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Chapter One


It struck me as a wondrous talent that Jan was able to type anything on her keyboard with her manicured hot-pink talons. Her entire focus was on her computer screen; her short coiffed hairstyle partially blocking the palm tree–lined beach backdrop. Dressed in a stiff navy jacket and cravat and wearing heavy eye make-up, Jan prided herself on looking the part, though I desperately wanted to reach out and blend her foundation line into her neck. John and Jan Buzzo’s travel agency looked like the place where airline staff who couldn’t quite pass the test came to live out their days, fulfilling their own crushed dreams by living vicariously through other people’s travels. At the back of the room, just before the curtained alcove that didn’t quite hide the view of the kettle and cup-a-soups, John Buzzo banged on the top of the printer and swore under his breath at the paper jam.


‘Stupid piece of—’


‘Here you go!’


A stapler punching paper drew my attention back to Jan, who, with much care, folded the stapled sheets and slid them into a complimentary faux leather binder embossed with the company’s motto.


No regrets.


‘You’re all set!’ Jan beamed, handing over the blue pouch with a silent fist pump for her commission earned.


I stared at her outreached hand for a long time, blinking as if I was having an out-of-body experience. I took it from her gingerly, barely believing what I had done. In an attempt to escape another one of my mother’s lectures about what I was doing with my life, accompanied by the drone of the vacuum cleaner as she sucked up wayward chip crumbs from under my feet, I had gone out for some much-needed fresh air and sunshine. Now it seemed I would be basking in Italian sunshine, thanks to the budget ‘Bellissimo’ tour that I had just booked.


Like, seriously, I had only been making an enquiry, right? Walking past the travel agency, I entered on a whim, thinking only to ask a couple of quick questions, and maybe grab a brochure to take away. But as I opened up the travel pouch as if I was standing on a grand stage readying myself to announce ‘and the winner is’, there it was in bold print:


Shorten/Samantha Miss


Economy


Boarding Pass


Melbourne–Rome


Oh, God.


I felt all the blood drain from my face, the horror registering as I mentally began to calculate how many days I had until I would actually be scanning this very ticket.


What have I done?


Jan leant on her elbows and looked at me across her desk. ‘Sammi, you are going to have the best time.’


I blinked, double-checking the date on the ticket against the calendar on Jan’s desk, then looked up to her kohl-rimmed sparkling blue eyes.


‘Remember,’ she said, reaching out and tapping one long fingernail on the binder. ‘No regrets.’ Tap-tap.


Then why did I want to vomit into her wastepaper basket?
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‘Rome?!’ My mother’s predictable tirade echoed in the kitchen. ‘That money was meant to be for a car, or a deposit on a house! Bill, talk some sense into her.’


Dad sighed, rubbing his hand over his beard, weary from the conversation already. ‘Give her a break, love. You told her you wanted her to go out, so she went out.’


‘I didn’t expect her to book a ticket on some binge-drinking, orgy party-bus to Rome.’


‘That’s not what the brochure says, is it?’ I quickly flicked through the booklet. ‘Oh, yes, that’s right, binge drinking day one. But to be fair, according to the itinerary, the orgy doesn’t commence until day three.’


I slid the booklet over to Dad, who played along, nodding his head with interest. ‘Well, you have to get settled in first,’ he added.


Mum snatched the brochure away from us. ‘I am so glad you two think this is funny. Have you given any thought to how you’re going to prepare for this? Monday, Sammi. You fly out next Monday. You have no Euros, no travel adapters; what season is it over there? Are there travel bans in place? I bet you know nothing of all of this.’


Truth be known, I hadn’t given a single thought to any of those things—I was busy trying not to freak out about what I had just done. But as I watched Mum look over the travel documents in horror, it occurred to me that this was as much about proving to my family that I could indeed make adult decisions as it was an attractive escape route. It all seemed so impossibly grown up, to book a trip away on the other side of the world. I didn’t do these kinds of things; I was the baby, the homebody, strictly anti-change. Unlike my sister, Claire, the globetrotter, I was happy staying at home. I sat on the stool next to Dad at the kitchen island, my attention drifting between my parents. Was it really such a shock that I could do something like this? That I, Sammi Shorten, could be so spontaneous and whimsical as to book a European adventure? They clearly didn’t think I’d go through with it; I could see it in their eyes.


Mum squinted at the documents at arm’s length, struggling to see without her reading glasses. ‘You must be able to get your money back somehow … surely there’s something in the fine print.’


Something inside me shifted, a feeling that drew my weight down onto my elbows as I leant on the kitchen countertop. ‘Mum.’


‘There must be some kind of cooling-off period …’


I sighed. ‘Mum.’


‘Surely a special circumstance where they can refund your money or …’


‘MUM!’


Mum snapped up from the documents, blinking, then looked at me closely as if seeing me for the very first time. ‘What?’


I smiled, small and sad, seeing everything that lay behind her eyes. In her gaze I saw her pleading for me to stay; that I could binge-watch all the TV I wanted, eat out of the fridge, make a mess, leave the hall lights on all night if I wanted—just please don’t go.


I slid off my stool, rounded the kitchen counter and wrapped my arms around my mum; she seemed so small and fragile against my towering frame. I wasn’t sure where my height came from, but it certainly wasn’t from Mum.


I kissed the top of her head as she slowly, and somewhat reluctantly, put her arms around me; in ‘Mum-logic’, hugging me back meant admitting defeat.


‘I won’t even be gone that long—it’ll be a whirlwind trip. I’ll be home and leaving crumbs on the carpet before you know it.’


Mum pulled away. ‘Yes, well, that’s what your sister said.’


My smile dimmed, thinking of Claire, who had ended up in Paris, madly in love and shacked up with a gorgeous Frenchman.


I laughed. ‘Ah, I don’t think you have to worry about me following in her footsteps.’


‘Really?’ Mum looked dubious.


I grabbed my mother’s shoulders and looked her square in the eyes. ‘I may not know anything about anything, but the one thing I do know is that I will not be falling for some gorgeous Italian man on my trip.’


Dad folded his arms across his chest, looking ever so stern.


‘Seriously, this trip is about me, not about finding love.’


Mum looked at Dad, defeated but still resolute in her worry as she mumbled, ‘Famous last words.’




Chapter Two


Jan had failed to point out in her sales pitch that my trip of a lifetime would begin with me standing in the sweltering reception of a flea-bitten hotel, sweaty and jet-lagged, waiting for the tour guide for a meet-and-greet. My parents needn’t have worried; there was no chance of me finding love in a place like this.


At first I thought that there had been some mistake. I had stared at the catalogue long enough to memorise the glossy snapshots of smiling, tanned, carefree twenty-somethings with sunglasses and perfect white teeth having the time of their lives. Alongside these images was a picture of a quaint cobblestone street nestled in the heart of the city, indicating where our accommodation was: it said nothing about it being a hole in the wall with dodgy signage. I know I wasn’t exactly well travelled, but when a murderous scream echoes from the top floor, followed by what sounds like a brawl, causing the house clerk to scream up at the guests, one isn’t exactly filled with warm, fuzzy feelings. I half expected to find police tape and chalk outlines of bodies upstairs. For the past week I had dreamt of a concierge flanked by marble pillars floating behind the front desk welcoming me to Rome; there would be 1000-threadcount Egyptian cotton sheets, and a fluffy white robe and minibar. But there was no floating welcome; in fact, as yet I was unable to book in as a man and woman argued over the computer screen. I had no idea what they were saying, but I hoped they couldn’t find me on the system because there had been some mistake, and I was about to be accommodated at a more upmarket establishment.


No such luck.


I was instead given a welcome drink, an unexpected inclusion which was sickly sweet. Not wanting to look ungrateful, I took a second sip, and then reminded myself that accepting drinks from a winking stranger probably wasn’t a great idea, despite the official-looking, faded gold name badge.


‘Please, sit. It won’t be long.’ He gestured toward the lounge area, where a cracked brown leather wingback chair had my name on it. I smiled gratefully at Gabriello (at least, that’s what I thought I read on the man’s name badge).


Arriving in the dark of night, the city had seemed beautiful and electric. My initial excitement was subdued as soon as I entered the taxi, the fear of certain death soaking my already dampened clothes as the driver darted, weaved and honked through city streets. It had been a complete miracle that we had arrived in one piece, and I wanted to kiss the filthy stone floor of the foyer.


The hotel was a narrow, faded building that looked more like a boarding house for ex-cons than the opulence I had been promised. My desperate thoughts were interrupted by the clicking of heels as a group of English girls strode in off the street and headed for the stairs, the elevator cordoned off with crime scene tape. I watched them linking arms, laughing, seemingly uncaring that they were about to spend the night on stained, grubby mattresses. Maybe that’s why they were drunk? Loaded up to forget their regret of having booked into such a place. But then I had a thought: maybe they were part of another tour group, on an empowering girls’ night out, bonding while enjoying the city sights. Maybe there was hope yet? The tour guide would soon make him or herself known, and with a friendly smile and an enchanting accent, he/she would lead me onto an exotic balcony where all the other travellers waited, making lifelong friends whilst supping on delicious antipasti and toasting the beginning of a grand adventure.


Or maybe not.


I pulled my suitcase closer to me in the lounge, waiting for someone else who looked just as dishevelled and lost as I did. Instead I saw the back of a man’s shoulders, square and broad in a well-cut navy jacket. He wasn’t a bewildered foreigner like me—there was certainly nothing dishevelled about him. Even without seeing his face I could tell he was at ease. As I took in the tall, lean man, all the way down to his expensive Italian leather shoes, I realised he stood out for all the wrong reasons. He didn’t belong here at all. What was a man like him doing in a place like this? Again, I let fantasy get the better of me; maybe this was my travel guide? The tall, dark, gorgeous Fabrizio would soon walk over to me to confess that I was the only person who had booked the tour so I would have my own personal guide. I smiled to myself, my imagination giving respite from my squalid circumstances. Or maybe he was a spy? Bond. Gino Bond. Checking into the neighbouring room with a sniper rifle, waiting to catch out a sleazy con. Rather disturbing that the latter scenario seemed more plausible.


I groaned, rubbing my eyes, never knowing such tiredness. I was hot, gritty, exhausted, hungry: was this what jet lag felt like? I had never travelled further than interstate before, so I’d never experienced it. I was way out of my comfort zone for so many reasons and I could feel the panic rise up in me.


What have I done? What was I thinking?


I had checked the itinerary a thousand times. Right date, right hotel, right time: where was everybody? Why was I stuck here in this hotel jail all alone? I dragged my hands through the darkened, messy curls of my wayward hair, fighting back tears of fatigue and hopelessness. It was then that I realised I wasn’t exactly alone. Lifting my face up from my hands, I took in a deep, steadying breath as I glanced upwards and stilled. For a long moment that was more than just deliriousness or fantasy I locked eyes with the tour guide/spy. He was no longer turned away from me, but looking—no, make that staring—at me. I turned around, thinking maybe there was some mistake, that there was a beautiful, leggy blonde woman in a mink coat and diamonds standing right behind me, but after a quick glance over my shoulder, I realised this was not the case and once more my eyes locked with the man’s.


In my fantasies, the spy guide would summon a waiter from nowhere and, before our eye contact broke, an exotic cocktail would arrive ‘with compliments from the man at the front desk’, as he acknowledged me with a cheeky little wink. I, of course, would clutch my pearls (that I didn’t own) and send back a coy message of thanks and a request to join me.


But this was reality, and there was no drink, no invitation, there was just a long, lingering stare from both of us that bordered on the ridiculous, as if neither one of us wished to break the contact out of fear of defeat. The strangeness of the situation was apparent to us both; the man’s mouth tugged a little, and my brows furrowed with a ‘What are you looking at?’ scowl. I decided to be the bigger person, lifting my chin and turning away as I nestled back into my wingback chair, feeling vaguely superior as I imagined him looking on with an amused and impressed expression. The exchange with the sexy stranger had been the highlight of my day so far. I breathed out a laugh, crossing my feet at my ankles and feeling so utterly smug—until I looked up.


‘Oh, Christ.’


There before me, a full-length reflection near the fireplace mirrored my gaping face. My eyes stared wide at my mussed halo of hair, a knotted-up curl protruding from the top of my head like the crest of a cockatoo.


Oh, my God—how long had I been walking around like this? From the plane? In the taxi? Sitting here for how many hours? I clawed at the mess, fighting against the frizz in an effort to tame the horror, thinking back to how the beautiful stranger had stared at me. He wasn’t going to send me a drink: he was going to send me some hair product. I wanted to die. I pushed myself way back into my chair, my hands on my head with my eyes closed, hoping against hope that he wasn’t watching me now. Oh, dear Lord, please make him be gone, let my humiliation die. I slowly peeled my eyes open thinking I could spy his reflection in the mirror, but the angle was all wrong and I couldn’t see the reception desk.


No big deal—he was there or he wasn’t; what did it matter what some stranger thought, some sexy-sexy, tall, dark stranger. I would never see him again. We were just two people in a shitty hotel, never to be known to each other. There was an upside to being in Rome: no one knew me, or my story; I was a complete enigma. I could be whoever I wanted to be and no one would be any the wiser. I could simply float under the radar and lose myself in this city. At this point in time, losing myself sounded like a bloody lovely idea.


I inhaled a deep breath, calming myself. Yes, that’s what I would do: I would simply lose myself. I felt better already, calmed by my own logic. Wow, I am so grown up, I thought to myself with a nod. This trip has matured me already.


‘Samantha Shorten?’


I stiffened in my seat, as if someone had poured ice water down the back of my shirt.


‘Is there a Samantha Shorten here?’


I slowly peered around the corner of my chair towards the voice, dread heavy in my stomach.


I was no longer anonymous.




Chapter Three


‘Ciao, Samantha, come stai?’


There was no time to react, no time to run through my mental archive of Year Eleven Italian lessons to gather a response to the woman who approached me, a smiling vision in canary yellow as she took my hand and shook it vigorously. Instead, I blurted out the usual reaction to hearing my full name.


‘Please, call me Sammi,’ I said, taking in the petite, attractive brunette with the high-wattage smile and twinkle in her eyes. I felt like a bag lady next to her.


‘Welcome to Rome, Sammi. Mi chiamo Maria. Is this your first time?’


Looking at my scruffy, creased clothes and weary, clammy disposition, it wouldn’t be hard to gather that I wasn’t a high-class traveller. Still, it was a polite icebreaker.


‘I’ve never been anywhere,’ I confessed, glancing up, relieved to see the man was no longer at reception. I was safe to be as tragic as I wanted. Not that I cared what he thought, I lied to myself.


‘Ah, well, you are in good hands then; Bellissimo Tours is the best way to start your Italian journey, embracing the local attractions, culture, food and people.’


The fact that Maria had left out the word ‘budget’ was not lost on me. I could imagine her repeating this speech a fair few times, but she had it down pat, even if I did see her eyes glaze over a bit as she rattled off the details for probably the hundredth time that night.


‘Sounds great. So where is everybody else?’ I asked, hoping against hope that I had, in fact, arrived at the wrong hotel, and that everyone was waiting for me across the road, in a vine-covered four-and-a-half star oasis, getting drunk on wine and eating pizza while dangling their legs into a fountain. But I should have known better than to let my imagination run away with me.


‘Oh, they are all out in the courtyard; there are two entrances into the hotel.’


‘And I just happened to take this one,’ I said, glowering at the reception.


‘Never mind—you are here and that is all that matters.’ Maria clapped her hands together as if something truly amazing was about to begin. Maybe I had entered into the bad side of the hotel. Everything has a good and a bad side—even I had a bad side. It just so happened that of all the entrances in the world that I could have walked into with my matted, curly Mohawk, I had to choose the same entrance as the smiling, Italian sex god from across the way. Still, he was a distant memory now, and my night was about to kick off finally. With newfound energy, I grabbed for my suitcase, only to be waved away from my handle by Maria.


‘No, no, Sammi—let the porters take care of that for you.’


My brows rose. From my experiences thus far, I couldn’t help the reaction: I guessed the man lingering out the front, laughing and smoking with the doorman, was the porter. Nothing had inspired any confidence until Maria had emerged like a sun from behind a cloud, quite literally; her bright yellow sundress was almost as blinding as her smile. That smile was now absent as she made short, determined steps in her heels towards the front desk. Gone was her warm, carefree, welcoming air and reborn was Maria, Roman warrior, breathing fire in loud and quick Italian at the staff. Italian was such a romantic, beautiful language, even in such a tirade.


I was tempted to slink off into the night, cringing at the thought that I might have got them into trouble. I mean, I probably could have been a bit more inquisitive, looked around, asked more questions from more people, tried my luck with my fragments of remembered Italian. But all I had the energy to do was slump into the well-worn, yet very comfy chair in the lounge area and hope against hope that the answer would come my way—and it had, in the form of Hurricane Maria. An impressive little pocket rocket, she didn’t appear much older than me, and yet she seemed infinitely more streetwise.


Now action began all around me: the smoking porter quickly extinguished his cigarette and hopped into action, and the flustered man behind the desk, who until now had been struggling between flailing through paperwork and skimming over wall keys, was aided by the young receptionist, who handed him the correct key. His face plum red, he handed the key to Maria with what seemed to be a thousand apologies, apologies that Maria turned her back on. Facing me, she smiled brightly, and there again was the flawless professional tour guide; it was as if I had imagined her fiery outburst, though the ringing of my ears told me otherwise.


‘Sammi, why don’t you freshen up and come meet everyone in the courtyard?’


I didn’t know if it was the warmth of her accent or the notion of freshening up, but I immediately felt better. A nice hot shower to wash away the plane grime, and lathering of conditioner to sort out the curly mess on my head. That Claire had inherited Mum’s non-offensive waves and I had been stuck with Dad’s mop of dark curls was another way Mother Nature had conspired against me. I should have thought to ask Jan how a Roman summer would affect my hair. You know, along with all the other important things like tourist visas, airport transfers and luggage allowances.


My attention snapped to the smoke fumes emanating from the porter as he skimmed past me with my suitcase, motioning me to follow. I glanced at a reassuring Maria, whose smile seemed to magically appear anytime my confidence was flagging; she was programmed so well. ‘When you are ready, just head down past the bar and out the back to the courtyard. You cannot miss it, there is a sign with “Bellissimo Tours”—it’s a private function.’


I felt like such an idiot; a mere wander and I could have found them myself instead of sitting in reception like a bag lady getting laughed at. Still, at least I hadn’t wandered into the courtyard looking like a rooster to a group of strangers. I guess I had to be thankful for that, but, following the skinny porter up the narrow, rusty, winding staircase, I couldn’t help thinking back to those eyes, sparkling and amused, and it made me wonder. Perhaps I would have preferred the eyes of a thousand strangers, instead of that very vivid pair I couldn’t quite shake.




Chapter Four


With Maria’s sunny presence infusing me with optimism, I readied myself to see my room. If a woman of Maria’s calibre saw fit to do business with the hotel, surely my room would be alright? I soon had my answer. I turned into a long, dirty hallway where the peeling, smoke-stained wallpaper was nothing like what was advertised in my brochure; no, the reality was significantly more terrifying. It was like an opening to a horror movie; you know, where the lone woman is making her way through an abandoned, creepy house and you’re screaming at her, ‘Get out! Get out, you idiot!’ I followed the porter down a long hall that I hoped would never end, afraid to see what awaited me. But after eight flights of stairs, rising heat and no air conditioning in sight, I was suddenly praying for the next door to be mine.


Finally the porter stopped and I doubled over behind him, hands on knees, taking in lungfuls of stuffy, humid air, realising how unfit I was—and I wasn’t the poor soul who had carried my suitcase up eight floors! Looking up at the skinny-jeans-wearing young man who hadn’t even broken a sweat, it occurred to me that after a solid five minutes of climbing, I didn’t even know his name.


‘Mi chiamo Sammi,’ I said breathlessly, thinking to prompt introduction. But instead of a response, he simply turned the door handle, no key necessary, and dragged my suitcase into the darkened room. Not one to follow strange men into dark places, I ran my hand along the inside of the doorway, scrambling for the light switch. The fluorescent bulb flicked to a dull hum, illuminating the space. Only then did I wish I had left it off.


The room was occupied by three sets of bunk beds, pressed up against the walls to afford the feeling of space, but all it did was clear a section on the grubby, broken tile floor, drawing attention to the clothes that were strewn all over the place. Black wire cages that slid under the bunk beds were kindly provided to house and lock belongings, although only one person had deemed their possessions worthy of protection. The room, stifling hot, smelt like a locker room, and judging by the size-eleven runner that was lying on its side, this was a co-ed living situation. There was shoestring, and then there was whatever this was. Hotel Luce del Sole translated as Hotel Sunshine, but there was nothing sunshiny about this.


The porter may not have wanted to part with his name, but I sure as hell was going to part with my feelings.


‘I’m sorry, but this just won’t do,’ I said, shaking my head, half expecting Maria to burst through and yell at the man for taking me to the wrong room. That my private quarters were elsewhere, waiting for me with my clean sheets and fluffy robe. The man looked at me for perhaps the first time. I wasn’t sure if he understood what I was saying, but reading my face he got my meaning, yet still he seemed confused.


‘There has to be some mistake,’ I said, quickly rummaging through my papers, looking for my booking confirmation that showed beautiful, delightful pictures of a clean double bed, a room with a view and a delightful write-up about hotel amenities including a typical Italian breakfast, with milk, coffee or tea, plumcakes, small tarts, biscottate slices, toasted bread, jam, marmalade, honey, nuts and Nutella.


Please tell me the freakin’ Nutella wasn’t a lie.


The man took the paper from me, his brows stitched together as his dark eyes scanned over it. He then shook his head, handing the page back to me.


‘Bellissimo? Maria?’ he asked.


‘Si, si, Bellissimo with Maria,’ I said urgently, feeling relief surge inside me, as I felt a possible connection forming with the no-name bag man. Until he started to laugh, laugh so loud and shake his head, like I had just told him the most hilarious joke he had ever heard.


‘What? What’s so funny?’ I demanded.


Again he did not respond, he simply wiped away a stray tear as he walked past me to the door, trying to contain himself before stilling and looking back at me, only to burst out laughing once more before he turned and walked away.


Now I was mad as hell. I was hot, tired, hungry and filthy. A filthy mood, a filthy body and standing in, for all intents and purposes, a filthy room. I stood with my hands on my hips, turning around in the chaos before something even more unsettling hit me.


Oh, no!


I dived out of the doorway, skidding sideways to yell at the retreating, laughing man before he turned the corner of the stairs.


‘Hey, wait!’


To my surprise he actually did, pausing at the top of the stairs and turning expectantly to me.


‘Luciano,’ he said.


Finally, a name.


‘Luciano, where’s the bathroom? Ah, il bagno?’


Recognition lined his face before he nodded, pointing to a door halfway down the hall.


‘Oh, please, no-no-no-no.’ I knocked gently then slowly turned the handle, closing my eyes before opening the door and instinctively reaching for a light switch to click on. Only then did I open my eyes to reveal my worst nightmare.


A communal bathroom.


Yep, I was officially in hell.
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I sat on my bed; at least, I thought it was my bed. I wasn’t quite sure, but I really didn’t care. There was a groan of the springs as I sank slightly, my weighted, tired body slumped in defeat as tears failed to well in my eyes, no doubt due to dehydration caused by the excess perspiration that misted over my body. By now I had imagined that I would be long checked in, showered and enjoying complimentary bruschetta and limoncello with my fellow travellers. Instead I was in hotel hell, all alone, thirsty, hungry and shit-scared about where I was, and what I had done. This was by far the worst mistake of my life. I had dreamed of Rome, the culture, the people, the history, the romance. I didn’t expect anything like this; oh, if only my parents could see me now. I wiped my cheek with the back of my hand.


‘Come on, Sammi, pull it together.’ I squared my shoulders; the image of Mum with arms crossed and an ‘I told you so’ expression sobered me a little. It couldn’t be all that bad; heck, if it was good enough for the five other strangers in this room then surely I wasn’t so prim and proper to think myself above it. This was an adventure, a dirty, grimy … oh, God, was that mould on the ceiling? No, don’t think, just be, I pep-talked myself.


Okay, this is the deal. Lock your belongings in the bloody wire cage under the bed, have a nice, hopefully hot shower—everything will seem better after a shower. Then head downstairs and get your bearings with the group, and grab something to eat. Some drink and food will set you right.


It all sounded so convincing in my head but the cold, hard reality was hard to handle. There was little toilet paper, the showers were blocked so the water didn’t drain properly, and they didn’t have a door so water sprayed all over the floor. The bathroom was tiny, so I constantly smacked my limbs against the wall and shower and bathroom door while drying off. It was soooo annoying. I wiped a clean spot on the mirror, reflecting a weary yet determined reflection.


‘Just you wait, Jan and John Buzzo, until I get home,’ I said, promising to serve them a piece of my mind when I returned, before scoffing at how cocky I sounded. Home seemed like an eternity away, and at this rate I’d be lucky if I survived the night.




Chapter Five


I was greeted by a sign in joyous cursive, saying, ‘Welcome Bellisimo Tour’, accompanied by a picture of a sun and a flower. I wanted to knock the sign off the easel with my fist. The sign should have read ‘Welcome to Hell’, illustrated with a cockroach and a pubic hair on a piece of soap. I guess I wasn’t in the party mood, but as I walked into the back courtyard area it seemed that I was the only one who wasn’t. A series of heads turned, revealing smiling, flushed faces. As they registered my entry, they paused their conversations to burst into cheers. I stilled in my tracks, caught between confusion and surprise.


A tall, blond male yelled out, cupping his hands at either side of his mouth, ‘Last one at the meet-and-greet has to do a nudey run around the courtyard,’ eliciting uproarious laughter and hoots from his audience.


This couldn’t be the group; surely this wasn’t my destiny.


With little time to react, the sound of Maria’s heels closed in, followed by a quick whack to my upper chest that had me reeling back on my heels.


‘Ow!’ I clutched my chest, stunned at her random violence, and rather surprised at the petite woman’s strength. I felt a strip of paper under my hand—a rectangular sticker bearing my name and a smiley face adhered crookedly to my top.


‘Come, meet everybody, Sammi.’ Maria dragged me towards the long table. ‘Everyone, this is Sammi from Australia; Sammi completes the puzzle of our little family, please make her feel welcome.’


‘You’re late, Sammi,’ said a raven-haired girl, her teeth gnashing on the straw of her drink, looking me over. Even though she smiled, her eyes said something else altogether. My attention dipped to her name badge. I had known girls like ‘Jodie’ before; she was the residential mean girl. I hoped I was wrong.


She, like the tall, blond boy, had an Australian accent, and it seemed that it would have been just like any given night at the local pub back home, until the boy Jodie was partially draped over—‘Johnny’, according to his badge—leant forward and offered me his hand.


‘Better late than never,’ he said with an unmistakable American drawl and kind blue eyes. I smiled, comforted by them, until I saw Jodie’s ‘Back off, bitch’ look.


‘Okaaaaaay.’ I turned promptly toward Big Mouth Blondy, who shook my hand with a wink. ‘Ciao, bella.’


‘Speak much Italian, do you …’ My eyes searched for a badge.


‘Nate, and I speak enough to get by.’


Nate was tall, athletic with short-cropped hair and a devilish twinkle in his eyes. He was cute, but definitely the kind your mother warned you about. No doubt I would find out his story, and everyone else’s for that matter.


Aside from two other Aussies—best friends from the Gold Coast, Harper and Kylie—there was Gary from the UK, who seemed reluctant to pull his attention out of his book for long enough to shake my hand.


‘We call him Bookworm Gary,’ Nate murmured out the side of his mouth in an effort to be discreet, but failing. Despite the less-than-warm welcome, I felt for the Brit; he was probably like me, wishing to be anywhere but here. Nate was firing through the group quickly, going onto the table behind.


‘Gwendal and Marina from France, Em from Ireland …’


I began to zone out, until Nate pointed a finger down to the very end of the table.


‘And this bloke who, like me, is far too cool to wear a name, is actually a local; isn’t that right, mate?’


My eyes followed the direction of his finger and stilled. The local may not have had a name but he had a very familiar face. I would have recognised him anywhere; the mysterious Gino Bond who had seen me at my sweaty, messy worst was here, except this time there was no humour in his visage. Instead, as his attention flicked from me to Nate, I saw an ill-disguised look of contempt that said, ‘I’m not your mate.’


Nate didn’t need a translator to get the drift, and he slowly sat back down.


‘Aaand I think that’s everyone,’ he said, clearing his throat.


I stood still at the head of the table, once again finding myself staring at the man from across the way, feeling that same strange sense that neither of us wanted to break away, like some kind of telepathic competition. Just as my brows pinched and his mouth creased just like before, I remembered the reason he had found me so damn amusing last time, feeling slightly annoyed and totally embarrassed.


Next to me, Maria laughed. ‘Do you two know each other?’ she asked in a lighthearted manner, like it couldn’t possibly be true.


‘N—’


‘Yes.’


Wait, what?


The man lazily took a sip from his wine glass before clarifying. ‘Me and Miss Shorten go way back.’


He knew my name?


No doubt I looked just as surprised as Maria, and had I been sitting, I would have been on the edge of my seat, eager for the next detail, because I had no idea what he was talking about.


‘We go all the way back to the hotel reception,’ he said, a new lightness sparkling in his eyes.


Maria seemed even more confused, but I wasn’t. Instead I smiled. ‘That’s right, we go waaaay back.’


The only real movement among the group was Nate chewing loudly on a piece of bread, and Jodie’s head snapping between the two of us as if she couldn’t believe we could possibly know each other.


‘Oh, Marcello, I can never tell if you are serious or not,’ scoffed Maria.


Marcello.


I looked at him again; for some strange reason, knowing his name completely transformed him. He wasn’t the dark, mysterious stranger from across the room, he was now very much a somebody. And that somebody was actually a part of this tour group? Now I was confused; why would a local need or want to do a Bellissimo trip? Maybe he had led a sheltered life, although this didn’t seem to be the case. He looked worldly, street smart, and held himself with confidence—basically the total opposite to me. If he wanted to see the sights, why on earth would he want to hang out with a motley crew like us, in a dive like this? It made no sense.


Jodie laughed. ‘Why don’t you take a picture? It will last longer.’


I snapped out of my trance. Oh, God, had I been staring? I had totally been staring. I blanched, quickly motioning for Nate to shift aside so I could move into the seat next to him and hopefully disappear.


Don’t look at him, Sammi, just focus on Maria.


Maria, who still stood at the end of the table holding court. ‘Now that you are all here, let’s raise a toast.’ She beamed, lifting her wine glass into the air; it took only a second for a glass of red wine to be passed to me, thanks to Johnny. He gave me a wink, as if to say ‘I have your back’.


‘Here’s to new friends!’ Maria toasted.


Holding up our glasses, we toasted with a multitude of clinks.


‘To new friends!’ And I don’t know why, but my eyes moved exactly to the direction I promised they wouldn’t: straight to Marcello. Again his dark brown eyes caught mine and held me in place, but this time Marcello broke the trance simply by smiling and lifting his drink at the same time as I did, a mischievous curve to his brow. I laughed, actually laughed, then tilted my head in acknowledgement and lifted my glass in his direction.


To new friends.




Chapter Six


Local red wine, empty stomach, jet lag and eight flights of stairs all made for a deadly combination.


I was confident that the wine hadn’t gone straight to my head, but to my legs. I had excused myself from the meet-and-greet, muttering about going to find il bagno, while in reality I had every intention of sneaking up to my room, or dorm rather, and crashing into my questionably clean sheets and passing out. There certainly was an upside to drinking away your worries; with my fuzzy vision and the lights off, I could be sleeping at the Ritz for all I knew. According to Maria, who had outlined every minute detail of our Roman itinerary, the first day was a free day, meaning we could settle into our little rats’ nest, get acquainted with one another, recover from our travels/ hangovers and prepare ourselves for the following day of adventure. Cheers to that! Although now I was seriously regretting all those cheers.
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