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To Lisa-Ann Oliver

CHAPTER 1

“I

s you r pa s s p or t up to date?” I’d thought
it was an odd question for my new employer,
Gretchen Williams, to ask me a couple months ago
when she hired me to look after her quirky fifteenyear-old daughter, Tabatha.
“A valid passport is a requirement of the job,”
Gretchen had said, her gaze piercing into mine.
“Yes, I believe it’s current.” After the interview, I’d
hurried home to check my passport and was pleased to
see it was valid for another six years. I hadn’t checked its
expiration date for years, to give you an idea how often
I traveled. And then only up to Canada from Seattle.
Until days ago, Gretchen never mentioned their trip
to Rome over Tabatha’s Christmas vacation. My chance
to escape my humdrum existence and explore a city rich
with history and intrigue I’d studied about in college,
even if it meant leaving Mama by herself over the holi-
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days. Which I hated to do, but I was so excited and filled
with anticipation I could think of little else.
Inching forward to check in at the bustling Sea-Tac
Airport, Gretchen said, “Lucy, did you remember your
passport?” She glared at me as if I were a pesky gnat.
“Yes. Right here.” My hand dove into my purse, then
held up the blue booklet for her to inspect. I checked
the expiration date again just to make sure.
In her midthirties, Gretchen wasn’t much older than
I was, but I almost added ma’am. She stood five feet ten,
towering over me, and her black mane hung straight
like the pop singer Cher’s in her younger years—unlike
my short stature and brown wavy hair.
I’d spent the night in the Williamses’ guest room so
I wouldn’t be late. No time to spruce myself up before
leaving their house. Plus, I’d decided to wear comfy
clothes—flats; stretchy, black slacks with an elastic waist;
a teal-colored, long-sleeved T-shirt to match my eyes;
and a black puffy jacket. Mama had assured me that
on a long flight, comfort is king. But according to my
newly purchased tour book, I might need warm clothing in Rome in December.
Seven hours later, the giant aircraft took a dip. I felt
my stomach lurch to my throat. It was a bumpy ride;
we’d been restricted to our seats most of the time since
switching aircrafts in Chicago. Riding on airplanes had
rattled me since my early teens—make that scared me
to death after my father’s demise in his single-engine
Cessna 172. I shouldn’t be surprised I’d remained awake
while the rest of the passengers around me snoozed.
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I finally gave in and took a Benadryl, hoping it would
help me sleep, but thoughts still ricocheted through my
head. I wished I could leave my past behind in Seattle,
but I couldn’t. If the Williamses knew the truth about
my battle with opioids, they never would have hired
me. Thank goodness I’d never been arrested. No police
record to hound me. But I craved a shot of Scotch or
a sleeping pill right now. Not that I dared.
I clamped my eyelids shut and saw a shadowy outline
of Brad Helstrom, at one time my sweet darling. I struggled to put his image aside but couldn’t help wondering
if he’d found my replacement. Since Boeing transferred
him to Japan six months ago, he rarely contacted me.
At first, texts or an email arrived every day, but it had
been weeks. Get real, Lucy, I told myself. I might as
well give up on a future with him.
Flight attendants clinked glasses as they prepared
breakfast. The aroma of fresh coffee floated my way.
All I wanted to do was stretch out and sleep for eight
hours, but too late now.
Never had I dreamed I’d be traveling with the Williamses as their daughter Tabatha’s au pair to Rome.
Not that I was really an au pair, but Tabatha hated the
word babysitter. Which was pretty much what I was.
The Williamses and their daughter had most likely
enjoyed a relaxing night up in first class. Even the man
sitting next to me was sleeping, his seat back tilted. No
doubt a seasoned traveler, what with his earplugs and
his eye mask. Before nodding off, he’d spoken to me
in English that betrayed an Italian accent and mentioned that he knew most European languages, one
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reason Amazon hired him. I, on the other hand, knew
no Italian. My mother’s side of the family was from
France. Why couldn’t the Williamses have chosen Paris
instead of Rome so I could use the French I’d studied
at the University of Washington?
Nothing new. The Williamses carried an air of
mystery about them, always getting off a call or closing
their laptops when I entered the room. Sure, I knew
they owned and operated a posh art gallery down in
Pioneer Square, but when I brought their daughter in,
I rarely saw customers. Maybe art collectors arrived for
private viewings or on opening nights to make their
purchases. Apparently, no big deal for some to spend
$500,000 on a painting or piece of sculpture. Or possibly their interior decorators did the choosing.
The Williamses’ home in Windermere was splendid, with its black marble entry, chandelier, and curved
staircase. I didn’t know houses like theirs existed in
Seattle until I’d come to work the first day a couple
months ago. And security was tip-top—cameras and
burglar alarms armed twenty-four seven. I assumed
the Williamses lived there to protect their fabulous art
collection, better than most Seattle museums. Since I’d
minored in art history in college, I recognized some of
the artists and tried to keep my jaw from dropping when
I saw signatures such as Cézanne, Matisse, and several
Picassos. Not to mention the room in the basement I
wasn’t privy to but figured contained more works of art
too valuable to be stored in their gallery or around the
walls of their dining room, living room, and master
bedroom.
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They kept their house locked up tight and the security armed.
I wondered if they didn’t fear for their daughter’s
safety. Tabatha was fifteen, but her parents claimed her
IQ was sky-high. She had apparently taught herself to
read at age three. A bright girl, but no friends from
what I could tell. I’d encouraged her to invite someone
over after school, but she always declined, saying she
was too tired.
Back in Seattle, my job was to deliver her to her prep
school, pick her up, and then keep a close watch on
her. During the day, I shopped and prepared the family’s meals and did light housecleaning, steering clear
of their art collection.
The man in the seat next to me yawned, then covered
his mouth. “Mi dispiace—I mean, I’m sorry.” So he was
indeed Italian. “Did you sleep well, Signorina?” he
asked me as he raked his fingers through his thick nutmeg-brown hair.
“I’ve had better nights.” No need to tell him what an
inexperienced traveler I was. Inexperienced at everything would be more like it. At age twenty-nine, I still
lived at home with my mother. How pathetic was that?
Not that I hadn’t lived in the dorms during college. But
when I hunted for an apartment and discovered the
budget-busting rents, Mama encouraged me to stay at
home until I could afford something better.
“What brings you to Rome at Christmastime?” the
man asked.
I stifled a yawn. “I’m traveling with a family . . .” I
wondered what the Italian word for nanny would be.
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Not that I owed him an explanation. Mama had often
warned me not to trust men.
The flight attendant served us coffee, and he took
a sip. “Again, I must apologize,” he said, his chocolate-brown eyes capturing me. “Where are my manners?
I haven’t introduced myself. My name is Mario Russo.”
He tipped his head toward me. “And yours?”
I’d heard Italian men loved to think of themselves
as Casanovas but decided it couldn’t hurt to tell him.
“Lucy Goff.”
“Ah, Lucia.” He pronounced my name Lucheea.
“From Donizetti’s opera Lucia di Lammermoor.” He stroked
his chin. “One of my favorite operas by Donizetti. Do
you know it?”
“No.” I’d never attended an opera but smiled as if I
understood what he was talking about.
“It’s fantastic but tragic,” he said.
“You mean everyone dies in the end?”
“I’m afraid so.” He gazed into my eyes with intensity.
“Are you staying in Rome over Christmas?”
“Yes.” Again, I felt bad leaving my mother alone. Not
that Christmas was a big deal at our house anymore. A
pint-size tree—ever since my father died—and an unlit
menorah Mama had owned since a girl perched on
the fireplace mantle. We’d decorated a tree reaching
the ceiling and exchanged presents. Mama said Papa
had put the nix on attending synagogue over Hanukkah. “Go if you like, but don’t expect me to,” he’d said.
Church was out of the question, too, even though we
all loved Christmas music. I remembered him singing
“We Three Kings” and “Joy to the World” in the shower.
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He had a glorious baritone voice I’d do anything to
hear again. My father was vigorous and fun—the zest
of our family.
Mario checked my left hand, I assumed for a wedding
band. “You and I should attend an opera some evening
while you’re here. Until you’ve heard an opera performed in Italy, you haven’t lived.” This guy was beyond
handsome. I reminded myself I was in love with another
man. What on earth was I thinking?

