to tell her yet again that she liked her job and her “dump,” and that Ryan was a jerk who cheated on her with his research assistant . . . 

			What a relief it had been when Marco had given her this opportunity in Venice. His business partner, Silvio Milan himself, was in need of someone for six months to do some translating and help with their upcoming Murano glass shows. She was to start in January. But Marco, knowing how much she was dreading the holidays, had gone on to suggest that they meet in Venice and spend Christmas there together. They could go to some concerts, visit the museums and churches, shop at the Christmas fairs, or just wander around getting lost. They’d eat her father’s favorite Christmas treats—panettone, Italian chocolate, and clementines—and wash it all down with gallons of Prosecco. They’d take the train to Padua, where her father had been born, to scatter his ashes, as he’d requested. Her mother had encouraged it. Her sister had thought their father’s ashes should stay put in Canada.

			The job was the opportunity of a lifetime, and this Christmas in Italy was a chance to heal. And it still will be, she told herself. This was just a small glitch. A misunderstanding. Be polite and cooperative. Smile. “I guess I should thank you,” she said humbly to the cop, her smile feeling more than a little strained. “Someone could have taken my bag. If we’re done here, I’d really like to make that phone call. So, Merry Christmas—”

			“Not so fast,” the cop said, renewing his firm grip on her arm.

			Instinctively, Olivia tried to shake off his hand. He tightened his grip further, and his voice was tense and cold. “Give me your shoulder bag.”

			Olivia obediently handed it to him. He relinquished his hold on her arm and pulled out her Kindle, her laptop, and her iPhone, flicking each one on and off before setting it aside. He flipped open her wallet too, checking the name on her credit card and bank card. He even rifled through the little cosmetics bag with her lipstick, Advil, and emergency tampons. At last he stuffed everything back in.

			“What’s in your suitcase?” he asked, without giving her shoulder bag back.

			“Clothes,” she answered, feeling as if her privacy had been invaded. 

			“Nothing else?”

			“Some shoes, makeup, the usual stuff.” She was glad Marco had brought her father’s ashes with him. She’d hate to have to explain that—though it might have bought her a little sympathy. “Now,” she added, “please let me go. I’m tired, and I really want to make that phone call.”

			“Not until I find out why there’s a strange sound coming from your luggage.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“Your suitcase is making a strange sound,” he repeated, “and I’d like you to tell me what it is.”

			“I have no idea,” she said. “What kind of sound? Is it ticking?”

			“And why would you say that?”

			“I don’t know. You’re acting like there’s a bomb in there.” 

			“Bombs don’t tick, Ms. Moretti. This is the digital age. Now, would you open your bag for me?”

			“You think I have a bomb in my suitcase? That’s ridiculous. Do I look like someone who would have a bomb in my suitcase?” Olivia could hear her own voice growing shrill. She was also aware that they were attracting attention. A small group of travelers who had stopped to watch them was being herded away by security guards, and four more police officers were now stationed by her suitcase. They were cordoning off a very large circle around it, though they didn’t seem to be clearing the airport.

			“I believe it was you who mentioned a bomb,” the cop said.

			“I wasn’t being serious! It was the only thing I could think of. This must be some kind of sick joke.”

			“This is no joking matter, Ms. Moretti. Now, please open your bag.” He took her arm again and started to steer her back in the direction of her suitcase.

			Olivia resisted. Was it possible that somehow a bomb had been put into her luggage? She thought of the woman in whose care she had left it. It didn’t seem possible that a gray-haired woman named Doris who was on her way to visit her grandchildren for Christmas had planted a bomb in her suitcase. She even knew the grandchildren’s names: Melinda and Byron. Doris was giving them the video games they wanted for Christmas. But where was Doris now? She certainly didn’t fit the stereotype of international terrorist any more than Olivia did. But then again, wasn’t Olivia as opposed to profiling as the next person? Finally, Olivia looked up at the handsome cop. “No,” she said firmly.

			“What do you mean, ‘No’?”

			“If you’re afraid to open it, then so am I.”

			He held her gaze, and Olivia saw a flicker of doubt in those beautiful dark eyes. “Did you pack the bag yourself?” he asked.

			Olivia nodded. 

			“And there’s nothing but clothes in there?”

			“And some shoes and makeup, like I said.”

			“Nothing battery-operated?”

			There was nothing to do but cooperate now. She thought a moment. “No,” she answered. 

			“Are you sure?” he insisted. “No alarm clock? Razor? . . . Vibrator?”

			Olivia felt her cheeks flush. Unable to look him in the eyes any longer, she looked down instead. But now she was staring at the front of his tight jeans. She felt herself go even redder and tried to find a place to look that didn’t cause her further embarrassment.

			“Well?” he demanded.

			“No, nothing with batteries,” she stammered, more acutely aware than ever of her proximity to this sexy man.

			“Rossi,” called one of the other cops. “The guy from the bomb squad’s here. What do you want me to do?”

			Without letting go of Olivia’s arm, Rossi led her over to the cluster of policemen gathered around her suitcase and was quickly introduced to the head of bomb squad. “You’re from the bomb squad?” he asked the young man in Italian.

			The man nodded. If Doris didn’t look like an international terrorist, this guy didn’t look like someone who defused bombs. He looked like a skinny kid of sixteen. A tattoo of a dragon curled out from the sleeve of his T-shirt and wrapped around his arm. 

			“The president is due here in an hour,” Rossi explained to the young man. “A bomb threat was phoned in forty minutes ago, and in the sweep, we found this unattended case. While there’s a chance it’s just someone trying to cause a disruption, we can’t ignore it.” He glared at Olivia. “The president of Italy is coming here to spend Christmas with his family.” 

			Wonderful, Olivia thought. I’ve ruined not only my Christmas, but the president of Italy’s too.

			“You’re probably right to be cautious,” the bomb guy said as he set up his equipment. “Get everyone behind that line, and then move it back another three meters. Let’s have a look before we consider a complete evacuation.”

			Her cop nodded to the other men, and they began to wave the crowd farther back. 

			No one looked terribly worried. The crowd seemed to be genuinely enjoying the show, and Olivia recovered some of her skepticism. “You don’t really think there’s—”

			“At this point, I don’t know what to think,” he said. “But if there is something in your suitcase, whether you put it there yourself or not, you’re in a lot of trouble.”

			Aware of a zillion eyes on her, Olivia meekly allowed herself to be led to what was considered the new safe zone. Just her luck. Here she was in Venice, about to be charged with attempting to blow up Marco Polo Airport and the country’s president to boot. She wouldn’t be spending Christmas with her cousin—she’d be spending it in an Italian prison.

			She looked up, thinking how, under any other circumstance, she would have considered herself lucky to have this man holding her. He drew her closer, and she sensed the hard, muscled arm beneath the leather sleeve as it brushed her own. 

			He, on the other hand, seemed to have forgotten she was there. He talked into his phone in rapid Italian, ordering everyone around more confidently than she ordered a pizza. There was even a search on for Doris, and she imagined a police lineup of gray-haired women in tweed. 

			The minutes dragged by. Airport employees joined the curious onlookers still pressed against the line of yellow police tape. The Christmas tree went on sparkling. From the café, Bing Crosby and David Bowie crooned “Little Drummer Boy.” Olivia gazed out the windows. A light snow was falling. Beyond the runways and parking lots lay Venice. She should be in a water taxi now, skimming across the lagoon . . . 

			God, she was tired, and it was little consolation that the man who was about to arrest her was so damned attractive. One of her friends, who had insisted on taking her out for a good-bye dinner, had dragged her to a psychic as a joke. While Olivia was told she would meet a tall, handsome Italian man who would change her life forever, the psychic had failed to mention that it wouldn’t be for the better. 

			Suddenly, there was an explosion of laughter. That had to be good. 

			“Come on,” Rossi said, and one of the guards stepped aside to let them pass. Another interrupted Bing Crosby and David Bowie with an announcement that the threat was over and would people please move on. 

			As she was dragged closer to the offending suitcase, the uniformed men who were gathered around it parted to let them through. There wasn’t a single one who didn’t have a grin plastered across his face.

			Surveying her things scattered across the chairs—pants, blouses, black lace panties and bras—she wondered if this was the source of their amusement. Pretty juvenile, she thought, even as she cringed with embarrassment at the idea of the man beside her seeing them. Normally a plain-white-cotton sort of girl, she’d bought this lingerie on a whim, as a way of launching her new life. She had a flash of herself in prison in her sexy black lingerie and shuddered.

			“Well, Rossi,” the dragon-tattooed bomb expert said with a smirk, “I wouldn’t want to be in your shoes when you get back to the office.”

			The cop let go of her arm. She glanced up at him, but he didn’t meet her eyes. She stayed at his side, not knowing whether it was because she couldn’t believe she was now out of trouble or that she’d come to like being there. “What did you find?” he asked.

			“Here’s your bomb,” the expert said, holding up a small box with bits of bright blue foil wrapping paper still stuck to the sides. “But read this first,” he said in English, handing Olivia a Christmas card. “It’s a nice note from your mama.”

			Rossi intercepted the card before Olivia could take it. He read it aloud. 

			
			
Dear Olivia, 

			Best of luck with your new job in Venice. No one deserves this more than you. I know this is a silly gift. But I came across it the other day, and thought of you. You gave this to your dad at Christmas when you were ten. I don’t know who thought it was funnier, you or Dad. I’ll never forget the two of you laughing together, tears running down your cheeks. If ever you get homesick, I hope this cheers you up. 

			Merry Christmas!

			Love, Mom

			
			He looked a little sheepish as he passed the card to Olivia. Then, while everyone watched, he opened the box and pulled out a set of plastic wind-up chattering teeth. As the other men hooted with laughter, Rossi wound the toy and set it down on the floor, where it scooted around in circles on little legs and feet, chattering wildly.

			“Madonna!” he swore. “I almost shut down an international airport over this!”

			“I think it’s hilarious,” said one of the cops, wiping tears of laughter from his eyes. “The great Alessandro Rossi is human after all!”

			“The boss is going to crucify me.”

			“If he ever stops laughing!” howled one of the security guards.

			The cop scooped up the teeth and placed them in Olivia’s hand. “Make sure you put these where they can’t cause any more trouble.”

			It was the last straw. Clutching the toy, she put her head on his chest and started to bawl her eyes out, harder than she had cried at her dad’s funeral.

			“What?” he asked, patting her back awkwardly. “I’m sorry. It’s okay. I apologize. I’m not going to arrest you. Your mother must have wound the damn thing up before she put it in the box. Look, I’ll help you pick up your things.”

			“It’s my dad,” she sobbed into his leather jacket. “He passed away last summer.”

			Now Alessandro was hugging her, and everyone was looking at them again. “I’m sorry,” he said gently. “You must miss him.”

			“I do.” Olivia straightened and wiped her eyes on the ends of her scarf. “I’m sorry. I’m making a fool of myself.”

			“Not at all,” he said. Then he turned to the other cops and security guards. “Okay, enough,” he barked. “Let’s get this terminal back to normal.” Olivia didn’t know whether to interpret the other men’s stares as sympathy or amusement. Probably both. 

			As they began to shuffle away, Olivia fumbled with her shoulder bag and found a Kleenex. Alessandro took it from her and wiped her eyes gently. She took it back and blew her nose.

			“I’ll help you pick up your things,” he repeated kindly.

			“No. That’s okay,” she stammered, as he began to gather up blouses, bras, sweaters, and panties. Despite her protests, he continued to help.

			Taking a sweater from him, she muttered her thanks. What else could she say? Nice to meet you? Thanks for not arresting me? Thanks for letting me cry on your shoulder? Hope we meet again? Because looking up into those eyes, she thought she’d very much like to meet him again. 

			Just then, she felt a hand on her arm, and she turned around to see her cousin. She gave him a hug, before turning back to Alessandro. He handed back her passport. “Welcome to Venice,” he said warmly, as if he’d never suspected her of wanting to blow up the airport. He smiled at her, too, a beautiful smile, and she forgave him then—instantly, completely, and absolutely.

			“Grazie,” was all she said. 

			“Good God,” Marco said as they walked toward the exit. “You’ve only just arrived, and already you’re talking to handsome Italian men. Who was that tall, dark stranger?”

			“No one,” Olivia said wistfully.

			“Doesn’t sound like ‘no one’ to me,” Marco said, with a teasing nudge. “Anyway, I’m sorry I’m so late. And to make things worse, when I arrived, the terminal was blocked off. A bomb scare, apparently.”

			“Yes, apparently,” Olivia said. It was already beginning to feel surreal. “It was nothing in the end.”

			She went to put her passport back into her shoulder bag but stopped when she saw a business card tucked inside. She took it out. Alessandro Rossi, it read, along with the words Buon Natale . . . and a phone number.

			
		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 2

			“Is this the only luggage you have?” Marco asked, taking her suitcase—now just an ordinary, innocent suitcase—by the handle.

			“Yes,” she stammered after a second. She tucked the business card back into her passport. Was he really hoping she’d call him? 

			“You travel light,” Marco continued. “I need two suitcases just for an overnighter.” Taking her by the arm, he kept up a light banter about people in Toronto as he directed her through the terminal and toward the docks where their water taxi awaited. 

			Marco Moretti was a cousin on her father’s side. At thirty-eight, he had always been more of a big brother to her than a cousin. For a number of years, he’d worked as a developer for a company that designed antivirus software, and made a hobby of collecting art. On a whim, he’d developed a game called Happy Spiders, a parody of Angry Birds. No one was more surprised than he when it went viral and for a brief time became bigger than Angry Birds itself. Olivia didn’t know how much Marco had made in total, only that it was, in his words, “like winning a very, very big lottery.” It had allowed him to quit his job as a developer, turn his art-collecting hobby into a business, and open a gallery on Queen Street West in Toronto. 

			She was thrilled for him, and even more thrilled when he offered to pay her student loans and gave her a job in his new gallery. It was Marco, along with her artistic father, who’d given Olivia an appreciation for art, but while she had gone on to complete a master’s degree in art history, she knew jobs in her field were few and far between. Until Marco’s offer, she had been psyching herself up to start an admin job in the tax-accountancy firm her sister worked for. “You’ve saved me from a fate worse than death,” she’d told him happily. 

			She had been working in Marco’s gallery for a year when he teamed up with the world-renowned Silvio Milan. He’d been so proud when he’d hung the new sign over the gallery door: Silvio Milan—Venice, London, New York, and Toronto. Overnight, this partnership launched Marco into the international art scene on a level he could only dream of before—lunching with Damien Hirst in London one day and bidding on a Jackson Pollock in New York the next. 

			When they reached the water taxi docks, Marco introduced her to Dino, a burly, dark-haired man in his mid-forties with the face of someone who’d been out in the wind and salt air for a long time. “Dino is relatively new to Silvio Milan but not to boats—he’s a licensed captain and even sailed to Antarctica when he was still in the Albanian navy. So you’re perfectly safe with him. All you have to do is call, and it’ll be billed directly to the company.”

			Olivia shook Dino’s hand and thanked him when he helped her into the boat with a big smile. He stashed her luggage in the boat’s cabin but suggested she sit outside. “If you get cold, you can move into the cabin, but the back of a water taxi is the best way to approach Venice.” 

			Marco was agreeing with him when his cellphone rang. “Damn it,” he said looking at the display. “I have to take this. I’ll be right back.” 

			Olivia watched him stride inside the cabin and then turned back to Dino, catching him looking her over intently. He quickly glanced away, apparently interested in the seagulls fighting over a discarded sandwich.

			“Those are the biggest seagulls I’ve ever seen,” she said conversationally. She shouldn’t read too much into his stare. Of course he’d be curious about her. 

			“Yeah,” he said, his smile as friendly as when she shook his hand. “Meaner, too. They swoop down on the pigeons in San Marco and rip their hearts out right in front of the tourists.” He laughed. “I think they like to make the children cry. The seagulls also pick them up in their claws and drown them in the canal, dunking them in over and over until they’re dead. The pigeons that is, not the children—though that would be a sight, wouldn’t it? Here comes your cousin now. Remember, if you get cold, you can ride in the cabin.”

			Marco sat beside her as Dino started the boat. “Is Dino a bit odd?” she asked quietly.

			“No,” Marco returned, looking surprised at the question.

			“Well, he just told me this awful story about seagulls killing pigeons, and seemed to be enjoying it.”

			Marco’s laughter sounded relieved. “Oh, that’s just a Venetian thing. Venetians pretend to despise the pigeons, always saying they should all be shot or poisoned. Don’t pay any attention. And Dino is a great guy, really.”

			“Okay,” she said, though she still thought there had been just a little too much glee in Dino’s story. 

			 “Once Christmas is over, I’m afraid I won’t be able to do much sightseeing with you,” Marco said as they raced across the lagoon toward the city. “I’m off to Iceland after New Year’s.”

			“Iceland?” Olivia asked, pulling up her collar to ward off the chill wind.

			“Silvio is interested in the work of a collective there, and I’m going to be checking them out. I’m looking forward to it, but it will mean leaving you on your own. I won’t be able to show you the city—or protect you from the amorous Silvio. He’s been asking a lot of questions about you, and I know he’s going to take one look at those violet eyes of yours and go straight for the kill. I don’t want to sound like your big brother, but be careful he doesn’t break your heart.”

			“I know, I know,” Olivia said. While she’d inherited her father’s olive Italian complexion and dark hair, she had her mother’s unusual violet eyes, which Marco claimed put the most perfect amethyst to shame.

			This wasn’t the first time Marco had warned her about Silvio’s penchant for attractive women, but she was pretty sure that, even without the warning, she wouldn’t be falling for Silvio. She wasn’t in a relationship, but she wasn’t pining for one either. By twenty-nine, she’d had her share of boyfriends, a couple of them serious, a couple not. The relationships had ended or fizzled out with varying degrees of stress and tears, and she’d been pretty content living on her own, working with Marco, enjoying the company of friends, and, of course, spending as much time as she could with her father in his final months. 

			Really, she was happy just to be in Venice. And if she was tempted to jump into anyone’s bed, it would be that cop back there with those smoldering movie-star looks and eyes you could drown in. Crikey, she thought. If I read that in a romance novel, I would groan. It sounds so hokey.

			Marco snapped her out of her reverie by pointing out the island of Murano, where the glassblowing industry was located. “They started blowing glass here in the thirteenth century. They needed their own island because of the constant threat of fire.”

			Olivia knew this as she’d been reading extensively about the history of Murano glass for this job. She also knew that the glassblowers had been sworn to secrecy by the Venetian government. Any glassblower who gave away the secrets of his art was executed.

			Soon they were past Murano with its brick chimneys and approaching Venice itself. “You’re getting a bit of the scenic tour,” Marco said. They cruised along what he referred to as the “back” of the city, passing the stops where the water buses, called vaporetti, loaded passengers. They sped by the cemetery island where generations of Venetians were buried, around the eastern tip of the city, and into the mouth of the Grand Canal. 

			The view was breathtaking. No pictures in a book could prepare her for this magical city that seemed to float on water, the architecture a marvelous mix of East and West. Dino slowed down and skillfully navigated his way through the waters, choppy now from the other boat traffic: vaporetti, other water taxis, and gondolas ferrying picture-snapping tourists. They passed the iconic Bridge of Sighs, which so many wretched prisoners had crossed on the way to their executions. Then came the Ducal Palace and the magnificent basilica of San Marco, its domes silhouetted against the sky. Olivia was tempted to take out her own camera but refrained. Just enjoy it, she told herself. You have six months to take photos.

			Suddenly, she felt like crying again. And it wasn’t just because she was tired or missed her father. These were tears of gratitude. 

			“Hey, what’s wrong, kiddo?” Marco asked.

			“Nothing. I’m just so happy to be here,” she said, putting her arms around her cousin. “Thank you so much for giving me this opportunity.”

			“You make it sound like charity,” he said, hugging her back. “I hired you because you’re smart and knowledgeable and have fabulous taste. Actually,” he said, as he ruffled her already breeze-tousled hair, “you’re just plain fabulous.”

			“I won’t let you down, I promise.”

			“I know that already. But have fun too.” 

			Just past San Marco, Dino crossed the canal and docked in front of the enormous circular church that Olivia knew from her guidebook was the basilica of Santa Maria della Salute, built to commemorate the end of a terrible plague that killed half the city. “This isn’t the closest stop to your apartment,” Marco said as he helped Olivia from the boat, “but since you traveled so light, I thought you’d enjoy the walk.”

			“Absolutely,” she agreed. “I can’t believe I’m here. I’m going to pinch myself and wake up any moment.” A dream might explain what had happened at the airport, not to mention that gorgeous cop. But then she did have a real business card with his name on it in her bag.

			A flock of pigeons rose from the square, and Olivia, recalling Dino’s story of the pigeon-killing gulls, turned around to see him watching them from the still-docked boat. He smiled widely and raised his hand to her. She waved back. If Marco said Dino was a great guy, then that was good enough for her. She was probably just tired.

			An old woman sat begging in the open door of the church, and it was all Olivia could do not to climb the steps and have a peek. There’ll be time for that later, she told herself, following Marco over a wooden bridge. She paused at the top to watch a gondolier piloting his boat. It disappeared under the bridge beneath them before reappearing on the other side. It was like finding herself in another century. 

			“There are no cars or bicycles,” Marco said, “so the canals are also very functional. Everything is done by boat. There are moving boats, work boats, garbage boats, even ambulance and fire boats.” 

			On the other side of the bridge, they went through a short tunnel, which Marco explained was a sottoportego, since it went under the central room, called a portego, of the building above it. They emerged into a pleasant little square, which Marco explained was called a campo, meaning “field,” from the days when all the squares of the city were unpaved. “Only San Marco earned the title of piazza.” 

			 They passed the high brick wall of a garden belonging to a palazzo that many believed to be haunted. Beside that was the Guggenheim Museum, home of the Peggy Guggenheim Collection. “A must-see for all lovers of modern art,” Marco said. “It might even convert the non-lovers too.” 

			With a quiet canal on their left, they continued past art galleries, cafés, and shops that sold varying qualities of Murano glass. “Not all glass that claims to be from Murano is genuine,” said Marco. “Some comes from China, but you’ll be able to spot it soon enough.”

			“It’s a good thing you’re with me,” Olivia said as they entered another campo. “I’m already hopelessly lost.”

			“You’re going to get lost a lot at first,” Marco said. “It’s a very small city, but getting around is like trying to find your way in a maze. To tell the truth, I still get lost. But we’re almost there.” 

			He stopped at the foot of a bridge and beckoned her to look up at a palazzo on the other side of the canal. “See those two balconies on the top floor? Home.” He smiled at her. “Even I have only one balcony overlooking a canal—you have two.” 

			They crossed over the bridge and walked down a street, where Marco unlocked an ornate wooden door. Olivia was surprised to find herself in a delightful courtyard, surrounded by stuccoed three-story buildings. The wisteria adorning the walls was dormant, but she knew in spring it would be a riot of purple blooms. “What’s that tree?” she asked, pointing to a tall, spindly evergreen laced with white Christmas lights.

			“It’s called a monkey puzzle tree,” Marco said with a grin. “I have no idea why. Did I mention that you’re on the second floor, which in Toronto is the third floor?”

			“I’m glad you have the suitcase.”

			“Sure you don’t want to take it? It’ll be good practice,” he joked. 

			The climb was worth it. In fact, she would’ve climbed ten more flights to have this apartment: high-ceilinged rooms, gleaming terrazzo floors of different colors of marble, elaborate Murano glass chandeliers. 

			She opened the French doors and stepped onto one of the narrow balconies hanging over the street. If she looked to her left, she could see a bridge arching over the canal, and beyond that a sliver of the Grand Canal with a bell tower listing in the background.

			She surveyed the rest of the apartment. The art on the white plastered walls was original, the furniture spare but elegant. The kitchen, with a view of the courtyard, was a perfect balance of modern convenience and Old World charm. The bathroom was white marble from the floor to the sink to the deep bathtub. Like the main room, the bedroom had French doors and a small balcony. Piled with soft pillows, the bed was luxurious and inviting. A tall carved wardrobe graced one wall, and there were fresh flowers on the nightstand. 

			“I was going to get a Christmas tree,” Marco said, “but I thought that was something we should do together.”

			“Thanks. I’d like that. And I really love this apartment—it’s so beautiful.”

			“What did you expect from Silvio Milan?” Marco said with a smile. “Luxury is our middle name.” He parked her suitcase in the bedroom and handed over the keys. “I’m going to leave you for a few hours. I have some errands to run, and I’m sure you could use a nap. You’ll find something to eat in the fridge, and I made extra sure there was a corkscrew so you could open your first bottle of wine. I’ll be back for you at five, and I’ll take you to the office to meet Silvio. We’re having drinks at the office and then going out for dinner. It’ll be a late night, so be sure to get some rest.” 

			“I will.”

			“And one more thing,” Marco said, his hand on the door. “Wear something smashing to go with those eyes of yours.”

			Olivia laughed. “What about all those ‘be careful’ lectures? You know, I’m starting to think you might have a ‘thing’ yourself for Silvio Milan.”

			“Wouldn’t matter if I did. He’s a ladies’ man, through and through. But how about that cop you were talking to back there?”

			Olivia laughed again, feeling her cheeks burn a bit just at the mention of him. “I don’t know much about him,” she said, “but I’d pretty much swear on my father’s ashes that you’d stand even less of a chance with Alessandro Rossi than with Silvio Milan.”

			“Alessandro Rossi, eh?” he said, raising an eyebrow at her. “Last time I asked, you said he was ‘no one.’ Oh well. È la vita—that’s life. Or at least my life. How come women are always complaining that all the good-looking men are gay? It’s not my experience at all.” He gave her kisses on both cheeks and promised to return at the appointed time. 

			Once alone in what was to be her home for the next six months, Olivia spent the first few minutes putting things away. She needed to go shopping soon. Other than the lingerie and the black dress she was going to wear tonight (classy but short of smashing), she’d brought very little. “Why would you buy clothes now?” Ellen, the art student taking care of the gallery in her absence, had asked. “You’re going to Italy! Spend your money there.”

			She placed the wind-up teeth on the bedside table, marveling at how something so silly could cause so much trouble, and took out the business card: Alessandro Rossi, Buon Natale, and his number. 

			The card had made her so happy in the airport, yet now when she looked at it, she wasn’t so sure. He seemed nice, but she knew nothing about him. He could be a cheating husband with a wife and two children. Surely no man that good-looking could still be single, and weren’t Italians known for that kind of thing? But then, no man could be that nice and cheat on his wife. 

			Anyway, how could any opinion she had of him be accurate after such a short meeting? He’d been pretty brusque with her until she started to cry—and then, she supposed, anyone with a heart not made of stone would have been somewhat sympathetic. No doubt he’d given her this on impulse and was now kicking himself, already coming up with an excuse if she called. 

			She turned over the card. Guardia di Finanza, it read, with a crest, an address, a phone number, and his name again. It all looked very official. Well, even if she was going to call, she couldn’t do it yet—wouldn’t that seem too eager? 

			She could ask Marco’s opinion, but there wasn’t much point as she could guarantee he’d say “go for it,” a strategy that didn’t seem to work particularly well for him. When it came to love, Marco was the unluckiest person she’d ever known. 

			Besides, what made her think it was personal at all? Other than the Buon Natale and the smile with which he’d given it to her, it was just a business card. He probably handed his card out to everyone, just in case they needed to get in touch with him again. Though everything seemed to have been settled pretty neatly in her case. Shrugging, she tucked the business card under the chattering teeth.

			She took a long hot shower and wrapped herself in a thick white bathrobe with silvio milan embroidered on the lapel. She had known her new apartment was to be furnished by the company, but she was still surprised by the luxurious attention to detail. But then, like Marco had said, what else did she expect from Silvio Milan?

			Feeling very fortunate, she went to the kitchen and opened the fridge. She surveyed the fresh fruit and cheese, doubtful she’d be able to eat it all before it went bad. There was a bottle of Prosecco and another of Valpolicella. She decided not to open either, settling instead on a glass of Cinzano to toast her new home. She poured it over ice cubes and went into the main room to the French windows. 

			Not wanting to go onto the balcony in her bathrobe, she drew back the white lace curtain and looked out. Running from the Grand Canal to the Giudecca Canal, her own little canal, the Rio de San Vio, flanked by low brick walls, was narrow and straight. She admired the terra-cotta-colored palazzos with dark green shutters across from her, their doors opening right onto the stone-paved streets that ran alongside the canal.

			She glanced to the left with its view of the bridge and was about to let the curtain drop back into place when a movement caught her eye. A tall figure in a long black robe and a black hat with a white feather plume had materialized seemingly out of nowhere and stood in the middle of the bridge. Its back was to her, and despite the stillness of the day, the robe undulated around the figure as if caught by a gentle breeze. 

			At first Olivia watched with no other emotion than curiosity. Why would someone be dressed for Carnival at Christmas? 

			But when it turned and looked directly at her window, she felt herself go cold. Like some sort of great evil bird, the figure’s face was obscured by a white mask with a large beak-like protuberance. Dark eyeholes hid the wearer’s eyes, making the gaze seem extra intense. 

			Instinctively she stepped back, her hand shaking slightly as she clutched the curtain. Still the shrouded figure watched her. Olivia was sure there was no coincidence in this meeting. She could feel a dark purpose in its presence and sensed herself caught helpless in its spell. 

			As she stood there, mesmerized, the apparition conjured a red rose from the fold of its robe. It held it up in a white-gloved hand, as if in offering. Then, with deliberate slowness, it began to pull out the petals, holding each one out to her before letting it drift to the water below.
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