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Ypsilanti, Michigan was nothing like this. For that reason alone, Emily Miller knew the scene before her should have been perfect. Beyond the Basilica di Santa Maria della Salute, the sun faded from the sky. Streaks and splashes of orange, pink and red darkened and drained down into the sea. The water of the lagoon deepened to violet and then to indigo at the base of the dock – the Molo, she corrected herself – while the black-and-white striped shirts of the gondoliers glowed ghostlike over the sleek black boats drifting silently toward the Bridge of Sighs.
With a little imagination, it would be easy to be lost in a fantasy of timelessness and forget that it was Nineteen-Ninety-Eight. Forgetting the past year – or at least to forget the last six months or so – would be a blessing, anyway.
The breeze off the water swept the fringe off her forehead and out of her eyes. The loose strands from her ponytail tickled and danced delicately along her neck. Her skin went gooseflesh for a moment in the cool air after the sunset, but it was a relief to have the baking heat of another July day over and done with. Now she could cease fanning herself, relax and watch the crowds from her seat here at the café with her friend, Jenn.
A jumble of voices and a burst of laughter by the water drew her attention. Her gaze shifted to a group of young men and women laughing, chattering and playing along the edge of the Molo. She watched, smiling, as they feigned attempts to push one another into the water next to a cluster of docked gondolas.
As the group came closer, she saw they were younger than she had first thought. They were teenagers, barely old enough to be out of school. One of the boys grabbed a girl by the hand and swung her wildly about, until, squealing with laughter, she teetered on the edge of the walkway. He pulled her back, put his arms around her and planted a kiss on her still-laughing mouth.
For a moment, Emily fancied she could feel that same sort of kiss on her own lips. It hadn't been so long ago since Jason had kissed her that way, had it?
A sense of guilty voyeurism swept over Emily before she looked away. She swallowed hard, her throat rasping with an aching familiarity. Breathing deep, she caught the salty tang of the lagoon, tinged with just a hint of something green – mold or even mildew, perhaps. Another, gentler breeze carried the scent of strong black coffee from a couple of tables over, making her mouth water for the bitter taste.
It was all too beautiful. Too perfect. Too...Venice. A custom-ordered sunset, a cool breeze, beautiful people everywhere. Emily was pleased that her imagination hadn't overreached itself. She wished that Jason would leave her thoughts long enough for her to enjoy it.
If only he hadn't promised to bring her here, one day. If only he hadn't promised to love her forever. If he'd only kept one promise – just one. Her hand settled briefly on her abdomen before she pulled it away.
Then she noticed the handsome blond stranger in white linen who stood with his back to the sunset, his gaze focused on Emily's table.
Or, rather, his gaze focused on her best friend, Jenn.
As usual.
It was only natural. She glanced down at her own rounded figure, then over at Jenn's classic Nordic features. Not for the first time, Emily considered the fact her statuesque best friend was uncommonly attractive.
Rather like the man who was watching Jenn now.
Emily sighed, picked up her Bellini and took a cool, peach-infused sip. Jenn had insisted on ordering them although Emily didn't drink much alcohol.
"And so, I manage to avoid even the charms of Venice," Emily mumbled, resolving to ignore her friend's admirer.
Jenn turned toward her, away from the passersby strolling along the Molo toward Piazza San Marco. "Come again?" Her long, elegant fingers pushed her sunglasses up to rest above her forehead.
"Nothing, Sissy." Emily directed her gaze back to her drink, helpless to stop picturing the stranger. "I was just thinking aloud."
"Do tell, Mouse." Jenn said. She leaned forward, gesturing with her free hand toward her friend's head. "What's going on in there?"
Emily took another sip of her drink and turned to watch the blond stranger again. He was gone.
"I guess I've just been a bit lost in my head. I keep thinking about…stuff."
Jenn frowned, tilting her head to one side. "What's that? What are you thinking about? Jason?"
"Yes, and no. I mean… Look." Emily put her drink down and faced her friend. "Two weeks we've been here. Rome, Pisa, Florence, and you've had a...boyfriend in every one of those towns, and I've had nothing. Nada. Zip. Zilch. Not so much as a whiff of genuine interest."
"Oh, you exaggerate."
"Not a glance, a pause or a 'how-do-you-do?'" Emily continued, sitting back.
"You've had plenty of glances, you know. Besides, maybe there isn't an Italian equivalent to 'how-do-you-do', anyway. I mean, besides 'come sta?'"
"Don't be facetious. It doesn't change the fact that my last hope has just been dashed," she paused to permit a peach-flavored hiccup, "to bits."
"Stop being so melodramatic." Jenn glanced around and focused on her friend again. "'Dashed', how?"
Emily focused her gaze on the dark outline of the railing where the handsome stranger had been. How best to explain that she'd been foolishly pinning her last romantic hopes on this city's charms as their tour of Italy wound down?
Weren't Italian men supposed to be positively crawling over the female tourists? She'd been counting on them to help cast Jason Hastings forever out of her memory.
Further, she was thoroughly unmoved by the city itself. After the excitement of planning a trip to fabulous Italy, arriving at Fiumincino Airport in Rome had been an anticlimax; and a messy, troublesome anticlimax, at that. The arrival in Venice two weeks later felt somehow lackluster.
When they'd gotten off the train and crossed the piazza in front of the station to board a vaporetto to their hotel, Emily was unimpressed. Even sighting the Basilica di Santa Maria della Salute, which she had always wanted to see, gave her only the dimmest flicker of a thrill. It was there, right in front of her, and it meant nothing – or next to nothing. It might as well have been an amateurish backdrop for a high-school play for all the excitement it stirred within her.
Yes, Venice was romantic in the way all the ancient cities of Italy were romantic. On this trip she'd filled countless rolls of film with shuttered windows, colorful landscapes and crumbling, moss-covered stairs. But there were no clandestine embraces, no stolen kisses, no enticing gazes from handsome men meant for her. There were no deeper memories behind the images to give meaning to what she saw.
Heck, I probably won't even bother developing most of them. What's the use in a thousand photos of landscapes and buildings, when I've already forgotten half their names?
"Earth to Emily." Jenn waved her hand close to Emily's face, drawing her out of her ruminations.
"I've had enough." Emily finished her drink and put the empty glass on the ceramic tabletop with a hollow clink. "I'm going back to the hotel."
"Why don't you tell me what's really wrong, first?" Jenn leaned closer under the still-open umbrella over the café table.
Emily caught another glimpse of the handsome stranger. Once again her throat tightened painfully. He was coming their way. She couldn't bear to witness the scene playing out as it always did, with her watching from the sidelines. Better to give her friend at least a modicum of privacy.
"I'm tired, that's all. Besides, I think you've got a date," she said, and walked away.
The crowds thinned considerably in the evening hours. Emily had no trouble making her way through the remaining clusters of tourists and residents.
She slowed as she followed the winding, narrow alleys to her hotel. The scent of dampness clinging to concrete came and went, depending on the whims of soft breezes meandering their way along with her. She and Jenn saved money by staying further away from the touristy locales, and now Emily could appreciate the distance in a different way as she strolled through the residential areas. The silence closed gently around her and allowed her to think.
Enough time had passed for her to feel a bit guilty for how she'd addressed Jenn at the café. It wasn't her friend's fault things hadn't gone well. That was like saying it was Jenn's fault that they were so different.
Short and tall, dark and light, round and slim, Em and Jenn. In spite of the differences, they were best friends from the day they met in grade school, when Emily's family had moved to Michigan from Indiana. The girls had grown up together, gone from middle school to college together, and now had undertaken their first international journey together.
Jenn always drew all the attention from men, it was true. There was no changing the fact. Besides, what else could be done? Stop being friends because she wasn't getting any of the spotlight? Wouldn't that be totally, utterly selfish? Obnoxious, even?
She paused in front of a pasticceria and examined the goods in the window, vaguely considering if she should get something to take back to the hotel. Even at the far end of the picture window from the open door, she smelled the sweet aromas of powdered sugar and flaked dough. And yet, there was little temptation to buy a sack full of pastries – with her virtually non-existent Italian, who knew what she'd actually end up buying? The idea of consoling herself in stereotypical fat-girl style, while Jenn doubtless would have the handsome stranger up for a different sort of nightcap, was even more depressing.
She tried to allow herself to imagine stopping their friendship cold, and how it would make her feel to do so. A sudden sense of emptiness shook her at the thought. No, it really was unthinkable. Sure, it was possible to give up her best friend, but what would be the point? Why cut off the one real friend she'd had in her whole life? Why give up the one person she'd been able to open up to after her father died and Jason had turned out to be such a jerk? Just to spare herself the occasional sense of rejection from strangers?
"This, too, shall pass," she said under her breath to her reflection in the pasticceria window, and imagined Jenn admonishing her melodrama again. She resumed walking, turned a corner and found herself in Campo Santa Marina, her hotel tucked away in one corner. She rang the bell, pushed open the door when the buzzer sounded and trudged up the stairs to the front desk.
The receptionist on duty was a young man around her own age. He barely glanced in her direction after he'd verified her ID with her room information. With an air of indifference, he handed over the heavy brass key attached to a burnished wooden block. She ran her thumb over the number engraved in the wood, the edges of it polished smooth by countless hands over the years.
"Buonasera," Emily said, making her best attempt at Italian with one of the few words she felt comfortable using.
"Bonaséra," the receptionist mumbled, never taking his eyes off the television and the scantily-clad girls dancing across the screen.
Same as always, Emily thought, resisting her urge to wave her hands in front of his face with a sarcastic "Hello...?" Instead, she rolled her eyes then toyed with her key as she walked along the narrow hallway to her room.
After showering until the water had gone tepid, she dressed in fresh pajamas and got into bed to find a lump under her pillow. She slid one hand tentatively beneath and fished out a collection of romantic short stories, no doubt left there by Jenn that evening while Emily freshened up before dinner. She thumbed through the well-worn pages and then set the book aside on top of the bedclothes. Instead, she picked up her much battered and beloved copy of The Master and Margarita from where she'd left it on the nightstand.
Jenn had spent most of their flight from the US teasing and entreating her to read something different. "Nothing like a little light reading, eh? Russian literature? Why not a book about Italy?"
"I'll be in Italy," Emily answered.
"Give up and give in to Italia!" Jenn cried, over-enunciating the last word in a feigned Italian accent. "Have an adventure! At the very least, why not read something that will set the mood for you? Like a guidebook or something?"
Remembering, Emily shook her head, smiling a little even though the exchange on the plane and her friend's relentless enthusiasm had been exhausting.
Emily picked up Jenn's book and held it up to the light from the bedside lamp. Inexplicably, Jason's face flashed through her memory.
"Why not, you ask?" she asked with a sour twist of her lips, then tossed Jenn's book toward the desk. "Because that book is full of crap."
Dreamlike, watery voices drifted and echoed, calling to each other and reflecting off the walls in a language Emily didn't understand. Dull splashes followed, accompanied by jeering, teasing shouts before the rumble of an engine rattled the windows in their frames for a moment. She squinted through sleep-heavy eyes and behind the fine lace curtains of her window made out a woolen grey sky over the rooftops of the next building.
She spied Jenn's book resting on the floor next to the wastebasket, and she fumbled out of the bed to retrieve it and place it on the small desk in front of the window.
I'd rather not forget it there in case Jenn shows up early.
Undressing as she went, she padded barefoot across cool marble tiles into the bathroom. Not for the first time, she was thankful she and Jenn had separate rooms. After the intense togetherness of traveling, it was a distinct relief to have a little time alone. It could be lonely sometimes, though, without the chance to chat late into the night like they did in their dorm room.
But I always have hot water, and I don't have to wait for Jenn to finish her beauty routine.
She eased herself under the steaming spray of the shower and adjusted the temperature to a more endurable level. Her humming echoed off the tiled walls as she rinsed away the suds and luxuriated under the pelting water.
They had no set plan for the day, save an aimless stroll around the city after breakfast, but she had hopes of photographing everything possible. She intended to use up all of her film before getting on the plane, if only to prove her mother wrong for having said she'd never need all the rolls she'd bought. She only had a handful left, after all, so it shouldn't be a problem. Maybe they could go to Murano? Or Burano? She wanted to get some shots of the lace makers and the glass makers, too, if she could. A few "mood pieces," perhaps? And maybe –
A muted thump cut into her musings, followed by another, and then another. From the other side of the thin wall, familiar laughter was audible through the noise of the shower: Jenn and her male companion. Emily froze in the warmth of her own shower, feeling icy all over save for the rush of heat to her ears and cheeks.
Oh, geez...
Shutting off the water she stepped out and wrapped herself in a towel. The scene formed in her mind's eye, unbidden – Jenn and the blond stranger of the night before making love in the shower, the natural wake-up refresher for the morning after.
She saw it all with a disturbing intensity – the water running over his shoulders, soapsuds cascading down his back and sides. However, she imagined her own hands sliding across his soap-slicked skin, struggling to grasp hold while she wrapped herself around his tawny form –
Emily bit her lip and sat on the bed, toweling her hair roughly, not caring that she was still wet from the shower. While she struggled to push the image of the blond stranger from her mind, the sounds of Jenn's exultations continued – faint, but undeniable.
The rush of blood in her ears soon covered everything else. Clutching the towel closed around her torso, she crossed to the wavy-glassed window over the desk and fumbled one-handed with the lock until the window creaked open toward her. The sound of a passing outboard engine drowned out any noise from inside the hotel. With a grateful sigh, Emily sank onto the chair at the desk.
She tucked the towel tightly around her chest and moved to sit on the edge of the desktop. The lace curtains shifted lazily on the breeze while she peered out through the delicate designs at the canal below. No gondoliers there, just normal, average Venetians going about their lives.
One shutter swung on its hinges with a rusty squeak as another breeze pushed at the curtains and carried a hint of the morning's warmth into the room.
On the gondola ride she and Jenn had taken the day before, the gondolier told them all about the history of the city, the romantic legends of Casanova and the charmingly decadent traditions of Carnevale masked balls. They had toured beneath the Bridge of Sighs and past the home of Marco Polo himself, with Emily dutifully snapping photos all the while.
More than once, the briny smell of the water had made her a little nauseous. Especially when the dead rat had floated by – or rather, when they had skimmed past it. Of course, the gondolier had flirted outrageously with them both until the ride was over. She had expected as much, really. Listening to other gondoliers touring other women was enough to prove this was all part of the experience. The way he had become polite with Emily and lingered tellingly to assist Jenn out of the gondola and back onto the dock was par for the course, too.
The smell of salt and musty damp wafted past her and she flinched before forcing herself to breathe deeply in spite of the tangy, fishy smell. One keen ear trained toward the bathroom, a flash of guilt warmed her as she listened for his voice. The thumps had ceased, and the rumble of water through the pipes had stilled. She went to her suitcase to pull out a few things to wear, dressing in the silence and ignoring the lump in her throat.
When she stepped out of her room at last, she heard Jenn's laughter at the end of the hall, in the hotel's breakfast room. Emily locked her door and braced herself for a meeting with Jenn's paramour. She wondered what he would look like up close, if his eyes were blue or brown, and if he was as handsome as he'd seemed at a distance. She'd soon find out.
Upon turning the corner Emily stopped short, even though Jenn waved her over and smiled sunnily. Unsteady legs carried her to her friend's side, where she waited, briefly uncertain if she should sit with Jenn and her companion, or at an adjoining table.
It took time to sink in. The man's eyes were brown and so was his hair. No question about it, this was not the mystery man who had been watching Jenn the night before, but someone else altogether.
Emily bit her lip for a moment before forcing an anxious smile.
"Good morning." Jenn singsonged, extending one hand toward the man sitting across from her. "This is...Matteo. We met last night." The momentary hesitation before his name wasn't lost on Emily.
"I know," she said, clearing her throat and adding quickly, "I mean, um, yeah. Hi, Matteo."
"Matteo, this is my best friend, Emily." Jenn said, still beaming.
Matteo nodded politely in her direction.
"Did you sleep all right?" Jenn asked.
"Oh, sure. Yeah. I found your book, though."
"Did you?"
"Uh, huh." Emily nodded and looked at Jenn, still hoping against hope. "So, what do you want to do, today?"
"Well, um... You see, Em… Matteo and I... Well, we thought we might spend some time together today, instead. Maybe take a gondola ride."
Emily noted the way that Matteo's dark eyes, with their ridiculously long lashes, lit up for just a moment when Jenn said his name. In that moment, with his clear complexion and black curls, he seemed much more like a boy than a grown man.
"That certainly sounds interesting," Emily said, pushing uncharitable thoughts aside and turning so only Jenn could see her face. "I'm sorry, but could we talk for a moment, in private?"
Jenn's face fell for an instant before she regained her sunny expression. "Of course."
Emily led her outside the breakfast room and into the alcove next to the front desk.
"What's the problem? You don't like him?" Jenn's tones were measured and soft, calm as ever.
"Does it matter if I like him? You're going to dump me again – just blow me off like our plans are nothing, aren't you?"
"What are you talking about?"
"Look," Emily began, folding her arms across her chest to hide her trembling. Her throat was positively aching, now. "Look; in Rome, when you stayed out all night with Sandro, I didn't complain, did I? In Pisa, I didn't fuss when I had to climb the tower by myself while you went off with Carlo; in Florence I happily toured the Uffizi alone while you saw Lorenzo instead. But you promised me we'd hang out together today."
"Oh, come on..." Jenn rolled her eyes before making a quick gesture toward the breakfast room. "I mean... Did you see him?"
"Yes, I saw him," Emily said, Matteo's dark eyes and curls flashing through her mind. "I got a real good look. And I heard him this morning too, you know."
Instead of embarrassing Jenn, as she'd hoped, the statement only seemed to straighten her friend's spine and cool her gaze.
"You have a problem with that?" Jenn asked, her words slow and measured.
"Yes – no – I mean –" Emily stammered, taken aback. "I just –"
Jenn sighed deeply, pressing one hand to her forehead. "Emily, I don't know what to say. I thought we came over here to have some fun, didn't we?"
"Well, yeah, of course we did."
"That's what I'm doing. So why aren't you?"
"Like it's my fault?" Emily's protest erupted a bit too loudly and she paused, swallowing hard. "I'm not the one who's dumping her friend every time some good-looking guy gives her the eye."
"Maybe you would, though, if you'd ever let yourself notice that someone is looking in the first place. Jesus!"
Emily blinked hard, surprised at the tears that burned behind her eyelids. "That's just evil. That's so not fair."
"What do you mean?" Jenn leaned in closer, lowering her voice so Emily had to lean in, too. "How am I being unfair?"
"You know men don't look at me. Not like they look at you."
Jenn stepped back from Emily, folding her arms across her chest. "Mouse, hon… What do you want from me?" She raised one hand as if to silence any retort Emily might give. "You need to lighten up and just... I don't know. You need an adventure, don't you? Just give in and have one. Today, pay attention. I promise you, the attention will be all yours."
With that, Jenn turned on her heel to walk back to the breakfast room and Matteo. Emily followed a moment later, pretending not to notice when the couple passed her on their way out. She sat at a table and dabbed at her eyes with the sleeve of her blouse. The hostess came out of the small kitchen and gave her a warm smile, placing a basket of bread and jam on the table.
"Caffé? Tè?"
"Tea, please," Emily answered quietly, falling silent before her trembling voice could betray her. This was as close as they had ever come to having an actual fight, and now she was at a loss for what to do.
She ate her breakfast in silence, occasionally looking out the window at the campo and the people milling around there.
I'll go out and about, today. Kill time in some way and have lunch somewhere, even if I am alone. I can totally do this.
"I need an adventure, she says," Emily muttered to herself, then realized that she was alone in the breakfast room. "I wouldn't know an adventure if it walked up and bit me on the nose."
Emily drifted from one campo to another, taking photos almost at random. A doorknob here, a dilapidated-looking bridge there, yet nothing compelled her to study these subjects deeper. One angle, one shot and she moved on. It was too much trouble to focus and get past what initially met her eye. Despite all her best efforts, her thoughts kept returning to Jenn and Matteo, who were doubtless getting to know each other better.
I should have kept my mouth shut. What point was there in saying anything, anyway? How foolish I must have seemed, protesting like a jilted girlfriend. What is wrong with me?
Jason's face flashed through her mind again, and her cheeks flushed with heat. She pushed the thought away and passed one hand over her face to wipe away the perspiration.
She shook her head and paused atop a bridge to watch a pair of gondolas pass at the end of the canal. Raising her camera she framed the shot, feeling a momentary embarrassment for taking such a "touristy" photo.
Ah, what the hell? Why not? It's not like I'll ever come here again.
Another gondola passed beneath the bridge a moment later and she stilled herself, waiting for the perfect image. An errant breeze lifted her skirt just as the gondola emerged. The gondolier looked up at her, and Emily dropped her free hand down to protect her modesty. His blue eyes flashed with mirth at her reaction before he turned back to focus on the task at hand, taking his crooked grin out of her view.
She couldn't resist the smile that tugged at the corners of her mouth before she crossed to the other side of the bridge.
Finally, a reaction that's just for me - but only because of a panty-flash? That figures.
Emily wandered down a calle, listening to the incomprehensible snatches of conversation from behind closed or nearly-closed shutters, the clank of pot lids being replaced, the thuds of what sounded like a knife on a cutting board. She sniffed at the elusive scents of broths and butters wafting out from each home. A perverse mix of familiarity and homesickness clutched at her for an instant, even though she knew it was impossible for her home to be more different from these.
The idea of her mother standing at a table cutting and dicing vegetables for dinner twisted Emily's mouth into a bitter grin that she struggled to erase.
Turning a corner she stepped out into a large campo with a distinctly forgotten air to it. The buildings were like most of the others in Venice, with faded paint and exposed bricks casting the dreary grey light down to reflect off the paving stones. The café was still closed, chairs and tables made of aluminum and wood stacked haphazardly upon each other and chained together in spite of the approaching lunch hour. Flaking green shutters, the only flashes of color in the square, remained closed to the late morning light.
She framed the details and snapped away, the sound of the camera loud in the emptiness.
The window of a shop selling ceramic and cloisonné jewelry caught her eye; she positioned herself carefully and took a few photos of the goods on display. She smiled again, feeling a flash of hope that the photo would turn out well. Looking around, she noted another shop, this one with postcards and prints displayed on boards by a door below street level.
Two steps down and she was inside a paper shop. She busied herself putting her camera away while looking at postcards in a spinner rack, admiring the photos and watercolor impressions of Carnevale and "typical" Venetian scenes. She was alone, save for the elderly proprietor. He remained seated behind a counter piled high with handmade notebooks, art prints and blank sheets of paper.
Emily acknowledged him with a shy nod and continued browsing, feeling conspicuous in a quiet broken only by faint, tinny music from the radio on the shelf behind the man. She bent awkwardly to examine posters on the broad table in the middle of the main room without touching them, holding her camera bag back to keep it from knocking things askew.
Two images in particular held her attention; one, a print of the bridge at the other end of the square, with the arched doorway and two oval windows in the background; the other, a sketch of Proserpina dining on the pomegranate seeds that doomed her to return to Hades every year.
She looked at the sketch, thinking of her father and how he used to read to her from a picture book of Roman myths. She'd loved the way his warm voice brought the stories to life for her, changing for every character, giving each their own accents and tones.
Proserpina – Persephone in the original Greek tale – had always been one of her favorites. Autumn and Winter were Emily's favorite seasons, and the idea that they'd been created from Ceres' longing for her daughter gave Emily a strange melancholy. Her own father would have missed her hard enough to bring the Winter, she knew. Her mother? Not likely.
Her book had contained the version of the tale where Proserpina had willingly eaten the pomegranate seeds, to ensure she could stay in Hades. Emily was a teenager before she realized what this had really meant. Proserpina could always cry off, saying she'd been tricked into eating the food of the dead – she hadn't meant to, not really. But return she would, all the same, to fulfill her obligations.
Shaking her head, Emily paced around the table to look at the other prints. She returned to the print of Proserpina, but her thoughts drifted now to her stubborn disenchantment with Italy in general, and Venice in particular. Had she overhyped the whole journey for herself, or were other forces to blame? Jenn's excitement and intensity had been a great deal of fun – at first. It was only later when it had worn thin. She'd insisted on learning more Italian than Emily could ever manage and then used it at random opportunities, even before they'd left the States.
Her repeated hawking of romantic books hadn't helped, either. All the time she'd insisted it was for Emily's benefit, to help her get over Jason. According to Jenn, three months was plenty of time to recover from a breakup, but still…
And if I'd had to listen to one more Pavarotti CD, I'd have had a fit.
Emily wandered into another section of the shop, finding a display of stacked blank sheets of paper. She picked up one sheet and ran her finger and thumb against the grain, feeling the roughness as though from a distance, through numb fingertips. Handmade, no doubt. It didn't feel strictly "papery" at all. She thought how pleasant it would be to sit with this paper on an easel, a box of watercolors on her lap, painting one of the scenes in Piazza San Marco. It would be pleasant, that was, if she actually painted.
"Signorina, posso aiutarLa?"
Emily hesitated, turning toward the man behind the counter.
"Huh?" She put down the sheet of cloth-like parchment she'd been examining and tried to still her trembling hand. Damn Jenn for leaving her to deal with this on her own.
"Um... Non capisce Italiano bene, scusate..." The words stumbled out of her mouth and she cringed, heat flooding her cheeks.
I know I've made a bunch of mistakes, there. This guy will think I'm an idiot and throw me out of the shop, now.
The shopkeeper smiled. "Ha visto qualcosa che lei piace?" he asked, gesturing toward the prints, and then to the blank paper.
She put her hands in her pockets so the shopkeeper couldn't see them shaking, and he picked up the parchment paper she'd just put down.
"Was I not supposed to touch it?" She looked around but didn't find any signs like those she'd seen in the mask shops, which read "Non Toccare/Do Not Touch."
His cloudy blue-green eyes held her in foggy regard.
"Lei è Inglese?" he asked, as the bell over the shop door made a muted chime.
"Um..." She felt almost ill, and shoved her hands deeper into her pockets.
"He is asking if you are English, signorina."
"What?" Emily turned toward the new speaker and found herself staring up at the handsome blond stranger from the Molo the night before. Only now, rather than white linen, he was dressed in an elegant suit and tie which seemed out of place in the faded and musty surroundings of the shop.
It couldn't be him, here, could it?
"He is asking if you are English," he repeated with a smile.
"Does he speak English?" she asked hopefully.
"Ask him," the stranger insisted, with obvious amusement.
"Um... Parlo-? No, wait... Parli inglese?"
The old man's smile warmed still more at her attempt. "No, mi spiace."
Emily frowned and glanced around the shop. Her hands were still shaking in her pockets and now her whole body had begun to tremble.
"I'm sorry," she said. Color rushed to her cheeks fast enough to make her dizzy. "I'm sorry," she repeated, and edged past the stranger to hurry out the door.
She paused at the top of the steps then set off for the bridge at the far end of the campo. The sound of footsteps behind her followed a moment after.
"Signorina? Signorina?"
Emily forced herself to stop and turn to face the stranger who was crossing the campo in amiable pursuit, his blue silk tie flapping in the breeze. An image of Pepe le Pew bouncing after the object of his affection came to mind while she watched his unhurried approach.
"You left this back there," he said, offering a scroll of paper tied with a purple ribbon as he stepped up to her.
"You're very kind, but, that isn't mine." She took a step away, busying her hands with her camera bag.
"Isn't it?" He glanced down at the object still in his hand. "Are you certain?"
"Positive," she said, then walked away, her heart pounding so hard she could barely think.
"Oh, no... You mean that...?"
Something peculiar in his tone made her stop and look back at him. He stood with the scroll clutched close to his chest, an expression of exaggerated horror on his face.
"Quick! Don't let him catch us – he's faster than he looks!"
Emily watched in bewilderment as he hurried to her side.
"Signorina, have you ever been in a Venetian jail? They're terribly humid and miserable and I don't recommend the experience."
"What are you talking about?"
He waggled the scroll in his hand, careful to keep it hidden between them. "I thought it was yours, so I took it to bring it to you."
"Oh!" She cast an instinctive glance toward the shop. The handsome stranger's mouth quirked just the least little bit at this, and she knew that she'd been suckered. Emily nodded to begrudgingly acknowledge his efforts and raised one hand in a farewell gesture. "Cute. Funny. Goodbye, now."
"Please, wait." He held the scroll out once more until she felt compelled to stay. "This is yours."
"I didn't buy it."
"I did."
"Why?" Emily took another step away from him, eyeing the scroll in his hand.
"I have no idea. I just thought you should have it, after I saw you admiring it in the shop." He offered it once more, and she reached hesitantly to take it.
Emily untied the ribbon, the purple silk sliding with a whisper against itself in the silence of the square. Something about the ribbon made her blush; the almost liquid sensation of it beneath her fingers seemed somehow suggestive. It was enough that she swiftly tied it once more into a simple bow and thrust the scroll back into his hands.
"I can't accept this, I'm sorry." She saw him primed to protest and she raised her hand to stop him. "I don't know you. I've seen you once in my life before now, and you appear out of nowhere and give me a gift? How can I possibly think that's okay?" A flash of realization struck her and her spirits sank. "Besides, I know why you're doing this. You want me to introduce you to Jenn. Well, you're too late. I'm afraid she's found someone else to spend time with. Next time, you'll have to act a little faster. Sorry."
His bemused expression gave her pause before she turned on her heel to depart.
"I'm not sure who you are talking about, signorina," he called after her, "but you certainly seem to set much shop by her."
"I what?" Emily stuttered to a stop at the entrance of the calle.
"You 'set much shop' by this person." He spread his hands out in a gesture of confirmation, still holding the scroll. "You think much of her."
"Oh, I see. I think you mean I 'set much store' by her." She watched him with narrowed eyes, wondering what he would say next. "I guess I do, at that. But come on, it's obvious, isn't it? I saw you watching our table last night, on the Molo. You were watching her."
"No, I wasn't." He moved to join her, his gait still unhurried.
"Of course you were. Everyone watches Jenn."
The stranger shook his head, an amiable grin spreading across his mouth. The humor of it touched the corners of his eyes as he offered her his free hand.
"My name is Jacopo Spadon."
She took his hand automatically, cursing his handsomeness a moment later. He'd pulled her right in with that, hadn't he?
"Emily," she said, trying not to stammer. "Emily Miller."
"Emily," he repeated, pronouncing her name "Emmy-Lee."
With his accent, her name almost sounded exotic.
"Emily Miller, it's nice to meet you. Would you do me the honor of joining me for dinner this evening, or must I chase you across this city again?"
At once, she pulled her hand out of his and stepped away from him. "Excuse me?"
"I saw you when you arrived last night, and I decided to make your acquaintance. As it turns out, however, you are a very hard person to get close to."
"Why?"
"Why what?" He tilted his head to one side in a disarming gesture.
"Why do you want to 'make my acquaintance'?"
"Do I need a reason?"
What do I say to that?
"I guess not," she said and attempted a nonchalant shrug. "Let's just say it's a mystery to me, then."
"All right, a mystery it is. But do you accept?" He leaned toward her, just the least little bit, and a faint breeze brought the scent of his cologne to her.
For a moment, she could taste it on the back of her tongue. A blush rose promptly to her cheeks at the surprising, intimate sensation, as though she had just kissed him and tasted his skin for herself.
This is crazy. What am I doing, talking to this man? This man who I've already pictured naked, just a few hours ago...
She recalled her fantasy in detail and blushed, her hand rising swiftly to her face to hide it. Startled by her sudden gesture he drew away, and with her blush intensifying, she took a belated step away from him.
His smile returned and she forced herself to calm down, praying that her anxiety wasn't obvious.
"Just give in and have an adventure," Jenn had said.
Well, why not? And if it turns out that he wanted Jenn instead, I can deal with that, can't I? I just won't get my hopes up.
"Emily? Hello?"
Jacopo's gentle voice prodded her back into the present. She cleared her throat and gave him a shaky smile.
"I accept," she said, and felt the familiar rush of warmth to her cheeks once again. "I'd like to have dinner with you, this evening."
"Wonderful. Where are you staying?"
"At a hotel in Campo Santa Marina," she answered, and wished immediately she hadn't said so. It might have been better to meet him at the restaurant.
"All right, then. I will meet you there at seven o'clock, is that agreeable for you?"
"Yes, that would be fine."
"I will see you tonight, then, Emily Miller."
She nodded and turned away, trying not to rush down the calle away from him, for fear of giving him the wrong impression. Or worse still, the right one.
Sunset was still some time away, but the shadows of the buildings surrounding the campo created a premature sense of dusk. Emily stepped out of the hotel and looked around, searching in the last light for Jacopo.
There was no sign of him, yet. That was as she'd expected.
She settled on a stone bench in the last of the sunlight. At first, the light opposite blinded her and she raised her hand to shield her eyes. Soon, however, she dropped her hand to her lap and fussed with the skirt of her sundress and her small purse, picking away imaginary lint.
He wouldn't come. It was crazy to believe even for a moment that a man that good-looking could possibly be interested in her.
A glance at her watch showed her plan of being "fashionably late" had failed. He was late instead, by nearly twenty minutes.
Before she knew it, she drifted into her sometime daydream of living somewhere far from home – Jenn called it her "expat fantasy." Her mother preferred to dismiss it as a "coward's way out." A weight settled on her chest and pressed toward her spine until she drew a long, deep breath to make it disperse.
Just a few more days, and I'll be home again.
She hated the fact that the thought filled her with such dread, but she couldn't help it. The return to her mother's haranguing and criticism – without her father there to act as a buffer – was something she couldn't escape. Then it would be back to school and work, and having to pretend that it didn't bother her to see Jason there, every day.
She wound her hands in the strap of her purse, making a garrote of the leather between her fists.
"Emily, there you are!"
Oh, my God. He's actually here.
He stepped up to her, smiling in apology.
"Forgive me for being late, but it couldn't be helped."
He extended one hand to her and she took it, permitting him to draw her to her feet. She trembled and hoped it was imperceptible; how humiliating would it be if he saw the effect he was having on her, already?
Still holding her hand, he stepped away and gave her a swift once-over. A blush rose from her throat into her cheeks at his obvious appraisal.
"Che bella," he murmured, half-turning her from side to side. "Shall we go? I have a table reserved for us at eight. I know you Americans like to eat early."
Emily gave her best nonchalant shrug.
"I don't mind a late dinner, so long as I don't have an early morning." She clamped her mouth shut, resisting the urge to cover it with her hand. To her surprise, Jacopo laughed and nodded.
"I agree; a fine dinner is best enjoyed without an early morning. But the reservations are already made."
He took her hand in his own once more and led her toward the canal behind the hotel. A runabout, moored at the end of the small dock, bobbed gently on the small waves left by a passing motorboat. The soft swop of waves slapping the underside of the dock and the sides of the boat was somehow soothing.
Still, she hesitated at the sight of it.
Am I crazy? I'm hopping into a boat with a man I don't know from Adam, in a city I've never been in before. Anything could happen now. How does Jenn do this?
He released her hand when they reached the runabout and she steeled herself for an awkward descent, hoping that her soft leather sandals wouldn't betray her. The dock seemed to rise and fall beneath her feet as she fixed her gaze on the boat; her stomach made a mild, momentary lurch at the illusion. Inhaling deeply, she rested one hand on a piling and watched Jacopo remove the mooring line and jump into the boat.
He extended his hand to her and noted her hesitation with a single raised eyebrow.
"Are you okay?"
"Fine, fine... I'm just a little, um, awkward getting into boats, sometimes."
The corner of his mouth quirked, as though at some enjoyable memory.
"And so you came to Venezia. Do not worry; I won't let you fall in. Infatti, I will make sure that you do not. Just step on the side and in, like on stairs."
"Easy for you to say."
"Trust me, Emily. There will be no problems if you do as I say. You will be okay."
Emily drew another deep breath and accepted his proffered hand.
"Step down now," he said. The statement had the air of a command, and she did as he said without hesitation. Jacopo's hands, suddenly secure at her waist, pulled her toward him, lifting and settling her into the boat with ease.
The boat rocked beneath her feet while her heartbeat slowed to a rate that would let her breathe. Jacopo's hands still held her, offering support and reassurance.
"Sorry," she said, hoping her quiet words would carry above the sound of the water lapping against the boat.
"For what?"
"I don't know, really." Emily shook her head, unable to look him in the eye. "I just feel silly, I guess."
She placed one hand on the edge of the windscreen to steady herself before she settled into the passenger seat. Jacopo sat with one arm draped casually over the backrest of the pilot's seat.
When at last she raised her eyes to his face, she found him smiling. Still. His ice-blue eyes were full of laughter.
"You'll get used to the water, Emily. Don't worry."
"Maybe. I only have a couple of days left, anyway." She faced forward and pretended to smooth a wrinkle in her skirt. "Will that be enough time?"
"More than enough, I'm sure," he said.
Something in his tone made her turn to face him, curious. His face was unreadable in profile as he started the engine and pulled them away from the dock.
Once underway, the breeze swept his hair back from his face, the honey color fading to white gold in the flashes of light reflecting off the windows of the palazzos lining the canal. Every so often he would turn to her, his eyes crinkling with unspoken mirth.
"So, where are you taking me?"
"A little place I know. You'll like it."
Making course adjustments with almost careless gestures, he slalomed through the narrow canals as they bore east, toward the lagoon. Emily resisted the urge to swallow a momentary rush of panic before the thought of more open waters calmed her. The zigzagging and deceptive near misses would end soon enough.
They didn't speak. She turned her focus to the ancient, weathered buildings that rose from waters which lapped over once-pristine entryways. Every so often she caught a whiff of mold or damp, the salty tang of the sea or the brackish aftertaste of stale water drifting on the air from dilapidated docks and waterlogged piers.
The air freshened as they neared the lagoon, and Emily had an impression of a genie freed from a bottle when the runabout emerged from the narrow canal. Jacopo's skin took on the golden cast of the sunset, bespeaking health and long days spent outdoors.
Emily couldn't help thinking to her own pinkish colors, exaggerated from the days she and Jenn had spent touring around. Sunscreen was terribly unreliable, and more than once on this trip she'd returned to the hotel to soak in a cool bath or shower to reduce the burn she'd gained from her day's sojourn.
Her pale limbs looked quite sickly, indeed, in contrast to Jacopo's healthy color.
He took the runabout along the Molo, past the gondola docks in front of Piazza San Marco and onward. Emily watched for the café where she and Jenn had sat the night before, when Jacopo had watched them.
Watched me. He said he watched me.
They sped steadily on toward the Grand Canal, where the last of the sunlight daubed the Santa Maria della Salute in shades of tangerine and pomegranate.
Emily didn't hide her gasp at the sight, nor could she resist turning to look back while Jacopo steered them up the canal without pause. Her pulse thumped with a solid insistence in her chest, until it resonated throughout her entire body.
This is how I was supposed to feel yesterday – or during the whole trip, for that matter.
She caught Jacopo watching her again. He turned away but his smile dazzled, even in profile. Her heart stuttered and she raised one hand to her breast, as though he might see the flutters and it would give her away.
Was this a sign, then? Should this mean something to me?
Before she could contemplate the possibility much deeper, the roar of the engine died down to a softer rumble. Jacopo steered them to a piling along the foot of the Rialto Bridge, glowing soft pink and purple above them in the early evening light.
"Emily." His soft voice carried above the sounds of the crowd to feel like a caress in the relative silence after the engine's shutdown. "Let me help you up."
Stone steps ascended from the water to the walkway, and Jacopo's steadying hand kept her from losing her footing on the slippery surface. Once on the pavement he held her hand secure in his own, placing his other hand at the small of her back to steer her along the bridge.
In spite of herself, she was compelled to pause at the top and push through the crowd that had gathered along the wall to have their photographs taken with the Grand Canal as the backdrop. She wished that she had brought her camera with her, but smiled to think how silly her bulky camera bag would have looked with her outfit.
"Che peccato," Jacopo said, taking her hand and drawing her away from the wall. "What a shame. If only we had a camera to make your photo."
Her eyes widened at the statement.
"Besides," he continued when she remained silent, "this light is quite flattering to you." His smooth fingertips slid from her hand to her wrist and back again. "It is like your skin is made of roses."
The thudding of her heart had to be noticeable; it was thumping so hard in her chest. Emily had a vision of his lips on her wrist, just grazing there before continuing along her arm, and she shook her head to dispel it.
This is going to be quite an evening, I'm sure of it.
Her silence didn't seem to disturb him in the least. Jacopo gazed wordlessly into her eyes for a moment before he took her hand in his once more and led her off the bridge. He guided her down a darkened calle, full of twists and turns, until she lost all sense of direction in the coming dark.
They stopped in front of a narrow, dark doorway. A slab of wood hung to one side, a makeshift blackboard with a list chalked on it. None of the words made sense. They bore only a vague resemblance the Italian Emily had seen throughout her tour.
"Peseera dee oro," she mumbled aloud, reading the wooden sign above the doorway, and Jacopo chuckled softly. "What does that mean?"
"Pesièra dé òro," he read, his fluid accent sounding almost Spanish instead of Italian. "It's in our dialect. It means 'Kettle of gold'." He held the door open and indicated that she should go inside. "Don't worry, Emily. I will order for you."
"Okay." A sudden apprehension shook her when she stepped inside the cool, dimly lit restaurant. Her eyes were slow to adjust to the darkness as she waited for Jacopo to take her arm and guide her to a table. A painfully thin man stood at the far end of the room, indicating the way with familiar, easy gestures.
The man spoke an incomprehensible mix of babbling dialect and broad pantomime as Emily and Jacopo took their seats. A single small candle cast a cheerful glow from the center of the table, giving just enough light for her to see Jacopo's flashing smile. The two men continued gesticulating and talking loudly, ignoring her for the moment.
To think, I'd nearly allowed myself to believe I'd understand Italian, one day.
She resigned herself to grasping absolutely nothing and allowed her attention to wander, picking out small details in the gloom. There were none of the usual tourist trappings in view; no harlequins or Carnevale masks, no miniature gondolas or reproductions of the Santa Maria della Salute, no sterile or forced romantic mood-setters. Indeed, there were no tourists in the place.
The simple plaster wall felt cool at her shoulder and the crazy-paving of the floor lay pleasantly uneven beneath her feet. Two simple water glasses, flanked by two smaller ones of similar design, rested upside down on either side of the candle, reflecting the light in their liquid sheen. The rough wood of the table was evident beneath the thin, pale pink tablecloth. The mismatched plates and heavy silverware, which bore the patina of years of service, proved this establishment was well off the tourist path.
Emily soon realized that she was the only American present. For that matter, she might have been the only American to ever come inside.
The host stopped talking, turned on his heel and went into the kitchen. A brief flash of light illuminated the back of the dining area as the door swung open and shut on silent hinges.
Jacopo folded his hands on the table and focused on her again. "So? What do you think?"
"Um... It's interesting. I've never been in a place like this, before."
"Of course you haven't. Sadly, it is difficult to find real food here in Venezia, unless you know where to look."
"Are most places like this, though?"
"No. This is a favorite of mine. It's very traditional, and tourists do not come here."
"Why not?"
"Would you have come in, if I hadn't been with you?"
Emily thought about the sign above the door, and the menu chalked outside.
"No, I suppose not. I wouldn't have understood any of it."
Jacopo nodded as though she'd said something profound. "Sì, sì. Other tourists don't come in, for the same reason."
"So, is he getting the menus?"
"I have already ordered. You like seafood," he said, more a statement than a question.
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