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For my dear friend Jessica,
who suffered a great loss last year
but never lost herself









Polyglot: a person who speaks, writes, or reads a number of languages


—DICTIONARY.COM


Polymath: a person of great learning in several fields of study


—DICTIONARY.COM


There’s nothing trashy about romance.


—PARRY, The Fisher King










Author’s Note



This is the second book in the Danger series, which came about because my editor and I love romance tropes, and basically I wanted to write a love letter about . . . well . . . love. And tropes! (But also love.)


For those of you in a hurry, there’s a trope list at the back. Anyway. On to the various things that inspired certain parts of the book.


Dooneese Maharelle, a woman with absurdly small doll hands played by Kristen Wiig on Saturday Night Live, terrifies me. I have seriously had nightmares about her pattering after me on her teeny feet, calling for me with her waist cinched in and those little doll hands clawing the air as she gains on me . . . ye gads. I think I thought up a heroine with small hands as a way to deal with my terror of Dooneese Maharelle. I’m very, very sorry you have to be subjected to it.


(None of this is to say I don’t like Kristen Wiig. I think she’s wonderful. She’s got more talent in a discarded fingernail clipping than I have in my entire body. Which makes Dooneese Maharelle no less terrifying.)


Polyglots are cool. So are polymaths.


Venice’s Cruising Pavilion wasn’t a thing until 2018, but for the purpose of this story, it was a thing in 2010, as well.


Like Rake, I love lardo, which is superskinny paper-thin slices of cured fat, often wrapped around wonderful things like pork chops. I know, I know—sounds a little urrggh, right? But it’s so thin, it doesn’t have that greasy mouthfeel, and it’s cured with yummy herbs like rosemary and it was unlike anything I had ever put in my mouth and I instantly pledged all-consuming loyalty to my new overlord: lardo. Won’t you join me? Lardo: It’s what’s for dinner! Except when something else is for dinner.


San Basso is a real building in Venice, a gorgeous deconsecrated church that is now used as a concert hall—think of the acoustics! However, for the purposes of fiction, I made it a church, then a haunted house, then a post office, and finally a charity.


The character of Ronald Kovac was loosely based on Eun Tae Lee, a resident of Virginia who bilked the Korean Central Presbyterian Church out of nearly a million dollars. He persuaded them to give him control of the church checkbook and wrote checks to himself (he was also a fan of buying wonderful presents for himself). When the church finally tumbled to what he was doing, he was driving a Porsche.


Bad enough people do these things; what’s worse is that churches don’t always report it. They’re tax-exempt, so they’re not required by law to release annual reports, and nobody likes admitting they were conned, especially if they need the community to trust their judgment. It’s speculated that billions are scammed from churches in America every year. Also: ugh. C’mon, guys. If you’re gonna steal, can’t you steal from the bad guys?


Colomba di Pasqua is a thing! I’d never heard of it before I went to Italy. It’s to Easter what fruitcake is to Christmas: disgusting, but traditional.


According to momjunction.com, Nedra means “secretive” and Naseef means “speaking in secret.” I’m going through a phase where I make my characters have meaningful names, and if they were real, I doubt they’d thank me for it. Also, Lillith means “of the night.”


Every family should have a nuclear option. I’m just saying.










Prologue



Agh. Pain. And thirst. Painful thirst. Thirsty pain. Where? Was? Ow.


Rake Tarbell sloooowly rolled over and stared at a ceiling. (His ceiling? No.) His eyes were so gritty and the room so quiet, he could hear his eyelids sticking and unsticking as he blinked. And sometime in the last few hours, he’d eaten . . . a dead bird? And washed it down with another dead bird? One that had drowned in vermouth?


He tried to open his mouth and felt his gummy lips struggle to part. Had he been kidnapped? Hit over the head and kidnapped, then had his mouth and eyes taped shut?


No.


Worse.


Hungover.


He made it to the edge of the bed in a series of small wriggles, each one causing a wave of nauseating pain to claw up his spine and wash over his brain. When at last he was upright, he fought his gorge to a draw and buried his head in his hands, hoping for a swift death. He noticed he was in a black T-shirt he’d never seen before with the puzzling yet reassuring logo I DO ALL MY OWN STUNTS. No socks. No pants. By squinting very, very hard, he could just make out a pair of crumpled dark brown cargo shorts on the floor three feet away.


I keep telling you, Rake.


Shut up, Blake.


You can’t party like a twenty-year-old forever.


Seriously, Blake. Shut. Up.


His inner voice, which sounded exactly like his tight-ass twin’s, obligingly shut up, something the real Blake hardly ever did.


He managed to lurch to his feet and staggered toward a doorway leading to a sparkling clean bathroom—okay, mystery solved, he was in a hotel room. Bland white walls, bland tan carpet. De rigueur nightstand, two-drawer dresser, television. Shiny clean fixtures and various helpful signs his head hurt too much to even look at, much less interpret, but at least he had a vague idea of where he was.


He turned the tap on full and tried to kill himself: suicide by sink, glug, glug, ahhhhh. When he realized drowning would take too long, he cupped his hands under the cool flow and drank and drank and drank, then washed his face, ran his head under the tap again—thank God for roomy hotel sinks!—and slowly stood as he raked his fingers through his hair and slicked it back from his eyes.


He nearly screamed: He’d rarely looked so fucked-up. Even his inner Blake voice


(Kill it at once, and with fire!)


was horrified.


“Okay,” he said, and winced. His deep voice reverberated around the small shiny white bathroom, which is how he found out it hurt to talk. “Okay,” he whispered to his hideous, red-rimmed, ghastly pale reflection. Normally dark blond, his hair was now dirty blond. And his eyes, God, his eyes! Like the zombies in 28 Days Later or, worse, 28 Weeks Later. He was the before picture in an antacid ad. “Get out of the room. Don’t think about the scary hotel room from 1408. Figure out where you are, then get something in your stomach—no, you have to.” His reflection was shaking his head and looking horrified; time to get stern. “You know you’ll feel better with something in your stomach.” Mirror Rake cringed, but


Actual Rake was relentless. “You’ve got a day of crackers and ginger ale to look forward to, you horrible-looking shithead, and only yourself to blame.”


Probably. He hadn’t ruled out kidnapping yet; this might be someone else’s fault. He’d been hungover before, though not as often as Blake assumed. He never did anything with the frequency Blake assumed—as a matter of pride, if nothing else. But he had no idea where he was or how he’d gotten to—to wherever he was. And the mystery wouldn’t be solved from the bathroom. Had any mystery ever been solved from a bathroom? How often did Sherlock Holmes take a dump? The books never said.


He left the bathroom and managed to inch across the room to the shorts, gingerly step into them, and pull them on. These, at least, did belong to him, though they needed a trip through a washing machine. He felt the comforting bump of his phone in his side pocket as he zipped up, and the beat-up loafers at the end of the bed were also his. He figured he must have checked in (somehow—how had he managed to walk, much less communicate with a hotel clerk?), kicked off his shorts (but left his shoes on?), collapsed facedown on the bed, his absurdly long legs dangling over the end, and the shoes had fallen off in his sleep. Stupor. Coma. What have you.


After a few tries, he found the door to the hallway. The water had helped; he knew most of the pain of a hangover came from dehydration. That, and knowing he’d done it to himself and had no one else to blame. Fine. He’d get some fresh air, take stock of his surroundings, start Plan Ginger Ale + Ritz = Might Not Die.


Somehow he made it to the lobby, though for a minute he thought he was going to hurl tap water in the elevator. He closed his eyes against the killing glare of the fluorescents and focused on his breathing, then staggered out of the elevator with a real sense of accomplishment: no barf left behind!


He ignored the guest babble in the lobby, though normally he liked talking to strangers, especially female strangers. Not today. If he had to focus on anything besides falling down, he would fall down. I’ll give everyone in the hotel a thousand bucks if they just don’t talk to me. Money well spent. He made it through the revolving doors once . . .


“Agh! Mistake, mistake! Stop the ride!”


 . . . then twice around. The doors spat him out onto the sidewalk, where the sun immediately set about frying him like a T-bone.


Aaaggghhhh, my retinas! Who knew the sun was so huge and hot? In early spring, no less!


Eyes squinched to slits, he shuffled forward, breathing in the, um, fresh air—hmm. There was an odd smell; not bad, but distinct. Familiar. Wherever he was, he’d been there before. That alone was enough to cheer him up, and he squared his shoulders and took a few jaunty steps to his destiny while ignoring the people who were shouting behind him. Back off, strangers! It’s my time to shine! Or at least gobble some crackers.


Then he fell. Not far, thank goodness, but ack cold cold cold! The river/lake/ocean/what-the-hell-ever he’d plunged into was beyond bracing and well into hypothermia-inducing. He popped to the surface like a furious cork and wiped the water out of his eyes. So that’s what they were yelling about. Now would be a good time to start paying attention to my surroundings. Also, ninety seconds ago would have been a good time.


At first he thought the strangers were going to bludgeon him with paddles until he went down and stayed down, the perfect end to a horrific morning. Then he realized they were all extending poles and paddles and


(why????)


bottles of water.


“Venice?” he sputtered, spitting a stream of foul water back into the larger stream of foul water that was the Grand Canal. “I’m in fucking Venice?”










Another Prologue



NEW CHARITY DIRECTOR


Venice, Italy*: The executive director of Support San Basso Families has announced the hire of a new director, Ronald Kovac.


“Mr. Kovac brings to SSBF a decade of running American charitable programs, and we are very excited that he is joining the efforts to raise money for local families in need.”


Mr. Kovac, a native of Colorado, U.S.A., has announced that due to fund-raising efforts he undertook prior to officially taking the job, SSBF will be able to donate 200,000 euros to local families in need in time for Easter. The money will go toward housing repair and food.


“We are tremendously excited to have Mr. Kovac on board at our fine institution. We believe that, as San Basso was once a church and the building has been a part of our history for over a thousand years, SSBF is getting back to its roots, so to speak, by giving back to the community.”


Kovac is a graduate of Harvard Divinity School as well as Harvard Business School.




Media Contact:


SSBF Executive Director


SSBFDirect@ssbf.org


Share what you have, for such sacrifices are pleasing to God.*


—Hebrews 13:16













One



Months before fucking Venice . . .


Rake rubbed his forehead and fought down a groan as his twin took the seat across from him. They hadn’t seen each other in months, which was good for all: the two of them, their mother, the population of Las Vegas, society in general.


He sighed and tried to straighten. The movement sent a wall of pain slamming through his brain. “Not that I don’t love being treated to your scowling face in the wee hours—”


Blake sighed. “It’s ten-thirty in the morning.”


“—but why am I here?” Beside his brother, who sat with perfect posture and was wearing a suit at oh-God-thirty in the morning (though he was his own boss and could lounge in jeans and a T-shirt), Rake felt distinctly rumpled. Possibly because he was distinctly rumpled.


Blake’s dark blond hair was meticulously trimmed, his blue eyes meticulously not bloodshot. Savile Row on the man’s back, Armani on his wrist, and no doubt something fancy on his feet. Rake slouched lower and looked: yep. Black and shiny. Definitely expensive. The two of them were a before-and-after picture.


Worse, Blake hadn’t insisted on a meeting at dawn so Rake could admire his twin’s dapperness. (That was a word, right?) Something was up.


He struggled upright. “Is Mom okay? Please say Mom’s okay. A hangover plus Blake plus Mom is just exhausting to think about.” He sighed and rubbed his temples. Sometime in the night, his tongue had been switched out for a wad of cotton. A dirty wad that tasted like booze. “My head is still attached to my body, right? It didn’t blow up or anything?” He gingerly felt his skull, worried his fingers would sink into it like bread dough. “My brain feels really explodey.”


Blake snorted. “Stop making up words, you hungover troglodyte.”


Rake nearly spit all over himself; probably wasn’t the best time to gulp his water. “I will if you will!” Wow. That didn’t sound childish AT ALL. God, why do I let Blake get to me like this? Why does he goad me? We’re almost thirty!


“Troglodyte is a real word!” Rake cheered up a bit to see Blake’s famously even temper was splintering.


“God, why do I ever reach out to you?”


“Dunno.” He did know, but would never say. They’d always been different, always fought, but underneath it all was something like love, or at least loyalty, or at least not hate. So Rake would think, but never say, You reach out because you’re lonely. Because you’re a stereotype—the uptight rich guy who needs tru luv to loosen up. And I’m your screwup brother who occasionally needs guidance but never admits it, because I’m a stereotype, too. And around and around we go. “But it makes you nuts, so I don’t know why you don’t quit it.” Rake finished his water, and now grabbed Blake’s. Ah, water, sweet Water of life. Wait. Water of life?


“God help us when you become a father.”


“Back atcha.” At Blake’s uncharacteristic silence, Rake tensed. “Uh—do you know something I don’t?”


“Almost always.”


“Or someone I don’t?”


Blake waved away his brother’s sudden attack of paranoia. “You mean do I know you have a bastard or five running around?”


“You’re one to talk!”


“Fair point. But no. I don’t have personal knowledge of your hypothetical bastards. Nor my own.”


“Oh, thank Christ.” Rake was so relieved, he nearly swooned out of the booth onto the floor. “So why are we here?”


“Unlike some, I cannot simply jettison my responsibilities when they become tiresome. Not that I haven’t been tempted; surely I’ve done nothing to be saddled with you.” Blake was pontificating, and Rake gulped faster. Maybe he’d drown. Or belch! Blake hated pretty much every natural bodily function, especially ones made by Rake’s body.


“Did so. It’s your own fault for insisting on being born first. You probably elbow-checked me on your way out of the womb. Now c’mon, why are we here? Why’d you call? What couldn’t wait until our birthday?”


“Our mother is in Sweetheart and she needs us. She hates it, but she needs us.”


The sarcastic retort died and Rake sat up so straight, it was like someone had rammed a broomstick down his spine. “Tell me,” he ordered.


Blake did.










Two



Ten confusing minutes later . . .


“So Mom’s stuck in her hometown, which is called Sweetheart for reasons both dark and hilarious, and she’s too stubborn to leave, and she won’t ask us to help her bail.” Rake considered that for a moment. “Yep. Sounds legit.”


Blake was nodding. “It’s too much for her, too much for anyone, and she keeps getting in deeper and deeper.” A short pause, which Rake knew meant here comes the judgment. “You wouldn’t recognize her voice if you took her calls.”


“Hey! World traveler, remember? Show me the cell tower on Lopez Island or the Travaasa Hana or the Aran Islands. I always call her back.”


Blake waved Rake’s return calls away: Shoo, return calls, be gone from me. “At three A.M. Sweetheart time, when she’s semiconscious and barely coherent.”


Oh, now that’s too damned ridiculous. “She’s completely coherent! It’s our mom! She’d be coherent if she was dead!” If she was—Wait, that makes no—no! Stand by your senseless statement! Double down on the senseless!


Blake sighed. “You disappoint me.” Rake didn’t have to be a mind reader to hear the unspoken again. “If anyone could recognize barely coherent, little brother, I’d think it would be you.”


Rake opened his mouth to let loose a devastating retort


(I’ll coherent you, tightass!)


but Blake was well into lecture mode. Which was kind of like Marshawn’s Beast Mode, only no one ever ever wanted to see it. “And the racket when you pulled in! Like this town isn’t barely tolerable as it is. A motorcycle and a leather jacket? How original. Lovely periorbital hematoma, Marlon Brando.”


I’ve gotta take this from Slutty McJudgypants? “Blow it right out your ass, Benjamin Tarbell 2.0.”


There was a crack! as Blake slammed his fist on the table.


“I’m nothing like our father.”


Rake let out what he figured would be an eloquent snort, then embellished said snort with “What’s the new one’s name? Carrie? Terrie? Gerri? Fo-ferry? Fee-fi-fo-ferry? Ferr-ee!”


“Ava.” Blake inspected his fist. “And she’s fine. I have reasonable certainty she’s fine. As couples often do, we came to a mutual decision to give each other—”


Some breathing room.


“—some breathing room,” they finished, and Blake’s glare was a fearsome thing. “And you’re one to talk, little brother.”


No you don’t. Rake had zero intention of letting that one slide. “At least I’m open about what I want from them and what they want from me. You, you think you’re a gentleman because you insist they spend the night instead of calling them a cab while you’re both still breathing hard.” Frankly, his brother should just buy his own cab company and get it over with. It would save him a fortune in trouble and eons of time. “You’re just fooling yourself, pal. And they know it and I know it and Mom knows it and everybody but you gets it.”


His twin had his temper back under its usual tight control, and merely arched a dark blond brow. “Wanting the lady in question to spend the night rather than showing her the door once we’ve stopped sweating isn’t a character flaw, Rake, though it’s telling that you think it is.”


The twins glowered at each other but, to switch it up, remained seated. Usually by now they would be chest-to-chest, with Blake enumerating Rake’s many character flaws and Rake cordially inviting his brother to suck himself sideways.


After a long moment, Blake sighed. “This isn’t helping our mother.”


“No.” That’s why they hadn’t come to blows yet. They loved irritating the piss out of each other, but loved their mother more. Rake, suddenly desperate to occupy his hands, started stacking Splenda packets. “It’s not. So. What, then?”


“I propose we join forces. Hear me out!” he added when Rake shuddered. “You know she has a harder time dealing with us when we’re united.”


He snorted. “Truth. It’s like the Roadrunner teaming up with Wile E. Coyote. You never see it coming, and when it does come, it’s creepy and weird and everyone’s taken off guard.”


“Yes.” Whoa! A smile! Rake sometimes couldn’t remember if his brother even had teeth. “Creepy and weird is an outstanding way to describe the situation. Let’s initiate a conference call and let her know we’re going to work together to help her through this mess, no matter how complex.”


That’s . . . not an entirely stupid idea. “Yep, yep. That would definitely disarm her into allowing us to interfere. Help!” At his slip, he rapidly adjusted. “I meant help.”


Blake almost laughed, and seeing the light of merry mischief in his big brother’s eyes reminded Rake why he loved the son of a bitch. When Blake loosened up, he was almost human. “So: We will reach out at a time early enough that she will likely be in her room getting ready, but not so late that she has left to deal with the judgmental farmers’ brigade. Eight A.M. ought to do it. Can you be at my place in time?”


Ugh. Well, he’d just stay up extra late that night, avoid going to bed altogether until after the call. Also, Blake didn’t seem to get that they didn’t have to be in the same room to make a conference call. Or even the same state, continent, or hemisphere. “Sure.”


Blake’s eyes went all narrow and squinty, like when he was constipated or thought Rake wasn’t paying attention. “So when would that be, exactly?”


Rake shrugged. “Fifteen minutes early to work out the script. Say quarter to ten?”


Another put-upon sigh. “She is trapped in the central time zone, Rake.”


“Right.” Time for some fun. “Center means more toward the middle. Noon is the middle. So she’s two hours closer to the middle: Ten A.M.”


“I don’t understand.” As Rake opened his mouth to continue torturing his genetic double, said double kept up with the whining. “You have a high school diploma. You have a college degree. You’re a polymath.”


He smirked. This was too good. His twin was brilliant, and like all brilliant jerks, had peculiar blind spots. For instance, he didn’t see how very like their father he was, he was incapable of having a sense of humor 95.999999 percent of the time, potato chips made him constipated but he couldn’t stay away from them, and he got polymath and polyglot mixed up. Rake never corrected him because, again: It was too good. “Not anymore. The doctor gave me some antibiotics and it cleared right up.”


“Very funny.” Yes! Blake was doing that thing where he was forcing words past tightly clenched teeth. You could actually see his temples throbbing. O, victorious day! “You are not a complete imbecile.”


“Awwww. So sweet!”


“Hww oo ot nnstnnd tmm zzzs wrk?” Years of translating Blake’s diatribes through clenched teeth allowed Rake to interpret that as “How do you not understand how time zones work?”


He shook his head, suddenly tired of it all. “Christ, Blake, will you back off my dumbassery for once?”


Blake had broken off to massage his jaw. “But it’s so fascinating. Like studying a new mold spore no one knew existed.”


“Aw, jeez.” He rubbed his eye—the sore one, he remembered too late. “Just tell me what time to be at your place.”


“Five-forty-five.” At Rake’s shudder, Blake added with no small amount of relish, “In the morning. Tomorrow morning. Morning is the opposite of evening. Not today. Tomorrow.”


“What?” Rake’s beloved beat-up leather jacket was just a bit too big, and he sometimes got lost in it. When he straightened, he popped out, Blake had once told him, like a turtle from its shell. “But I’ll have just gone to bed!”


Blake had gone back to glaring. “So assist me with our mother, and then go to bed,” he snapped. “It’s not rocket science!”


Oh again with the rocket science! “You’re just saying that because you studied rocket science!” So, so embarrassing. Blake didn’t even have the decency to wait until college, had started reading up on that stuff during freshman year. Rake could still see that first book in his mind’s eye: Fundamentals of Astrophysics. Something a person who lost a bet would read but oh no, not Blake. He claimed it was interesting. Said it was fun. Did it on purpose. “You’re forever running around telling people this isn’t rocket science, that’s not rocket science. Nobody elected you the namer of things rocket science!” Rake stopped himself; Blake was starting to look like a stroke was imminent. “What’s wrong? Why is your face doing that?”


“I have no idea. I can’t see my face.” He rubbed his temples. “Either I’m getting a headache or my brain is trying to eject from my skull in pure self-defense.”


“Bummer!” Hmm, too bitchy. “Need some Advil?”


“Advil is not what I need.” He glanced at his brother’s face, his gaze lingering on the black eye, then away. “You all right?”


Ah. That. Rake shrugged. “It’s just sore.”


Blake made a sound that was a cross between hmph and a snort. Snnmph. “I assume whatever damsel you rescued was appropriately grateful?”


“I dunno.” He didn’t. “Never got the chance to ask.” It was true. One of those ninety-second things that seemed, in retrospect, to have lasted longer. “I saw a couple of assholes harassing the kiddo, and when I rolled up, one had her purse and the other was about to have her. So . . . you know.”


Blake nodded and almost—but not quite!—smiled. Both boys had inherited their mother’s moral compass, and her hatred of unfair fights. There had been times in high school when Blake had been the one sporting the black eye. Once, when fending off some football jagoffs after gym, they ended up with matching black eyes. Their mother had marveled at the phenomenon (“Unbelievable, unfortunate, but the symmetry is almost . . . soothing?”) before grounding them for a hundred years.


“She took off before I could make sure she was okay,” he finished. “The way she was moving, she was probably okay.” She also might have been a track star. He’d seen her shoot an unbelieving look over one slender shoulder, then return to her full-on sprint to the parking lot. Rake didn’t blame her for wanting to vacate, and he was glad to see she got to her car and peeled out safely, but a thank-you would have been nice.


“If you’re going to let people smack you, you might at least tend properly to the injury.” Blake made an imperious motion and the waitress trotted over. Aw, no. It couldn’t be. He wouldn’t. Not here. Not now. They were grown men, dammit!


“Could I get a clean washcloth and—”


He groaned. “Blake.”


“—a bowl of water? And some ice?”


“First off, they’re not bringing you bowls of water and cloths.” He was pretty sure. She’d scampered off in a hurry. “This is not business class on a flight to Tokyo. Second, this happened two days ago.” Even as he was speaking, he knew he was wasting his breath. “Anything you do now will be window dressing.”


“And some duct tape for my brother’s mouth,” he called after her, then turned back. “If you sit still and take care of this, I’ll schedule the call to Mom for an hour later, so you can get a nap first.”


Rake tried, and failed, to keep the grin off his face. “Awwww. You do care!”


“Shut up.”


He batted his eyes at his big brother, who looked uncomfortable at being caught giving a shit. “I feel safer already.”


Blake groaned and covered his eyes. “Stop talking.”


“Such big strong arms! To go with your big strong feet!”


Ah, there was the familiar glare of death. “I hope you get blood poisoning and die.”


“No you don’t.” You grumpy jackass. Blake’s love usually came wrapped in a layer of prickly fierceness, just like Mom’s. How many times had Blake patched him up after a scuffle on the playground? The guy had learned to sew just so Rake could hide the rips from their mother. Money had almost always been too tight for new clothes. So eight-year-old Blake would be hunched over Rake’s torn jeans, forcing a needle through the denim while muttering a constant stream of “idiot” and “moron” and “at least go for their balls first next time, they were all bigger than you.”


“No you don’t,” he said again, just to be saying it.


“No.” His twin sighed, and gave him a crooked smile. “I don’t.”










Three



Venice, now


When he finally flopped out of the canal and onto the dock like a furious, grossed-out fish, a single thought dug into his brain.


Time to question my choices. Which? All.


He let the patter of excited tourists wash over him like background music as he struggled to his feet. The people who’d helped him out of the canal were, understandably, reluctant to touch him, but still wanted to help. He was surrounded by locals, a very concerned gondolier, and the requisite Americans peering at him through their phones, keeping a safe distance even as they took pictures for social media. He and Blake agreed on one thing: American tourists were the Worst. He let loose with a raspberry in their direction, then shook himself like a dog.


“Eww!” one of the cuter ones shrieked, and fled, most of her tour group right behind her.


“It almost went in my mouth,” one of her pals whined, trotting to catch up.


“It did go in my mouth,” he muttered. “About a quart, I think.” He spat. Spat again. Prayed his mother would never, ever hear about the time he fell into the Grand Canal and, worse, spit (a lot) in public. He’d pay a thousand bucks right now for a ginger beer. And then a shower. This day, which had started horribly, could not possibly get any—


“Oh, hey, there you are.”


He blinked and looked up. Standing in front of him with her head tilted and one hand on her hip was one of the most oddly striking women he had ever seen. She was tall—the top of her head came to his nose—with the curvy figure of a fifties pinup star. Her face was a pale, freckled oval, her nose long over a wide, smiling mouth with a plush lower lip. Her eyes were a color he’d never seen before, like storm clouds, or dirty ice. Her hair was a light brown that shone with good health and fell in waves to her shoulders. Her neck was long, but her wrists were delicate and she had small hands. Her feet, clad in tan leather sandals, were extraordinarily long and narrow. She was wearing knee-length black linen walking shorts, a crisp khaki shirt, and a light linen jacket, also black and clearly tailored, with the sleeves shoved up to her elbows. But no jewelry, not even a watch.


It shouldn’t have worked. None of it should have worked. She was a mass of contradictions: flawless pale skin but freckles. Tall, but curvy instead of athletic. Long narrow nose, but full lips. Mouth too wide, eyes too narrow and oddly colored. Small hands but big feet. Expensive clothing but no jewelry. And she seemed delighted to see him, the first person that day who was. “I was worried I wouldn’t see you again.”


Add another contradiction; she had the smooth low voice of a radio-show host or a phone-sex operator, but spoke in a sort of slur, where all her words ran together, with odd inflections on some of the vowels: Wuz worr’ed I wouldn’t s’ya ‘gin.


He stared at her, dripping. “Wait, you know me? Do—do I know you?”


“Not really. We weren’t formally introduced.” She was fighting a smile, and losing. “Why’d you jump in the canal, you big dummy? Blech!” Why’dya jump inna canal, y’big dummy?


Blech? Did she just say blech?


“I didn’t jump,” he whined, “I fell.” And some goddamned sympathy would be goddamned nice, thanks very goddamned much.


This made her laugh, because she was probably a monster. “How can anyone fall in?” She made a vague gesture, which encapsulated the enormous canal, the vaporettos, the gondolas, the cruise ship passing by in the distance, and the several feet of docks anyone would have to obliviously wander past before plunging into the water. “It’s—y’know. It’s right there. I thoughtcha musta lost a bet’r something.”


“I didn’t lose a bet, I’m hungover. Possibly because I lost a bet.” Somewhere, he knew, Blake was laughing his ass off. He could sense it. He could sense the mocking laughter.


“Yeah, not surprised, alla vermouth you put away.”


“We were drinking together?” And he hated—fucking hated—vermouth. It had to be a lie. Vermouth, as any sane person knew, was the devil’s urine.


“Naw.” She was still grinning at him with her wide mouth and weird gray eyes. “You were drinking. I was buying, on account of how you tried ta help me.”


“Help you? What the hell is going on? What happened last night?” His voice rose to a roar. “How the hell did I end up in Venice?”


“Got me. I tracked you down to introduce you to your daughter, maybe.” She gestured to the child standing beside her, a slight brunette who was silently staring up at him with big dark eyes. Dickens orphan big. Victorian London match girl big.


“Jesus!” He’d been so busy gaping (and dripping), he hadn’t even noticed the kid until what’s-her-face drew his attention to her.


“Hi,” the child replied.


“What is going on?”


“Don’t play dumb,” the woman advised. “Unless you’re actually dumb. In which case you should try to hide it better.”


He opened his mouth to really let her have it, then bent forward and threw up on her shoes.


“Ah hell,” she sighed as the child beside her laughed.










Four



The smirking weirdo and the child


(daughter?)


(nuh-uh, wrong guy, honey)


helped him back into the hotel, which is when he realized he hadn’t grabbed his key card, and had no idea what his room number was. Or what his hotel was, for that matter; all he knew was that he woke up in Venice with a horrible hangover, which had been the nicest part of his day.


“You’re kidding!” his annoying escort said. “D’you remember the floor at least? No?” To the child: “Who does that?”


“I was trying not to puke,” he snapped. “I couldn’t be bothered with minor details like where I slept and what country I woke up in.”


“And it worked,” she replied, “kinda.”


Normally he would have apologized for ruining her sandals and offered to buy replacements, but that was when he came to another sickening realization. “My wallet! I forgot that, too!” He was patting his soaked pockets and realized it was worse than that. Because now that he gave it some thought, he wasn’t sure he’d forgotten it. In fact . . . “I lost my wallet!”


“Naw, you didn’t.”


“The hell I didn’t.”


“Where was the last place you saw it?” the child asked helpfully.


“I. Don’t. Know.”


“I said you didn’t lose it.”


“How the hell would you know?” God, she was infuriating. Her good mood in the face of his very serious problem was aggravating—


Aggravating beyond belief, Blake’s voice spoke up helpfully.


Well, it was!


It’s like she has no understanding of the seriousness of your situation. Thinks your problems are funny.


Well, she did! The only time she stopped grinning was when he threw up on her. And even then she’d left the child with him, resulting in an awkward chat,


(“You’re having a bad day.”


“I am having an unfathomably bad day, sweetie. Um. No offense.”


“It’s fine. Sweetie.”


“It’s nothing to do with you personally—”


“It’s fine,” she insisted.)


ducked into the bagno delle donne, and emerged a few minutes later with damp but clean(ish) feet while he and the kid set up camp in the lobby, near the enormous double beverage dispenser. Oh sweet, sweet beverage dispenser, one side lemonade, the other side cold water in which floated a dozen spring strawberries. He guzzled glass after glass, until he could no longer taste vermouth barf; the resulting Mr. Misty headache, in the face of his hangover


(“Aaaaaggggghhhh—”


“Press your thumb against the roof of your mouth!”


“—ggggggghhhhh—hey, that worked!”) was no biggie.


Anyway, there was no, repeat, no parallel between this woman’s behavior and how he related to the rest of the world in general and Blake in particular, and what was with this kid, anyway?


“C’mon,” he said abruptly when the woman rejoined him, leaving a trail of wet footprints between the bathroom and the lobby. “Let’s talk.”


“Oh, goody.”


“Let’s go over here.” He (gently) jerked his head toward the ristorante to the left of the lobby. He might be able to get a single slice of bruschetta down his gullet without dying. Once he scraped off the tomatoes and olive oil and garlic. And crumbs. And crust. Maybe. Maybe he wouldn’t die. “Have a—” He swallowed a gag. “Snack.”


Her ever-present grin reappeared. “My treat, I bet.”


“I can pay,” the child said quickly.


He could feel his face get hot. God, when was the last time he’d let someone else pay for anything? Years. “I’m not a chauvinist,” he snapped. “It’s got nothing to do with my penis.”


“Thanks for clearing that up. In front of a child, no less.”


“Well, it doesn’t!”


“I’m only a kid if you count in years. And I can pay.”


“That’s not necessary, but thank you, hon.”


The child didn’t look convinced. “Are you sure?”


“I can’t believe I’m—Look, it’s just we were poor for a long time, so we hated when other people paid.”


She blinked, neutral. “Okay.”


“It makes sense if you know the background.”


“I think it’s nice that when you weren’t poor anymore, you treated other people.”


“Thank you,” he told the kid, then glared at the woman. She was infuriating, standing there all calm and judgmental, judging him calmly with her judge face. “Look, let’s just go sit down and you can tell me—”


“Nope.”


God, she was infuriating! “Nope, what?”


“Nope, we can’t just go sit down.”


“Why not?” he (almost) yelled.


“Because of that guy.” She pointed, and he turned and beheld a man wearing dark trousers, black belt, shiny black shoes, white shirt, dark blazer, name tag on one lapel (Matteo), small gold letters (Sicurezza) on a pin on the other. He was polite, he was professional, he spoke terrific English, and he made it clear that people who barfed and then drank half the lobby water could not linger in the bar scraping tomatoes off bruschetta unless they were paying guests.


“Well, you’re not,” she said once they’d been politely escorted back out to the sidewalk. “Guy hadda point, you gotta admit.”


“I know.”


“You’re kind of a bum.”


“Why?”


“How should I know? Poor work ethic?”


“No, I mean why do you—Do you find everything funny?” he managed through gritted teeth, his temples pounding with every syllable. God, was this how Blake felt when they argued? How could he stand it?


“Naw.” Again with the smirk. “Just stuff you do, I guess.” “I don’t think you’re funny,” the kid said earnestly. At one point, she’d dropped the woman’s hand and was now clutching Rake’s. He found it oddly flattering. “It’s just, funny things seem to happen to you. A lot. Y’know, because . . .” She gestured at his (still) dripping clothes.


He blinked, sighed, and shielded his eyes from the spring sunshine. “I woke up in Venice, which is not where I was yesterday. I have no memory of the hotel. I lost my wallet. I don’t know what I’m doing here.”


“Yeah, I know.” She nodded at the kid. “We both do.”


“You know?”


“I mean, I got that. It’s basically all you’ve been bitching about since they fished you out of the canal. Speaking of, don’t take this the wrong way or anything—”


“Oh, this’ll be good,” he snapped.


“—but you’re kinda ripe.”


“Of course I’m ripe!” he all but screamed. “I fell in that cesspool of a il Canal Grande! E sto incazzato!”


“What?”


“It’s Italian for ‘pissed off’! I’m also a polyglot, which my twin brother thinks is a polymath!”


“Okay.”


From the kid: “Why does he think—”


“Blake thinks he’s so smart, but you know what?”


“Naw, but I bet you’re gonna tell us.”


“He’s not!”


“Yep. Figured.”


“Oh my God.” He clawed his fingers through his wet hair and shivered in the breeze. “Nothing’s gone right since I woke up.”


“You said that already.” Argh. Hateful child.


“Actually, things were going wrong with you last night, and prob’ly earlier,” her companion pointed out with  aggravating cheer. She had shrugged out of her light linen jacket and was now holding it out to him. He looked at it, puzzled


(Is she going to wave it at me? Like a bullfighter? It’s not red! What kind of a bullfighter doesn’t know the red rule?)


so she took it back, stepped forward, and started drying his hair with it with the impersonal efficiency of a hairstylist. “That’s what I gathered from what you were saying, anyway.”


“Ack! Okay, this is decent of you and all, but I’m ruining your jacket, seriously.” And yet, doglike, he refused to move. He might have leaned into the jacket a little. It felt soooo nice to have that revolting water wicked from his hair. “You’re literally using your jacket to soak up the shit and germs in my hair. Thank you.”


“You say,” she sighed, “the sweetest things.”


“Aw, stai zitto.* That means—”


“No need,” she said drily. “I can guess what it means. C’mon, let’s find a new place to sit down.”


“And I’ll get ice cream,” the child announced. “My treat.”


“Right. We’ll get comfy and get ice cream and I’ll tell you what you forgot.”


“Starting with your name.” It finally occurred to him that she’d come to him when she’d recognized his voice, suffered to let him puke on her, stuck with him while he tried to gather his senses, came back to him after cleaning her weirdly long feet, and allowed the security guard to kick them both out. And all with a small, pale, black-haired child in tow.
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